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a. Abstract
This dissertation undertakes an in-depth analysis of the notion of ‘local knowledge’ on 

which basis it develops a structured, comprehensive, interdisciplinary conceptual-ana-

lytical framework on ‘understanding local knowledge’. This framework goes not only be-

yond typically encountered simplifications and the often seen prioritization of the factual 

perspective or the ecological dimension, but is also compatible with principles of sus-

tainable development.

Local knowledge – understood in this research as an overarching term for forms of 

knowledge such as e.g. traditional, indigenous, traditional ecological, folk or farmers’ 

knowledge – is  locally  adapted knowledge developed over time by people living in 

close interaction with their natural surroundings. Such knowledge proves vital in a myr-

iad of ways and on various societal levels: Not only does it sustain local communities in 

their livelihoods and, thus, survival, it also is at the base of what is commonly called 

‘ecosystem management’. These services are carried out by local communities at local 

and regional scales, thereby contributing to advancing environmental conservation and 

sustainable development. Lastly, with respect to the global level, local knowledge also 

acts as a vast, highly diversified and locally adapted knowledge repository with many 

current and potential future applications such as e.g. the development or introduction of 

novel materials, agricultural products or pharmaceuticals. 

Regrettably, despite its vital multi-functionality and -valency and a certain global recog-

nition through the official integration of local knowledge into the ‘Convention of Biologi-

cal Diversity’ at the Rio Earth Summit in 1992, local knowledge continues to experience 

serious marginalization, devaluation and, as a result, an ongoing and almost world-

wide erosion and decline.

Reasons for this development are to be located not only in real-world power dynamics 

and vested interests at all societal levels, but also in a limited understanding of the ac-

tual character of local knowledge. The latter often stems from a lack of insight by the 

generally highly specialized Western actors into local knowledge’s complexity and the 

influence of their own biases and constraints on how a given local knowledge form is 

perceived and made sense of – biases and constraints rooted in their disciplinary, orga-

nizational, structural and personal backgrounds.
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This research contributes to tackling the latter issue by developing a multidisciplinary-

based framework approach to ‘understanding local knowledge’.  The heuristic instru-

ment is designed generically such that it is applicable to a broad range of local knowl-

edge forms in rural and urban areas in industrializing and industrialized countries and 

can be applied in the context of research as much as conservation and development 

cooperation.

Methodically, the dissertation is based on extended literature analyses across sociol-

ogy, philosophy, anthropology, geography, the ethno-sciences and development, cul-

tural and area studies in order to conceptualize and theoretically inform the notions for-

mative  for  ‘understanding  local  knowledge’ as  broadly  and  inclusively  as  possible, 

namely ‘knowledge’, ‘locality’ and, to a lesser extent, ‘understanding’. In this process, a 

total of 16 theory-based generic dimensions characterizing and specifying the three no-

tions are identified. In a second step, these 16 dimensions are aggregated in a concep-

tual-analytical  framework  whereby  I  follow  the  methodology  outlined  by  Jabareen, 

Dowding and Stanley.

This dissertation’s contributions concern various levels. First, on an analytical level, the 

heuristic developed facilitates the understanding of principally any given form of local 

knowledge through a theory-based minimal set of interconnected key dimensions and 

questions. Second, in view of its normative foundation in sustainable development, the 

framework provides interested parties with a differentiated way to gain comprehensive 

insights into local contexts as basis for collaboratively determining sustainable conser-

vation, management and/or development strategies.  Third, its structured and system-

atic approach facilitates comparative studies and forth, its interdisciplinary foundation is 

expected to promote the uptake of scientific findings across disciplinary boundaries, 

counteracting tendencies of disciplinary isolation. Fifth, by including the aspect of ‘un-

derstanding’, the framework also allows for a critical reflection on the contingency of 

one’s own understanding on pre-existing biases and constraints, thus also taking ac-

count of challenges related to understanding across epistemologies.

Approaching the topic of ‘understanding local knowledge’ with an instrument specifi-

cally developed to analyze local knowledge forms comprehensively and systematically 

promises to provide a more complex, transparent and at the same time balanced no-

tion of a given local knowledge form that thus contributes to facilitating collaboration, be 

it in research, conservation or development cooperation.
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1 Rationale for studying local knowledge
Local knowledge1 in all its multifacetedness has gained a lot of attention in the last four 

decades in both academia and the public discourse around the globe. In the 1980s, in 

an increasingly globalizing world, the facts increasingly spoke for themselves, bringing 

to light the astonishing range of topics local knowledge contributes to and deals with. 

As a matter of fact, it was realized that local knowledge extends to a multitude of topics 

across time and cultures, ranging – to only name a few – from age-old astronavigation 

skills leading our ancestors on their way across the Pacific Ocean to cultivating and 

breeding skills  resulting in  a wide range of  domesticated plant  and animal  species 

available today. It also entails extensive knowledge on the human body-mind complex, 

as laid down in numerous plant-,  animal-  and mineral-based traditional  healing ap-

proaches and systems, including complete systems of medicine such as Ayurveda.

Prominent examples of recent introductions and applications of local knowledge on a 

global scale include for the area of cosmetics e.g. Aloe spp. and Euphorbia peplus L. 

(both for treating skin injuries, cf. Dat et al.  (2012); Heinrich (2015b)). For the area of 

nutrition, Açai berries (initially from the floodplains of Southern America, cf. Heinrich et 

al. (2011)) are a prominent example for trendy food supplements introduced of late. For 

the medical  area,  early  examples include the application of  digitoxin as cardiotonic 

agent (from Digitalis purpurea L./D. spp., as described by William Withering in 1785, cf. 

Anderson (2012)) or of quinine (from the bark of Cinchona pubescens Vahl./C. spp., cf. 

Gertsch (2009)) for the treatment of malaria and fever, as used for centuries by local 

communities. Other well-known examples inspired by applications in local knowledge 

contexts include aspirin and antibiotics. More recent additions entail Lepidium meyenii 

Walp./Maca  from the Peruvian highlands (cf. Gonzales  (2012); Beharry and Heinrich 

(2018)) for improving reproductive health in humans and cattle or  Galanthus spp.  for 

the  treatment  of  both  poliomyelitis  and  Alzheimer’s  disease (cf.  Heinrich  and  Teoh 

(2004)).

The initial realization of the sheer existence, range and significance of local knowledge 

was soon followed by a growing insight into its manifold – and importantly: multi-level – 

functions and roles. To only give a few examples – local knowledge proved to be indis-

pensable on a local level in providing subsistence knowledge critical for the survival 

and  well-being  of  local  communities;  on  a  regional  level  it  provides  indispensable 

knowledge for sustainably managing wider ecosystems such as coastal areas or water-

1 The same is true for related, yet not fully interchangeable notions such as ‘traditional knowledge’, ‘traditional eco-
logical knowledge’ or ‘indigenous knowledge’. For more information on how these related terms are handled in this 
research cf. chapters 1.1/2.1.2.
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sheds and, eventually, on a global level it showed to have the potential to e.g. informing 

and refining the search for new substances for the development of novel materials or 

drugs. 

Moreover – and going beyond strictly utilitarian motives – local knowledge came to be 

increasingly seen for what it was: a vast reservoir or treasure trove of condensed hu-

man experience and knowledge tested and refined over many generations in response 

to changing environmental conditions. As such, it was acknowledged that local knowl-

edge forms a part of the (bio-)cultural heritage of mankind (Maffi 2001, 2005) – a her-

itage whose loss could have detrimental consequences when searching for new ap-

proaches to solving contemporary and future problems. In this vein, local knowledge 

received increasingly appreciation for its complimentary character that was realized to 

represent an outstanding asset. While generic scientific knowledge is in most cases 

deemed the primary route and gold standard to address big global challenges, local 

knowledge came to be understood as a necessary, additional dimension when it comes 

to adjusting generic, global solutions to the specific local social, natural and economic 

environments. Such localizing adjustments proved to significantly facilitate the process 

of steering transitions towards a more sustainable development. In view of the global 

situation of crisis at the onset of the 21st century, the solution was realized to be in the 

converse of differing ways of knowing: Climate change, widespread deforestation, bio-

diversity loss, increasing scarcity of natural resources, global distributive injustice and 

increased migration flows at a global scale all ask for solutions that draw from knowl-

edge from all  potential sources, developed and accumulated under various contexts 

and paradigms.

Eventually, and notwithstanding all these positive attributes, it became at the same time 

obvious that across the globe, local knowledge was more and more in danger and even 

potentially  prone  to  extinction,  akin  to  the  fate  suffered  by  innumerable  biological 

species. The ever-accelerating and intertwined processes of globalization, standardiza-

tion and modernization were identified as main drivers of this decline in and loss of 

knowledge, often combined with the loss of the respective natural habitat. These global 

processes place such knowledge under significant pressure, not seldom resulting in lo-

cal knowledge’s marginalization, dismantling and – over time – eventual demise.

This development did not go unheeded, notably in the frame of the growing discourse 

on sustainable development.  In fact,  the international community has started to ad-

dress the issue as early as in the wake of the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, in 

1992 where, among others, the pivotal Convention of Biological Diversity (CBD) was 
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approved.  Subsequent  significant,  exemplary  steps  to  counter-acting  the  gradual 

demise of local knowledge in the overall attempt to save the planet include the formula-

tion of both Millennium Development Goals (MDGs, 2000-2015) and Sustainable De-

velopment Goals (SDGs, 2015-2030) and the follow-up conference to the Earth Sum-

mit, the Rio+20 summit in 2012 (for a detailed historical account cf. chapter 2.2.1). As a 

matter of fact, over the last decades, the debates on ‘sustainable development’ and ‘lo-

cal knowledge’ have become increasingly intertwined, with the former often providing 

some form of overarching normative layer for strengthening the cause of the latter, at 

least theoretically, i.e. on paper. The interrelatedness of these two discourses is also 

the reason why I consider it to be advisable to take the notion of ‘sustainable develop-

ment’ into account and use it as ‘normative canvas’ when elaborating a framework for 

understanding local knowledge.

In academia the topic of local knowledge has been taken up and discussed from very 

different disciplinary perspectives. To first point to an eye-catching feature shared by 

the great majority of studies: Methodologically, they remain fairly silent as to how the in-

formation and findings at hand were gained, despite the frequently alleged ‘hard-to-

grasp’ nature of local knowledge. In a similar vein, critical reflection on external biases 

such as structural and organizational constraints and on internal biases such as poten-

tial assumptions and personal preferences are largely missing. One could say at this 

point that in most studies, a reflexive layer critically assessing one’s own process of 

perceiving, processing, interpreting and, eventually, understanding is largely missing. It 

seems as if the potentially highly exotic and elusive nature of ‘local knowledge’ is met 

by a kindred discretion by outside observers when it comes to the inherent uncertainty 

of the knowledge gained – an uncertainty stemming from the influence of external and 

internal biases and constraints on the actual process of perceiving and making sense.

As for disciplinary achievements in the academic debate on local knowledge, the sheer 

number of academic branches involved is remarkable. To provide some prominent ex-

amples and their topical foci: Anthropologists consider local knowledge to represent a 

substantial, if not the central part of the culture of not only indigenous peoples in re-

mote rural areas, but also of rural and urban communities in both industrializing and in-

dustrialized countries. In their attempt to understand local livelihoods across the globe, 

they often center on specific local knowledge cases, mostly choosing a descriptive-

enumerative approach in order to be able to account for the particularities. Ecologists 

and  scholars  from  the  various  ethnosciences (e.g.  ethnobotany,  ethnozoology, 

ethnopharmacology) are primarily interested in complementing their focal expert knowl-

edge by learning about locally practiced uses, administrations and management tech-
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niques of the local flora and fauna for subsistence practices (e.g. in terms of human 

and animal nutrition,  human and animal health-care or in terms of  local ecosystem 

management). Proponents of  development studies  are primarily interested in applied 

development research and strive to examine how local and scientific forms of knowl-

edge could best be combined or, if feasible, even integrated to achieve the planned de-

velopment impact. Political scientists in the tradition of Elinor Ostrom (1990; 2002) seek 

to understand local governance arrangements for managing commons. Along with their 

colleagues  from development  studies,  they  invest  in  analyzing  and  criticizing  local 

knowledge’s marginalization – a phenomenon that is often conceptualized in terms of 

Western power relations exploiting the global South. However, while this argument is 

most prominent in these two disciplines, it represents a widespread underlying attitude 

bridging across disciplinary boundaries. This, in turn, underlines that discussing ‘knowl-

edge’ is hardly ever neutral, but often politically loaded, involving hegemonically coined 

discourses about what counts as reality, how said reality can be perceived, and, conse-

quently, what amounts to legitimate knowledge.

Acknowledging the existence of this political undercurrent, I primarily focus my thesis 

on the academic discourse – first because despite the existing vast body of literature 

and the topic’s real-world relevance, it is far from established what the meaning or even 

the range of meanings of ‘local knowledge’ amounts to within the academic discourse. 

In this respect,  the thesis intends to contribute to advancing the topic in theoretical 

terms. To this effect, I propose an in-depth analysis of ‘local knowledge’ where I ana-

lyze the terms individually before moving to the even more elusive notion of ‘under-

standing local knowledge’. The latter represents a reaction to the absence, to a great 

extent, of what I denoted above as ‘critical, reflexive layer’. Integrating ‘understanding’ 

into the analysis implies therefore going one step further in acknowledging that the ob-

servational and perceptional configuration of the individuals studying local knowledge 

bears a significant influence on how he/she describes the topic in question – all the 

more in the case of differing epistemological backgrounds to start with. Shifting the per-

spective from ‘local knowledge’ to ‘understanding local knowledge’ thus attempts to 

counteract the potentially problematic disassociation between researcher and his/her 

objects  of  research.  Next  to  providing  some  methodological  insights  into  how  the 

knowledge  in  question  is  generated,  adding  a  ‘critical  layer’ brings  the  researcher 

him-/herself in a very tangible way to the table along with his/her external constraints 

and internal biases that in turn shape his/her research. In my opinion, this layer bears 

relevance to the extent that it needs to be taken account of and managed rather than 

left out – even at the expense of complicating things by introducing an additional per-
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spective or at the expense of not being able to fully accommodate the complex topic of 

‘reflexive understanding’ that in fact would merit being center-stage rather than only an 

additional component (cf. chapter 1.3.2).

Having said that, I would like to underline that for this research, it is knowledge that is 

at the heart of my research interest – knowledge modified by the locality it evolves in, 

resulting on a global scale in a multitude of ‘local knowledges’. Suffice to say at this 

point that knowledge, indisputably, has been and still is fundamental to the evolution of 

mankind2, not at least due to the fact that it can be transmitted and further developed 

across generations and space. The effects of its accumulation through constant inter-

generational transmission cannot be overestimated. Human civilization stands on the 

often-cited  ‘shoulders  of  giants’ for  problem solving,  invention  and  innovation.  And 

whatever criticisms on marginalization there may be, it led to globally used innovations 

such as the wheel, the printing press or, to give examples of more ‘modern knowledge’, 

the Global Positioning System (GPS) providing satellite tracking services, the knowl-

edge to genetically engineer living organisms or to determine the surface composition 

of distant planets by means of precise flybys. However, equally indisputably, there is no 

such thing as ‘one uniform knowledge’ within science – depending on the perspective, 

it is conceptualized variably and different types of and approaches to knowledge tend 

to be predominant in various fields. Consequently, even in academia, the debate on 

knowledge  encompasses  a  plurality  of  competing  theories  stemming  from different 

lines of thoughts or disciplines.3

Hence, given that it is far from being clear what researchers on local knowledge have 

in mind when talking about ‘knowledge’, I take identifying a perspective on ‘knowledge’ 

that is meaningful with respect to its use in the context of ‘local knowledge’ as one of 

my starting points. On the basis of such a notion of knowledge, I move on to scrutinize 

the second, qualifying part of  the compound term, namely ‘local’ for which the aca-

demic debate offers a variety of meanings of and perspectives too, only complicating a 

concise understanding of ‘local knowledge’.4 Given this situation, the task consists in 

structuring the arguments of the debate on ‘locality’ in terms of their significance for in-

forming the debate on local knowledge; the underlying question being how a specific 

2 In “Metaphysics”, Aristotle (2003) even denoted mankind’s aspiration for knowledge and for understanding its na-
ture and structure as ‘innate’ to humans and to human development.

3 Historically, the topic of knowledge has primarily been debated in philosophy, theology and, to a lesser extent, soci-
ology. From the late 1960s on, additional perspectives entered the field, including on the one hand business stud-
ies, primarily in the form of ‘knowledge management’ aiming at distilling how organizations could best generate 
value from their knowledge-based assets. On the other hand, science and technology studies entered the field to 
study the relation between science and technology and the societal conditions enabling technical innovations.

4 To only provide a basic example: In the majority of cases, ‘local’ refers to a specific location in time and space, but 
it can equally denote a virtual or metaphorical location, rendering e.g. physical presence expendable for certain 
functions of locality.
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locality influences the knowledge body of the people in place or – formulated differently 

– how a specific locality is reflected in a given local knowledge form.

While an analysis of the existing categorial differences and disciplinary influences in 

understanding the terms ‘knowledge’ and ‘local’ is an important starting point of my the-

sis, my goal does not consist in developing a concluding definition of local knowledge. 

In fact, I would consider such undertaking to be rather ill-advised, given the indetermi-

nacy in the academic debate as to what exactly constitutes knowledge – a fact that is 

even more pronounced in the case of ‘local knowledge’ where the major factor of po-

tentially differing epistemological backgrounds requires careful attention and considera-

tion. In view of this ‘otherness’ that, to differing degrees, comes with local knowledge, I 

consider it crucial to not strive for providing assertion in the form of a finite definition, 

but to rather identify the field and scope of potential forms and manifestations of local 

knowledge with the aim to identify and propose meaningful basic categories character-

izing local knowledge. Thus, the focus of this research is on identifying an adequate 

framing instead of determining descriptive assertions.

With this end in view, I develop in this research a generic and categorial approach to lo-

cal knowledge condensed in a set of interrelated concepts and guiding questions that 

allows for integrating virtually any form of local knowledge, in addition to a providing ba-

sic guidance for a critical reflection of one’s own role and influence on the process.

In view of this, I rather start from the background assumption that the variety in per-

spectives on both ‘knowledge’ and ‘locality’ represent different facets and aspects that 

have to be taken into account when aiming at as encompassing as possible an ap-

proach. Accordingly, my goal and the related scientific contribution are to pave the way 

to approach the reasonable range of understandings of local knowledge in a structured 

and comprehensive way – not the least to contribute to building bridges between epis-

temologies or ‘ways of knowing’ with the ultimate aim to provide a common basis for 

the many research endeavors and development initiatives involving local knowledge. 

The aim therefore consists in crystallizing, organizing, translating and critically reflect-

ing on the manifold of perceived categories for local knowledge in a way that is produc-

tive and informative for empirical academic research or for applied contexts. In a final 

step, the framework resulting from the steps above is checked against a previously de-

fined of sustainability criteria in order to make sure that the approach to local knowl-

edge suggested in this research is conforming with the broader societal discourse of 

sustainable development.
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Hence, rather than focusing on political and social reasons behind the often observed 

marginalization of local knowledge, I concentrate on elaborating a generic interdiscipli-

nary-based approach in line with basic sustainability principles that should contribute to 

facilitating access to the topic for all parties interested while also allowing for some criti-

cal reflection on the uncertainty inherent to the attempt to gain an understanding of 

alien knowledge environments – to the potential benefit of academia as much as ap-

plied sectors such as e.g. development cooperation or environmental protection. By 

means of such clarification, I hope to being able to contribute my share to overcoming 

a potential lack of understanding or insight into what I take to represent important fields 

not only for research, but also for societal transformation.

1.1 Background and statement of the problem
In  the  following,  I  describe  the  potential  and  multifarious  roles  of  local  knowledge 

(chapter  1.1.1) before I outline its precarious current state of marginalization and de-

cline (chapter 1.1.2).

1.1.1 Local knowledge – a critical resource: relevance and policy 
support

As stated earlier, this research is dedicated to local ways of knowing, i.e. to a knowl-

edge type that is often, and rather mistakenly, seen as the somewhat elusive counter-

part of scientific knowledge, the dominant knowledge paradigm in the West. For rea-

sons to be elaborated later, I denote in this research this form of knowledge as ‘local 

knowledge’. As preliminary working definition, I understand local knowledge as a col-

lective or ‘umbrella term’ for a variety of concepts such as traditional knowledge, tradi-

tional ecological knowledge,  indigenous knowledge, farmers’ knowledge, folk knowl-

edge etc.5; in this research’s understanding, it comprises knowledge, beliefs, traditions, 

practices, institutions and worldviews developed by local or indigenous communities in 

industrializing and industrialized countries in response to permanently changing social 

and natural environments. Following Antweiler, I also consider local knowledge to be a 

“locally situated form of knowing […] found in all societies” (2004:1). Its primary charac-

teristic lies in its flexibility and ability to constantly evolve and adapt to changing local 

circumstances and related environmental conditions in order to increase the resilience 

of the system in question through a continued process of co-evolution (Berkes, Cold-

ing, and Folke 2000).

5 While this implies that the preferred term in this research for the phenomenon in question is ‘local knowledge’ (cf. 
chapter 2.1.1), it does not entail leaving aside all publications featuring other terms. On the contrary: Under the 
premise of striving for developing a comprehensive framework, it is only conducive to take notice and process all 
perspectives on the topic, regardless of disciplinary labels.
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In academia, local knowledge is primarily discussed in anthropology, receiving much 

less overall attention, especially with respect to its occurrence and potentials in indus-

trialized countries. This is at astonishing odds with the multitude of potential use appli-

cations of local knowledge in many contexts and in both everyday life and in times of 

socio-economic  uncertainty,  crises,  epidemics,  displacements  or  war  (Pierce  and 

Emery 2005; Tomasini and Theilade 2019). As a matter of fact, its functions and roles 

are multifarious and encompasses all societal levels from local to global, as the follow-

ing paragraphs demonstrate:

With respect to the local level, local knowledge enables local communities through-

out the world to survive and sustain their livelihoods, providing specified natural-re-

source related expert  knowledge accumulated over  generations in  various domains 

such  as  animal  husbandry,  agriculture,  agroforestry,  fishing  and  hunting,  extraction 

practices,  nutrition,  community  health-care,  education,  conservation (cf.  e.g.  Berkes 

and Turner (2006); Ellen and Harris (2000); Ford (2001)).

To elaborate on a few examples: Regarding nutrition, local knowledge is crucial in iden-

tifying plants for diversifying human dietary habits in view of both modern diets’ general 

poverty in plant diversity6 and the extent to which diet-related diseases are burdening 

global economies (Vandebroek et al. 2011). Such plants – such as liakra in Italy, bush 

foods in Australia or quelites in Mexico – amount to vital traditional components of rural 

diets across the world with noticeable positive effects on the body mass index, if con-

sumed regularly (Reyes-García et al. 2008), albeit their consumption can also be con-

sidered a stigma of poverty (cf.  e.g. Cruz-Garcia  (2017); Price  (2006)).  All  over the 

world, these wild, weedy and semi-domesticated plant foods and non-commercial local 

breeds not only complement human diet, but are also used as medicine or forage (cf. 

e.g. Barreau Daly (2014); Menendez-Baceta (2012); Stepp and Moerman (2001); Van-

debroek and Sanca (2006)).

Regarding community healthcare, local knowledge on traditional medicine (i.e. the use 

of plants, animals and minerals) is pivotal in securing primary healthcare for the poor 

population in view of main-stream bio-medical healthcare often lacking in rural areas or 

being of too poor a quality (cf. e.g. Alves and Rosa (2007); Farnsworth et al.  (1985); 

Heywood (2015); Mc Dade et al. (2007)). Traditional medicine helps to ensure the pro-

vision of healthcare in-situ and leads to respective local knowledge having a high use-

value for locals, as a vast body of literature from all over the world shows (cf. e.g. Alves 

6 Citing Prescott-Allen (1990), Vandebroek et al. (2011) specify that from the estimated 50’000 edible plant species 
only about 250-300 are considered food crops while the number of plant species actually feeding the world ranges 
between 7 and 103.
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and Rosa (2007); Giday et al. (2009); Vandebroek et al. (2004)). Accordingly, methods 

and best practices have been suggested to evaluate the safe and responsible use of 

traditional healers and their plant-based therapeutic approaches (cf. e.g. Birhan et al. 

(2011); Graz (2005); Graz et al. (2007)).

In terms of culture and education, local knowledge galvanized in folk-songs or stories 

can be pivotal in strengthening cultural identity and self-esteem, in promoting bio-cul-

tural heritage and in contextualizing scientific learning about the environment within a 

traditional context, providing the students with real-world knowledge directly applicable 

to their life-context (cf. e.g. Battiste  (2002); Kraipeerapun and Thongthew (2007)). In 

view of the overall global decline in languages and cultures worldwide, endeavors to 

make intercultural education an official state policy (as in Bolivia at the beginning of the 

1990s, cf. Vandebroek et al.  (2011)) are as crucial as culturally adequate choices of 

teaching settings and methods (e.g. field trips, observation or informal instructions, cf. 

Reyes-García et al. (2010)).

Regarding conservation activities, local knowledge often comprises elements crucial to 

conservation, making local communities potentially excellent natural allies for conser-

vationists7 (cf. e.g. de Albuquerque et al. (2011); Nazarea (2006)). These elements en-

compass sacred groves (cf.  e.g.  Lebbie and Guries  (1995)),  social  taboos (cf.  e.g. 

Colding and Folke (2001)) or community embargos (cf. e.g. Bonta et al. (2006)), serve 

to regulate access to and use of biological resources and stimulate behavioral prac-

tices beneficial to safeguarding biodiversity. In addition, local communities often estab-

lish in-situ agrobiodiversity in their home gardens and well-structured human networks 

of seed exchange (for Spain: cf. Calvet-Mir et al.  (2012); for the Amazons region: cf. 

Díaz-Reviriego et al. (2016); for Nepal: cf. Poudel et al. (2015)). Research has shown 

that local communities’ knowledge base of taxa and systemic interactions relevant to 

their environment tend to operate at a much finer spatial and temporal scale than com-

parable scientific classification approaches8 (cf. e.g. DeWalt  (1994); Newmaster et al. 

(2011)), rendering local knowledge an indispensable base for bio-cultural and ecologi-

cal information.

With respect to the regional to national levels, local knowledge has additional appli-

cation fields. In the context of conservation, local knowledge is crucial for all activities 

that are not limited to the immediate surroundings of local communities, but extend to 
7 The views on whether biodiversity conservation and local development are compatible differ quite significantly. In a 

narrow view of conservation, subsistence activities of small-scale farmers and forest dwelling communities are con-
sidered problematic intrusions.

8 The research by Newmaster et al. (2011) on the local knowledge on sea grass taxa led to the realization that the lo-
cals recognize five times more taxa than Western scientists, “each with their unique roles in the local ecosystem 
and usefulness to humans” (Vandebroek et al. 2011:5).
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regional and, potentially, national levels (for examples cf. Roué and Molnar (2017)), in-

cluding initiatives in the frame of policy agreements such as the National Agenda 21 or 

the Sustainable Development Goals. Topically, it involves e.g. the management of sin-

gle  species,  ecosystems or  landscapes (cf.  e.g.  Baptiste et  al.  (2017);  Karki  et  al. 

(2017); Mechik  et al.  (2017); Roué and Molnar  (2017)) as much as rehabilitation en-

deavors and disaster preparedness through risk-reduction where related effects go be-

yond the mere local sphere (for examples cf. e.g. Dubé and Munsaka (2018)).

In the  cultural domain, local knowledge can help to inform education policies that – 

once proven successful in reviving local knowledge traditions in a specific region – are 

more likely to be mainstreamed in entire rural regions or even nation-wide (for Canada 

cf. Battiste (2002); for Alaska cf. Barnhardt (2005)). In the domain of healthcare, tradi-

tional medicine is pivotal not only for local rural communities themselves, but also for 

residents in the main cities of the respective countries where main-stream healthcare is 

de facto available, but by far not everyone’s first choice. Correspondingly, in urban cen-

ters all  over the world (cf.  e.g. Bussmann et  al.  (2009)),  traditional medicine is still 

widely used. In addition, in an act of hybridization, inter-medical healthcare systems 

combining local medicines from different cultural groups with bio-medicine are estab-

lished (for the Fulni-ô in Brazil cf. Soldati and de Albuquerque (2012), for the Maori in 

New Zealand cf. Durie  (2004)). In terms of income generation for local communities, 

goods produced locally based on local knowledge have the potential to provide some 

cash income for rural populations, in addition to potentially granting them access to re-

gional  markets,  potentially  even in  the frame of  production cooperatives and/or  fair 

trade  schemes  (for  the  case  of  medicinal  plants  cf.  Farnsworth  et  al. (1985); 

Farnsworth and Soejarto  (1991);  Shanley and Luz  (2003);  in  general  cf.  von Hauff 

(2012)).

Finally, extending local knowledge’s influence even further, it is also crucial at an ag-
gregated global level due to its many combined effects resulting from the ability to 

cope with and adapt to environmental variability and trends at local, regional and na-

tional  levels.  Accordingly,  local knowledge is  often considered critical  for  monitoring 

processes in all kinds of fields and topics and for informing how to tackle pressing so-

cial and environmental challenges at a global scale such as climate change, pending 

global  food  crises  or  the  sustainable  development  of  natural  resources  (cf.  e.g. 

Nesheim  (2006)).  Exemplarily for the  domain of global health-care, local knowledge 

serves additional population groups next to benefiting local communities and the urban 

population of industrializing countries, namely international migrants in large multicul-

tural centers (cf. e.g. for London Yöney et al. (2010); for New York Reiff et al. (2003); 
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for Cologne Pieroni at al. (2005)). Interestingly, these migrants often opt for traditional 

medicine, considering it often to be a more satisfying, holistic and trusted healthcare 

option even if bio-medical healthcare is easily available and of overall high quality (Van-

debroek et al. 2011).9 In addition to international migrants, herbal medicine enjoys great 

popularity in the overall  resident population of  both industrializing and industrialized 

countries. To lower side effects, prevent over-medication and/or avoid the escalating 

cost spiral linked to sophisticated healthcare, a substantial number of consumers seek 

viable alternatives or complements to modern medicine. This rather new development 

resulted in a great surge of public interest in the use of plants as medicines has led to a 

skyrocket increase in sales of herbal medicine in Europe and the United States since 

the 1990ies (Akerele et al. 1991; Kate and Laird 1999; Lewington 1993; McCaleb 1997; 

Schippmann et al. 2003). Lastly, for a number of decades, local knowledge on medici-

nal  plants  was  considered  a  promising approach  to  selecting  interesting  candidate 

plant species in the ongoing search by pharmaceutical companies for the discovery 

and development of new pharmaceuticals – a debate that is led more controversially 

nowadays (cf. e.g. Laird (2002); Siqueira et al. (2012); Vandebroek et al. (2011)).10

Lastly, local knowledge is critical in designing development initiatives that take account 

of local perceptions and ways and reflect people’s needs, local priorities and endoge-

nous development paths (Mechik and von Hauff 2016). This also entails developing in-

dicators and criteria for development initiatives founded in local values, classifications, 

processes and perceptions and acknowledge locally applied measures of environmen-

tal quality and change as much as a local prioritization of projects based on own as-

sessment approaches  (Antweiler 2004; Sillitoe 1998b). Instead of focusing on rather 

utilitarian  aspects,  development  initiatives  benefit  from designing  their  interventions 

around local challenges and needs in close consultation with local communities (Van-

debroek et al. 2011), rendering the use of local knowledge an empowering act.

Against the backdrop of all these different functions, roles and related applications, it 

comes as no surprise that in the 1980s this knowledge type attracted attention in the 

policy domain, as complex global problems such as e.g. massive environmental pollu-

tion and biodiversity loss started piling up. Internationally, the notion of ‘local knowl-

9 More precisely, New York has “hundreds of botánicas, herbal shops run by Latino immigrants that sell good luck 
amulets, potions, spiritual candles, saints, and medicinal plants [...] and offer consultations with traditional and spiri-
tual healers. The popularity of these botánicas stresses their importance for immigrant health and may be demon-
strative of their functioning as a coping strategy for psycho-social pressures associated with migration.” (Vande-
broek et al. 2011:2)

10 While in the past the value of local knowledge for the ‘discovery’ of plant-derived pharmaceuticals such as the ‘ar-
row poison’ curare, psilocybin, Vinca alkaloids or artemisinin from Artemisia annua L. is undisputed, in the last 
decades comparable discoveries of plant-derived pharmaceuticals became scarce (cf. e.g. Reyes-García (2010); 
Vandebroek and Moerman (2015); for an extensive account on the developments in ethnopharmacology cf. Hein-
rich (2013)).
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edge’ became the embodiment of the knowledge of non-European societies  (Speich 

2009) and gained additional momentum in the context of the Earth Summit in Rio in 

1992 and successor conferences where local participation was understood as decisive 

for sustainable development. In this context, a number of policies came into force that 

were meant to provide protection to local knowledge, including, most prominently, the 

CBD, namely article 8j providing indigenous communities with more rights to their re-

sources and knowledge  (United Nations 1992), and the ‘Nagoya Protocol on Access 

and Benefit Sharing’, a 2010 supplementary agreement to the 1992 Convention on Bio-

logical Diversity (CBD 2011) (entered in force in 2014), aiming at a fair and equitable 

sharing of benefits out of the utilization of genetic resources and at contributing to the 

conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity. Both development agencies and re-

search institutes took active notice of these developments, made local knowledge a 

salient topic and integrated it to varying degrees and extents (Heywood 2015; Speich 

2009).

However, from the very beginning and regardless of the multitude of practical applica-

tions,  ‘local  knowledge’ was  met  from two  contradictory  perspectives:  While  some 

deemed local knowledge to be a panacea resource with potential for both steering local 

development  and  empowerment,  others  suspected  it  to  hamper  said  development 

process due to was what perceived as its inherent ‘backwardness’ that needs to be 

overcome. This underlines the normative load of the issue – dealing with local knowl-

edge is for the majority no neutral undertaking, but inherently politically loaded.

1.1.2 Local knowledge – an endangered resource: marginalization 
and decline

In view of this situation, it comes as no surprise that local knowledge, for all its vital  

contributions, was and still is confronted with substantial indirect and direct marginal-

ization and, at times, straightforward oppression (e.g. Greene et al.  (2004); Pilgrim et 

al. (2008)). This is in itself highly problematic as marginalization of knowledge tends to 

be followed by erosion, which in turn leads to increased marginalization and even more 

erosion – a vicious circle. The resulting imminent loss of local knowledge itself is dev-

astating in at least two ways: With respect to the local level, it deprives local communi-

ties of the subsistence knowledge for survival, in most cases without providing them 

with  alternative  perspectives,  knowledge  and  skills.  In  terms  of  the  global  level,  it 

amounts to recklessly disposing of troves of knowledge acquired and refined over gen-

erations in constant adaptation to changing social and natural environments – troves of 

societal resilience humanity might be in dire need in the future. In the following para-
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graphs I briefly outline the various ways of marginalization to then sketch what I deem 

to be the two main causes fueling this marginalization, i.e. power issue and insufficient 

knowledge from the side of non-local practitioners and researchers interacting with lo-

cal communities.

While the international policy support for local knowledge described above, in the first 

place the CBD with article 8j (1992), rendered it more difficult to ignore the pivotal role 

of local knowledge and local knowledge holders in the global struggle for bio-diversity 

conservation and environmental management, the situation of local communities is in 

most places still dire and the potential of local knowledge for development at local, re-

gional and global scales remains only marginally utilized. In fact, all over the world local 

knowledge in its many variants and forms get marginalized time and time again – indi-

rectly as much as directly – as the numerous examples of sidelining and exploiting of 

local interests, livelihoods and intellectual property rights show (Agyeman 2005; Baker 

2012; Britz and Lipinski 2001; Janz 2009) show. The result of this marginalization, how-

ever, is in all cases similar: an erosion and, eventually, loss of local knowledge (cf. e.g. 

Brodt (2001); Cetinkaya (2009); Giday (2009); Hamilton (2008); Nesheim (2006); Phi-

lander (2012)). I describe in the following what I consider representing main ways, both 

indirect and  direct ones,  in  which local knowledge is  systematically  and structurally 

marginalized.

First, indirect marginalization of local knowledge is at play in the context of the often 

unresolved  status  of  land  entitlements as  local  communities  often  find  themselves 

plagued  by  broader  issues  such  as  “territorial  invasion  or  loss,  displacement  and 

marginalization by their own state elites” – often in the context of resource extraction on 

their territories – that renders it difficult or even impossible for them to continue living in 

the place and maintaining the livelihoods to which their knowledge is ideally adapted 

and in which it is firmly rooted (Greene et al. 2004).11 Establishing a new life in a differ-

ent place is not seldom accompanied by substantial struggle to re-orient oneself while 

trying to use and protect the familiar, albeit no longer ideally adapted local knowledge 

under the changed circumstances  (Vermeylen et al. 2008).12 Obtaining recognition of 

their rights and gaining control over the resources found on their land and territories on 

which they depend for the physical, economic and cultural well-being is therefore criti-

11 Greene et al. underline that the indirect marginalization through displacements and territorial loss might be even 
more harmful for local communities than “the appropriation of their traditional knowledge by bio-pirates from the 
North” (2004:214).

12 In addition to these reasons at the macro level, a number of additional causes for the decline or even loss of local 
knowledge have been identified, including formal schooling and knowledge acquired at school (unless it is contex-
tualized learning, which might help to maintain local knowledge) (Reyes-García et al. 2010).
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cal and paramount for their subsistence survival13, in addition to having the certainty 

that development in their environment advances in line with their own values and al-

lows for sustaining their identities (Davidson-Hunt et al. 2012).

Second, indirect marginalization also originates from the numerous unresolved legal is-

sues associated with rights and responsibilities that arise from the specific set of agree-

ments described in the preceding chapter, especially with respect to the implementa-

tion at national level, often resulting in situations where for power reasons the issue is 

decided at the detriment of the local community, resulting in local communities loosing 

out time and time again, as numerous examples show (cf. e.g. Nazarea (2006)).

Third, direct marginalization comes into play in the actual way the topic of local knowl-

edge is addressed: The actual attention allocated to local knowledge is considered to 

be insufficient and often misguided  (Escobar 1998) – misguided either because it  is 

“rarely understood in its own terms”, but more often is “refunctionalized to serve the in-

terest of Western-style conservation”.14 In this sense, a growing appropriation and pri-

vatization of knowledge and resources (Davidson-Hunt et al. 2012) is taking place, or 

what  Shiva  called,  in  1997  already,  the  “capital’s  predation  of  local  ecologies  and 

knowledge”, throwing up many issues, including questions of intellectual property right 

(Vermeylen et al. 2008). These questions are, of course, not new at all, but only remind 

of the discrimination carried out in colonial times.15

Forth, direct marginalization also arrives at the hand of development/international coop-

eration agencies who in their wide-spread appropriation of local knowledge show a ten-

dency toward neglecting the complexity of local knowledge by readily adapting it to per-

ceived (Western) demands, often modifying it in the process with scientific perspectives 

to render it more valuable for Western donors (Sillitoe 2010).16 As a result, local knowl-

edge becomes refashioned to attend to the needs of a mostly donor-driven project and 

program[...] implementation (Antweiler 2004) – an implementation that is not seldom at 

13 This link is also reflected in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (United Nations 
2007) as well as in the Indigenous Peoples International Declaration on Self-Determination and Sustainable Devel-
opment (Davidson-Hunt et al. 2012).

14 This challenge is even intensified as studying local knowledge is by no way socially neutral, but loaded with politi-
cal, legal and ethical issues (Antweiler 2004; Vermeylen, Martin, and Clift 2008). ‘Political’ issues as the terms of 
engagement need to be clarified; ‘legal’ as it entails a consideration of intellectual property right regimes and of 
modes for compensating peoples sharing their knowledge and for protecting them against unfair exploitation; ‘ethi-
cal’ as it includes the choice of methods and ethics of collaboration in researching local knowledge and in designing 
development interventions.

15 Threats to the integrity of local knowledge and related natural resources are of course no novelty, but lived reality 
since at least the beginning of Western colonialism. While local populations tried to combat such influences in vari-
ous ways, the process of globalization over the last decades rendered these threats overwhelming and almost per-
manent, leading to an overall leveling of cultural differences (Antweiler 2004).

16 Authors critical of Western development initiatives impetus and the related claim to power rather speak of ‘blandly 
turning away’ instead of ‘neglecting’ to stress the perceived agency that aims at destroying local peculiarities with 
universal certainties (cf. e.g. Escobar (1995)).
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odds with local development plans and strategies. Experience has shown that once di-

verging development ideas between donors and local communities surface17, agencies 

tend to react by distrusting local people’s knowledge or the “soundness of decisions 

they reach” (Sillitoe 2010:16), resulting in a very limited and, potentially, even manipu-

lated local participation as agencies try to keep the upper hand, confident that they 

know what development consists of and what what steps are needed to advance devel-

opment in the desired direction. This way, they tend to run the risk of missing their 

goals and/or producing unintended and potentially harmful side effects.

Assuming that they generally know what development entails and confident to posses 

the knowledge relevant to advancing development (Sillitoe 2010), development agen-

cies tend to run the risk of missing their goals and/or producing unintended and poten-

tially harmful side effects. Or in the words of Sillitoe (1998b:225): “Ignoring local needs 

and opinion is leading to tension and resistance and the likely collapse of the expen-

sively imposed interventions when the project withdraws. Lack of respect for others' 

ways leads to offensive interference in their lives.”

The causes behind the precarious status of local knowledge and its holders are as 

manifold as complex and extend to both system characteristics of local knowledge and 

context factors, i.e. political and socio-economic causes of knowledge marginalization 

and erosion. In a global literature review, Aswani et al. identified three main drivers of 

this development, namely globalization, modernization and market integration  (2018). 

In addition, numerous sub-drivers are at play, including such diverse and often inter-

connected  elements  as  environmental  degradation  destroying  their  actual  physical 

knowledge base, lack of an adequate political representation of local interests, lack of 

involvement in planning and design of development activities on their lands resulting in 

local dis-empowerment, lack of adequate formal and non-formal education systems for 

the  transmission  of  local  knowledge,  significant  changes  in  lifestyle  (voluntary  or 

forced), general poverty and under-development, unsolved land disputes, unsolved is-

sues of intellectual property rights,  prejudices towards local knowledge and its poten-

tial,  fundamentally differing notions of  ‘possession/ownership’ with respect  to knowl-

edge,  lack of real interdisciplinary work from the side of academia studying the phe-

nomenon  and,  finally,  development  agencies  focus  on  short-term  politically  driven 

agendas (cf. e.g. Agrawal  (1995); Brodt  (2001); Ohmagari and Berkes  (1997); Pani-

17 Among others, this discrepancy is related to agencies favoring approaches they consider to be globally applicable 
such as ‘integrated rural development’, ‘structural adjustment’ or ‘sustainable livelihoods’ – misjudging that “there 
may be no culturally universal idea of IK [indigenous knowledge], let alone a generic IK approach” (Sillitoe 2010:16) 
due to its high variability that in turn prevents it from providing universal solutions to general development issues 
(Sillitoe and Marzano 2009).
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agua-Zambrana  (2014); Ross  (2002); Sillitoe  (1998b, 1998c); Vandebroek and Balick 

(2012); Wilson et al. (2017)).

An extensive critical analysis of these causes and, more importantly, their interrelations 

is not feasible in this research project. Suffice to say for the purposes at hand these 

causes can all be attributed to two overarching reasons: They either concern power is-

sues of all forms and manifestations or go back to an unrecognized (or at least: unman-

aged) lack of understanding and insight from the part of Western partners. However, 

the complexity does not end at this point. Rather and moreover, power and knowledge 

are inextricably linked, as examined in-depth by Foucault (1975) in his analysis of the 

penal system and related social and theoretical mechanisms during modern age. This 

led him to stressing that the goals of power and the goals of knowledge cannot be sep-

arated as in knowing we control and in controlling we know (Gutting and Oksala 2019).

1.2 Research aim and questions
In view of this complex state of the art, this research takes a step back and invests in 

advancing the research on the topic by clarifying the scope of the meaning of local 

knowledge. This implies providing across academic boundaries an encompassing, gen-

eralized,  structured and interdisciplinary approach to understanding local  knowledge 

that allows for comparisons, is transparent for all parties involved and at the same time 

incorporates a level of critical reflection. To that end this research invests in crystalliz-

ing, discussing and critically reflecting on meaningful categories characterizing ‘under-

standing local knowledge’ to facilitate analysis and understanding of the phenomenon 

generically. 

Specifically, the research’s contribution to the broader discussion on local knowledge is 

twofold. Theoretically, it aims at providing a generic framework that captures the basic 

dimensions and categories of local knowledge and guides the reflection on their inher-

ent complexity and interrelation in a differentiated and interdisciplinary manner that also 

allows for critical reflection. Furthermore, in view of it tackling a highly sensitive and 

(potentially) power-laden topic, I expect the framework to be normatively specified, i.e. 

it needs to be compatible with and reflect basic principles of sustainable development, 

rendering it  compatible with sustainability-based policy documents such as e.g.  the 

Nagoya Protocol that deal with issues related to local knowledge.

Practically, the project aims at establishing a theoretically sound, interdisciplinary basis 

for specifying at a later stage a practical framework for capturing local knowledge in the 

field, designed for researchers and practitioners involved in working with local commu-
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nities in the context of research projects or initiatives in e.g. development cooperation 

or environmental protection.

In accordance with the above stated research aims, the project is guided by the follow-

ing three research questions:

1) What are generic and fundamental dimensions for analyzing ‘local knowledge’ 
in its inherent complexity and how could these dimensions be aggregated in a 
meaningful way into a framework? 

2) For the framework to allow for critically reflecting on the process of ‘understand-
ing local knowledge’:  What are generalized dimensions for sketching ‘under-
standing’ and how are they to be integrated into the framework? 

3) For the framework to be normatively specified with respect to sustainable devel-
opment: What are basic and salient principles for defining sustainable develop-
ment as the normative reference system with which the framework needs to be 
compatible?

1.3 Pathway to the framework development
In order to reach this research’s aim and eventually develop a framework for under-

standing local knowledge, I follow an approach specifically designed for this undertak-

ing and briefly described in the following chapters. I start by first outlining the general 

approach of the research and sketch its four sections (cf. chapter 1.3.1). In a second 

step, I focus on a set of five specifications that result from knowledge gaps (cf. chapter 

2.4.2) identified in the respective literature reviews in chapter  2; these specifications 

(cf. chapter 1.3.2) need to be implemented and integrated into the future framework in 

order to ensure that the knowledge gaps are not reproduced here. Lastly, I discuss a 

number of challenges that are intrinsically linked to the undertaking of facilitating cross-

epistemological understanding (cf. chapter 1.3.3).

1.3.1 General methodological approach
In terms of its underlying structure, this research project consists of four sections: an in-

troductory section (chapters 1–3), a concluding one (chapter 8) and two main sections 

(chapters 4–6 and chapter 7), the latter two comprising the actual core of this research. 

At this point, I limit myself to only discussing the overall setup and the roles of the two 

main parts, as the specific methods applied in the two main parts are individually de-

scribed at some length in chapters 4.2 and 7.1.

In  the  introductory section I  describe  this  research’s  aim,  motivation,  context  and 

methodology and discuss the three concepts formative for the undertaking against the 

backdrop of the literature published in various academic disciplines and in applied de-

velopment research. More precisely, this entails discussing four elements or notions in 
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detail, namely a) ‘local knowledge’, b) ‘sustainable development’, c) the interrelation-

ship of these two concepts, and, to a lesser extent, d), ‘understanding’. As the latter 

plays an auxiliary role in this research (cf. chapter 1.3.2), I do not engage in an individ-

ual in-depth analysis of understanding; rather, the notion is informed by the literature 

body on ‘knowledge’ – a step that seems justifiable given its role in this research and 

the semantic closeness with ‘knowledge’. Regardless of the details in approaching the 

four notions, I expect that establishing a clear starting position by first discussing signif-

icant approaches and then specifying working definitions of the concepts central for the 

remainder of the project should contribute to clarifying and facilitating the analysis in 

the two main sections of this research.

The  second section is  dedicated  to  the  in-depth  literature  analyses  of  ‘knowledge’ 

(chapter 5) and ‘locality’ (chapter 6) across numerous academic disciplines (cf. chapter 

4.2 for the method applied). The aim of these in-depth analyses of the two components 

of ‘local knowledge’ consists in identifying fundamental and structural characteristics of 

both ‘knowledge’ and ‘locality’ and in aggregating them in so-called ‘concepts’. These 

concepts then serve in the third section as building blocks for the framework construc-

tion; in others words, they equip said framework for understanding local knowledge. 

Moreover, as mentioned above, I additionally analyze the literature on ‘knowledge’ with 

respect to informing the notion of ‘understanding’, given that this research does not 

tackle solely the issue of ‘local knowledge’, but of ‘understanding local knowledge’.

In the  third section, I develop the framework for ‘understanding local knowledge’, the 

actual ‘result’ of this research. This takes place on the basis of the two literature analy-

ses in the second section of this research (see above) and following the methodologi-

cal approach proposed by Jabareen  (2009), Dowding  (2001) and Stanley  (2012), as 

outlined in detail in chapter 7.1.3.

Lastly, in the concluding and forth section I discuss and critically reflect upon research 

process and results. In addition to condensing specific findings gained from the differ-

ent stages of the research, I discuss to what extent I was able to provide answers to 

the three overarching research questions formulated above and to what extent I man-

aged to implement and integrate the additional set of specifications into the framework. 

Moreover, I also take up the issue of fundamental epistemological challenges that one 

faces when engaging in research across epistemologies and conclude with discussing 

future research opportunities.
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1.3.2 Additional specifications for the framework development
The framework development is additionally informed by a set of five specifications that 

need to be implemented or integrated into the heuristic.  These specifications result 

from the knowledge gaps (cf. chapter 2.4.2) identified in the introductory literature re-

views in chapter 2 on ‘local knowledge’, ‘sustainable development’ and their interrela-

tion. Determining such specifications represents a way how to ensure that these gaps 

are not  re-produced in the future  framework for  understanding local knowledge.  As 

such, they act as guidelines for the construction of the framework and specify the fol-

lowing five aspects:

a) primary contribution to the debate on ‘local knowledge’ by means of an empha-
sis on ‘knowledge’ as main term (and abstaining from an analysis through the 
analytical lens of ‘power’);

b) additional analytical focus on ‘locality’ as modifier of ‘knowledge’ in the compos-
ite term of ‘local knowledge’;

c) integration of a reflexive layer to mitigate epistemological challenges related to 
‘understanding local knowledge’ (interplay of so-called ‘emic’ and ‘etic’ research 
approaches);

d) resulting from c) integration and clarification of the character of the reflexive 
component of ‘understanding’;

e) clarification of the character of the concept of ‘sustainable development’ in this 
research.

In the following, I briefly describe these five aspects.

a) Research emphasis on ‘knowledge’

Against the backdrop of the entanglement of knowledge and power, the study area of 

this research on local knowledge needs to be clearly defined. Given this project’s theo-

retical orientation, I opt to approach the topic of ‘local knowledge’ by analyzing its com-

ponents – ‘knowledge’ and ‘locality’ – first  individually before relating them to each 

other. Thereby, I place the component of ‘knowledge’ center-stage and examine how a 

theory-based, conceptual-analytical and interdisciplinary approach to this term could 

advance the entire discourse on local knowledge, be it  for research or development 

contexts.

Broadening the common perspective on local knowledge by taking a step back and 

studying its main component ‘knowledge’ through various disciplinary lenses allows me 

to include insights and perspectives of academic disciplines beyond anthropology or 

the ethnosciences as the notion’s obvious conceptual homelands. This covers disci-

plines that continue to significantly shape the debate on ‘knowledge’,  but where the 
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compound notion of ‘local knowledge’ has ceased to be discussed decades ago (as in 

sociology) or never has been an explicit topic (as in philosophy).

Such a theory-driven and conceptual-analytical approach that strives for integrating as 

many perspectives on the topic as possible also responds to the call to invest in evolv-

ing “methods and formulat[ing] principles that will facilitate a degree of reliable general-

ization”  (Sillitoe 1998b:234).  Ideally,  the framework approach developed here could 

contribute to informing researchers and practitioners working with local knowledge, re-

gardless of their disciplinary and/or professional background.

However, setting the emphasis on the aspect of ‘knowledge’ does not imply that this is 

the only useful perspective for advancing ‘local knowledge’ and any delineation in this 

context is foremost a matter of bearing the scope of this research in mind. In fact, there 

are good grounds for  selecting  the real-world  perspective of  focusing on issues of 

power and vested interests related to ‘local knowledge’ as primary analytical lens. In 

fact, power landscapes heavily bear on local knowledge. Acknowledging this interrela-

tion and building on Foucault's (1975) observation that acts of power are constitutive in 

defining what counts as knowledge, what is excluded from knowledge and who is des-

ignated as qualified to know, a number of authors concentrate their research endeav-

ors on enlightening the interrelation between local knowledge and power.18 They under-

stand knowledge as a social construct embedded in and evolving from its specific so-

cial and cultural context and conclude that any analysis of local knowledge needs to 

take into account these power dimensions, along with the “economic and political di-

mensions of its emergence and use”  (Pottier et al. 2003:7). Critically analyzing profit 

and compensation interests therefore became a vital instrument in local knowledge re-

search.19

b) Focus on ‘knowledge’ with ‘locality’ serving as modifier

As described above, opting for a conceptual-analytical approach to ‘local knowledge’ 

implies analyzing the two components of ‘local knowledge’ separately and across nu-

merous academic disciplines. In this process, there is a hierarchy at play: The two no-
18 Notable studies on how power relations and configurations at global, national, regional and local levels bear an in-

fluence on local knowledge include Agrawal’s seminal papers entitled “Dismantling the divide between indigenous 
and scientific knowledge” (1995) and “Indigenous knowledge and the politics of classification” (2002), the anthology 
by Pottier et al. under the title “Negotiating local knowledge: power and identity in development” (2003) and studies 
conducted by Nygren (1999), Fernando (2003), Briggs (2005), Groenfeldt (2003) and German (2010).

19 Such a perspective involves on the one hand exploring the power relations between the communities and the out-
side world; political agendas must be identified and understood for gaining an understanding of who is talking on 
whose behalf. On the other hand, power relations within the communities are of equal relevance when it comes to 
understanding local knowledge, given that social distinctions within the community have proven relevant with re-
spect to intra-community knowledge distribution. It has been shown that knowledge is not evenly distributed, but 
strongly varies depending on sex, age, ethnic group, religion, profession etc. (cf. e.g. de Albuquerque et al. (2011); 
Schunko et al. (2012)). This can result in local interest groups hijacking the development initiative by putting for-
ward their specific perspectives and agendas (Sillitoe 2007a).
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tions are not on a par; rather, the emphasis is placed on ‘knowledge’ while ‘locality’ 

serves as modifier. Such a design has significant advantages.

On the one hand, analyzing ‘locality’ separately as auxiliary function modifying ‘knowl-

edge’ allows me to take notice and integrate findings from the broad debate on locality 

and spatiality that has gained significant momentum in the last decades, leading to a 

more complex understanding of the subject (cf. chapter 6): While the traditional anthro-

pological approach builds upon the identification of – ideally – a single, geographically 

identifiable locale where a specific community is studied in detail, more contemporary 

approaches argue that ‘the local’ does not automatically refer to a bounded or spatially 

limited locale: On the contrary, Ruotsala underlines in this respect that “studies charting 

and examining cultural areas have been replaced by studies, which focus on mobility, 

multi-locality, trans-nationalism, […] modern mobile identities, transit-spaces […. and 

gendered space and place” (2008:46). Accordingly, cultures are no longer consistently 

considered to be local and, subsequently, identities lose their local or regional anchor-

ing too – a fluidity that inevitably also influences and shapes the knowledge people ac-

cumulate over a lifetime. Analyzing and integrating contemporary approaches to ‘local-

ity’ and related spatial topics therefore acknowledges the significant influence and ef-

fect of the spatial dimension on knowledge. At the same time it allows transcending not 

only detailed (mostly anthropological) descriptions of specific knowledge forms that of-

ten ground in a static, largely outdated notion of locality, but also going beyond the ex-

tensive debates on the adequate choice of terminology in anthropology (cf.  chapter 

2.1.1 for the debate on local vs. traditional vs. indigenous knowledge).

c) Understanding the exotic: Interplay of ‘emic’ and ‘etic’ research perspectives

Striving to ‘understand local knowledge’ implies that one invests in building bridges be-

tween one’s own way of knowing and the one of a given local community studied. For 

research activities, an important step for increasing the likelihood of a successful bridg-

ing consists in designing the research perspectives and strategies accordingly. In this 

respect, the adequate combination of so-called ‘emic’ and ‘etic’ research perspectives 

is crucial. Before describing their interplay in this research project, I briefly introduce 

the concepts in the following.

Historically, the terms ‘emic’ and ‘etic’ stem from two strategies introduced in linguistics 

by Kenneth Pike in the 1950s20 and later adapted by cultural anthropologist  Marvin 

20 They were first formulated by Kenneth Pike in 1954, later elaborated in “Language in Relation to a Unified Theory 
of the Structure of the Human Behavior” (Pike 1967) and first included in the Supplement to the Oxford English Dic-
tionary in 1972 (cf. Bruchfield (1972), cited in Headland (1990)). Both terms were derived from linguistic notions: 
‘Emic’ from the notion of ‘phonemics’, a sub-discipline in linguistics that strives to identify all the sounds or pho-
nemes used within one language. ‘Etic’ is derived from the term ‘phonetics’ that examines the functions of sounds 
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Harris in his publication “The Nature of Cultural Things” (1964)21. Eventually both per-

spectives were recognized as valuable and potentially complementing approaches for 

studying social behavior (Patton 2010; Xia 2011) while it also became apparent that a 

strict delineation between etic and emic approaches is not tenable given that mixed 

phenomena generally abound in the globalized 21st century (Antweiler 2008).22

Emic research is characterized by its focus on studying one culture in-depth, with no or 

only secondary interest in cross-cultural comparison and no intention to distill universal 

phenomena. Members of the culture studied are considered the main source of infor-

mation for comprehending their culture, regardless of the expertise of potential out-

siders. Consequently, the culture’s members’ actions, words and beliefs are given cen-

tral stage in order to arrive at an understanding of why local people live the way they 

do. An emic perspective therefore centers on how insiders make sense of their culture, 

in terms meaningful to them; it strives for “look[ing] at things through the eyes of mem-

bers of the culture being studied”  (Willis and Jost 2007:100). To do so, researchers 

strive for as blank a slate as possible as initial position, striving to distance themselves 

from preconceived notions and concentrate on direct observation and interaction.23

Etic research, in contrast, explicitly focuses on identifying common phenomena across 

cultures and on researching cross-cultural differences. Taking an etic view on a culture 

implies taking the perspective of an outsider looking at a specific phenomenon and col-

lecting information that provides insights and answers to questions raised by outsiders. 

It relies on existing theories and approaches that arose from outside the culture studied 

and grounds its research on preconceived theories, concepts and hypotheses about 

culture in general for studying specific cultures. The aim of etic accounts therefore con-

sists in reaching a certain ‘cultural neutrality’ to limit observer biases of all kinds.24

within a language irrespective of their meaning, seeking to identify the universally used sounds in different lan-
guages to develop a universal language coding system (Agar 2011; Olive 2014; Yin 2015).

21 Instead of concentrating upon the beliefs and meanings of the insider (emic) perspective, Harris emphasized to pay 
attention to the material (i.e., cultural, spiritual and political) causes behind these meanings and beliefs. He under-
stood an ‘emic’ approach as one that is centered on one culture whereas an ‘etic’ approach entails the comparison 
of at least two cultures with the aim of identifying common characteristic (Olive 2014).

22 In this context, Antweiler (2008) underlines that by and large, contemporary people no longer live in exclusive life-
worlds with specific identities, but move through a number of mixed and changing life-worlds and identities, which 
in turn renders any strict delineation obsolete.

23 The advantage of an emic research approach consists in the researcher arriving at more culturally rich information, 
not least due to him/her placing him-/herself within the culture; disadvantages include the double risk of, first, the 
insights being only fragmentary due to the researcher’s own value system and personal characteristics (age, gen-
der, race, ethnicity etc.) that steer and potentially limit the study and of, second, such studies leading to biased re-
sults as too much familiarity and blending could obscure the view on what aspects of a culture might be of interest 
from an outside perspective (Otten and Geppert 2009; Yin 2015).

24 The advantage of an etic research approach lies in identifying cultural traits that occur cross-culturally and in ab-
staining from altering the culture under study by refraining from direct interaction and integration. Disadvantages 
extend to the difficulty to gain access to specific private rituals crucial for comprehending a culture, to the funda-
mental epistemological problem that people have a tendency of acting differently when being under observation 
and, lastly, to the risk of mistaken conclusions and generalizations by outsiders (Otten and Geppert 2009).
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In the present research, I  opt for using the two perspectives at different stages in a 

complimentary way.  The  ‘etic  flavor’ is  more than evident:  Ultimately,  this  research 

strives for elaborating a heuristic within the broader scope of the scientific knowledge 

tradition and is, as such, etically motivated. From an outsider position, it invests in iden-

tifying and organizing the main insights and findings from various academic disciplines 

with rather slow interdisciplinary exchange on the topics of ‘knowledge’ and ‘locality’ in 

a structured, systematic and comprehensible manner. It is thus etically grounded in that 

it strives to elaborate a generically valid and comprehensible framework consisting of 

formalized and interrelated concepts that allow for all kinds of comparisons.

By contrast,  the  ‘emic’ perspective is more indirect,  yet  not  less central  for this re-

search’s overall inclusive intention. As it is beyond this research’s scope to conduct ac-

tual interviews with local knowledge holders to find out how they would like to have the 

discourse  on  local  knowledge  (re-)structured,  I  had  to  recur  to  two alternative  ap-

proaches: First, I built on the few statements from anthropological literature where local 

people described, or rather deplored, their almost habitual instrumentalization, criticiz-

ing that research projects were seldom interested in them as human beings, but rather 

as holders of specific factual knowledge that turned out to be of interest to Westerners, 

resulting in it being extracted and de-contextualized. To counteract this widespread ten-

dency of primarily focusing on facts and figures, I conceptualize knowledge from the 

beginning as broadly as possible, making sure that the factual dimension of knowledge 

is included into the framework, but not disproportionately weighted.

Given that actual field research was beyond the scope of this research, I had to model 

the act of ‘moving in unknown territories – or localities’ and trying to make sense of it.  

To do so, I relied on my experiences of working in unfamiliar places in remote regions 

of  developing  countries,  countless  discussions  with  local  people  during  these  pro-

longed stays and a long-standing reading experience of anthropological accounts from 

all over the world. In terms of the actual framework, the main goal was to try to concep-

tualize it in its fundamental structure in as broad and inclusive a manner as possible in 

order to accommodate as many potential answers as possible. I consider this focus on 

inclusiveness and broadness to be pivotal as it is the best guarantee to allow for emic 

perspective to find room in the framework’s etically motivated categories.

d) Role of ‘understanding’ in this research

While this research’s object is primarily ‘knowledge’ and modifications thereof (cf. chap-

ter 1.3.2), another dimension pivotal for the undertaking of ‘understanding local knowl-

edge’ has to be stressed: the actual activity of understanding the object itself. This en-
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tails the processes of perceiving, processing, contextualizing and interpreting the infor-

mation transmitted against the backdrop of one’s own mental dispositions and struc-

tures acquired during socialization, education and professional training.

Integrating this dimension opens up a whole new field, in addition to implying a rather 

radical shift in attention from objects to people: Whereas examining local knowledge 

represents a factual undertaking, aiming at gaining a clear understanding of a given ob-

ject in the outer world – even if it is such an elusive one as local knowledge – research-

ing the aspect of understanding turns the attention to the individuals involved and their 

inner workings involved in understanding local ways of knowing. It could be seen as a 

form of ‘meta-category’ that studies not the object itself, but the conditions under which 

said object is examined. In this vein, great attention is directed at inner processes, 

structures and dispositions25; accordingly, understanding, as conceptualized in this re-

search, is reflexive in character.

While this situation leaves no doubt whether the topic of understanding would merit to 

be studied in its own right (cf. chapter 8.4 on research desiderata), the scope of this re-

search only allows as much as integrating the dimension in view of its pivotal role and 

sketching it along general lines to integrate the main idea. As for the latter, the general 

lines characterizing understanding represent my personal investment in the sense of 

an ‘inference to the best explanation’ (cf. chapter  4.4.3). This underlines that under-

standing plays an auxiliary role in this research compared to the attention allocated to 

‘knowledge’ or ‘locality’. Thus, there is no claim to, or attempt at, providing an indepen-

dent, comprehensive literature review on the related academic debate. Rather, given 

the semantic overlap of the terms ‘understanding’ and ‘knowledge’ and the similarities 

in the respective academic debates, I take advantage of the literature on ‘knowledge’ 

(cf. chapter 5) and analyze it with respect to references informing ‘understanding’, i.e. 

references to the actual process of ‘making sense’.

e) Role of ‘sustainable development’ in this research

At the onset of this research, I invest at different stages into outlining the concept of 

sustainable development in detail before identifying a set of requirements from the liter-

ature by means of which I determine how sustainable development is conceptualized in 

this research. Importantly, the concept does not form a part of the framework for ‘un-

derstanding local knowledge’. Rather, it acts as a ‘canvas’ forming a normative back-

ground setting against which the framework is construed and with which it has to com-

25 To study the notion of ‘understanding’ in-depth, additional academic disciplines, in the first place psychology, would 
need to be consulted.
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ply.  Thus,  once the concept  of  sustainable development  is  generally  described (cf. 

chapter  2.2) and the set  of requirements is identified (cf.  chapter  3.2.2),  the notion 

takes a back seat for the greater part of this research. It is only consulted again in the 

concluding chapters of this research when I evaluate and discuss whether and to what 

extent the framework developed is compatible with the previously established set of 

sustainability principles. Methodologically, this implies that the basic normative tenets 

constituting this research’s  understanding of  sustainable development  as defined in 

chapter  3.2.2 need to be necessarily taken up and reflected in the actual framework. 

Correspondingly, chapter 8.2.3 discusses the extent to which the principles of sustain-

able development are indeed incorporated into the actual framework developed in the 

course of this research project.

1.3.3 Challenges related to cross-epistemological research
Elaborating a general framework for understanding local knowledge amounts to an un-

dertaking rich in challenges. They regard two types in particular, namely organizational 

and epistemological challenges.

On the one hand, this research’s organizational set-up has undeniably some inherent 

limitations that are foremost linked to this project not forming part of a bigger research 

scheme, but  being an individual,  extra-occupational initiative with corresponding re-

sources. As a result, co-producing such a framework in an actual interdisciplinary or 

even intercultural setting was no option nor was the application of the framework in a 

subsequent case study, which would have had allowed to apply, complement, refine 

and validate the framework in a practical context. This, in turn, would have contributed 

to paving the way for the elaboration of a practical instrument on the basis of the theo-

retical framework.

On the other hand, the challenges are epistemological in nature and thus inherent to 

the subject-matter of tackling alien knowledge forms in general. They entail the very 

undertaking of studying non-Western knowledge forms by means of Western conceptu-

alizations of knowledge – a starting point considered problematic, if not untenable by 

certain scholars. They deem such a gap to be fundamentally unbridgeable for outsiders 

as they consider comprehending the nuances of a particular culture to be impossible 

unless one firmly “resides within that culture” (Olive 2014:6).

As the initiator and author of this project I am aware of these limitations and concerns, 

but do not consider them to be reasons salient enough to refrain from the undertaking 

altogether. In fact, in my understanding, when looking at the fundamental epistemologi-
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cal challenges involved in studying the topic, I take the view that there is no single cor-

rect way to approach the issue, but that, on the contrary, efforts need to be first diversi-

fied and then pooled with the aim of integrating different perspectives on the topic to 

jointly produce substantial new insights.

Thus, walking away from the topic is no viable alternative, all the more in view of local  

knowledge’s current dire predicament and its potentially far-reaching contribution to ad-

vancing sustainable development. In all its facets, local knowledge is a reality as much 

as encounters between different epistemologies will not come to an end, on the con-

trary – intercultural contact can only be expected to rise in the future due to the ever-in-

creasing globalization. Thus, while researching local knowledge comes with epistemo-

logical challenges, they form part of the overall parcel. I therefore consider it most ade-

quate to accept  them as inevitable characteristics of  such research endeavors and 

strive for disclosing and critically discussing the challenges encountered so that inter-

ested parties can contextualize the findings.

Against this backdrop I start from the assumption that ‘bridging between the (poten-

tially) unbridgeable’ and studying the interrelation between Western scientific knowl-

edge and local ways of knowing is worthwhile when acknowledging from the beginning 

that the approach to local knowledge chosen in this research can only ever be an ap-

proximation to local realities and necessarily represents a cultural translation that is pri-

marily directed at Westerns in its present form. It does not – and cannot – describe how 

things really are for local communities. In that I follow Sillitoe for whom working with lo-

cal knowledge requires a clear distancing “from any pretense of achieving an under-

standing of others as they understand themselves, or, worse, better than they under-

stand themselves” (1998b:239).

1.4 Structure of the thesis
This research consists of eight chapters. With the aim of introducing and contextualiz-

ing the research topic, chapter 1 delivers a general problem exposition. I start in chap-

ter 1.1 by describing local knowledge from two perspectives: On the one hand, I outline 

its various roles and functions on local, regional, national and global levels and the ex-

isting global policy support in the context of international policy frameworks related to 

sustainable development (chapter  1.1.1).  On the other hand, I address local knowl-

edge’s current predicament, i.e. its multifaceted and almost epidemic marginalization 

and erosion, the causes underlying these processes and the potentially impending con-

clusive loss of many of its specific forms, the ramifications of which are hard to gauge. 
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Against this rather bleak background, I outline the research aim and the related ques-

tions that guide this project (chapter 1.2), along with a description of its overall method-

ological approach (chapter 1.3) and the structure of the thesis (chapter 1.4). The chap-

ter closes with a description of the contributions to the broader scientific debate on lo-

cal knowledge I pursue to make in this research (chapter 1.5).

Chapter  2 consists of extended literature reviews of the current debates on two con-

cepts central to this research, namely ‘local knowledge’ (chapter 2.1) and ‘sustainable 

development’ (chapter  2.2). I thereby cover contributions from the academic and ap-

plied domains whereby I focus for the latter on the field of development cooperation. 

On the basis of these two literature reviews, a third layer (chapter 2.3) studies the inter-

relationship  between the two concepts,  starting  with the role  and potential  of  local 

knowledge for  promoting sustainable development (chapter  2.3.1) before examining 

the effects  of  the concept  of  sustainable development on local  knowledge (chapter 

2.3.2). Such an approach allows me on the one hand to analyze and compare charac-

teristic conceptualizations of both notions. On the other hand, it gives me the opportu-

nity to identify knowledge gaps in the related academic and applied debates and to out-

line how I intend to contribute to mitigating these gaps by means of a set of specifica-

tions (cf. chapter 1.3.2) the future framework needs to meet.

Against the backdrop of the reviews in chapter 2, chapter 3 specifies this project’s un-

derstanding of the key notions ‘local knowledge’ (chapter 3.1) and ‘sustainable devel-

opment’ (chapter  3.2).  In  regard to ‘sustainable  development’,  which serves as the 

framework’s ‘normative canvas’ (cf. chapter 1.3.2), specifying the concept implies at the 

same time determining  basic  normative  requirements  that  need  to  be  met  by  the 

heuristic to be developed in chapter 7. In addition to detailing these two notions, a third 

term is sketched for comprehensiveness and clarity, namely the notion ‘understanding’ 

(chapter 3.3), the last element of the composite term ‘understanding local knowledge’ 

and this project’s actual focus. ‘Sketched’ is thereby deliberately chosen and underlines 

that in view of this research’s scope, I opt for a generalized approach to ‘understanding’ 

as I consider it to be best suited for integrating the central aspect of a ‘reflexive layer’  

into the argument and, eventually, into the framework.26

Chapter  4 describes the overall procedure and specific methodology applied. To that 

end, chapter 4.1 outlines the motivation behind choosing a framework approach before 

chapter 4.2 details the overall procedure applied in analyzing the literature in the follow-

ing chapters  5 and  6. Chapter  4.3 provides a tentative systematization of the terms 

26 As explained in chapter 1.3.2, the scope of this project does not allow for a grounding ‘understanding’ in a way 
comparable to ‘knowledge’ or ‘sustainable development’.
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constituting  the  notion  of  ‘understanding  local  knowledge’ –  a  systematization  that 

serves as starting point for the in-depth literature analyses in chapters 5 and 6. For the 

purpose of rendering these literature analyses and the final systematization of the three 

terms resulting thereof more accessible and comprehensible, chapter  4.4 anticipates 

the results of these analyses. To that end, it outlines the so-called ‘dimensions’ or char-

acteristic  traits  constituting  these terms as  identified  in  the  literature  consulted (for 

‘knowledge’ in chapter  4.4.1, for ‘locality’ in chapter  4.4.2 and for ‘understanding’ in 

chapter 4.4.3).

Against the backdrop of these systematizations, I study in chapter 5 the main term of 

this research, ‘knowledge’, in an extended literature analysis across a number of disci-

plines, next to examining the literature with respect to additionally informing the auxil-

iary notion of ‘understanding’. More precisely, introductory chapter 5.1 tackles method-

ological questions and discusses the background of the literature selection, expecta-

tions towards said literature and the overall structure the chapter. Turning to  philoso-

phy,  chapter  5.2 analyzes contributions from epistemology, including contributions to 

the debate on the types of knowledge (chapter  5.2.1),  the criteria for the validity of 

knowledge (chapter  5.2.2) and the various sources of  knowledge (chapter  5.2.3).  It 

closes with a summary of the philosophical foundations for ‘knowledge’ identified in the 

previous chapters that eventually need to be reflected in the heuristic (chapter 5.2.4).27 

Chapter 5.3 proceeds to examine the sociological contributions selected for this analy-

sis,  outlining contributions by Alfred Schutz (chapter  5.3.1), Erving Goffman (chapter 

5.3.2) and Pierre Bourdieu (chapter 5.3.3). A summary of the sociological foundations 

for ‘knowledge’ is provided in chapter 5.3.4, followed by a summary of the sociological 

foundations for ‘understanding’ (chapter 5.3.5). To close, chapter 5.4 outlines anthropo-

logical  perspectives I  consider  crucial  with  respect  to  broadly  conceptualizing  the 

framework for ‘understanding local knowledge’. More precisely, this involves contribu-

tions  by  Fredrik  Barth  (chapter  5.4.1),  Florence  Kluckhohn,  Fred  Strodtbeck  and 

Michael Hills (chapter 5.4.2) and Brent Berlin (chapter 5.4.3). To close, I provide sum-

maries on the anthropological contributions to ‘knowledge’ and ‘understanding’ in chap-

ters 5.4.4 and 5.4.5 respectively.

In parallel to chapter 5, chapter 6 analyzes the concept of locality across a number of 

academic disciplines and identifies salient aspects that need to be considered when 

construing the framework for  understanding local  knowledge,  whereby I  understand 

and conceptualize local knowledge as a  localized form of knowledge. To that effect, 

chapter 6.1 provides an overview on the general debate on ‘locality’ in the social sci-
27 In regard to philosophy’s contribution to informing ‘understanding’ cf. chapter 5.1.4.
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ences  and  humanities  (chapter  6.1.1)  and,  more  specifically,  in  anthropology  and 

ethnography (chapter 6.1.2). In chapter 6.2, I discuss the background of the literature 

selection, expectations towards the literature and the overall structure of the chapter. 

Against this backdrop, chapter 6.3 proceeds to outlining selected anthropological con-

tributions to the debate on knowledge, including ‘multilocality’ (chapter 6.3.1), ‘translo-

cality’ (chapter 6.3.2), ‘globalization/glocalization’ (chapter 6.3.3), ‘global cultural flows’ 

(chapter 6.3.4), ‘multi-sited ethnography’ (chapter 6.3.5), and, lastly, ‘hybridity’ (chapter 

6.3.6). In chapter 6.4, I recapitulate the insights gained from examining the multidisci-

plinary literature on ‘locality’ for characteristic dimensions generically describing ‘local-

ity’.

Chapter 7 describes the actual development of the framework for ‘understanding local 

knowledge’. It starts with a chapter on the framework specifics (chapter 7.1), covering 

the purpose of the framework (chapter  7.1.1),  its theoretical characteristics (chapter 

7.1.2) and the actual method for developing the concepts that eventually constitute the 

heuristic (chapter  7.1.3). Against this backdrop, chapter  7.2 develops the ‘concept of 

analyzing knowledge’ before chapter 7.3 elaborates the ‘concept of analyzing locality’. 

Chapter 7.4 closes the triplet with developing a generalized ‘concept of understanding’, 

while concluding chapter 7.5 integrates all concepts into the overarching ‘framework for 

understanding local knowledge’.

Chapter  8 engages in a synthesis of all the elements tackled and discusses this re-

search’s contribution to advancing the topic of understanding local knowledge. To this 

end, chapter 8.1 condenses the findings gained from the various stages (or chapters) 

while chapter 8.2 discusses its contributions in terms of generally advancing the debate 

on local knowledge. This entails analyzing a) whether and to what extent this research 

provides answers to the overarching research questions from chapter 1.2, b) whether 

and to what  extent  the specifications for  the  framework development  formulated in 

chapter 1.3.2 are met and reflected in the heuristic and c) what potential benefits result 

from working with a framework that is specified in that manner. Against this backdrop, 

chapter  8.3 continues with a critical discussion of the inherent epistemological chal-

lenges linked to researching local knowledge before chapter 8.4 closes with an outlook 

on further research opportunities.

1.5 Motivation
The overarching motivation for this research consists in proposing a novel approach to 

the topic of ‘local knowledge’ by elaborating a systematic, structured, generic, compre-
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hensive, theory-guided and interdisciplinary conceptual-analytical framework for under-

standing local knowledge as a basis for research or development initiatives involving in 

some way or another local communities and their wealth of knowledge. In other words, 

I envisage discussing the phenomenon of local knowledge encompassingly, going be-

yond traditional approaches stemming (mostly) from anthropology with the aim of incit-

ing, at best, a genuinely interdisciplinary debate. Against this backdrop, the framework 

envisaged represents an approach designed to build bridges between different epis-

temic communities and academic disciplines. This way, I hope to contribute to propos-

ing alternatives to what might constitute potentially insufficiently informed and/or inade-

quately designed research and development projects that can have detrimental effects 

on local communities, in addition to impeding endeavors towards promoting sustain-

able development.

Choosing to opt for such an inclusive and overarching approach allows me to pursue 

seven specific research interests:

First, with respect to the topic of local knowledge itself, the approach allows me to at-

tribute central stage to the local perspective: Leaving traditionally used ‘one size fits 

all’-approaches behind, the framework’s characteristics are designed such that  they 

center on the local perspective, i.e. on the ways how to facilitate analyzing how local 

people see, understand and assess their world, livelihood and development paths and 

options – to the extent this is epistemologically feasible. It strives to identify how local 

people constitute, authorize and validate their knowledge and practices, thus contribut-

ing to developing methods that meaningfully include local knowledge in development 

and/or research initiatives. Such a heuristic makes local communities into active partici-

pants in these initiatives, from design to management to evaluation, as called for by a 

number of local knowledge researcher from different disciplines (cf. e.g. Carvalho and 

Frazão-Moreira  (2011); Vandebroek  (2011)).28 This contrasts with earlier approaches 

that did not invest as much into getting familiar with the overall livelihood of the local 

population, their worldview and their choices, but were prompter to promote perspec-

tives and assessments by (often international) development agencies or research insti-

tutions. 

Indirectly, this research thus seeks to promote meaningful participation of local people 

in research and development endeavors by means of facilitating a structured and at the 

28 In this context, Sillitoe underlines that the agency needs to be with the local population: “Consequently, it would be 
inappropriate for me to conclude this article, in search of some upward flourish, by suggesting what might be the 
contours of any alternative view of development, as one reviewer of this article suggested, because the whole 
premise of the IK agenda is that this is for the so-called ‘beneficiaries’ to do.” (Sillitoe 2010:25–26, italics by the au-
thor)
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same time sufficiently complex approach. Doing so could facilitate the communication 

between the local population and researchers and/or development personnel – a con-

cern formulated by numerous academics working on the topic (cf. e.g. Antweiler (2004); 

Baumgartner et al. (2002); Sillitoe and Barr (2004)).

A second motivation for opting for an inclusive approach is founded on the conviction 

that the overall debate on ‘local knowledge’ could greatly benefit from being led within 

the frame of broader debates on how future societal development could and/or should 

unfold. As such, this research is led by the motivation to contribute to systematically in-

tegrating the concepts of local knowledge and sustainable development and studying 

their interrelationship and relevance for each other. This way, I strive to propose coun-

termeasures against not only the existing fragmentation of the academic and applied 

debates, but also against a certain, rather recent inertia in the academic debate on lo-

cal knowledge.

Third, next to placing the debate within a greater context, my research design is also 

motivated by a strong inclination towards interdisciplinarity. The latter is a crucial char-

acteristic of this project and differentiates it from the majority of more disciplinary stud-

ies. Explicitly opting for a broad interdisciplinary approach allows me to take advantage 

of combining the perspectives on local knowledge from anthropology, sociology, philos-

ophy, geography, the ethnosciences and other disciplines. While there is no doubt that 

the notion of  local  knowledge is most  firmly rooted in  anthropology and the ethno-

sciences, I consider insights from other disciplines highly valuable, especially with re-

spect to broadening the notion and making it productive for industrializing and industri-

alized countries as much as for rural and urban contexts. In other words, I  start from 

the assumption that there is a multitude of valuable insights on the topic to be identified 

and explored in various academic disciplines – insights that I deem to have the poten-

tial to eventually be meaningfully assembled into a framework such that it could provide 

researchers and practitioners with a comprehensive approach to local knowledge. In 

this manner, this project strives for building bridges between academic disciplines in re-

gard  to  local  knowledge  research.  Developing  a  coherent  and  theory-based  local 

knowledge framework that takes account of the many disciplinary perspectives on the 

topic in a structured and systematic way might therefore also potentially facilitate its up-

take by academics other than social scientists (cf. Sillitoe (1998b)). Especially natural 

scientists show a certain caution when it comes to working with instruments developed 

in the social sciences29 – not least because of a certain reservation towards qualitative 
29 This reservation might also be linked to their disciplinary backgrounds and specializations and stem from many nat-

ural scientists having experienced rather little exposition to – and therefore gained little familiarity with – topics such 
as ‘intercultural epistemology’ and ‘intercultural communication’.
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and descriptive  approaches.  Bridging this  gap by  elaborating  an approach to local 

knowledge that  integrates  a  collection  of  perspectives  on the topic  might  therefore 

counteract the current situation in which studies on local knowledge carried out in the 

social sciences tend to only marginally inform projects in the natural sciences.

The forth motivation for this research is the realization that the academic and applied 

debates might benefit from a heuristic that approaches the topic of local knowledge 

from a conceptual-analytical perspective instead of an empirical one, as is the case in 

the majority of studies. This way, instead of  starting from a specific local knowledge 

form and building bottom-up as it is often done in anthropologically inspired contribu-

tions, I opt for a theory-based approach that invests in identifying suitable dimensions 

and in establishing meaningful relations among them to systematically ‘map out’ the 

topic and condense the insights in a comprehensive framework. In terms of basic re-

quirements, said framework needs to be able to cover and accommodate all kinds and 

types of local knowledge forms. This implies abstracting from specific forms and ana-

lyzing the notion from a theoretical perspective.

Fifth, this research is additionally motivated by the belief that the overall understanding 

of ‘local knowledge’ would profit from a different analytical approach to the very term – 

different in that it chooses to elucidate it by starting  with dissecting it in its two con-

stituents, namely ‘knowledge’ and ‘locality’. In other words, my approach entails analyz-

ing the two notions of ‘knowledge’ and ‘locality’ separately before joining them in an ag-

gregated,  spatially-oriented understanding of  ‘local  knowledge’.  As such,  the under-

standing of ‘local knowledge’ builds on ‘knowledge’, but is distinct from the latter in that 

the meaning of ‘local knowledge’ is substantially generated by the modifier of ‘locality’. 

Opting in the first place for the notion of ‘local knowledge’ (over other terms) and ana-

lyzing ‘locality’ in its own right allows me to take advantage of the substantial concep-

tual advancements on locality, place and space in a number of academic disciplines 

that emerged in the wake of the so-called ‘spatial turn’.

Sixth, yet another motivation consists in contributing to advancing the aspect of reflex-

ivity in the debate on local knowledge. To this end, I incorporate into the heuristic what I 

refer  to as layer of  ‘reflexive understanding’.  Its function consists in guiding the re-

searcher  and/or  development  practitioner  along  very  general  lines  in  his/her  own 

process of creating an understanding across epistemologies. It does so by encouraging 

him/her to reflect on the basic uncertainty inherent to attempts at cross-epistemological 

understanding and pay attention to structural, organizational and personal constraints 

and biases shaping the course and outcome of the project in question. Next to ground-
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ing one’s results and insights in the very process of creating those, I consider this layer 

of ‘reflexive understanding’ to be especially significant in the context of research bridg-

ing across different epistemologies and cultures. There, it is paramount that one does 

not make one’s approach into an absolute, but is able to take a step back from the in-

sights gained and become aware of their construed nature – construed according to 

the best inference, but still construed in nature. Generally speaking, when working in 

inter-epistemological  contexts,  a  certain  reflexive  caution  is  therefore  well  advised, 

combined with an inquiring beginner spirit that tries to be aware to the best extent pos-

sible of potential implied structures, constraints and related assumptions.

Seventh and lastly, opting for a structured, systematic and theory-guided approach to 

local knowledge also allows facilitating comparative research within and across disci-

plines and harbors the potential of the results being transferable, both of which repre-

sent crucial concerns underlying the interdisciplinary orientation of this project.
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2 Background debate on ‘local knowledge’ and 
‘sustainable development’

All notions central to this research – ‘local knowledge’, ‘sustainable development’ and 

the interplay of the two of them30 – have a multilayered and multidisciplinary conceptual 

history as well as, consequently, multiple meanings and understandings attached. In 

the case of ‘local knowledge’, its conceptual history carries special weight as the notion 

‘knowledge’ has been contemplated in and of itself by mankind for thousands of years. 

In addition, contributions to the local knowledge debate stem not only from various aca-

demic disciplines, but also from applied local knowledge research conducted by organi-

zations involved in development cooperation and/or environmental protection. As for 

‘sustainable development’, its conceptual breath results from it being relatively unde-

fined and flexible and, at the same time, from finding itself at the intersection of various 

disciplines, all  adding to the complexity of the debate on ‘sustainable development’. 

Given the depth of these two notions, it comes as no surprise that the combination of 

the two – the interplay between local knowledge and sustainable development – is of a 

comparably complex character.

The goal of this chapter is therefore to explore this complexity by providing a broad lit-

erature review on the two terms and their interrelation. To that end, I start in chapter 2.1 

by outlining the debate on local knowledge as discussed in various academic disci-

plines as well as in applied development research. In this context, I also cover publica-

tions featuring one of the related terms such as ‘traditional knowledge’, ‘traditional eco-

logical knowledge’, ‘indigenous knowledge’ and others, given that in this research ‘local 

knowledge’ is conceptualized as encompassing umbrella term (cf. chapter 1.1). Chap-

ter 2.2 is dedicated to sketching the manifold approaches to the concept of sustainable 

development before I describe in chapter  2.3 the interplay between local knowledge 

and sustainable development as the arguably predominant societal development model 

currently available. To that end, I start with the contribution of local knowledge to sus-

tainable development (chapter  2.3.1) before reversing the perspective and describing 

the contribution of sustainable development to strengthening local knowledge (chapter 

2.3.2). All three debates – on ‘local knowledge’, on ‘sustainable development’ and on 

the interrelationship between the two – follow a similar structure: I first provide an over-

view of the respective literature before concluding with a short summary. Chapter 2.4. 

summarizes the insights from the three debates and concludes with a short synthesis, 

outlining research gaps that manifested in the course of the literature reviews.

30For reasons detailed in the introductory chapter 1.3.2, the notion of ‘understanding’ is not being discussed in full detail, 
but can only be sketched along its main characteristics.
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2.1 ‘Local knowledge’
Contributions to the topic of local knowledge mainly stem from two distinct sources – 

on the one hand from academia, foremost from anthropology, the ethnosciences and, 

to a lesser extent, sociology, and on the other hand from development cooperation and 

affiliated research institutions focusing on what is usually called 'applied local knowl-

edge research' or ‘applied development research’ (for a detailed analysis of the interre-

lationship  between  academia  and  applied  research  cf.  Schareika  (2004);  Sillitoe 

(1998c, 1998b)). While there was no continuous interaction or explicit interaction be-

tween the two strands of debate, they nevertheless heavily draw on each other’s per-

spectives and insights and any attempt to delineate them in an academic and an ap-

plied debate necessarily falls short of adequately displaying the interwoven character of 

the debate and the complexity resulting thereof.

Against this backdrop and striving to mirror the interrelationship in its complexity, chap-

ter 2 presents the two perspectives and their interrelation. To that end, I start in chapter 

2.1.1 with discussing fundamental terminological aspects and related epistemological 

assumptions before outlining in chapter  2.1.2 the rationale behind my opting for the 

term ‘local knowledge’ for this research at the expense of other widely applied notions. 

In chapter 2.1.3, I provide a brief historical summary of the debate on local knowledge 

in both academia and applied development research while chapter 2.1.4 is dedicated to 

describing a number of descriptive-enumerative approaches to tackling ‘local knowl-

edge’. Chapter 2.1.5 then characterizes the role and function of both knowledge and lo-

cal knowledge specifically for development cooperation before chapter  2.1.6 summa-

rizes the extensive debate on the relation between local ways of knowing and scientific 

knowledge. Chapter 2.1.7 concludes by providing a summary of the insights from the 

literature review on local knowledge.

2.1.1 Terminological questions
As mentioned in the introductory chapters, there is a considerable variety of terms and 

concepts when it comes to denoting the knowledge form that is at this research’s cen-

ter, resulting in its epistemological status being far from clear (Antweiler 2004). The nu-

merous terms in use (>33 notions)31 reflect not only basic, often implicit epistemological 

31 Compiling a list of denotations for local knowledge and its sub-domains, Antweiler (1995) identified 23 versions in 
the respective literature from the years 1960-1994. In 2004, his list already consisted of 33 terms, all carrying a 
specific accentuation, namely indigenous knowledge, knowledge of indigenous peoples, indigenous science, local 
knowledge, endogenous knowledge, autochthonous knowledge, sustainable knowledge, traditional knowledge, na-
tive knowledge/expertise, people's knowledge/science, farmers' knowledge, folk knowledge/science, peasants' 
knowledge, partisan knowledge, little tradition, community knowledge, ethnic knowledge, cultural knowledge, cultur-
ally specific knowledge, ethnoscience, indigenous technical science, cultural knowledge system, cultural belief sys-
tem, everyday/mundane/vernacular knowledge, know-how, performance knowledge, experiential knowledge, em-
bodied knowledge, science concrète, situated knowledge, mêtis, the ‘science of muddling through’ and, lastly, ex-
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assumptions but also political interests and power structures. As such, they are all in 

some way biased in that next to their salient aspect they carry specific connotations, 

implicit (political) agendas and quite often an implied opposite which also explains why 

parts  of  the  debate  are  characterized  by  a  strong  advocacy  approach.  In  the  last 

decades, this inherent multilayeredness led to an extensive and controversial debate 

on the use of an appropriate terminology  (Antweiler 2004; Kuper 2003; Pottier et al. 

2003; Sillitoe 1998b; Warren, Slikkerveer, and Brokensha 1995).32

This debate resulted in the understanding that each of the terms has its own advan-

tages and drawbacks. Accordingly, the specific choice proved to in the first place point 

to the author's own interests and preferences as well as his/her context-dependent, cul-

tural, geographical and/or disciplinary accentuation. However, the choice is not entirely 

arbitrary as across the literature, the use of the notions is not evenly distributed with 

certain  terms being significantly  more often applied;  they  include 'traditional  knowl-

edge', 'traditional ecological knowledge', ‘indigenous knowledge' and 'local knowledge' 

and are briefly characterized in the following paragraphs.

The term traditional knowledge accentuates the temporal dimension and underlines 

knowledge accumulation and transmission over generations. It  is widely used in the 

ethnosciences and anthropology and criticized for suggesting stasis and homogeneity 

(Schultze 1998) while obscuring dynamism and capacity to adapt and change. It de-

rives its meanings from variations on the problematic modernity-tradition dualism and is 

set against modernity,  hybridity and dynamics  (Ellen and Harris 2000). Correspond-

ingly, traditional knowledge is at times collectively connoted as being “outdated or prim-

itive, and thus of little use to solve problems of modern society”  (Vandebroek et al. 

2011:1).  Moreover,  the  term itself  leaves undetermined as  to how long it  takes for 

knowledge to become traditional knowledge and how tradition itself could be defined on 

an abstract basis to make the term tangible and transferable. In contrast,  traditional 
ecological knowledge, a sub-form of traditional knowledge, relates to a specific sub-

domain of traditional knowledge, namely to the animated world of ecosystems, plants 

and animals. It is therefore a more limited term pointing to a specific perspective and a 

related field of interest. In addition, it seems to be the term of choice for legal sciences 

as it represents the most often used notion in the context of debates on intellectual 

property rights.

perimental knowledge (Antweiler 2004).
32 This debate also entailed moving away from terms that proved to be inappropriate or even detrimental to the 

cause: “The narrow notion of 'indigenous technical knowledge' reveals a fallacy in some scientific circles, namely 
that it can be abstracted as culturally disembodied technical knowledge.” (Sillitoe 1998a:188) 
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Another  widely  used term,  indigenous knowledge,  denotes culturally  specific  self-

contained knowledge and restricts it to specific peoples, implying at the same time iso-

lation and uniqueness. Most commonly, it is used with respect to peoples and commu-

nities in Latin America whose indigeneity is established. Indigenous knowledge defines 

knowledge in relation to, or rather, opposition to Western (scientific) knowledge, imply-

ing by this contrast many dichotomies (Schultze 1998) and entailing a problematic dis-

cussion about essentialism. In addition, working with the term ‘indigenous knowledge’ 

brings about the (potentially) challenging task of defining and, consequently, restricting 

oneself to ‘indigeneity’ – a politically loaded, albeit somewhat vague term that at the 

same time entails excluding knowledge that stems from non-indigenous sources. This 

might also concern contributions by potentially highly knowledgeable communities or 

individuals in view of them lacking the official and politically powerful recognition as 'in-

digenous peoples' living in the specific location from time immemorial or, rather, what 

amounts to being perceived as immemorial. Finally, and similar to the notion of ‘tradi-

tional knowledge', it runs the risk of conceptualizing the knowledge in question as static 

and bounded, potentially paving the way for romantic idealizations of indigenous peo-

ples as 'eco-saints’ or ‘noble savages'33 living in eternal harmony with nature (Antweiler 

2004:5–6).

The term local knowledge can easily be applied to a broad variety of contexts as it 

only requires knowledge to originate in some way or another from a given local context, 

rendering it a highly flexible notion. This flexibility is, at the same time, often considered 

to be its main weakness, as the term ‘local knowledge’ is criticized for its distinct lack of 

specificity and its overall vagueness (Ellen and Harris 2000). In addition, the notion is 

said to imply, if  also unintentionally, a certain underdevelopment, backwardness and 

tendency  towards  conservatism  (cf.  e.g.  Antweiler  (2008);  Ruotsala  (2008)),  most 

prominently  when  contrasted  with  its  counterpart  ‘global’.  In  contrast  to  traditional 

knowledge focusing on the temporal dimension, local knowledge concentrates on the 

spatial dimension and is characterized by its “situatedness in local culture and environ-

ment” (Antweiler 2004:3). In other words, local knowledge is ”local to the extent that [it 

is] acquired and applied by people with respect to local objectives, situations and prob-

lems […and] draw[s] on locally available raw materials and energy sources” (Antweiler 

2004:3). Importantly, ‘local’ does not have to refer to a location in a strict sense – al-

though it very well can do so – but rather to knowledge as being situated both culturally 

and ecologically. This also explains why local knowledge does not have to necessarily 

restrict itself to small scale; on the contrary, it can also relate to larger regions such as 

33 For an overview on the debate on the ‘noble savage’ cf. e.g. Bitterli (1968); Ellingson (2001); Raymond (2007).
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in the case of people migrating routinely from one place to another (e.g. nomads or 

seasonal migrants) and possessing extensive knowledge about these routes and terri-

tories covered (Antweiler 2004).

Regardless of the variety of different terms, many studies display a pragmatic attitude 

towards these terminological issues and certain scholars even use various terms inter-

changeably. After the initial, more intense debates, these concepts are nowadays com-

monly considered sharing a common ground and overlap in their meaning to a certain 

extent. This allows for building on a shared inter-subjective understanding and for pos-

tulating a shared semantic space, albeit with distinct topical emphases (Sillitoe 1998a), 

leaving it to the respective researcher to choose in function of his/her research inten-

tions and substantiate his/her choice accordingly.

2.1.2 ‘Local knowledge’ as umbrella term in this research
As outlined above, all of these notions have their specific drawbacks, emphases and 

varying degrees of advocacy. For the present research, I opt for the term ‘local knowl-

edge’ whereby ‘locality’ is understood in a broad and inclusive sense. The main reason 

for this choice is that the notion of local knowledge’ specifically underlines the spatial 

dimension that I consider the most promising and salient approach for this research 

project, mainly for two reasons: 

On the one hand, the notion of ‘locality’ – or more generally ‘spatiality’ – is among the 

heavily discussed topics in a number of academic disciplines in social sciences, result-

ing in a wide range of contemporary theoretical approaches to ‘locality’. This is promis-

ing as to my best knowledge, the term of ‘local knowledge’ has only been approached 

descriptively, but not yet analytically. In this research I strive for the latter by analyzing 

the composite concept of ‘local knowledge’ (i.e. ‘knowledge’ in chapter 5 and ‘locality’ in 

chapter 6) for potential new productive and enlightening perspectives on the topic.

On the other hand, the term ‘locality’ has the potential to function as highly encompass-

ing component when combined with ‘knowledge’ to ‘local knowledge’ as all knowledge, 

to oversimplify matters, is somehow locally situated. This is an important characteristic 

as the framework to be developed in this research strives for encompassing as many 

types of alternative ways of knowing as possible, regardless of whether the knowledge 

in question stems from people with no migration background at all  (e.g. indigenous 

knowledge) or with a longstanding tradition (e.g. traditional knowledge).

In addition to these positive rationales, opting for the rather vague term of ‘local knowl-

edge’ also allows circumventing potentially problematic, overly narrowing and/or advo-
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cacy-loaded tendencies inherent to other terms; these tendencies, in turn, might coun-

teract the very scope of this research, namely to develop an encompassing, concep-

tual-analytical  approach  to  understanding  the  phenomenon  of  local  knowledge.  As 

coining a new term was not an option for reasons of compatibility with the existing aca-

demic debate, opting for ‘local knowledge’ proves therefore to offer the most promising 

advantages and entails the least disadvantages that might steer against the research 

intentions.

2.1.3 The debate on local knowledge in academia and applied 
development research

As mentioned earlier, the contributions to the debate on local knowledge stem not only 

from the academic disciplines of anthropology and sociology and their interface, but to 

a  significant  extent  also  from  applied  development  research.  Importantly,  the  two 

strands of debate, albeit rather seldom making explicit reference to each other, are in-

trinsically related to and build on each other. This characteristic adds significantly to the 

hybrid character and the overall complexity of the debate. Against this backdrop, I in-

vest in the following paragraphs in first sketching crucial early academic contributions 

from anthropology, sociology and their interface (chapter  2.1.3.1) before moving in a 

second step to describing the more practice-oriented debate taking place in the inter-

play  between  (mostly)  anthropology  and  applied  development  research  (chapter 

2.1.3.2),  including Nazarea’s  (2006) formative distinction into 1st and 2nd generation 

studies.

2.1.3.1 Contributions from academia
Crucial and foundational insights from anthropology to advancing the topic include – 

to only name a few exemplary ones – Malinovski's strong advocacy for the local per-

spective. Next to pioneering participant observation, he held the view that the anthro-

pologist's goal must consist in obtaining the native's view of his/her own world (1922). 

Lévi-Strauss (1962) drew the attention to the intellectual nature of humans, regardless 

of their cultural origin, paving the way for cognitive anthropology and the various ethno-

sciences in their goal to research classification systems of other cultures. Other im-

pulses stem from the debate on systems of thought, the related scientific study of sym-

bols as well as from cultural ecology (Schareika and Bierschenk 2004). As for the focus 

on the ‘local’ as category, Geertz  (1992) pointed to the need for detailed and locally 

specific understandings. Juxtaposing particular settings to cross-cultural comparisons, 

Geertz advocated for a “commitment to the details of the ordinary and the local as an 
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analytical means to reach larger conclusions about the social world” (Kraidy and Mur-

phy 2008:338), concentrating on cultural overlaps rather than structural universalisms. 

In  this  vein,  he  argued  for  understanding  cultures  as  ‘systems  of  interpretation’ 

(Lachenmann 2001).

At  the  interface  of  anthropology  and  sociology,  Mauss  (1954) and  Durckheim 

(1965) argued for the foundation of thinking in the social world. Introducing so-called 

‘(total) social facts’, they stressed the idea that human perception plays a role in de-

scribing the surrounding world. A couple of decades later, the sub-disciplines of sociol-

ogy of development (e.g. Long) and anthropology of development (e.g. Bierschenk, De 

Sardan) invested in re-integrating the broader topic of development into mainstream 

anthropology and sociology respectively “as an object worthy of attention” (De Sardan 

2005:1). Long (2001) turned away from the traditional structuralist-institutional analysis, 

arguing decisively for applying an actor-centered approach in combination with a so-

cial-constructionist form of analysis, both of which he considered indispensable for un-

derstanding local contexts. Bierschenk, in turn, advocated for expanding the notion of 

anthropology of development from the traditional project-based perspective to addition-

ally cover global structural policy matters, aiming at morphing into an “anthropology of 

global social engineering” (2014:75). In parallel to Long, De Sardan propagates an ac-

tor-oriented development anthropology he considers the optimal choice if aiming at ex-

ploring under which circumstances anthropological research has the potential to con-

tribute to improving development initiatives, especially if combined with what he coined 

as an “entangled social logic approach” (2005:11).

Relevant sociological contributions to local knowledge in a stricter sense were con-

tributed by the constructivist sociology based on Husserl, Schutz, Berger, Luckmann 

and by sociology of knowledge  (Berger and Luckmann 1966). The development of a 

so-called ‘theory of practice’ draw the attention to the realm of informal, everyday prac-

tice, looking beyond formally defined bodies of knowledge  (Bourdieu 1977; Giddens 

1984) and  striving  to  mediate  between  methodological  individualism and traditional 

structuralist  approaches.  However,  sociology did not  go very far in advancing ‘local 

knowledge’ as a topic. While studying the concept of knowledge in great detail, it pri-

marily did so from the late 1960s onward by researching almost exclusively the sub-

topics of ‘knowledge society’ and ‘scientific knowledge’. After the seminal contribution 

by Berger and Luckman entitled “The social construction of reality” (1966), the topic of 

mundane everyday knowledge was no longer en vogue in sociological theory building. 

Rather, attention shifted away from local forms of knowledge and towards the newly es-

tablished social science discipline of science and technology studies, dealing from the 
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1970s onward foremost with the influence of society, politics and culture on scientific 

research and technological innovation and vice-versa (cf.  e.g. Latour  (1987); Knorr-

Cetina (1999); for an overview on science and technology studies cf. e.g. Hackett et al. 

(2008); Potthast (2010); Rohracher (2015)). As a result, the topic of ‘local knowledge’ 

was therefore by and large left to anthropology and the ethnosciences.

2.1.3.2 Contributions from the interplay between applied research and 
academia

As mentioned in the introductory paragraph, the development of the debate on local 

knowledge took mainly place in the interplay between anthropology and applied de-
velopment research. This is especially true for what is sometimes called 'development 

anthropology'  where local  knowledge is said to have „in  many respects [...]  always 

been at the core”  (Nazarea 2006:321). Accordingly, starting from the early 1980s on-

ward, numerous anthropologists invested considerable time and effort into validating lo-

cal knowledge, often by using scientific concepts and methods as frames of reference 

for assessing the validity of local ways of knowing. As such, research in the 1980s was 

informed by specific assumptions and methodological principles that strove for an inte-

gration of local and scientific forms of knowing, with local knowledge having to prove it-

self and scientific knowledge acting as a form of ‘gold standard’. These underlying as-

sumptions and principles came under heavy criticism in the course of the 1990s.

This general development led Nazarea (2006) to suggest a division of research on lo-

cal knowledge into two generations, called here for simplification reasons '1st genera-
tion studies' and '2nd generation studies'. In the following paragraphs, I briefly sketch 

the two types of studies as well as the evolution of the debate.

In Nazarea’s understanding,  1st generation studies were carried out in the frame of 

the so-called ‘ethnoscientific wave’: In the mid-1950s and early 1960s34, the attempt to 

understand local approaches and contexts gained momentum – a development that 

culminated in the 1970s and 1980s in seminal publications by e.g. Atran (1985), Berlin, 

Breedlove  and  Raven  (1974b),  Ellen  (1979),  Hunn  (1977,  1982) and  Posey  et  al. 

(1984). This ethnoscientific research was essentially grounded on cognitive and linguis-

tic principles and relied on systematic data collection and analysis, bringing a certain 

methodological rigor and theoretical significance to it. At the same time, it was criticized 

for “effectively eticizing the emic”35 (Nazarea 2006:321) and for grounding human be-

34 Examples for this early publication phase include Conklin (1954, 1961), Goodenough (1957) and Frake (1962).
35 As outlined in chapter 1.3.2, ‘emic’ and ‘etic’ are terms used in anthropology and the social and behavioral sciences 

to denote two types of field research that are at the same time linked to specific viewpoints. While ‘emic’ means ‘as 
seen from within the social group’ (i.e. from the perspective of the subject), ‘etic’ denotes ‘as seen from the outside’ 
(i.e. from the perspective of an external observer).
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havior in cognitive processes. However, its crucial contribution consisted in drawing at-

tention to the adaptive nature of classificatory systems and their dependence on the 

human perception. Classifications came to be understood as “situationally adapted and 

dynamic devices of particular importance to their users, reflecting an interaction […] be-

tween  culture,  psychology  and  discontinuities  in  the  natural  world”  (Ellen  1993:3).

The re-valorization and recognition of the local and the specific as relevant categories 

prepared the  ground  for  distinct  applied  research on local  knowledge,  mostly  con-

ducted by development institutes and often in close collaboration with aid agencies. 

This research focused on vigorously documenting and promoting local knowledge and 

local technologies, which led to knowledge on local ways of knowing becoming an in-

formation  currency  in  the  international  agricultural  research  centers  and  the  World 

Bank. This implementation-oriented debate took its start with the very introduction of 

the concept in the form of the term 'indigenous technical knowledge' in the context of a 

special  issue of  the IDS Bulletin36,  published by the research group around Robert 

Chambers at the Institute for Development Studies at the University of Sussex (Howes 

and Chambers 1979). Local knowledge was depicted as bounded, static, consensual, 

non-reflective and unscientific – assumptions that led both anthropologists and devel-

opment practitioners to deem it  legitimate to look for  and extract  elements of  local 

knowledge for further use in science. Moreover, it was concluded from the assumed 

consensual character that local knowledge applied uniformly over large regions. On the 

one hand, this opened development practitioners to the technology, skills and accumu-

lated knowledge of local people in general while at the same time menacing to over-

load the newly discovered field of local knowledge with exaggerated expectations and 

claims about its value, general validity and application range (Pottier et al. 2003). In the 

following year,  the  publication  of  a seminal  anthology on local  knowledge outlining 

ethnoscientific methods with respect to potential applications in development coopera-

tion definitively triggered a broad and controversial debate among academics and prac-

titioners.  Entitled  „Indigenous  Knowledge  Systems  and  Development“  (Brokensha, 

Warren, and Werner 1980), it enclosed primarily studies on agricultural topics as well 

as on cognitive models and classifications of the natural world. In 1995, Warren et al. 

(1995) published another formative contribution entitled “The Cultural Dimensions of 

Development.  Indigenous  Knowledge  Systems“  where  different  methodological  and 

practical approaches to integrating local knowledge into development endeavors were 

discussed.

36 The IDS Bulletin is dedicated to analyzing emerging development challenges on an international scale, with IDS 
standing for “Institute of Development Studies”.
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In the academic discourse emerging in parallel, local knowledge triggered a wave of 

theory-building that surpassed the realm of anthropology (cf. e.g. Nazarea (2006)). The 

publications primarily concentrated on comparing local knowledge with Western sci-

ence in order to examine the respective characteristics, particularities and commonali-

ties and proposed suggestions for mutual integration if considered suitable. However, 

in the 1990s, the dichotomy between science and local knowledge could no longer 

withstand scrutiny. A postmodern and deconstructivistic wave critically questioned what 

was considered to be a static, overly idealized notion of local knowledge (Brosius 1999; 

Ellen and Harris 2000; Parkes 2000), giving way to 2nd generation studies on local 
knowledge. Under this new perspective, the previously unitary idea of local knowledge 

fragmented into a plurality of local knowledges. Consequently, local knowledge came to 

be perceived of as the manifold, disputable product of a constantly unfolding syncretis-

tic process (Scoones and Thompson 1994; Sillitoe 1998b) and as such as practical and 

partial, even contingent. To extract, document and bank local knowledge was now criti-

cized as erroneous, if not dubious. Accordingly, such attempts came to be seen an ille-

gitimate abstraction as well as extraction of local knowledge from its context with the 

primary  aim  to  re-functionalize  it  to  Western  development  and  conservation  ideas 

(Agrawal 2002; Escobar 1998). In addition to the aspect of intellectual hegemony, 2nd 

generation studies analyzed in detail issues of power, including a critical discussion of 

the intersection of power and knowledge.

Comparing the two approaches, the differences between 1st and 2nd generation studies 

consist mainly in different basic assumptions and related research interests. 1st genera-

tion research centers on content and related knowledge items, compares and contrasts 

local knowledge with scientific knowledge and undertakes the effort to legitimize local 

knowledge along the standards of Western knowledge conceptions (cf. e.g. Warren et 

al. (1995)). In this early notion, local knowledge was understood as complementing sci-

entific knowledge in locally relevant areas, entailing a rigorous testing and evaluation of 

local beliefs and practices regarding various sub-domains37. However, subsequent re-

search depicted local knowledge as unevenly distributed and questioned the previously 

dominant idea of “invariant, a-cultural systems of encoding such knowledge” (Nazarea 

2006:322), leading to the 2nd generation research. Here, the focus was on researching 

local knowledge in the context it evolved, refraining from the previously dominant com-

parison  and  verification  approach.  Accordingly,  2nd generation  studies  center  on 

process and transformation and emphasize the complex character of local knowledge 

37 This testing extended to domains such as e.g. soil classification and enhancement, water conservation and distri-
bution, crop preferences and cultivation, pest identification and management etc.
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that is not only intrinsically dynamic and situated, but also often contingent on external 

opportunities and constraints (cf. e.g. Ellen et al. (2000)). As critically noted by Nazarea 

(2006), the burden of proving the legitimacy of local knowledge was replaced by the 

burden to prove authenticity, resulting in vigorous checks if the local knowledge form in 

question was reified, commodified, imagined or invented. This resulted in a weakening 

of the previously established status of local knowledge among planners, policy-makers 

and scholars;  it  turned the attention away from local  knowledge’s characteristics of 

adaptability, resilience and agency, thereby obscuring the dynamic interrelationship be-

tween the human actors and the surrounding environment.

2.1.4 Selected theoretical approaches to local knowledge from 
academia

Several authors note that most of the research on local knowledge concentrates on 

epistemic content and structure while paying rather little attention to epistemological is-

sues. This results in theoretical, conceptual or analytical approaches to local knowl-

edge being rare; consequently, a coherent and agreed upon framework of local knowl-

edge is said to be lacking to this day (Antweiler 2004; Briggs 2013; Maragia 2006; Silli-

toe and Bicker 2004). However, a number of descriptive-enumerative approaches have 

been  brought  forward  by  renowned  researchers  such  as  Ellen,  Harris,  Sillitoe  or 

Antweiler (see below), resulting in these approaches being frequently cited and applied 

in research settings. Generally speaking, they invest in isolating characteristic features 

and traits of local knowledge that are considered to be potentially universal and suit-

able for generically describing local knowledge forms.38 A selection of these descriptive 

approaches is briefly outlined in the following paragraphs.

One of the most prominent is the list composed by Ellen (1998) and Ellen and Harris 

(2000) on the basis of their extended field research. It includes the following ten char-

acteristics: According to them, local knowledge is “(1) local, (2) orally-/visually-transmit-

ted, (3) constituted in the practical engagement, (4) generally rather empirical/emprico-

hypothetical than theoretical, (5) repetitive, (6) dynamic, (7) to a high degree shared, 

(8) fragmentarily distributed, (9) functional, denotative 'know-how' and (10) holistic and 

integrative” (2000:4–5).

Counter to Ellen and Harris’ approach, Sillitoe suggests identifying and defining local 

knowledge ex negativo by contrast with what local knowledge does not encompass. 

According to him, local knowledge is  not  “globally situated,  culturally disembedded, 

38 Importantly, the contributions discussed in this chapter focus on the characterization of local knowledge and refrain 
from outlining methodological approaches and guidelines to incorporate local knowledge into project designs (con-
siderations of the latter type can be found in e.g. Sillitoe (2004:60) or Antweiler (2004, 2012)).
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overly systematic,  necessarily unified, and abstract”  (2010:13). However, in his joint 

publication with Marzano (2009), Sillitoe offered an alternative route to gaining an un-

derstanding of local knowledge, also recurring to a descriptive approach to local knowl-

edge and suggesting a set of commonalities he deemed characteristic for this knowl-

edge form. This set includes a) any understanding rooted in local culture, b) all knowl-

edge shared more or less collectively by a population and used for interpreting the 

world, it can c) vary between societies, d) originates from a range of sources and e) 

represents a “dynamic mix of past traditions and present innovation with a view to the 

future” (Sillitoe and Marzano 2009:14).

In a similar vein, but more comprehensively, Antweiler (2012, based on his modification 

from 2008) compiled a list of ten interrelated characteristics describing local knowledge 

as an universal mode of knowing. They include (1) knowledge plus skills, (2) adaptation 

to situational dynamics and variability, (3) empirical local basis and experiential satura-

tion, (4) redundancy and holism, (5) tacit nature of knowledge, (6) informal learning, (7) 

scientific character, (8) optimal ignorance, (9) evaluation criterion/test basis and (10) re-

sulting actions and problem solutions.

Finally, building on insights by Eliade (1965), Berkes (1993) and Lévi-Strauss (1962), 

Mazzocchi  identifies  an additional  pair  of  characteristics  he  considers  representing 

overarching characteristics of local knowledge, namely on the one hand “the belief in a 

pervasive presence of the sacred at all levels of reality”  (2008:47) and on the other 

hand the understanding that local knowledge is firmly rooted in myth.

2.1.5 Role of knowledge and local knowledge in development 
cooperation

In development cooperation, the concept of knowledge turned into an asset in the con-

text of modernization theories, the related paradigm of technology transfer and the cri-

tique raised by dependency theorists. Regardless of the fundamental differences be-

tween modernization and dependency theories, both considered knowledge and sci-

ence to be central resources in the overall development endeavors, displaying a dis-

tinctly instrumental view on knowledge that left no room for other ways of knowing, as 

El Berr (2009) concluded in her extensive account on the topic.

This instrumental perspective, she argues, was in turn criticized by representatives of 

the popular education (i.e. ‘educación popular’39) who claimed that knowledge imported 

from outside the development context needed adaptation to be of any use for fostering 

39 ‘Educación popular’ is a term commonly applied to a broad set of educational endeavors in Latin America that 
emerged since the end of the first half of the 20th century.
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political participation, equality and local development. This resulted in the above de-

scribed endeavors to integrate the local populations’ knowledge into existing scientific 

knowledge,  as  such  an  approach  was  expected  to  potentially  enrich  the  scientific 

knowledge ‘imported’ into industrializing countries for development purposes (cf. e.g. 

Chambers et al. (1989)).

In the 1980s, however, this position was challenged, among others by proponents of 

participatory development approaches (cf.  e.g. Pretty et al.  (2002)) that were them-

selves an expression of the paradigm change in development cooperation aiming at 

more local ownership and empowerment. In this vein, local knowledge was understood 

as mobilizing local resources (Antweiler 1998; Sillitoe 2007b), especially in the sectors 

of health, nutrition and management of natural resources (Miehlau and Wickl 2007; Sil-

litoe 1998b). Consequently, it came to be seen as “possible antidote to the failures of 

externally driven, transfer-of-technology focused, top-down development” (Pottier et al. 

2003:1). The integration of local ways of knowing into development endeavors strove 

for bridging local realities, practices and development plans with approaches by devel-

opment agencies, national bureaucracies and (mostly foreign) researchers.

Summarizing, the role and change potential of local knowledge for development pur-

poses remains contested with a majority of earlier studies and certain strands of con-

temporary research still basing their understanding of local knowledge on a binary op-

position  between scientific  knowledge and local  ways of  knowing (cf.  e.g Antweiler 

(1998); Schareika (2004)). This opposition comes along with often implicit assessments 

of the value and relevance of local knowledge with it being understood as either inferior 

or superior to scientific knowledge. In this respect, El Berr (2009) invests in adapting a 

typology of various positions towards local knowledge originally developed by Neubert 

and Macamo (2004) and suggests four different positions or notions that are briefly de-

scribed in the following paragraphs, namely (a) the positivistic approach, (b) the tech-

nicistic approach, (c) the eco-romantic approach and (d) the instrumental approach40.

(a) The positivistic approach generally devaluates local knowledge by taking it for in-

ferior  and backward if  not  holding it  responsible  for  development  and conservation 

gaps. Consequently,  such an approach conceptualizes development as ‘catching-up 

development’ following the model of Western industrialized countries while heavily rely-

ing on capital intensive transfer of technology and science, mediated by mostly foreign 

experts.  By ignoring local knowledge and related local practices, the positivistic ap-

proach displays a eurocentric perspective, aiming at saving local populations from un-

40 As emphasized by El Berr (2009), the following paragraphs describe ideal types; in the reality of applied develop-
ment cooperation, they mostly occur in mixed forms.
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derdevelopment and at integrating them into national state and market system (cf. e.g. 

Ellen and Harris  (2000)). In this conception, the divide between local knowledge and 

Western knowledge is unbridgeable given Western knowledge’s claim for universal va-

lidity. This approach was, however, also met with criticism. First, it was argued that de-

valuating local knowledge runs the risk of establishing so-called ‘systems of ignorance', 

created when mundane local knowledge is displaced by scientifically approved expert 

knowledge that is poorly understood locally (Lachenmann 1994). Second, it was recog-

nized that the devaluation of local knowledge can equally come in the form of large top-

down development projects aiming at e.g. protecting ecosystems or establishing large 

national parks – in the majority of cases at the expense of the livelihoods of local com-

munities who are themselves often denied any further access to the newly established 

protection areas.

(b) In contrast, the  technicistic position integrates local knowledge into existing de-

velopment strategies and measures whereby local knowledge is often falsely limited to 

knowledge about the natural world41. Consequently, stocks of so-called ‘folk biological 

knowledge’ entered the development agenda, often collected in exploratory phases of 

development projects. Integrating local knowledge was considered relatively easy while 

the actual endeavors were located in the actual ‘development of the knowledge hold-

ers’, i.e. the local population. This selective, item-tapping approach resulted in local 

knowledge being organized by Westerners in classifications and being completely iso-

lated from the respective socio-cultural context. Unsurprisingly, the technicistic position 

has been widely criticized, as El Berr (2009) summarizes, for a set of reasons: First, for 

building on the (implicit) idea that local knowledge is a homogeneous body of knowl-

edge, evenly distributed over the community and untouched by power issues – an idea 

of consensus that has been proven erroneous.42 Second, for failing to acknowledge 

that knowledge is embedded in a specific socio-cultural context, even the items that at 

first glance seem to be of technical nature. Third, for often reducing local knowledge to 

facts  and  denotations,  missing  what  Heckler  calls  its  “performance  dimension” 

41 This notion is, among others, reflected in the steadily increasing number of publications in the ethnosciences over 
the last decades.

42 In fact, research on knowledge consensus started in the 1970s and led to the insight that there are significant quali-
tative and quantitative differences in what individuals in a given community know. In most cases, knowledge is un-
evenly distributed with not all members having access to all parts of the knowledge body and individual knowledge 
changing in the course of one’s life. Early exemplary studies on that topic include e.g. Ellen (1979) and Gardner 
(1976). The same also was understood to apply to the knowledge body of individuals incorporating comparable so-
cial function in various contexts. In this vein, it was recognized that e.g. midwives, herbalists and healers from dif-
ferent communities can significantly differ in their knowledge (cf. e.g. Heinrich et al. (1998); Vandebroek (2010)). In 
both cases, the knowledge differentials were understood to correlate with one or a couple of differing variables, po-
tentially including, as Reyes-García condenses, “market integration, kinship affiliation, age, schooling, positions in a 
social network and […] level of specialization on the domain of knowledge” (2010:5). This fragmentation of knowl-
edge can even result in parallel, potentially rivaling knowledge systems within a community, which in turn repre-
sents a challenge for development initiatives.
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(2007:94) 43.  Forth, for the implicit value judgments in its basic assumptions that are 

visible in that local knowledge is not recognized in its entirety, but only appreciated with 

respect to specific technical aspects.

(c) The eco-romantic position according to El Berr (2009) juxtapositions the technicis-

tic position in that local actors are seen as ecologically noble savages, living in perpet-

ual harmony with nature. Local knowledge is seen as opposed and superior to scientific 

knowledge and as standing for social and economic justice, sustainability and local 

adaptation. Consequently, it is not only considered to be worthy of protection and con-

servation against the deductionistic and destructive approach by the scientific paradigm 

and Western development programs, but also as potentially representing the solution 

to many if not all contemporary problems. However, this position was met with consid-

erable critique too, for the following reasons: First, for amounting to a projection, i.e. to 

a notion of a just social order that is transferred to a construed other, in this case the lo-

cal communities. Second, for promoting local knowledge as a rather essentialized, fix-

ating notion oriented towards the past, leaving no room for imminent, naturally occur-

ring innovation that  is characteristic  for  local  knowledge.  Third,  for  postulating local 

knowledge as a closed and separated system, disregarding its ever-adapting, hybrid 

character, all the more in post-colonial societies. Forth, for mistakenly considering local 

knowledge to be homogeneously distributed and therefore valid and applicable for a 

broader population, failing to acknowledge not only structuration and segregation pro-

cesses within communities resulting in fragmented knowledge dispositions, but also all 

globalization-induced changes in the social structure that affect the way how knowl-

edge is applied, transformed and transmitted. Last, for potentially not being able to live 

up to its claim of being ecologically and socially responsible due to the given, specific 

power configurations in place (Antweiler 1998).

(d) The instrumental position is related to the discovery of the economic potential of 

local knowledge. Similar to the technicistic position, it represents a selective approach 

in focusing only on specific parts of local knowledge that promise material revenues. 

The difference consists in the technicistic position prioritizing local development and 

trying to enrich scientific knowledge with local knowledge in order to improve the effec-

tiveness of local development measures. The instrumental position, in contrast, is moti-

vated by vested, often financial interests by external players. This does not imply that 

the local population necessarily comes away empty-handed, but in most cases, the in-

43 Performance-based knowledge, Heckler (2007) argues, comprises skills that evade verbalization and, thus, docu-
mentation by traditional ethnoscientific methods.
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strumentalization of local knowledge is prominent and, subsequently, benefits are dis-

tributed highly unequally, counter-acting initial development motivations.44

2.1.6 Scientific and local knowledge: different ways of knowing
As shown in the preceding chapters, it remains unclear as to what exactly should be 

understood by local knowledge  (Sillitoe 2002b:2). Accordingly, various approaches to 

descriptively grasp the phenomenon of local knowledge were presented. Despite all dif-

ferences,  one recurring theme can be found in  most  studies:  the different  ways of 

knowing and local knowledge’s  status among them. From the very beginning,  local 

knowledge  was  scrutinized  against  the  backdrop  of  Western  scientific  knowledge 

(Briggs 2005; Schareika 2004) whereby comparing and contrasting the two bodies of 

knowledge  was,  and  in  certain  contexts  still  is,  considered  paramount.  German 

(2010) distinguishes two main strands in the early debate, namely on the one hand 

scholars underlining the divergence of local knowledge from the standard scientific un-

derstanding, mostly implying the former’s inferiority. In their view, development can only 

occur by bringing local perspectives in line with the universal knowledge of scientific 

truth, which, among others, resulted in certain researchers claiming that local knowl-

edge needed to be formalized given its essentially fragmented and provisional nature 

(cf. e.g. Arce and Long (1992:211)). In contrast to this position, German (2010) argues, 

other  scholars  had  no  doubt  regarding  the  logic  and  scientific  validity  such  as 

Slikkerveer who argued that local knowledge had developed “almost parallel to West-

ern 'scientific', […] or 'global' disciplinarity” (1999:169).

The idea of local knowledge being rational and empirical was a cornerstone of the par-

ticipatory development approach brought forward by Chambers (1996) and Warren et 

al.  (1995). Perspectives by local knowledge on specific topics such as e.g. plant and 

animal classification (Berlin 1992) or agricultural pests (Richards 1980) were brought to 

a wider attention by means of applying scientific concepts and methods as frame of ref-

erence against  which the validity of  local ways of  knowing was assessed  (German 

2010). Other studies in this direction focused on the complementary nature of knowl-

edge systems (cf. e.g. Richards (1985)) and on approaches linking scientific and local 

knowledge (cf. e.g. Chambers et al. (1991)). Other studies examined their social inter-

faces (cf. e.g. Long  (1989)) and first systematic sets of properties characterizing the 

two types of knowledge systems were published (cf. e.g. DeWalt (1994)).

44 The fields of e.g. bioprospecting or ecosystem services are prominent examples of such a potentially instrumental-
izing approach.
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In the frame of this binary separation, the great majority of approaches is grounded in 

an understanding that sees Western scientific knowledge as analytic, systematic, ob-

jective  and  reductionist  while  local  knowledge  is  considered  as  intuitive,  informal, 

parochial and holistic, to only name a few traits. The list by El Berr (2009:11, translated 

from German by the author) summarizes the pair of opposites most frequently encoun-

tered in the literature (cf. table 1):

scientific knowledge local knowledge

potential for abstraction / theory 
building

allows for theory
building

empirical / no theory building 
possible

scope of application universal local

way of knowledge transmission formal informal

way of knowledge transmission written oral

way of knowledge generation explicit implicit

way of knowledge generation and 
transmission

open closed

way of thinking rational irrational

way of thinking analytical intuitive

way of thinking / approach reductionistic / mechanistic holistic

relation to time modern traditional

dynamic innovative / dynamic static

Table 1: Local and scientific knowledge conceptualized as opposites

In  his  central  publication  entitled  “Cognitive  Foundations  of  Natural  History”  Atran 

(1990) was among the first to try to critically examine the divide between folk and sci-

entific knowledge by demonstrating how folk understandings from early Europe consti-

tute the base of modern science (also cf.  Ellen and Harris  (2000)).  Following these 

early critical comments, the dichotomy between local knowledge and science has been 

scrutinized, putting into question whether it was epistemologically possible and/or use-

ful at all to draw a clear line between the two ways of knowing (Agrawal 1995; Long 

2001;  Pottier  et  al.  2003).  It  was  argued  that  local  knowledge  cannot  be  properly 

grasped and understood in its complexity by using simple dichotomies. Applying binary 

concepts when approaching other ways of knowing would entail accepting vagueness 

and related distortions in the very process of forming an understanding of the local 

knowledge form in question. In addition, such an approach would also result in a pro-

longed fixation of the hierarchization of the two ways of knowing. The vagueness and 

the related distortions were seen in the context of the increasingly contested status of 

scientific knowledge that was no longer deemed to represent a frame of reference as 

stable, reliable and potentially absolute as previously perceived. Rather, in the 1970s 

and 1980s, scientific knowledge has been claimed to be situated and culturally relative 
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as well as subjective (Knorr-Cetina 1999), loosing its formerly assumed objective and 

value-free character in its quest for truth. It was generally accepted that “'western sci-

ence' comes in many varieties”  (Antweiler 2004:2), resulting in it being gradually dis-

cerned as less universal and more particularistic than previously assumed  (Agrawal 

1995). At the same time, it was recognized that scientific knowledge subscribes to spe-

cific ideals and criteria  (e.g.  validity,  written transmission) to which local  knowledge 

does not adhere, rendering a useful quasi-equation between the two knowledges un-

tenable and obsolete (Antweiler 2004).

Against this backdrop, Agrawal argues against creating “two categories of knowledge – 

Western and indigenous – relying on the possibility that a finite and small number of 

characteristics can define the elements contained within the categories” (1995:421). In 

the  context  of  trying  to  reconcile  local  knowledge  with  global  science,  Nazarea 

(2006) speaks of the basic problem of incommensurability originating in the fundamen-

tal ontological differences that do not allow for local knowledge to be “solely [treated] as 

information to be tested, or text to be deconstructed”  (2006:323). Even relating local 

knowledge to science in the sense of conceptualizing it as a 'kind of science' is consid-

ered problematic and misleading as local knowledge shares some common character-

istics with science while sharing others with other ways of knowing. It is said to result 

from “a universal human capability, but [to have] a specific culturally and environmen-

tally situated content in every instance” (Antweiler 2004:2). Advocating for a plurality of 

epistemologies, several scholars therefore suggest a continuum or spectrum of sys-

tems of  knowledge instead of creating artificial  distinctions or dichotomies  (Agrawal 

1995; Speich 2009). In a similar vein, Antweiler localizes local knowledge “on a contin-

uum between formal science and everyday rationality” (2012:57).

Despite the fact that conceptualizing local knowledge in opposition to scientific knowl-

edge has been questioned by numerous (and influential) authors, the binary concept 

still prevails in a great number of publications. Most prominent are the numerous stud-

ies validating local knowledge for the sake of its integration into scientific frameworks 

(cf. e.g. de Albuquerque and Hanazaki (2009); Gratani et al. (2011)) – a procedure that 

is at the same time critically reflected in the debate on the Western notion of ‘expert’  

(Davis and Wagner 2003).

Finally, with respect to practical issues arising in the intercultural collaboration, some 

researchers raise the question of how to best integrate global and local knowledge, re-

gardless of the exact epistemological definitions  (Haverkort and Rist 2004; Latulippe 

and Klenk 2020). Potential attitudes of science towards local knowledge are outlined in 
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the form of a typology according to which science in its general attitude towards local 

knowledge can be a) unacknowledging, b) utilitarian, c) paternalistic, d) neo-colonial, e) 

essentialist or f) intercultural (Rist, Zimmermann, and Wiesmann 2004).

2.1.7 Summary
Discussing the academic and applied debates on the concept of local knowledge ac-

centuated a number of the debate’s characteristic features that are summarized in the 

following paragraphs.

First,  the diversity of  perspectives on local  knowledge turned out  to be impressive, 

which only underlines that the topic is not only relevant to specific academic disciplines 

such as anthropology, sociology or the ethnosciences, but also represents a crucial 

working concept for development agencies grappling with implementing their programs 

and projects  in  specific  local  contexts.  This  dual  consideration  confirms the claims 

about local knowledge’s far-reaching and diverse application ranges and thus under-

lines the highly diverse, complex and situated character of the debate. 

Second, this specific character is also reflected in the actual wording, i.e. the specific 

way how the topic in question is addressed. This entails in the first place opting for the 

term that  most appropriately emphasizes the research’s specific perspective on the 

topic45 – i.e. ‘traditional knowledge’ in case of a specific focus on the temporal dimen-

sion, ‘local knowledge’ if the spatial dimension is considered central and ‘indigenous 

knowledge’ in case of an ensured status of indigeneity. In any case, wording matters a 

great deal as there is in fact no neutral reasoning or discussing local knowledge – nei-

ther in academia nor in applied contexts. This results from the discourse on this topic 

being full of ambiguity, prerequisites and assumptions and as such a matter of prefer-

ences and interests as exemplified in the unavoidable choice of one’s favored terminol-

ogy.

Third,  analyzing the literature on local knowledge – both the academic and applied 

strands – revealed that the big majority of approaches to local knowledge are descrip-

tive and enumerative in character rather than analytical and conceptual. In most in-

stances, they focus on describing a given form of local knowledge in great detail and 

strive to identify generic and, ideally, scalable characteristics they deem characteristic 

and valid for describing local knowledge on a general level.

45 The same is true for the development sector only that in the case of projects/programs to be developed and imple-
mented, the terminology to be applied is often already determined by the donor, leaving little room for development 
agencies to position themselves.
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Forth, and with respect to the theoretical debate, considerable variations can be ob-

served with respect  to  the actual  position  attributed to local  knowledge among the 

many ways of knowing. Main distinguishing factors include e.g. the decision whether to 

relate local knowledge to scientific knowledge – or even to measure it against the latter 

–, but also the degree to which knowledge is conceptualized as socially construed. The 

latter is, among others, indicative of the relevance attributed to issues of power, author-

ity and legitimation.

Fifth, and in regard to applied contexts, many possible applications for local knowledge 

in development contexts turned out  to exist,  when looking at the abstract  potential, 

foremost in the planning and evaluation phases of projects or programs. However, ac-

counts of practice examples and related research have demonstrated that the role and 

change potential of local knowledge for development purposes remains unclear and 

contested. A majority of the earlier studies and certain strands of contemporary applied 

research still base their understanding of local knowledge on a binary opposition be-

tween scientific knowledge and local ways of knowing (cf. the third point). This opposi-

tion comes along with (often implicit) assessments of the value and relevance of local 

knowledge with it  being understood as either inferior or superior to scientific knowl-

edge. In this respect, the ‘typology of assessments’ originally developed by Neubert 

and Macamo (2004) and adapted by El Berr (2009) turned out to be noteworthy; it con-

sists of four approaches reflecting the above mentioned inferiority or superiority of local 

knowledge vis-à-vis scientific knowledge in applied contexts, namely (a) the positivistic 

approach, (b) the technicistic approach, (c) the eco-romantic approach and (d) the in-

strumental approach. In a similar vein, Rist et al. (2004) propose a typology describing 

a  set  of  potential  general  attitudes  science  can  display  towards  local  knowledge, 

namely a) unacknowledging, b) utilitarian, c) paternalistic, d) neo-colonial, e) essential-

ist or f) intercultural.

Lastly, the analysis of the literature on local knowledge also touched upon the topic of 

differing epistemologies, namely the differences and commonalities between differing 

ways of knowing, mostly reduced to the dichotomy between local and scientific knowl-

edge. While a clear distinction and valuation still proved to prevail in a great number of 

publications – mostly to the detriment of local knowledge – it became equally clear that 

such a binary approach is not able to do justice to the topic at hand. The reason is that 

local knowledge is too complex a topic to be adequately grasped and understood by re-

curring to simple dichotomies. In this vein and advocating for a plurality of epistemolo-

gies, approaches by several scholars were outlined that explicitly advocate for a contin-
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uum or spectrum of systems of knowledge instead of creating artificial distinctions or di-

chotomies.

To sum up, the literature review on local knowledge confirmed the claims made, i.e. 

that local knowledge represents a multifaceted and wide-ranging topic that escapes at-

tempts at simplifying its complex character. This complexity, however, is not fully re-

flected in the existing academic literature: Despite the topic being explored from vari-

ous disciplinary angles, academia seems to pursue a distinct research interest that is 

directed towards understanding specific forms of local knowledge in their particularities 

with the expectation of consequently being able to extrapolate and generalize the in-

sights. Such an emphasis, however, goes at the expense of another, more encompass-

ing perspective on the topic that crosses disciplinary boundaries and refrains from re-

lating and comparing local knowledge to scientific knowledge as starting point. It is ex-

actly in this respect that this research intends to contribute to the debate by striving to 

develop an independent, structured, theory-driven, conceptual-analytical and interdisci-

plinary approach to understanding the phenomenon of local knowledge that the same 

time informs researchers as well as development practitioners.

Moreover, opting for an approach that is categorial, systematic and conceptual-analyti-

cal in character might also provide a certain counterbalance to ideologically tainted cur-

rents in the debate on local knowledge bordering on advocacy. While such an ideologi-

cal orientation is perfectly understandable in face of the omnipresent instrumentaliza-

tion and marginalization of local knowledge and might even be crucial with respect to 

stimulating actual change processes, it might at times also run a double risk – not only 

the risk of weakening a theoretical debate that strives for gaining a clear, structured 

and analytical understanding of the topic, but also of hampering an easy interdiscipli-

nary up-take of local knowledge insights, especially by natural scientists for whom ex-

plicit ideological coloring might seem alien, if not out of place for scientific contexts.

2.2 Sustainable Development
The concept of sustainable development represents one of the leading development 

model of humankind (Waas et al. 2014), akin to the “idea of socialism in the early 20th 

century and the Declaration of Human Rights after World War II”  (de Vries and Pe-

tersen  2009:1006).  Equipped  with  a  distinct  “action  guiding  power”  (Christen  and 

Schmidt 2011:400), it was developed towards the end of the 20 th century as a counter-

measure to an increasing environmental crisis and to extensive social inequalities, both 
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on global levels. Nowadays it is widely accepted and supported (cf. von Hauff (2014), 

for a detailed overview cf. e.g. Michelsen et al. (2016)).

The basic idea underlying the suggested new role model is quite clear-cut: shape soci-

etal  development  such that  it  allows “for  substantial  improvements in  global  justice 

without  compromising the opportunity for  future generations to achieve a good life” 

(Burger, Daub, and Scherrer 2010:1). Identifying the main threats to this endeavor as 

related to the over-exploitation of natural resources, the concept of sustainable devel-

opment combines two  hitherto separate global discourses – “the discourse on global 

justice and the discourse on the growing long-term risks stemming from the scarcity of 

natural resources” (Burger et al. 2010:1). While ecological problems as well as poverty 

alleviation – and thereby justice – were addressed separately in the 1980s, the innova-

tive power of the newly introduced concept of sustainable development consisted in it 

merging the two global issues and, importantly, introducing the global mind-set to long-

term perspectives with respect to inter-generational justice. It has led to a huge variety 

of global processes under the new umbrella term ‘sustainable development’.

The normative openness and multifacetedness of sustainable development resulting in 

this huge variety of global processes represents a characteristic hailed by some as 

panacea for  today’s challenges and criticized by others for institutionalizing, among 

others, a dangerous ‘everything-goes’ mentality46. In that respect, I share the perspec-

46 Although an extended critical discussion of sustainable development is beyond the scope of my research, three 
main areas of contention are mentioned in the following (for a detailed review cf. e.g. Haque (1999); Kiss (2011); 
Redclift (2005); Robinson (2004)).
a) terminological vagueness: The concept of sustainable development gained momentum without a commonly ac-
cepted definition ever having been determined: “There is no such thing as a single unified philosophy of sustain-
able development; there is no sustainable development‘ism.’” (Hopwood, Mellor, and O’Brien 2005:47; Kates, Par-
ris, and Leiserowitz 2005). Consequently, the concept remained vague (Robinson 2004; Waas et al. 2014) as well 
as “elastic but imprecise” (M. Adams 2006:3) – and allowed for bringing to the debate already existing philosophical 
and political views, which then resulted in a plethora of interpretative approaches as to what constitutes sustainable 
development (Burger and Christen 2011; Hopwood et al. 2005). This phenomenon, in turn, brought the concept a 
fair amount of criticism as a great range of different parties – from business people to environmentalists, govern-
ments, political and economic planners – could turn to it to convey highly diverse visions of the relationship be-
tween environment and economic growth. Moreover, the concept is criticized for resulting in self-deception – espe-
cially in industrialized countries – in that it is deemed to primarily serve to calm the public by alluding to utopian, yet 
inadequately charged promises of paradise that prove inapplicable to real world issues (Grunwald 2013b). How-
ever, other academics consider the concept’s literary open- and vagueness to be advantageous, if not even neces-
sary (cf. e.g. Burger (2006)) – not only theoretically, but also with respect to its practical implementation. In terms of 
the concept’s actual flexibility, they argue that it tackles pressing and conflicting issues without over-determining the 
issues and solution paths, thereby potentially deterring interested parties (W. M. Adams 2006; Burger 2006; Hart-
muth, Huber, and Rink 2008; Jischa 1999; Maragia 2006).
b) development and power inequalities: A second critique extends to distributive issues, i.e. the disparities in re-
sponsibility and power between industrializing and industrialized countries when it comes to defining and imple-
menting the concept (for an account on reconciling environmental sustainability and social justice cf. Agyemann 
(2008); Langhelle (2000)).
At the time of their development run, industrialized countries did not attend to the environment (Iqbal and Pierson 
2017). Only after attaining a certain level of development, a clean environment became a priority and was gradually 
imposed on other countries. In this vein, usually rather investment-intensive types of sustainable development are 
promoted that favor ecological interests over social ones and are primarily oriented towards future generations and 
inter-generational justice (Iqbal and Pierson 2017; Redclift and Sage 1998). In their attempt to achieve comparable 
living standards while dealing with an already impaired natural environment, industrializing countries were con-
fronted with a double challenge: First, they had to quickly advance economic growth with limited financial and tech-
nical resources to free their population from poverty. Second, the well-proven, albeit pollution- and exploitation-in-
tensive approaches that heavily benefited the West were no longer considered acceptable development strategies 
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tive of Hartmuth et al.  (2008) who argue that the inherent fuzziness of the concept of 

sustainable development requires researchers to particularize and contextualize it for it 

to become meaningful and productive. With that in mind, the next chapters are dedi-

cated to clarifying this research’s understanding of sustainable development. To do so, 

I start the literature review with briefly describing the origin and development of the 

concept (chapter 2.2.1) before outlining various understandings of sustainable develop-

ment (chapter 2.2.2) and ways to operationalize it (chapter 2.2.3). Chapter 2.2.4 closes 

with a summary of the insights gained in this literature review.

2.2.1 Origin and development of the concept
The terms ‘sustainable development’ and ‘sustainability’, derived in their modern under-

standing to a large extent from the 1987 Brundtland report, are rather new additions to 

the popular vernacular, but the underlying idea itself is said to date back many cen-

turies,  if  not  millenniums (for  a  detailed  historical  and  etymological  account  cf.  Du 

Pisani (2006)). The quest for finding a balance between the needs for raw materials for 

food, shelter, clothing, energy etc. and the environmental limits of ecosystems repre-

sents a continual concern and burden in human history (Waas et al. 2011), which, in 

turn, explains why issues, approaches and methods currently subsumed under the sus-

tainability notion can be traced way back in human history.47 Following up on this line of 

– however, no or too little financial or other support was provided by Western countries to explore alternative paths 
(Agyeman 2008; Fien and Tilbury 2002; Langhelle 2000).
This underlines that the main areas of interest differ: While environmental problems such as climate change are 
foremost concerns of industrialized nations in their orientation towards the future, industrializing countries clearly 
prioritize the needs of the present generation – needs that up to date could have been more compromised by trade 
liberalization and structural adjustment policies than changes in climate.
c) neoliberal core: A substantial critique is economic in nature and linked to sustainable development’s mission to, 
among others, elevate living standards in industrializing countries. From the start, the concept encompassed the 
economic dimension, assuming as much as asserting that economic growth and environmental balance are com-
patible. However, this integration also implied acknowledging the dominant neoliberal economic system, including 
features such as deregulation, privatization of public goods, commodification and cuts in government expenditure. 
In view of the integration of these problematic aspects, some parties – foremost academics and NGOs from the left 
spectrum – perceived of the concept as being reactive and alienating. This was especially expressed in the wake of 
the critical debates in the mid 1970s that identified ‘economic growth’ and the ‘trickle down’-theory of development 
as inadequate and gradually replaced them by the ‘basic needs approach’ (Lélé 1991; Streeten 1979). Neoliberal 
economics resulting in e.g. poverty-induced, increased exploitation of environmental resources were understood as 
detrimental to both the environment and the livelihoods of different groups of people, foremost the poor in industri-
alizing countries (cf. e.g. Haque (1999); Iqbal and Pierson (2017)).
In terms of sustainable development’s ecological dimension, the basic neoliberal orientation lies at the ground of 
the debate between so-called ‘weak sustainability’ and ‘strong sustainability’ – a distinction introduced by Pearce et 
al. (1989) (cf. e.g. Du Pisani (2006); Holden et al. (2008); Kiss (2011); Redclift (2005)). Proponents of ‘weak sus-
tainability’ argue that the total capital stock – composed of physical, human and natural capital – needs to be main-
tained for economic growth to ensue, implying that the types of capital can be substituted for one another. It builds 
on the idea that welfare is not dependent on a specific form of capital; as a result, it allows for natural capital to di-
minish and be compensated by human-made capital. In contrast to this position, advocates of ‘strong sustainability’ 
argue that certain components of capital – foremost natural capital such as e.g. clean air – are critical for welfare in 
such a way that cannot be reproduced by another capital type without “profoundly damaging consequences” 
(Cochrane 2006:320). Under these premises, maintaining the total natural capital stock at or above the current 
level is considered a condition for sustainability (cf. Daly and Cobb (1990), with a focus on critical natural capital cf. 
Ekins (2003)).

47 Early precursors or expressions of the core idea of sustainable development include e.g. the profound respect for 
the environment and nature in general displayed by Taoists and Confucians in the early days of Chinese civilization 
(Bañon Gomis et al. 2011) and a Greek concept of household economics expressed by Aristotle in 400 BCE where 
the household was expected to be as self-sustaining as feasible instead of consumption-oriented (UNCSD 2012). 
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thought, Du Pisani (2006) identifies two factors as main drivers for this evolution – pop-

ulation growth and increase in consumption after  the Industrial  Revolution – which, 

over time, raised a general awareness that natural  resources need to be used and 

managed in a sustainable way. Fears whether present and future generations might be 

able to maintain their living standards or even expand on them prompted a manner of 

thinking that eventually paved the way for the “emergence and global adoption of sus-

tainable development” (Du Pisani 2006:87) at the end of the 20th century.

Sustainable development as it is conceptualized today dates back to ideas about sus-

tainable forest management developed in the course of the 17 th and 18th centuries in 

Europe where the constantly growing agriculture and mining industries entailed un-

precedented and alarming deforestation (cf. e.g. Foster and O’Keefe  (2000); Grober 

(2007); von Hauff (2014:2ff.)). Building on the work and insight by the Englishman John 

Evelyn and French Minister Jean-Baptiste Colbert, Hanns Carl von Carlowitz, head of 

the Royal Mining Office in the Kingdom of Saxony, outlined in “Sylvicultura Oeconom-

ica”  (1713) the concept  of  managing forests  for  sustained yield,  insisting  that  “one 

should not harvest more wood than a forest yields” (Brand and Karvonen 2007:24) in 

order to secure reliable livelihoods for future generations48. Carlowitz’s work became 

soon highly influential, leading ultimately to the development of the scientific discipline 

of forestry. Forestry, in turn, shaped the way forests were managed in both Europe and 

the USA and contributed to the formation of environmental organizations in the 1960s 

such as World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), the International Union for Conservation 

of  Nature  and Natural  Resources (IUCN)  and Greenpeace  (Grober  2007;  Scherrer 

2009). While, as Brand and Karvonen formulated it, “these [early] far-sighted natural-

ists” (2007:24) were crucial in advocating for a sort of “proto-sustainability” (2007:24), 

the actual concept of sustainable development as it is in use nowadays shifted its focus 

significantly from forestry-related concerns towards a more generalized and overarch-

ing  concern  for  intertwining  environmental  protection,  social  development  and eco-

nomic development.

This shift was furthered by a number of publications and events in the 1960s, including 

the publication of Rachel Carson’s “Silent Spring” (1962) where she details the harmful 

effects  of  pesticides  on  the  environment  and  the  one  by  Garret  Hardin’s  called 

Another expression can be found in the Hebrew Scriptures where human righteousness is extended beyond having 
the right relationship with God and fellow humans to having careful stewardship of the earth (Bañon Gomis et al. 
2011). Moreover, there are numerous examples of indigenous people all over the world who regarded and regard it 
as the sacred duty of humans to live in harmony with nature life (cf. e.g. Posey (2002)). For a detailed and chrono-
logical account on ‘early precursors’ of the idea of sustainability cf. Du Pisani (2006); Grober (2007).

48 In this context, Allemann (2017) pointed out that when speaking of ‘future generations’, von Carlowitz primarily en-
visioned the wealth of his chieftain and not necessarily the interests of the general population. For a critical discus-
sion of the historical origins of the concept of sustainable development cf. Warde (2011).
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“Tragedy of the Commons” (1968) where he describes the resource-depletion and de-

struction out of personal self-interest in the context of unregulated and shared-resource 

systems such as pastures, oceans or rivers. It also includes “Blueprint for Survival” by 

the Ecologist Magazine (1972) where attention was drawn to the urgency and magni-

tude of environmental problems and a radical reconstruction of society was called for to 

prevent its breakdown and on irrevocable severance of the planet’s life-support sys-

tems.

Still in 1972, the term ‘sustainable’ was used for the first time in its contemporary sense 

in the seminal publication “Limits to growth report”  (1972) published by the Club of 

Rome in which they initiated the long-lasting controversial debate on the inter-depen-

dencies between economic growth, pollution and resource depletion. Under the lead of 

Dennis and Donella Meadows from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, the au-

thors introduced the idea of a “state of global equilibrium” (1972:1): "We are searching 

for a model output that represents a world system that is: 1. sustainable without sudden 

and uncontrolled collapse; and 2. capable of satisfying the basic material requirements 

of all of its people.” (1972:6)

In the same year, ‘sustainable development’ was the key theme of the United Nations 

Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm where representatives of both in-

dustrialized and industrializing nations jointly discussed how to detail the rights of the 

human family to a productive and healthy environment  (von Hauff 2014:6ff.).49 While 

not explicitly used as technical term in 1972, the international community nevertheless 

made a joint shift from understanding both development and the environment as not 

separated, but intrinsically intertwined issues in need of being tackled inclusively.50

Another significant step forward took place in 1983 when the World Commission on En-

vironment  and Development  (WCED)  was formed by  the United Nations  (UN)  and 

tasked by the Secretary General to investigate critical environmental and development-

related economic issues around the world to elaborate a realistic strategy for address-

ing these issues in a mutually beneficial way (Cochrane 2006).

Eventually,  these preparations led to the seminal publication “Our Common Future” 

(WCED 1987) – also known as the Brundtland Report after the chair of the commis-

49 Following this initial meeting, a number of talks took place discussing the rights of people to adequate food, sound 
housing, safe water and access to means of family planning, all eventually leading to the foundation of global insti-
tutions within the UN system (United Nations 2012).

50 As Gibson (2006:261) details, approaches predating sustainable development, but aiming at similar objectives in-
clude e.g. the so-called ‘eco-development’ (CIDA 1979), a response to the “disappointments and tragedies of de-
velopment assistance undertaking that had ignored local conditions, cultures and capacities”. Another approach is 
the 1980 World Conservation Strategy (IUCN/UNDP/WWF 1980) that reflects in its core the insight that “there 
could be no species preservation without habitat preservation and no habitat preservation with local livelihood se-
curity” (2006:261).
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sion, Gro Harlem Brundtland – that was crucial in bringing the concept of sustainable 

development into the spotlight of international politics. The report concluded that the 

world turned from a compartimentalized state dealing with a myriad of local, specified 

issues into a complex interrelated system that seemed to be confronted with one single 

challenge: the ever-increasing resource gap between industrializing and industrialized 

countries at a time when the majority of the planet’s ecological capital was already irre-

versibly depleted (e.g. Allemann (2017)). Acknowledging that by pursuing this strategy, 

the industrialized countries might have been successful in ensuring that the needs of 

the current generation are met, the report underlined that this might no longer be true 

for the generations to come (Burger 2018; McNeill 2004). Identifying spatial and tempo-

ral distribution issues as main stressors and the existence of a productive ecological re-

source base as fundamental enabler,  the WCED formulated the by far  most  widely 

known and used definition of sustainable development:

„Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compro-

mising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs“ (WCED 1987:41).

Taking into account the conflict between the two interests at stake – those of present 

and those of future generations – the definition establishes a suggested path for sus-

tainable development on a global scale by combining humanity’s responsibility for the 

future and for preserving the planet with development issues (Grunwald 2013a). This 

way, Adams notes, the definition manages to capture and inter-relate the two elemen-

tary issues, i.e. the “problem of the environmental degradation that so commonly ac-

companies economic growth and yet the need for such growth to alleviate poverty” 

(2006:2). In addition, the commission saw, as Allemann (2017) condensed, the need for 

three conditions  to be considered when steering towards sustainable development: 

First, limits are imposed on technology, social organization and the ability of the bio-

sphere to absorb emissions of human activity;  second, lifestyle and consumption pat-

terns need to be adopted that lie within the planet’s ecological means;  third, sustain-

able development needs to be understood as reflexive process (instead of a fixed state 

of harmony) safeguarding that financial investments, technological progress, exploita-

tion of resources and institutional changes allow for future needs. (WCED 1987)

In the concluding chapter, the commission asked the UN General Assembly to translate 

its report into a global action plan for sustainable development – a request that was 

eventually realized at the subsequent 1992 UN Conference on Environment and Devel-

opment – also called the Earth Summit – in Rio de Janeiro. The Earth Summit was in-

deed crucial in reinforcing the concept of sustainable development on a global level – 

an undertaking that was characterized during the preparation phase by “almost insur-
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mountable differences” (Jischa 1999:83, translated from German by the author). While 

the developing countries identified the uncontrolled consumerism of the industrial world 

as main cause for the environmental crises, still prioritizing a favorable socio-economic 

development over environmental protection, the situation was reversed for the industri-

alized countries: Prioritizing environmental protection over anything else, they deter-

mined the significant population growth in developing countries to be the main driver for 

environmental crises. This fundamental difference is also reflected in the actual confer-

ence name – ‘conference for environment and development’ – which emphasizes the 

varying prioritization and the struggle to reconcile them on a global scale (Jischa 1999).

Eventually, fostered and facilitated by the presence of 170 country representatives, the 

called for global action plan for sustainable development was agreed upon under the 

name of ‘Agenda 21’. It  was a voluntary commitment: Acknowledging every nation’s 

right to strive for social and economic progress, it only went as far as assigning to the 

states the responsibility of adopting a model of sustainable development on a national 

level and of formulating a related national strategy (von Hauff 2014:10ff.). On a global 

scale, Agenda 21 greatly contributed to promote sustainable development by providing 

a framework for tackling contemporary environmental and social issues, including e.g. 

deforestation, biodiversity loss, air pollution, waste production, health, overpopulation, 

poverty and energy consumption.51

To sum up, the tangible results from the Earth Summit include:

• the above mentioned Agenda 21, a non-binding plan of action for implementation by national, re-
gional and local governments;

• the Rio Declaration, recognizing the right of states to economic and social development and com-
prising 27 principles of sustainable development (including the ‘Precautionary’ and ‘Polluter Pays’ 
Principles);

• the endorsement of the ‘Forest Principles’,  recognizing the relevance of forests for social and 
economic development, indigenous communities, biodiversity and ecosystem maintenance;

• the signing of the Convention on Biological Diversity;
• the Framework Convention on Climate Change.

The policy content was further developed at a number of subsequent conferences (for 

a detailed account cf. e.g. Holden et al. (2008); von Hauff (2019)), resulting among oth-

ers in the Copenhagen Declaration from 1995, calling for placing people at the core of 

51 It contains a broad range of program areas that are structured in four sections: They center on a) economic and so-
cial development, addressing issues such as poverty, population growth, human health and consumption patterns, 
b) environmental protection and natural resource management, addressing issues such as land resources, climate, 
fragile ecosystems, biodiversity, oceans and freshwater resources, c) strengthening the role of major, so far under-
represented groups as e.g. women, children, indigenous people, NGOs, local authorities, workers and trade unions 
and d) the specification of the means of implementation, addressing issues such as science, education, financial 
resources, technology transfer and instruments and mechanisms for decision-making.

60



development, eradicating poverty and fostering social integration, and the Kyoto Cli-

mate Agreement from 1997, aiming at reducing the emissions of its signatories52.

In 2000, the UN organized the Millennium Summit to debate a broad agenda covering 

both development and environmental concerns and resulting in the adoption of the Mil-

lennium Declaration. Restating the support of the international community for Agenda 

21 and the Rio Declaration, it  resulted in the formulation of the MDGs – a range of 

time-bound targets to be achieved by 2015 in order to meet the basic needs of the 

world’s poorest and reduce poverty (Holden et al. 2008; Wilderer and von Hauff 2014). 

In the same year, the Earth Charter was launched after a decade of worldwide, cross-

cultural dialogue on the fundamental ethical principles for building a just and peaceful 

global society.

In 2002, the UN World Summit on Sustainable Development was held in Johannes-

burg. After the focus set by Rio on global environmental change and the problems of 

biodiversity,  climate  change  and  resource  depletion,  this  conference  re-established 

poverty as priority goal on the development agenda. This shift also reflects the spirit of 

the MDGs where sustainable development was one of eight goals, consisting itself of 

18 targets and 48 indicators that were meant to serve as criteria for evaluating the im-

pact on people's lives. (W. M. Adams 2006)

In 2012, the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development – also called 

‘Rio+20’ – took place in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, where the member states of the Agenda 

21 reaffirmed their commitment to strive for meeting the predefined objectives, as writ-

ten down in the conference report “The future we want”  (UNCSD 2012). In this vein, 

they agreed to launch a process to develop a set of Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), aspiring at ending poverty, fighting inequality and injustice and tackling climate 

change by 2030 and entering the ‘2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’ (cf. von 

Hauff (2019) for a detailed account). The SDGs build on the MDGs described above as 

well as on lessons drawn from the process and consist of 17 goals that are all accom-

panied by specific targets, 169 in total, for easier implementation and evaluation.53 On 

the overall, great advancements are expected to potentially result from the SDGs, with 

52 The Kyoto Climate Agreement addresses primarily those countries of the industrialized world responsible for the 
majority of the air pollution and related consequences. The USA remain the only industrialized country not to ratify 
the protocol, along with South Sudan.

53 In contrast to the MDGs that only applied to the countries considered to be ‘developing’, the SDGs extend to all na-
tions and require their collaboration for achieving them. The SDGs are hoped to act as catalyst for wealthier coun-
tries to analyze the state of their societies and their overall impact on the world, underlined by SDGs’ goal No 10 
promoting the reduction of inequality within and among countries.
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a smaller fraction of experts being more critical about the SDGs’ reach and potential 

(cf. e.g. Bierman et al. (2017); Steves and Kanie (2016)).54

2.2.2 Defining sustainable development
Contrasting the world-wide support sustainable development has been receiving since 

its ‘modern remake’ in the 1980s/90s, its actual definition remains contested up to date, 

resulting in a lack of a widely agreed upon definition of sustainable development. Ac-

cordingly, the related literature is vast and displays a broad scope and multi-dimen-

sional heterogeneity (cf. e.g. Burger and Christen  (2011)); Redclift  (2005); Robinson 

(2004)), next to recurring to varying ways of conceptual structuring. Correspondingly, 

there exists a range of classificatory approaches to the phenomenon of sustainable de-

velopment of which a selection is sketched in the following paragraphs.

Godard (2003), e.g., favors a functionalistic structuration of the field of sustainability, di-

viding the field into bio-centric, anthropocentric and economic interpretations of sustain-

able development (cf. Brunner Grandy (2016)). Dobson (1996) distinguishes between 

four main motivations driving the perspective on sustainable development, as reflected 

in the four questions characterizing his approach to sustainable development, namely 

the questions  a)  what  should  be  sustained,  b)  why  it  should  be  sustained,  c)  the 

object(s) of concern55 and d) the rules regarding the substitutability between different 

types of capital (Burger 2018).

Following a similar conceptual approach, Kates at al. (2005) identify in their meta-study 

four different approaches to tackling the issue of sustainable development, namely a) 

those providing definitions of a potential set of criteria, b) those devising sustainable 

development  as  sets  of  goals  (“what  to  sustain?”),  c)  those  providing  reference 

schemes for measuring it (‘indicator systems’) and d) those understanding sustainable 

development as a “societal practice or even a societal movement” (Burger 2018:144).

As for a general structuring of the field, I follow Van Zeijl-Rozema et al.  (2008) and 

Bornemann et al. (2018) in their argumentation that the literature on sustainable devel-

opment can be divided into two camps in terms of their main perspective: On the one 

hand there are those favoring what could be called a ‘well-being perspective’ in which 

the normative concept of sustainable development is primarily related to the quality of 

life and,  accordingly,  characterized by societal  concerns and a set  of  uncertainties. 

Standing in the Brundtland tradition, Lange argues, such an understanding perceives of 
54 In academia, the SDGs have over the last yeas evolved into the dominant paradigm and serve as general refer-

ence point, largely taking the place of the formerly ubiquitary Brundtland definition of sustainable development 
(Burger 2019, personal communication).

55 This refers to the question as to who is entitled to being sustained – humans and animals or only the former.
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sustainable development as “a comprehensive trajectory of societal development to-

wards safeguarding the well-being of present and future generations”  (2016:31). The 

second camp features a more restricted ‘ecological sustainability perspective’ in which 

sustainable development is defined by ecological limits and objectified recurring to sci-

entific evidence. As Lange condenses, this results in an understanding of sustainable 

development  “as  an  improved  management  of  ecological  resources,  furthering  re-

silience in light of limited carrying capacities” (2016:32).

When  focusing  on  the  objectives  of  sustainable  development,  Brunner  Grandy 

(2016) suggests structuring the plethora of objectives in two groups: process-oriented 

objectives and result-oriented objectives. The former center on how to exactly organize 

the processes of policy formulation over what kind of results and impacts are obtained, 

arguing that suitable processes should in and of themselves lead to satisfying results. 

In this view, sustainable development has to be conceptualized as a process of negoti-

ation to identify a broadly supported approach – a so-called social learning process ac-

cording to Dedeurwaerdere (2005) – rather than as a previously defined target state.

In contrast, result-oriented approaches focus on the actual impact of actions and activi-

ties and can be divided into two sub-groups: ecologically-oriented and anthropocentri-

cally-oriented approaches  (Brunner  Grandy 2016).  Ecologically-oriented approaches 

directly resonate with the initial use of the term ‘sustainable’ in the realm of forestry 

where it denotes a consumption that does not surpass the natural regeneration rate. 

With respect to related contemporary approaches, Ostrom’s (1990; 2002) research on 

local  resource management understands success as preserving a specific common 

pool resource.

Anthropocentrically-oriented approaches to sustainable development came into exis-

tence in the wake of the Brundtland report “Our common future” (1987) where the focus 

was first set on human needs, foremost the needs of poorer social classes and those of 

future generations, all the while underlining the importance of a healthy natural environ-

ment for  satisfying these needs. Going beyond a strictly ecological interpretation of 

sustainable development, this approach is characterized by the relevance attributed to 

‘justice’ in its two expressions:  intra-generational justice,  addressing issues of global 

justice between different people of the present generation and  inter-generational jus-

tice, addressing issues of justice between present and future generations (cf. also Ok-

erere (2006); Vojnovic (1995)). Although lacking well-defined objectives, this approach 

to sustainable development can be considered to represent the consensus of agree-

ment by the community of nations.
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Alternatively, Allemann  (2017:55) suggests that the theory-oriented literature on sus-

tainable development can be structured along its temporal evolution as depicted in his 

corresponding figure (illustration 1, to be read from top to bottom):

He observes two main movements: On the one hand, the scope of analysis grew from 

an initial focus on regional subjects of forestry and fishery to more global issues such 

as climate change. On the other hand, the key literature moved from discussing re-

source scarcity and populations growth in the 1970s to fragility of ecosystems and hu-

man well-being today, while more recent literature has expanded the scope of analysis 

to additionally studying economic productivity and social fragility (Allemann 2017).

2.2.3 Operationalizing sustainable development
In terms of the second topic of this chapter – the operationalization of sustainable de-

velopment to make it productive for implementation and evaluation – the variety of ap-

proaches is as heterogeneous as the definitions for sustainable development are nu-

merous (Bruckmeier and Tovey 2008; Burger et al. 2014).

In many national debates, these approaches can be divided into a number of different 

categories,  generally  into  three  or  four  (von  Hauff  2014:13ff.;  Kopfmüller  2010; 

Kopfmüller et al. 2001): First, there are one-pillar operationalizations as the least com-

plex approaches focusing predominantly on the aspect of environmental sustainability 

with one of the most prominent examples being the ecological footprint developed by 

Wackernagel and Rees (1996). However, by and large, this specific perspective on the 
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interdisciplinary topic of sustainable development has been considered inadequately 

complex and – above all – little innovative as it largely equals to the already estab-

lished notion of environmental protection (Littig and Grießler 2004).

Second, there are the three-dimension approaches that were introduced for conceptu-

alizing the Brundtland definition following the publication of the report in 198756. Up to 

date, they represent the most widespread approach to operationalizing sustainable de-

velopment (von Hauff 2012; Kates et al. 2005; Waas et al. 2011), not the least because 

they mirror traditional disciplines, policy fields and the well-established, sectorially-ori-

ented  training  of  assessment  and  review  experts,  enhancing  the  notion’s  political 

palatability and acceptability  (Gibson 2006). There, sustainable development is con-

ceived as resting on three dimensions – economic development, social development 

and environmental protection. The three dimensions are alternatively depicted as pil-

lars or interlocking circles while the model as a whole is sometimes referred to as ‘3Ps’ 

or ‘triple bottom line’, signifying ‘people-planet-profit’ (Waas et al. 2011).

According to the idea of  three-dimension ap-

proaches (cf. illustration  2), sustainable devel-

opment materializes in all three pillars to which 

equal importance is given, at least theoretically 

– a claim that gave rise to substantial criticism 

in view of  general  doubts regarding a poten-

tially  unnecessary  division  between  humans 

and the environment and, more specifically, in 

view of decisions by businesses and govern-

ments  prioritizing  the  economy  over  the  re-

maining dimensions (W. M. Adams 2006; Gid-

dings,  Hopwood,  and  O’Brien  2002;  Littig  and  Grießler  2004).  In  three-pillar  ap-

proaches, the aim mostly is to reach a balance or trade-off between what is not seldom 

perceived of as conflicting dimensions57.  Objectives are defined for each dimension 

separately and so are the criteria regarding the implementation of activities and the 

evaluation thereof. In general, three-pillar approaches entail that trade-offs are always 

possible between the environmental, social and economic dimensions. This tenet, too, 

gave rise to controversies (W. M. Adams 2006; Kiss 2011) in the wake of which more 

56 Brunner Grandy (2016) questions in this respect whether these three-dimension approaches are able to map the 
notion of sustainable development in line with the Brundtland definition.

57 For a critique of the widespread tendency to see the dimensions as conflicting rather than highly interdependent, 
potentially complementary and mutually supporting cf. e.g. Gibson (2006).
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sophisticated approaches were developed such as the ‘integrated sustainability trian-

gle’ by von Hauff and Kleine (2005:14) (cf. illustration 3).

Furthermore, the debate on the op-

position pair of ‘strong sustainabil-

ity’ (where such trade-offs between 

the dimensions are restricted or not 

allowed at  all)  and ‘weak sustain-

ability’  (where  all  trade-offs  are 

granted) (Ott 2003; Ott and Döring 

2008) began58.  In  a  similar  vein, 

the  approach  was  criticized  for 

lacking  of  any  instructions  about 

how  to  delineate  the  pillars  or 

about what constitutes topics rele-

vant  for  sustainability  endeavors. 

This  openness,  although  greatly 

enhancing a broad acceptance for its low-threshold access, attracted substantial criti-

cism (for a detailed account cf.  e.g. Giddings et al.  (2002); Lehtonen  (2004); Waas 

(2011)).

At a later stage, the inherent weaknesses of the 

three-dimension approach were recognized and 

so-called ‘nested models’ were introduced (cf. il-

lustration 4). These models overcame two funda-

mental weaknesses by placing human well-being 

at  the center  without  separating the social  and 

economic dimensions. In addition, they locate so-

ciety within the environment and its limits, all con-

tributing to promoting the search for integration 

and ‘win-wins’ instead of a theoretical justification 

of trade-offs  (Giddings et  al.  2002; Waas et al. 

2011).

Third, there are four-pillar or four-dimension approaches (cf. illustration 5). They repre-

sent an expansion of the three-pillar approach in that a forth one is added to cover 

whatever dimension is deemed missing. Most often, the additional pillar refers to either 

58 Cf. footnote 46.
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the cultural, political or institutional dimension, depending on the respective research 

perspective and interests (e.g. Waas (2011); for a detailed account on culture as forth 

dimension cf. e.g. Kopfmüller (2010)). For exemplification purposes, the four-pillar ap-

proach displayed here shows the integration of the institutional dimension, often also 

referred  to  as  ‘governance’  or  ‘democracy’  dimension  (illustration  by  Waas 

(2011:1651)).

Forth, so-called ‘integrative concepts’ were suggested to counter the perceived weak-

nesses of the above described pillar- or dimension approaches, arguing that a concept 

as  integrative  as  sustainable  development 

should  also  be operationalized as an inte-

grative process instead of being split into de-

lineated,  hardly  interconnected  dimensions 

(Gibson  2006;  Robinson  2004).  Integrated 

approaches,  Brunner  Grandy  (2016) out-

lines, aim at going beyond the frequently en-

countered  sectorial  politics,  taking  account 

of  the  mutual  interdependencies  between 

activities taking place in the different sectors 

in order to notice unexpected and undesired 

external effects. In practice, this implies first operationalizing the normative content of 

the concept, i.e. detailing the set of goals to be reached under the prevailing under-

standing of sustainable development in a given place. In a next step, the set of goals – 

or the specific operationalized sustainability norm – needs to be contextualized, i.e. 

adapted to the general conditions present in the community, city or region in question.  

This contextualization can refer to the economic, ecological, social, institutional, cultural 

or other realms. In other words, the sustainability goals have to be shaped for the local  

situation or, as Hartmuth condenses, “the aim is the fit of the overarching, global goals 

of  sustainability  and the local  circumstances”  (2008:262).  One prominent  and often 

cited example of this endeavor is the Brundtland-based concept of the Helmholtz Asso-

ciation of German research centers, as developed by Kopfmüller et al. (2001). As it is 

crucial for the understanding of the conception of sustainable development underlying 

this research, I describe it in chapter 3.2.1 in more detail.

Another approach to tackling the issue of adequately operationalizing sustainable de-

velopment consists in determining a set of fundamental sustainability principles – also 

called ‘rules’ – to build upon subsequent systems. The rationale behind this approach is 

that “sustainable development needs to be based on principles that would apply to all 
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issues whether they are classified as environmental, social, economic or any mix of the 

three”  (Giddings et al. 2002:194). In this respect, the Earth Charter encompasses 16 

such principles, clustered into four categories: 1) respect and care for the community of 

life; 2) ecological integrity; 3) social and economic justice and 4) democracy, nonvio-

lence, and peace. In contrast to this, Haughton (1999) proposes five such equity princi-

ples intended to be applicable to all issues: 1) futurity – inter-generational equity; 2) so-

cial justice – intra-generational equity; 3) trans-frontier responsibility – geographical eq-

uity; 4) procedural equity – people treated openly and fairly and 5) inter-species equity 

– importance of biodiversity. In the same vein, Burger and Christen (2011) suggest an 

alternative set of principles, consisting of six items called ‘adequacy conditions’; as they 

too enter the conception of sustainable development underlying this research, I  de-

scribe them in more detail in chapter 3.2.1.

2.2.4 Summary
This chapter discussed the overarching societal role model of sustainable development 

–  first in terms of its historical development,  second in terms of the multifaceted ap-

proaches to defining the concept and, third, with respect to operationalizing the notion 

to make it productive for tackling real-world issues. The motivation behind this excursus 

stems from the function of the concept of sustainable development in this research: 

While it is not discussed on its own as outlined in more detail in chapter 1.3.2, it repre-

sents  the  normative  canvas  against  which  the  framework  for  understanding  local 

knowledge is elaborated in chapters 4–7. This entails that conceptually, the framework 

to be construed is compatible with a distinct underlying set of principles that in turn con-

stitutes the notion of sustainable development formative for this research. While the lat-

ter  is  described  in  detail  in  the  following  chapter  3.2,  this  introductory  chapter  2.2 

serves to provide an insight into the complexity of the concept and the ramifications in-

volved when working with it.

Notable insights from this chapter encompass that the concept is all but clear-cut, leav-

ing room for many interpretations and related forms of implementation. In fact, the lee-

way left by the notion’s flexible nature requires everybody working with it – be they re-

searchers or development practitioners – to determine their respective understanding 

of the notion as well as their manner of operationalizing it, i.e. how to translate the ab-

stract idea into actual projects and programs. This last step is crucial as, alternatively, a 

problematic procedural arbitrariness becomes almost certain and the standards of sci-

entific transparency and accountability are jeopardized, as are those of development 

project/program accountability and impact assessment.
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This tendency can be observed when analyzing the literature presented in the preced-

ing chapters. The concept’s often-cited vagueness with respect to clearly defining the 

object in question is also a characteristic feature of the majority of studies. Often, they 

lack what I would call an ‘integrated understanding’ of sustainable development that in-

corporates the various dimensions constituting the concept. While numerous studies in 

both the natural and social sciences briefly refer to the seminal Brundtland definition in 

their introductory paragraphs, they more often than not implicitly rely for the rest of their 

research on a concept centering on environmental protection and ecological resilience. 

The latter is firmly rooted in natural sciences, is based on an understanding of natural 

and social equilibrium and focuses on the socio-ecological axis; it invests in discussing 

issues of protection and preservation of nature and local cultures while not attributing 

too much importance to socio-economic issues related to livelihood development. This 

is also reflected in that these studies commonly only briefly touch upon sustainable de-

velopment as a comprehensive societal role model and much more often use the ad-

jective in compositions such as 'sustainable use', 'sustainable management' or 'sustain-

able adaptation'. Other studies reduce sustainable development to a specific area rele-

vant to the respective research question and discuss a specific topic under a sustain-

ability perspective, as e.g in the case of research on sustainable agriculture or in the 

nominal  construction,  e.g.  ecological,  agricultural,  neighborhood  sustainability  etc. 

Again other scholars refrain from outlining their understanding at all, either equating it 

with development as such or using it in its mundane temporal notion of ‘long-lasting – a 

widespread, however fundamentally flawed and under-complex understanding of sus-

tainability. On the overall, it is striking that the concept is hardly challenged or critically 

reflected in terms of its limitations, its usefulness for the respective research question 

or the potentially problematic effects of related policies on local culture and knowledge.

Next to these fundamental issues regarding definition and operationalization, the con-

cept turned out to carry problematic connotations itself. Conceptually, there is no doubt 

that in terms of defining and implementing sustainable development, power and devel-

opment inequalities between industrializing and industrialized countries are at play, re-

flected and potentially reproduced. These aspects need to be taken into account and 

mitigated – not at least by providing a solid definition and operationalization of sustain-

able development at the beginning of every endeavor involving the notion.

In conclusion, while the literature discussed in chapter 2.2 related the notion of sustain-

able development to a great number of topics and studied their interaction, the majority 

of these studies lacks an initial outline and/or a reflection of the very sustainability un-

derstanding, leaving the subsequent research somewhat in a conceptual void. In prac-
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tice, this is quite often reflected in a rather intuitive and mostly ecologically oriented un-

derstanding of and approach to sustainability that generally also abstains from reflect-

ing on potential downsides and limitations of the concept itself. 

However, notwithstanding these critical issues at times calling for abandoning the con-

cept altogether, the future of the idea of sustainable development seems to be so far 

secured, not at least by means of the internationally accepted paradigmatic instrument 

of the SDGs that in the meantime has been widely taken up by both academia and the 

development sector. The success of the notion can mainly be attributed to sustainable 

development bringing something rather novel to the table conceptually, namely a plu-

ralistic approach to solving interrelated and multi-dimensional problems. This pluralistic 

approach invests – and that is the main novelty – in connecting and systematically inte-

grating a whole spectrum of issues (and of potentially competing interests) from the en-

vironmental to the human and economic spheres – issues that have generally been 

tackled in isolation or in competition to each other.

Against this backdrop, one can expect the notion to prevail and further shape debates 

on both development issues and environmental protection, in academia as well as in 

the political discourse. Such a development is further strengthened by sustainability’s 

prominent and fairly sustained place in international, national and regional development 

strategies such as e.g. the MDGs or SDGs. However, even more compelling is proba-

bly that the real-world problems leading to its rebirth in the 1980s and 1990s not only 

continue to persist, but appear to intensify in a number of respects. In other words: The 

urgency of real-world challenges and issues humankind needs to tackle at the begin-

ning of the 21st century seems to a certain extent to overshadow the inherent limitations 

of the sustainability concept, not a least due to it being up to date the most encompass-

ing and overarching concept to work with on all levels, from global to local. In view of 

this, I consider it thus a promising strategy to continue working with the concept, under 

the condition that the notion is clearly detailed with respect to its specific use in an aca-

demic or applied context.

2.3 Interplay between ‘local knowledge’ and ‘sustainable 
development’

Having discussed the notions of local knowledge (chapter 2.1) and sustainable devel-

opment (chapter2.2), I  describe in chapter  2.3 the interrelationship between the two 

concepts and sketch the various ways in which both local knowledge and sustainable 

development bear an influence on each other.  First, I outline the significance of local 

knowledge for sustainable development (chapter 2.3.1), describing the numerous func-
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tions and roles local knowledge is claimed to cover in the context of sustainable devel-

opment endeavors. Second, the positions are reversed and the significance of sustain-

able development for local knowledge as stressed in the literature is specified (chapter 

2.3.2). This involves describing the various ways in which the concept of sustainable 

development had and still has a formative influence on local knowledge, shaping and 

creating  more  favorable  general  frame  conditions  and  potentially  contributing  to 

strengthening the concept institutionally by means of agreements, political declarations 

and policies. To this end, I outline the main institutional and political agreements taking 

account of and integrating local knowledge as pivotal driving factor. Chapter 2.3.3 con-

cludes by summarizing and reflecting on the insights gained in chapter 2.3.

2.3.1 Local knowledge’s role for sustainable development: 
multifunctionality / -valency

In view of pressing social and environmental issues from local to global scales there is 

a broad consensus59 that local knowledge is pivotal to a variety of domains and thus 

has the potential to play a crucial role in advancing sustainable development (Agrawal 

2004; Breu, Maselli, and Hurni 2005; Mazzocchi 2008; Obermeister 2019).60

In order to gain a more precise understanding of the various functions of local knowl-

edge, I point in the following to a set of seven main functions addressed as such in the 

academic and applied literature.

First, local knowledge is foremost considered to be knowledge for survival: As outlined 

above, it is in the first place seen as extended subsistence knowledge about the nat-
ural  world  for  the survival  of  local  communities (Green et  al.  2020;  Isla  2007; 

Jamieson 2010; Quinlan and Quinlan 2007; Reyes-García et al. 2009; Vandebroek et 

al. 2011; Watson, Alessa, and Glaspell 2003). Reflecting many generations of experi-

mentation and problem solving in close interaction with the natural surrounding, local 

knowledge is thought  to display the ways how local communities around the world 

make sense of and interact with their ever-changing environments to safeguard their 

well-being and long-term survival. Such knowledge is commonly composed of “skills 

59 Regardless of all the potential, local knowledge is by far no panacea – on the contrary, some scholars scrutinize its 
appropriateness for informing global processes as e.g. sustainable development and point to tensions and prob-
lems that have led to it appearing less promising than initially hoped. These challenges result, among others, from 
a fixation on knowledge content and items, the resulting frequent de-contextualization of local knowledge, inade-
quate notions of the functions of balance and disturbances for overall ecosystem health and biodiversity conserva-
tion, general tensions between scientific and indigenous knowledge systems, the incompatibility of contemporary 
property and governance regimes with respective indigenous notions, an unrecognized complex stratification of 
knowledge within communities, uneven power relations and, finally, the long-standing romanticization of indigenous 
knowledge and the ‘noble savage’ (Briggs 2005; Maragia 2006; Thomas 2003).

60 Critical voices relativize local knowledge’s potential for sustainable development, mostly relating it to a mind-set 
characterized by backwardness, traditionalism and conservatism (cf. e.g. Nygren (1999); Snodgrass et al. (2008)) – 
or by “stereotypical constructs” thereof (Sillitoe and Marzano 2009:20).
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and acquired intelligence”  (Antweiler 2004:1) that represent a reaction to continually 

changing social and natural environments. As such, local knowledge is said to enable 

local communities to sustain their livelihoods by providing specified natural-resource re-

lated expert knowledge in various domains such as e.g. animal husbandry, agriculture, 

(agro-)forestry, fishing, hunting and healthcare. This polyvalent, life-preserving function 

of local knowledge also serves as rationale as to why in times of war, displacement and 

shortage local  knowledge tends to  experience a  revival,  as  accounts  from Bosnia-

Herzegovina, Colombia, Congo, Burma and North Korea underline (Pierce and Emery 

2005). 

Second, and extending the relevance from local to potentially global levels, local knowl-

edge is considered crucial with respect to conversation, agricultural and natural re-

source management61 (Agrawal  2004;  Briggs  2013;  Brokensha et  al.  1980;  Dixon 

2005; Dovie, Witkowski, and Shackleton 2008; Fraser et al. 2006; Heinrich et al. 2005; 

Mechik and von Hauff  2016;  Rist  and Dahdouh-Guebas 2006;  Shukla and Gardner 

2006; Suffice et al. 2017; Vermeylen et al. 2008; Vogl, Kilcher, and Schmidt 2005) as 

well as, recently, climate change mitigation (e.g. Kieslinger et al.  (2019); Vierros and 

Ota (2019)).

In the last decades, scholars from different disciplinary backgrounds invested in speci-

fying the adaptive capacity of local knowledge or of the specific holders of local knowl-

edge respectively, mostly against the backdrop of the socio-ecological resilience con-

cept  (Berkes and Folke 1992). Outside academia, the recognized relevance of local 

knowledge for conservation and natural resource management crystallized in its inte-

gration in a number of contemporary policy documents such as the Rio Declaration, the 

Convention on Biological Diversity, the Earth Charter (cf. chapters 2.2.1 and 2.3.2) and, 

prominently,  the  United  Nations  Declaration  on  the  Rights  of  Indigenous  Peoples. 

There, it is officially confirmed and documented "that respect for indigenous knowledge, 

cultures and traditional practices contributes to sustainable and equitable development 

and proper management of the environment" (United Nations 2007).

A vast body of research details the various topical areas to which indigenous resource 

management and conservation knowledge and practices contribute. They include the 

management of forests (cf. e.g. Charnley et al. (2007); O’Flaherty et al. (2008); Sinclair 

et al.  (1999)), coastal and ocean ecosystems (cf. e.g. Berkes (2007); Galappaththi et 

al.  (2019); Grattani et al.  (2011); Olson and Folke  (2001); Stoffle and Stoffle  (2007)), 

61 For the scope of this research, I refrain from distinguishing between resource management and conservation activi-
ties, given that depending on context and perspective the dividing line can be blurry and given that such a distinc-
tion is rather a reflection of a Western dichotomy than a perspective held by the local communities who heavily rely 
on natural resources for subsistence and survival.
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biodiversity conservation (cf. e.g. Berkes (2007; 2007); Fischer and Young (2007); Maffi 

(2001); Nazarea (2006)), medicinal plant species (cf. e.g. da Silva et al. (2019); Hamil-

ton  (2004); Neffati and Belgacem  (2008); Schippmann et al.  (2006)), key species in 

general (cf. e.g. Castello et al. (2017); Dzerefos et al. (1999); Houehanou et al. (2011); 

Krupnik and Ray (2007)), issues related to water(shed) management (cf. e.g. Beall et 

al.  (2011); Cremers et al.  (2005); de Oliveira Braga et al.  (2017); Vigiak et al.  (2005)) 

and the prediction of ecosystem changes based on retrospection (cf. e.g. Dahdouh-

Guebas et al. (2004); Ford (2001)). Other studies of that type focus on agroforestry (cf. 

e.g.  Ilham  and  Esa  (2018))  and  agro-ecological  issues  in  general  (cf.  e.g.  Bellon 

(1995); Brodt  (2001); Lado  (2004)),  discussing the relevance of local knowledge for 

veterinary applications (cf. e.g. Kone et al. (2012); Traoré et al. (2020)); sustainable soil 

management (cf. e.g. Ali (2003); Malley et al. (2009); Niemeijer and Mazzucato (2003); 

Pullido and Bocco  (2003); Sillitoe  (1998a); Tesfahunegn et al.  (2011)), pasture/range 

management (cf. e.g. Bollig (1999); Müller et al. (2007)), reindeer pastoralism (cf. e.g. 

Tyler et al.  (2007)) or for identifying imminent erosion (cf. e.g. Vigiak et al. (2005)). In 

addition, a number of studies underline the need for integrating local and scientific ap-

proaches and systems and suggest as well as review participatory approaches and as-

sessment  tools  to  achieve  sustainable  solutions  (cf.  e.g.  Hill  et  al.  (2020);  Hurni 

(2000)).

Third, and overlapping with second, local knowledge is considered crucial in preserv-
ing and transmitting distinct forms of social organization that are consistent with 

the underlying principles of sustainable development  (Rist 2007; Rist and Dahdouh-

Guebas 2006; Saxena 2020) – knowledge that, as Rist underlines, goes beyond agri-

cultural or forest-related expertise in the stricter sense. Exemplarily, he mentions “com-

munity-based regulations of access, distribution and use of natural resources [as well 

as] considering changing contexts and needs in the perspective of adaptive and learn-

ing-oriented reasoning” (2006:477). In addition to these approaches to social organiza-

tion, local customary belief systems and related behaviors and institutions such as pro-

tected sacred groves (cf. e.g. Lebbie and Guries (1995)), buffer zone maintenance and 

social taboos (cf. e.g. Colding and Folke (2001))62 were also deemed to be vital in man-

aging natural resources and systems and maintaining such a management over time 

(Berkes et al. 2000; Ford 2001; Posey 2002; Posey and United Nations Environment 

Programme 1999; Reyes-García et al. 2006).

62 Social taboos can come in various forms; prominent examples include specific food taboos, harvesting method 
taboos, taboos against harvesting in certain seasons or under specific conditions etc.
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Forth, and generalizing the third aspect, local knowledge is commonly considered play-

ing an important role in preserving cultural and linguistic diversity in general (Bro-

sius and Hitchner 2010; Cocks 2006; Xu et al.  2005). In the late 1970s and in the 

course of the 1980s, it was recognized that numerous of earth’s areas of highest bio-

logical diversity are inhabited by indigenous and traditional peoples and that biological, 

linguistic and cultural diversity are linked  (Ferguson and Weaselboy 2020; Jamieson 

2010). This led to the Declaration of Belém in 1988 (Posey and Dutfield 1996) where 

the inextricable link between cultural and biological diversity was underlined. Subse-

quently, increased attention was paid to the relationship between biodiversity and hu-

man diversity, a link that came to be known as ‘biocultural diversity’ (Posey and United 

Nations Environment Programme 1999). This link is thought to underline the relevance 

and significance of  indigenous knowledge for  preserving biodiversity  and,  thus,  the 

“need to counteract the linguistic and cultural erosion”  (Heinrich et al. 2005:7). This 

generally also extends to local knowledge in heritage conservation (cf. e.g. Aas et al. 

(2005)).

Fifth, local knowledge is considered and treated as a form of capital from which prod-
ucts can potentially be developed and monetary value be generated  (Iwata and 

Hoskins 2020; Lengnick-Hall et al. 2010; Mechik et al. 2017; Orozco and Poonamallee 

2014).63 With respect to poverty reduction at community level, a number of studies ex-

plored the highly context-dependent effects of markets and market entries on the loss 

and retention of local knowledge and practices as well as the significant role of rural in-

novation and technologies for improving local livelihoods  (Godoy et al. 2005; Godoy, 

Brokaw, and Wilkie 1998; Lu 2007; Reyes-García et al. 2007). In terms of value gener-

ation by external players, local knowledge gradually came to be recognized by Western 

companies as “a valuable strategic resource offering rare, inimitable, non-substitutable 

and effectively commercialized insights”  (Lengnick-Hall et al. 2010:2) for the develop-

ment of new pharmaceutical, agricultural, biological and aesthetic products. From this 

(business-oriented) perspective, local knowledge was and is seen as an ‘under-used 

mine of information’ or – in Nygren’s words – “a culturally and socially free ‘human capi-

tal’ to be harnessed in the service of biobusiness”  (1999:273). Reducing the focus to 

utilitarian purposes64, local knowledge developed into an effective approach for con-

63 However, the generation of monetary value was from the very beginning a rather one-sided project with the indus-
trialized partners generally collecting the vast majority, if not all, of the revenues generated from local knowledge 
sources. This paradoxically results in local knowledge being deemed as “falling within the property commons, or as 
a knowledge system that is altogether excluded from a property rights, or intellectual capital discourse” (Orozco 
and Poonamallee 2014:1) – a perspective that turned out to be highly problematic (cf. e.g. Greene (2004); Nigh et 
al. (2002); van Niekerk and Wynberg (2012); Vermeylen (2007)).

64 For an exemplary account of the detrimental consequences stemming from local knowledge being used by non-in-
digenous companies cf. e.g. Lengnick-Hall (2010).
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ducting research, in the first place in the form of biological inventories of locally used 

plants, animals and minerals (Thomas 2003; Vandebroek et al. 2011). And as a matter 

of fact, bioprospecting activities indeed repeatedly benefited from local knowledge in-

puts (Agrawal 2004), especially in the beginnings of such endeavors65, as famous ex-

amples such as artemisinin66 or galanthamine67 show (cf. e.g. Heinrich (2015b)).

With respect to actual financial revenues, especially profitable fields include the agrar-

ian sector, in the fishing industry (e.g. cf. Quartey  (2017)) as well as the domain of 

medicinal plant knowledge. With respect to the former and according to a study’s esti-

mation from 1996, at least $50 million in yearly sales were generated in the United 

States of America solely from genes isolated from 15 crops that were initially developed 

by means of traditional methods (Orozco and Poonamallee 2014). As for the domain of 

medicinal plant knowledge, various and cross-referencing publications, including an es-

timate by the World Health Organization (WHO), estimate that up to 85%68 of the world 

population regularly rely on plant-based medicines for their primary health care (Fabri-

cant and Farnsworth 2001; Farnsworth et al.  1985; Vuori 1982); in terms of market 

value, plant-based medicines are estimated to sell for e.g. 61 billion dollars in OECD-

member nations alone (Dutfield 2000, 2017).

Sixth, local knowledge is generally considered playing a potentially important role in in-
ternational cooperation/development cooperation where it has been advertised as 

“seemingly offering a way out of the development impasse” and as potentially contribut-

ing to sustainable development substantially  (Agrawal 1995; Briggs and Sharp 2004; 

Fernando 2003; Vermeylen et al. 2008). Contrary to the past when local knowledge 

was generally deemed as static, backward, under-complex and therefore an obstacle 

to progress and development (Briggs and Sharp 2004), environmental as much as de-

velopment agencies came to understand over time the actual level of sophistication of 

this knowledge type and began to correct their previous, undervaluing assumptions. 

Experience showed that development endeavors integrating and relying on local knowl-

edge displayed a number of critical advantages over projects that abstain from doing 

so (Antweiler 2004; Gibson 2019). Acknowledging that the perspective contributed by 

local knowledge was critical for advancing development agendas, development agen-
65 In the meantime, local knowledge lost some of its appeal and potential for the process of identifying new leads, as 

described by Graz et al. (2007); Gertsch (2009) and Heinrich (2015b), not at least because a significant number of 
the most relevant plant constituents have already been identified or, as Moerman coined it, “the low-hanging fruits 
have already been picked” (Gertsch (2009), reference to personal communication with Moerman therein).

66 Artemisinin is a drug against the most serious variant of malaria stemming from Plasmodium falciparum and is de-
rived from the Chinese plant Artemisia annua L.

67 Galanthamine is an anti-Alzheimer’s drug first isolated from Galanthus and Leucojum species and from other mem-
bers of the Amaryllidaceae.

68 More moderate voices estimate that it amounts to 70-80%, underlining, however, that the estimation is said to be 
best seen as ‘good educated guess’ (Püschel 2019, private communication).

75



cies  were  increasingly  willing  to  incorporate  local  knowledge  into  programs  and 

projects. While a comprehensive and exhaustive integration of local knowledge into de-

velopment policy remains contested to date (Maragia 2006) and varies depending on 

the numerous interest groups at play (Fernando 2003), there is generally a broad con-

sensus that local-level participation and the facilitation of the information and technol-

ogy exchange through local/traditional/indigenous channels instead of traditional exten-

sion  methods  significantly  rises  the  likelihood  of  achieving  more  promising  results 

(Dixon 2005).

Finally and seventh, local knowledge came to be considered as potentially pivotal for 

disaster preparedness and response/mitigation. This rests upon the realization that 

such knowledge has been acquired by local communities through persistent observa-

tion of and interaction with the environment over long periods of time, resulting in them 

being able to provide potentially vital contributions in emergency management for natu-

ral hazards. It was therefore understood that local knowledge can indeed contribute to 

making sense of the nature of local hazards, propose adequate risk reduction and re-

sponse mechanisms and, building on past experiences, even provide potential counter-

measures for recovery  (Becker et al. 2008; Gyampoh et al. 2009; Tumenjargal et al. 

2020). As a result, local knowledge came to be seen as valuable in both short and long 

term: While some approaches focus on its potential with respect to long-term sustain-

able adaptation strategies to climate variability and climate change (Eriksen et al. 2011; 

Lebel 2012)69, other studies localize the potential of local knowledge in the manage-

ment of more immediate extreme situations and contexts. On a topical level, this en-

tails, among others, local knowledge on the management of flood protection (Gyampoh 

et al. 2009; Mavhura et al. 2013; Wilms 2005) and of extreme weather events in gen-

eral (Aparna and Trivedi 2011). Other studies focus on local knowledge’s contribution to 

managing land slides (Lin and Chang 2020), tsunami hazards (Becker et al. 2008; Wal-

she and Nunn 2012) or volcanic hazards  (Donovan 2010; Jigyasu 2019; Mercer and 

Kelman 2010; Schmitz and Ocampo 2019).

In general, the various functions outlined above do not occur in isolation, but are often 

intertwined,  to  varying degrees.  In  order  to exemplify this  multi-valency of  local 
knowledge discussed in the literature against the backdrop of sustainable develop-

ment,  I  briefly  describe these functions  hereafter  using the case of  local  medicinal 

knowledge on plants, animals and minerals and its contribution to healthcare. Such an 

exemplification specifies the value of local knowledge at different levels and in different 

69 As argued under second, these studies are related to measures undertaken with respect to environmental conser-
vation and agricultural and natural resource management.
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respects: First (and subsistence-related), it provides indispensable primary healthcare 

to poor rural people in regions where main-stream bio-medical healthcare is far too ex-

pensive, lacking in quantity or quality or is even completely absent (cf. e.g. Alves and 

Rosa (2007); Panyadee et al. (2019); Salim et al. (2019); Vandebroek et al. (2004))70; 

second (and related to local/regional commercialization), it functions as an alternative, 

more satisfying healthcare option than bio-medical healthcare for two distinct popula-

tions: on the one hand transnational migrants turning to familiar traditional biodiversity-

derived remedies and food supplements (cf.  e.g.  de Medeiros et  al.  (2012); Maho-

moodally et al.  (2019); Reiff et al. (2003); Yöney et al.  (2010)) and on the other hand 

Western consumers seeking to avoid the escalating cost spiral linked to sophisticated 

modern bio-medicine or  to  lower  side effects  and prevent  over-medication (cf.  e.g. 

Ernst  (2003); Nilsson et al.  (2001));  third (and related to global commercialization), it 

represents an avenue for singling out promising candidate plant species for discovering 

and developing new pharmaceuticals (cf. e.g. Salam and Quave (2019); Schmidt and 

Ribnicky (2007); ten Kate and Laird (1999); for a critical account cf. Heinrich (2015b), 

Heinrich and Jäger  (2015);  Leonti and Casu  (2013)).  Forth (and related to conserva-

tion/resource management), it provides the knowledge base for sustainably managing 

the medicinal plant species in question in terms of their collection or harvesting, which 

in turn contributes to resource management and conservation endeavors (cf. e.g. Alves 

and Rosa  (2007); Ghimire et  al.  (2004); Hamilton  (2004)).  Fifth (and related to the 

preservation of both social organization and cultural/linguistic diversity in general),  in 

sustainably managing the medicinal plant species in question using the existing social 

and cultural institutions, local knowledge also contributes to keeping these non-tangible 

ways of organizing people and nature alive (cf. e.g. Anthwal et al. (2006); Colding et al. 

(2003); Manasi et al. (2020); Singh et al. (2010)). Sixth (and related to enhancing de-

velopment activities), local knowledge on medicinal plants can also serve as a cultural 

repository and result in the production of locally-inspired handicraft made from natural 

resources that not only provide income, but also promote “synergies between handi-

craft and conservation of local plants from which resources are derived for handicraft” 

70 Nearly all cultures from ancient times to the present day have used plants as a source of medicines. Despite mod-
ernization, this seems unchanged for both industrializing and industrialized countries. As described above, between 
70-85% of the residents living in developing countries rely on traditional biodiversity-derived therapies for their pri-
mary healthcare needs – partly due to cultural preferences and partly due to exorbitant costs of pharmaceutical 
products (Shanley and Luz 2003). In industrialized countries, next to serving as compounds in pharmaceutical 
products, plants came to be seen as viable alternatives or complements to modern medicine. Accordingly, they re-
main widely used in the form of herbal medicine that is primarily administered to lower side effects, prevent over-
medication or to avoid the escalating cost spiral linked to sophisticated health care. In fact, the resurgent public in-
terest in the use of plants as medicines has led to a skyrocketing increase in sales of herbal medicine in Europe 
and the United States since the 1990ies (Akerele, Heywood, and Synge 1991; Kate and Laird 1999; Lewington 
1993; McCaleb 1997; Schippmann et al. 2003).
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(cf.  e.g.  Giraldo-Cañas  (2010);  Jain  et  al.  (2005);  Kotze  and  Traynor  (2011);  Tori 

(2014:419)).71

2.3.2 Sustainable development’s role for local knowledge: 
institutional-political support

The last few decades have been characterized by a broad shift in valuations, including 

with respect to natural resources, the access to them as well as the distribution of ben-

efits resulting thereof. It was understood that ever since humans started to inhabit the 

planet, natural resources were indispensable for their development. In fact, collecting 

wild plants and animals has been crucial for human survival and subsistence (cf. e.g. 

Heywood  (2015); Leonti et al.  (2003); for a historical account cf. Dias et al.  (2012); 

Leonti and Verpoorte (2017))72. In this vein, plants and animals from around the world 

were collected by local populations as well as outsiders73 since ancient time to be used 

as food, medicine, fiber, oil or energy crops. With the beginning of the age of discovery 

and conquest, adventurers and academics of diverse backgrounds, foremost natural-

ists and biologists, were involved in sampling animals and plants that could potentially 

be exploited, either directly in the country of the natural products’ origin or in their own 

(often European) home countries. Interestingly, over all these centuries, the freedom of 

individuals,  organizations or  companies to do so was hardly  restricted.  In  fact,  the 

world’s biodiversity – i.e. its plants, animals and microorganisms – was considered to 

be “the ‘common heritage of mankind’ and there to be exploited more or less at will” 

(Heywood 2015:42). This is the case in particular in the 20 th century with a range of 

Western pharmaceutical companies heavily investing in exploring plants and screening 

large quantities of species to identify unknown sources of natural products that might 

potentially result in the development of new drugs.

In terms of ethical considerations, until approximately 30 years ago, the basic assump-

tions underlying such an exploration approach were not questioned. On the contrary, it 

represented an essential part of the colonial process with specific practices even per-

sisting  to  the  present  day  under,  what  Heywood  calls,  “various  guises”  (Heywood 

2015:42).

71 The seventh application of local knowledge in the context of ‘disaster preparedness and mitigation’ does not apply 
to the example of local medicinal knowledge on plants, animals and minerals and its contribution to healthcare.

72 According to these authors, records on the use of e.g. herbal medicine date back to the ancient civilizations of 
Mesopotamia, Egypt, China and Greece.

73 In fact, people non-indigenous to a specific place collecting and exploiting local animals and plants has a long-
standing tradition with the first accounts dating back to the “expedition to Punt (probably today’s Somalia) sent by 
Queen Hatshepsut of Egypt in 1495 BCE to bring back trees with fragrant resin” (Heywood 2015:42).
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In the last decades, however, this situation changed, foremost in the course of the late 

1980s and 1990s: The ever-increasing destruction and depletion of nature and a grow-

ing understanding of the endangered wealth hidden in biological (and, for that matter, 

cultural) diversity resulted in a renewed appreciation of the natural world and of the 

people that were recognized to be often highly knowledgeable about this world. It was 

realized that the knowledge of these local populations has a role to play in the overall  

endeavors to move towards sustainable development.

This understanding gradually resulted in a number of policies, agreements and permits 

that are founded on international and bilateral treaties. These aim at conserving biologi-

cal and cultural diversity in the context of economic initiatives, development endeavors 

and academic research activities involving the use of a country’s biological and cultural 

resources. The most important schemes and policies that were agreed upon in the 

wake of the Earth Summit in Rio in 1992 include a) the CBD, specifically b) its 3rd article 

addressing the equitable and fair sharing of benefits through Access and Benefit Shar-

ing (ABS), c) the Nagoya Protocol, c) the BioTrade Initiative and d) additional treaties 

as well as various declarations and ‘soft law approaches’. As Lienert (2017) underlines, 

these schemes all share two objectives: They address the conservation of biodiversity 

as well as the sustainable use of biological resources, aiming at making room for a co-

existence of humans and the natural  world.74 In the following, I  briefly describe the 

schemes and policies mentioned above.

a) The Convention on Biological Diversity
The CBD, signed at the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro and put into force in 

1993, is the principal international regulatory agreement to deal with ownership of ge-

netic resources. It looks at the rights and tasks associated with biodiversity at an inter-

national level, recognizes national sovereignty over biological and cultural resources 

and “calls  for  the respect  and maintenance of  local  knowledge practices”  (Escobar 

1998:58). Determining the rights of countries, it provides a biodiversity-based frame-

74 While many see advantages and merits in preserving local biological and cultural knowledge by means of institu-
tional and political arrangements, other scholars point to a number of problematic aspects linked to this approach. 
The main concerns extend to the issue of intellectual property rights (cf. e.g. Agrawal (2002); Marinova and Raven 
(2006); Mgbeoji (2006)) and to the issue of ‘de-contextualization’ of biodiversity components and their appropriation 
and extraction (cf. e.g. Escobar (1998)). The latter results in threatening the “sacred balance” between all life and 
“violat[ing] the kinship relationships that indigenous and traditional peoples maintain with their ‘extended family’ of 
all living things” (Posey 2002:11). Other critics argue from specific perspectives as e.g. the ‘ecofeminist’ perspective 
advocated by Isla (2007) who, as Heinrich (2015b) reports, perceives of “the current triumphant neoliberal agenda 
as a continuation of a long history of capitalist, patriarchal, and racist colonization of women, peasants, indigenous 
peoples, land, and nature” (2007:323). This takes up the argument of the capital’s predation of local ecologies and 
knowledge brought up by Shiva (1997), stressing the lack of equity in a number of respects, given that often, not all 
knowledge holders are consulted or compensated and more often than not, knowledge ownership cannot easily be 
located. Problematically, such issues of missing equity can worsen the overall situation for the local population as 
conflicts can ensue within a community and among communities (cf. e.g. Shiva (2007), referred to in Heinrich 
(2015b)).
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work for research and development at an international level (Heinrich 2015a) and has 

tree main objectives, namely a) the conservation of biological diversity, b) the sustain-

able use of components of biological diversity and c) the equitable and fair sharing of 

the benefits ensuing the utilization of genetic resources75 (for the latter cf. the following 

paragraph).

The rights of indigenous peoples and other keepers of local knowledge is clearly stated 

in article 8j (United Nations 1992):

‘(j) Subject to its national legislation, respect, preserve and maintain knowledge, innovations and 

practices of indigenous and local  communities embodying traditional  lifestyles relevant for the 

conservation and sustainable use of biological diversity and promote their wider application with 

the approval and involvement of the holders of such knowledge, innovations and practices and 

encourage the equitable sharing of the benefits arising from the utilization of such knowledge, in-

novations and practices.’

In other words, the CBD strives for establishing a sound basis for the commercial use 

of natural products by creating ownership rights in genetic resources that, in turn, pro-

mote and regulate that use (Greene et al. 2004) – a use that, as Hesketh stresses, can 

subsequently be complemented and reinforced “by other forms of I[ntellectual] P[rop-

erty], such as patents” (2015:87). Countries possessing resources relevant for natural 

product research and drug development are attributed well-defined rights that also ex-

tend to the contested topic of  sharing potential  benefits arising from such research 

(Greene et al. 2004; Heinrich 2015b).

Next to promoting the conservation and sustainable use of natural resources, the CBD 

concentrates on allocating more direct benefits to the peoples and states where biologi-

cal resources and related local knowledge originate. It does so on the basis of the un-

derstanding that biodiversity constitutes a rich source for a potentially broad palette of 

commercial products and that in view of potential benefits, regulations need to be es-

tablished. Concretely, in its 3rd article, the CBD requires its signatories to share the ben-

efits arising from the use of genetic resources and associated local knowledge with 

those who granted access in the first place – an approach commonly known as ABS 

(Heinrich and Hesketh 2019; van Niekerk and Wynberg 2012). 

However, the CBD provides only the general framework for ABS measures designed to 

establish sound business relations. The actual implementation remains challenging. To 

facilitate the implementation process and promote access and benefit sharing, the so-

75 Genetic resources include all living organisms, on the basis of the argument that even microbes carry genetic infor-
mation that could potentially benefit humans. Such resources are sourced in-situ (i.e. from the environments they 
naturally can be found) or ex-situ (i.e. from human collections such as seed banks or botanical gardens).
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called  ‘Bonn  Guidelines’  and  the  ‘Nagoya  Protocol’  were  formulated.  These  two 

regimes are briefly described in the following paragraphs.

b) Access and Benefit Sharing I: The Bonn Guidelines
At the sixth meeting of the Conference of Parties to the Convention on Biological Diver-

sity in 2002, the ‘Bonn Guidelines on Access to Genetic Resources and Fair and Equi-

table Sharing of Benefits Arising out of their Utilization’ (BGL) were adopted, allocating 

great emphasis to the interests of local people. This approach was designed to pro-

mote ABS by providing a transparent framework to facilitate and ensure said access 

and sharing of benefits. It is expected “to contribute to poverty alleviation and be sup-

portive to the realization of human food security, health, and cultural integrity, especially 

in developing countries” (CBD 2002, Art 11(k)). Importantly, with respect to the knowl-

edge of local communities, the BGL’s scope explicitly extends to both commercial and 

non-commercial benefits from biological resources and related traditional (local) knowl-

edge. As Geck (2011) specifies, the BGL center on contractual agreements, i.e. the es-

tablishment of national authorities and strategies, the compliance to requirements re-

garding ‘prior-informed consent’ and ‘mutually agreed terms’ and, centrally, local capac-

ity-building, namely foremost in local communities and among the rural and indigenous 

population in industrializing countries to equip them with a proper understanding of the 

ABS regime. In the frame of the BGL, benefits need to be allocated such that they “pro-

mote conservation and sustainable use of biological diversity”  (CBD 2002:14). Thus, 

they are to be distributed adequately among all parties involved, including local com-

munities and academic institutions. Such benefits can be both monetary and non-mon-

etary. For the latter, Geck (2011) lists a number of examples from the CBD, including 

providing access to scientific information on the conservation and sustainable use of lo-

cally occurring biodiversity, contributions to education and training in the research area, 

contributions to the local economy and research on priority needs of the local commu-

nity such as e.g. local food and health security.

While, historically speaking, the BGL are indispensable in developing appropriate ap-

proaches for implementing CBD’s concerns, they were limited in their scope given their 

voluntary character that proved unable to provide legal certainty for the usually most 

vulnerable of stakeholders involved, the local communities.

c) Access and Benefit Sharing II: The Nagoya Protocol
Additionally reinforcing rights of ownership by operationalizing the ABS system, a sec-

ond supplementary agreement to the CBD entitled ‘Nagoya Protocol’ deals with the ac-

cess to genetic resources and the fair and equitable sharing of benefits resulting their 
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utilization. Specifying the CBD, it aims at sharing the benefits arising from genetic re-

sources in a fair and equitable way, “including by appropriate access to genetic re-

sources and by appropriate transfer of relevant technologies, taking into account all 

rights over those resources and to technologies, and by appropriate funding”  (CBD 

2011, Art 1), thereby contributing to the conservation of biological diversity and the sus-

tainable use of its components. It was adopted in 2010 at the 10th meeting of the Con-

ference of Parties to the CBD and came into force in 2014; currently, it has been rati-

fied by 113 UN member states and the European Union. Based on the insights stem-

ming from working with the BGL and reassuring many of its positions, the Nagoya pro-

tocol  aims at  establishing  an  international,  legally  binding  framework  to  promote a 

transparent and effective implementation of the ABS system at local, regional and na-

tional levels by means of compliance provisions (cf. e.g. Greiber et al. (2012); Heywood 

(2015); Lienert (2017)). As for the implementation of the ABS regime itself, the Nagoya 

protocol requires it to be consistent with “local communities’ customary law, community 

protocols and procedures, as applicable” (CBD 2011:9). Chiefly, in contrast to the vol-

untary nature of its precursor (the BGL), the Nagoya protocol is legally binding for its 

parties (Geck 2011). As Hesketh (2015:88) specifies, article 15 of the CBD underlying 

the Nagoya Protocol obliges all ratifying countries to guarantee that “natural products 

used in that country have been correctly accessed and mutually agreed terms have 

been established”. Though the protocol has the potential for poverty eradication and 

ensuring environmental protection, establishing suitable national frameworks for ABS is 

still  pending,  with  one of  the  bigger  barriers  consisting  in  determining conclusively 

“what the sharing of benefits actually means” (Lienert 2017:49).76

d) Access and Benefit Sharing III: The BioTrade Initiative
Complementing the ABS system addressing products from biological resources that re-

quire complex research and development processes, the BioTrade Initiative initiated by 

the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) in 2007 aims at 

structuring on domestic and international level the trade involving the vast palette of 

products collected, derived or harvested directly from nature. To do so, it elaborated a 

collection of criteria and principles constituting a framework that steers the develop-

ment of integrated policies for trading biological resources sustainably at national lev-

els.

The overall  guiding principles are shown in the following table  2 by Lienert  (2017), 

adapted from UNCTAD (2007):

76 For an analysis of the current state of the art of Access and Benefit Sharing under the Nagoya Protocol in six Latin 
American case studies cf. Echeverría et al. (2020).
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1 Conservation of biodiversity

2 Sustainable use of biodiversity

3 Equitable sharing of benefits derived from the use of biodiversity

4 Socio-economic sustainability (management, production and markets)

5 Compliance with national and international legislation

6 Respect for the rights of actors involved in biotrade activities

7 Clarity about land tenure, use and access to natural resources and knowledge

Table 2: The BioTrade criteria and principles

For trade activities to constitute BioTrade according to the definition by UNCTAD, they 

need to necessarily involve “activities of collection, production, transformation and com-

mercialization of goods and services derived from native biodiversity under the criteria 

of environmental, social and economic sustainability” (UNCTAD 2007:9)

Building on these efforts by UNCTAD and reacting to the need formulated by small and 

medium-sized enterprises  in  industrializing  countries for  approaches to discriminate 

biodiversity-based products in their  markets, the Union for  Ethical  BioTrade (UEBT) 

was founded in 2007 in Geneva, Switzerland. Its main goal consists in providing practi-

cal guidance for the private sector regarding ethical sourcing of biodiversity in accor-

dance with the objectives of the CBD.

e) Additional treaties and soft law approaches
Recognizing the relevance of and the simultaneous threat to local knowledge, a num-

ber of additional, complementing conferences were held and policies signed. All these 

endeavors aim at strengthening local self-reliance and subsistence economy, guaran-

tee fair access to natural resources as well as markets and strive for an overall decen-

tralization of decision-making. Notable events, publications or declarations include the 

1999 Budapest Conference of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO)  (Gomez-Baggethun et al. 2010), the Millennium Ecosystem 

Assessment  (Reid  2006),  the United Nations  Decade of  Indigenous Peoples  1995-

2004 (Durie 2004), the establishment of the United Nations Permanent Forum on In-

digenous Issues in 2002 (Durie 2004), the Indigenous Peoples International Declara-

tion on Self-Determination and Sustainable Development prepared for the 2012 Rio+20 

Summit (Davidson-Hunt et al. 2012), the Convention on International Trade in Endan-

gered Species of Wild Flora and Fauna (CITES) (Heywood 2015) as well as numerous 

international agreements such as e.g. the one on Trade-related Aspects of Intellectual 

Property Rights (TRIPS) by the World Trade Organization (WTO) or convention 169 by 

the International Labour Organization (ILO)  (Heinrich 2015b). Additional soft law ap-

proaches are specifically targeted at securing the conservation of medicinal and aro-
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matic plants, not at last against the adverse effects of over-harvesting. Examples of 

such guidelines listed by Heywood (2015) include e.g. the WHO (2003) Guidelines on 

Good Agricultural and Collection Practices (GACP) for Medicinal Plants, the Interna-

tional Standard for Sustainable Wild Collection of Medicinal and Aromatic Plants (ISSC-

MAP) (2005) or the FairWild Standard version 2 (2010).

2.3.3 Summary
Looking at the vast literature dealing with the topic of local knowledge in the context of 

sustainable development, the highly diverse character of the debates becomes appar-

ent.  This  is  all  but  surprising given that  the multifarious notions of  local  knowledge 

stemming from both academia and applied development research (cf. chapter 2.1) are 

met by a comparably broad range of conceptualizations of the normative and all but 

clear-cut concept of sustainable development (cf. chapter 2.2). Discussing the interrela-

tionship between the two concepts and the respective impacts on each other, I first 

crystallized from the literature seven main functions and roles of local knowledge for 

sustainable development (cf. chapter 2.3.1). Complementing this perspective, I outlined 

in chapter 2.3.2 the various sustainability-related institutional and political agreements, 

treaties  and  declarations  that  acknowledge  and  potentially  strengthen  local  knowl-

edge’s role and potential for sustainable development.77

Analyzing the two bodies of literature reveals a certain imbalance in how these two 

concepts are related to each other with the concept of sustainable development being 

favored and that  of  local  knowledge being mostly attributed a subordinate role.  Al-

though both debates share the characteristic of a strong emphasis on, if not bias to-

wards the ecological dimension and environmental concerns, their overall integration is 

marginal. This can be seen in that a vast majority of studies discussing sustainability 

and local knowledge issues is primarily concerned with describing the manifold, mostly 

management-related and rather pragmatic applications and functions of local knowl-

edge for the purpose of advancing sustainable development, on all scales from single 

resource management activities to the management of whole regions or ecosystems.

Thus, most of the research subscribes to a somewhat unilateral perspective, focusing 

on the benefits for sustainable development stemming from local knowledge. Accord-

ingly, they describe role, value and function of local knowledge for advancing and sup-
77 An alternative approach of relating ‘local knowledge’ and ‘sustainability’ would consist in turning to the already ex-

isting Agenda 21 (cf. chapter 2.2.1) as there, similar considerations regarding the mutual relationship between local 
knowledge and sustainable development are made. While such an approach would have the merit of being more 
implementation-oriented, it would necessarily do so at the expense of covering the breadth of the interdisciplinary 
academic and applied literature. Given that this research subscribes, among others, to compiling and analyzing a 
broad interdisciplinary literature body on ‘understanding local knowledge in the context of sustainable develop-
ment’, I opt for directly accessing the literature instead of recurring to Agenda 21.
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porting sustainable development and underline its importance. Not seldom, holders of 

local knowledge are thereby presented as stewards of natural resources, regardless of 

whether their specific way of interacting with the environment can indeed be said to 

subscribe to an attitude of stewardship.

In a similarly over-simplifying vein, only few studies critically discuss the different rele-

vance attributed to the two concepts and the power configurations resulting thereof. 

This extends to contradictions arising between the objectives of nature conservation 

and those of preserving the physical and social integrity of the local communities living 

within the territories in question. Experience has shown that situations of that type often 

result in tensions between the environmental and social dimensions of sustainable de-

velopment  with the environmental  dimension having a tendency to being privileged 

over the social one.78

When it comes to the significance of sustainable development for strengthening local 

knowledge, one has to acknowledge the absence of a comparable body of research. In 

fact, publications on how sustainable development can foster local knowledge are gen-

uinely rare and comparably little attention appears to have been given to the potential 

of the umbrella concept of sustainable development for supporting and strengthening 

local knowledge more adequately and efficiently. The underlying reasons for this bias 

and the ensuing imbalance can be expected to be more political in nature than a direct 

result from the ever-evolving academic and applied debates.

Consequently, the relationship between the notions of local knowledge and sustainable 

development can be said to be to a certain extent unidirectional in character and to bor-

der at an instrumentalization of the former. In this respect,  I  share Raynaut et al.’s 

(2007) conclusion in which they argue that the decisive questions boils down to deter-

mining for whom exactly sustainable development is to be attained and whether local 

interests are thereby considered playing a substantial role.

2.4 Synthesis of the three debates
Analyzing the three debates outlined above – on local knowledge, sustainable develop-

ment and the interrelationship between the two concepts – reveals that on the overall, 

they not only remain rather vague in terms of developing systematic and conceptual 

approaches, but are also not yet systematically related to each other. In the following I 

detail this statement with respect to all three debates outlined earlier (cf. chapter 2.4.1, 

describe the related knowledge gaps they exhibit (cf. chapter 2.4.2) and close with an 

78 Exemplary publications covering this topic include Pullman et al. (2009) and Sarkis et al. (2010).
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outline on how I intend to contribute to mitigating these knowledge gaps in the frame of 

this project (cf. chapter 2.4.3).

2.4.1 Analysis of the three debates
Local knowledge is mostly discussed in the context of specific natural resource sys-

tems, often in the form of single, rather pragmatic case studies, and in the majority of 

cases in terms of its conservationist functionality. When it comes to describing actual 

local knowledge forms, current research has a clear tendency to study local knowledge 

in terms of its epistemic content, mostly almost exclusively with respect to knowledge 

about the environmental dimension. This involves questions regarding what is to be 

known about the natural world, but leaves aside questions that investigate other as-

pects of a given local knowledge form that reflect local institutions and traditions, inquir-

ing e.g. how the knowledge in question is generated and transmitted, where it origi-

nates from or how newly generated knowledge is legitimized locally. Consequently, the 

majority of studies only invest in learning about specific sections of a given local knowl-

edge body, which in turn entails partial  descriptions. Resulting from such an unbal-

anced approach, the majority of studies are descriptive and enumerative in character 

and focus on the collection of items from the natural world, including corresponding 

specimen vouchers for later archiving. They do, however, not invest in elaborating a 

conceptual-analytical and systematic approach to understanding local knowledge in a 

balance manner. Consequently, overarching, interdisciplinary, theoretical and conceptu-

ally-driven studies are largely missing.

Research on sustainable development  runs the risk of being  characterized by the in-

herent definitional vagueness of the concept that, as a matter of fact, would require re-

searchers to first determine the type of sustainability approach suitable for the research 

in question – a step often left out in research as well as development projects. As a re-

sult, the approaches to sustainable development to be found in respective publications 

are not seldom somewhat superficial and under-complex. Often on the basis of a brief 

reference to the Brundtland definition with no further specification79, such studies tend 

to rely on a distorted understanding of sustainability that either only acknowledges the 

temporal dimension, equating sustainable with ‘long-lasting’ or that centers on ecologi-

cal resilience, a concept from the natural sciences that does not leave much room for 

socio-economic questions and issues related to livelihood and development strategies. 

In a similar vein, over the last few years the SDGs became a second, often cited point 

79 This has a certain irony as the Brundtland definition of sustainable development does – in fact – not allow for priori-
tizing the environmental over the social dimension in positioning the ‘needs of humans’ at the center of all sustain-
ability endeavors.

86



of reference80, resulting in the concept of sustainable development being at times sim-

ply equated to the 17 goals constituting the SDGs – an approach considered potentially 

under-complex by scholars studying the multilayered concept from a theoretical per-

spective (Burger 2019, personal communication). Overall, there is a lack of what could 

be called an integrated understanding of sustainable development that incorporates the 

various dimensions of sustainable development and does not shy the inherent weight-

ing of the (not seldom contradicting) dimensions of the concept. 

In view of the biases and limitations of the debates on local knowledge and sustainable 

development and their interrelationship, it comes as no surprise that the combination of 

the two strands – the literature on local knowledge in a sustainability context – displays 

similar characteristics:  First, a certain imbalance can be observed: While local knowl-

edge is assigned a range of various roles and functions within the overall endeavors to-

wards sustainable development,  relatively little scrutiny is applied when it  comes to 

studying the potential of the umbrella concept of sustainable development for support-

ing and strengthening local knowledge.

Second and related to his, hardly any research discusses the potential contribution of 

sustainable development to advancing ‘local knowledge’. In fact, the overarching con-

cept of sustainable development is not challenged or critically reflected in terms of its 

usefulness and appropriateness for handling ‘local knowledge’. This, in turn, results in 

a rather intuitive and mostly ecologically-oriented approach to the topic that is limited 

per se and therefore leads to an incomplete and distorted notion.

Third, there is a bias towards the environmental dimension in both debates in that while 

acknowledging the need for management interventions, most research primarily stud-

ies management with respect to its relevance for adaptation and ecological resilience/

sustainability. This strong focus on the ecological dimension reflects the communities’ 

undisputed dependency from natural resources, but comes at the risk of not adequately 

considering the human development perspective for which the integration of social or 

economic activities to foster local and regional development is paramount.81

2.4.2 Identification of the knowledge gaps
Against the backdrop of this analysis on the three debates, I see the following four 

knowledge gaps in the literature strands discussed above.
80 Some scholars go as far as claiming that the prevalence of the Brundtland-definiton for substantiating sustainable 

development in the first decades of the debate has been replaced by an understanding that equates the complex 
notion to sustainable development as characterized and operationalized in the SDGs – a potentially problematic 
simplification (Burger 2019, personal communication).

81 This can e.g. take place by means of instruments such as micro financing, fair trade schemes or cooperative orga-
nization forms (von Hauff and Claus 2012; Mechik et al. 2017).
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First, there is a need to base future research in this field from the start on notions of ‘lo-

cal knowledge’ and ‘sustainable development’ that are conceptualized in a way that is 

complex and comprehensive enough for these genuinely multifaceted notions. Opting 

for an interdisciplinary approach to integrate a number of differing perspectives on the 

same topic represents a vital step towards establishing a solid conceptual basis to start 

with that allows for a broader and more balanced approach to local knowledge. Such 

an approach would not only aim at extracting  specific, mostly ecology-related knowl-

edge items from local knowledge repositories, but rather at gaining a more encompass-

ing understanding of  the complex character,  structure and facets of  the knowledge 

body itself, in addition to learning about specific knowledge items. This way, these indi-

vidual knowledge items could subsequently be contextualized at appropriate levels of 

sophistication and complexity.

Second,  future studies in academia and applied development research would greatly 

benefit from a theory-based approach to local knowledge, ideally conceptual-analytical 

in character – as opposed to the descriptive-enumerative approaches that were promi-

nent in the last decades. Importantly, such an approach has to at the same time remain 

localized in character in view of the overarching topic being ‘local knowledge’ (cf. chap-

ter  6 for the aspect of the localization). A theory-based and -driven approach would 

have the additional benefit of being structured and systematic and, thus, of allowing for 

comparative research due to the shared framework structure. It might also facilitate its 

uptake across academic disciplines, especially in the natural sciences where scholars 

might be more inclined to embrace a heuristic that is heavily influenced by social sci-

ences if it adheres to a certain systematization.

Third, future research on local knowledge issues (regardless of whether in a sustain-

ability context or not) would greatly benefit from approaching studies on alien knowl-

edge environments with more epistemological caution and an awareness of the funda-

mental  perceptional  and  mental  challenges  involved  in  attempting  to  make  sense 

across epistemologies and cultures. Such epistemological caution can take different 

forms, but integrating into one’s research design a  reflexive layer that guides one in 

critically assessing what is intuitively thought to represent knowledge seems more than 

advisable, if scientific standards are to be upheld.

Forth,  future research on local knowledge subscribing to a  sustainability orientation 

would greatly benefit from specifying not only the individual concepts formative for the 

research as stated above, but should in fact also strive for detailing the interrelationship 

between these two concepts. This is all the more the case as both ‘local knowledge’ 
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and ‘sustainable development’ are notions far too multifaceted for confining them to in-

dividual disciplinary debates. In fact, the two notions almost suggest that one strives for 

integrating the discourses across academic debate traditions to do justice to their inher-

ent complexity. In any case, it is paramount to ensure that the sustainability conception 

selected is broad enough to accommodate and integrate the many characteristics of lo-

cal knowledge. In a similar vein, the relationship between the two concepts needs to be 

established beforehand; this involves clarifying whether both concepts are considered 

to be on equal par or whether one of the concepts involved takes up an auxiliary func-

tion. Clarity in these regards prevents an arbitrary and uncontrolled hierarchization of 

the concepts involved which tends to be decided in favor of the more abstract concept, 

which is in the given case ‘sustainable development’.

2.4.3 Mitigation of the knowledge gaps
Given that this project strives to develop a heuristic instead of providing answers to 

specific  research  questions,  the  procedure  how  knowledge  gaps  are  handled  is 

adapted accordingly. In this setting, I consider it best to ensure that the framework de-

veloped in the course of this research is designed such that it does not lend itself to re-

producing the knowledge gaps identified in the three debates discussed above. To fa-

cilitate this, I propose to derive from these four knowledge gaps a set of specifications 

as to how the framework needs to be construed or, more precisely, what topical as-

pects that were found missing in the literature reviews need to be taken account of and 

integrated accordingly. This way, I can ensure that the knowledge gaps are taken into 

consideration in the very process of developing the framework.

The following table  3 translates these knowledge gaps into the specifications for the 

framework development (cf. Chapter 1.3.2).
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Four knowledge gaps identified in the three 
debates (cf. chapter 2.4.2)

Five specifications for the framework 
development (cf. chapter 1.3.2)

1) lack of complexity and comprehensiveness in 
the way how local knowledge is conceptualized

and, related to this,

2) lack of conceptual-analytical approaches that 
are structured and systematic in character

Interdisciplinary and conceptual-analytical approach 
to ‘local knowledge’ by means of analyzing the 
components individually, i.e. 

a) focus on ‘knowledge’ as main notion with

b) locality serving as modifier

3) lack of reflexive layer to mitigate 
epistemological challenges related to the 
process of ‘understanding local knowledge’

c) integration of a reflexive layer by 

d) clarifying the function and character of the 
concept of ‘understanding’

4) lack of clarifying the interrelation between the 
concepts of ‘local knowledge’ and ‘sustainable 
development’

e) clarification of the function and character of
the concept of ‘sustainable development’

Table 3: Relationship between knowledge gaps and framework specifications
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3 Conceptualizing the key concepts for the framework 
development

Against the backdrop of the literature reviews on local knowledge, sustainable develop-

ment and their interplay in chapter 2, chapter 3 invests in setting the ground and clarify-

ing the notions formative for this research – ‘local knowledge’, ‘sustainable develop-

ment’ and, to a lesser extent, ‘understanding’. In a first step, this entails briefly sketch-

ing the notion of ‘local knowledge’ pertinent to this research (chapter 3.1) – obviously 

only in its broadest terms in the form of a working definition as the actual exploration of 

local knowledge and its understanding represents the actual task and scope of this re-

search. Chapter 3.2 outlines the notion of ‘sustainable development’ underlying and in-

forming this research where it serves as the normative canvas against which the frame-

work for understanding local knowledge is developed. Both chapters follow the same 

structure: First, I discuss terminological issues (chapters  3.1.1 and  3.2.1) before de-

scribing the respective conceptual understandings (chapters 3.1.2 and 3.2.2).

Concluding the triplet,  chapter  3.3 turns to the third term relevant for this research, 

namely’ ‘understanding’, understood in the sense of a ‘reflexive understanding’. In con-

trast to the two preceding notions, ‘understanding’ plays an auxiliary role in this project 

(cf. chapter 1.3.2), which also explains why I only sketch the notion along very general 

lines. This implies that I refrain from entering into any terminological or conceptual dis-

cussions and limit myself to outlining the broad lines.

3.1 Conceptualizing ‘local knowledge’ for this research
In the following, I start in chapter by explaining the rationales behind my preference for 

the term ‘local knowledge’ among the many options, ranging from farmers’ knowledge, 

to ecological, indigenous and traditional knowledge, to only name a few (chapter 3.1.1). 

In a second step and on the basis of the literature review (cf. chapter 2.1), I outline the 

conceptual understanding of local knowledge informing this research (chapter 3.1.2).

3.1.1 Terminological questions
As argued in chapter 2.1.1, there is a myriad of terms used for what I call ‘local knowl-

edge’ in this research in both the scientific discourse and the applied development con-

text. This variety of terminologies, definitions and concepts reflects the various underly-

ing  geographical,  historical,  social,  political  and – with respect  to  the  scientific  dis-

course – disciplinary considerations. These designations are not insignificant as they 

“say something about the direction from which one approaches the subject and the un-
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derlying assumptions”  (Ellen and Harris 2000:2). Opting for one notion thus also im-

plies avoiding some connotations of other terms, as briefly touched upon in chapter 

2.1.1. However, regardless of all these differences in emphasis, the various designa-

tions are usually said to share a certain common semantic load (Sillitoe 1998a:188).82

In view of this and the research’s overall aim, I opt for taking as broad an approach as 

possible to the topic regarding the terminological delimitation and granularity83. Starting 

from the realization that due to the high  context-dependency  of alternative ways of 

knowing there is no single, agreed upon definition, I position this exact context-depen-
dency at the center of my attempts to come to terms with other ways of knowing. I opt 

therefore for a spatially inspired approach, on the basis that for all its drawbacks, a 

spatial perspective connotes one important dimension, situatedness in local culture and 

environment. Moreover, taking a spatial perspective allows extending the scope of local 

knowledge to geographical areas that commonly are rather rarely associated with local 

knowledge such as industrialized countries  or  urban areas.  In  that  respect  I  follow 

Cocks (2006) who argued that local knowledge must not be perceived as limited to in-

digenous communities living in remote, often tropical regions of developing countries. 

Consequently, I look at local knowledge as a phenomenon that occurs worldwide, in in-

dustrializing and rural regions as well as in industrialized and urban centers across all 

climate zones.

Against this backdrop and following Breitlied, I understand these alternative ways of 

knowing as delimited geographically and culturally such that “the emphasis is on place, 

e.g. the homestead” (2009:141). As a result, they vary significantly from place to place 

and over time due to adaptations to local particularities. Such knowledge is therefore 
intrinsically linked to its place in space and time in that it informs the knowledge 

holders and their communities on how to respond to and interact with their ever-chang-

ing social and natural environment. In this vein, such knowledge “reflects many genera-

tions  of  experience  and  problem  solving  by  humans  around  the  world”  (Antweiler 

2004:xi), representing an irreplaceable resource for survival and subsistence to build 

upon and expand, according to the changes and necessities arising.

With respect to advancing the academic debate on local knowledge, opting for a spa-

tial determination of the notion carries the additional advantage of being able to build 

82 In contrast to other scholars, I refrain from taking a systemic perspective and do not treat local knowledge as nec-
essarily constituting a ‘local knowledge system’, given that while this can be the case, by far not all instances of lo-
cal knowledge come in the form of comprehensive systems, an assessment also shared by e.g. Antweiler (2004).

83 As such, I only marginally contribute to the longstanding debate in anthropology on how to most appropriately de-
note and delimit this knowledge type. For the purpose of this research, I consider it to be more productive and 
promising to opt for an inclusive approach that strives for integrating the various specific characteristics stressed in 
the various variants rather than for investing into an even greater particularization.
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on the substantial body of literature on spatiality from different disciplines that has been 

gradually built up over the last decades. In this respect, focusing on the spatial dimen-

sion holds the promise to provide ample inspiration from a vivid and multifaceted inter-

disciplinary debate for advancing the topic of local knowledge accordingly.

Striving to emphasize the spatial character of the type of knowledge in question, I opt 

for this research for the term ‘local knowledge’. Aiming at as broad and inclusive a defi-

nition as possible, I coin local knowledge for this research as a collective term for a va-

riety of concepts such as indigenous knowledge, traditional knowledge, traditional eco-

logical  knowledge,  farmers’  knowledge,  folk  knowledge  etc.  Representing  a  ‘social 

product’ (Antweiler 2016), local knowledge according to my understanding comprises 

knowledge, beliefs, traditions, practices, institutions and worldviews developed by local 

or indigenous communities in developing as well as developed countries in response to 

constantly changing social and natural environments, in rural regions as much as in ur-

ban agglomerations. Consisting of knowledge in the strict sense of shared information 

along  with  less  clear-cut  ‘ways  of  knowing’,  ‘ontology’,  ‘framing  reality’,  ‘being  ac-

quainted with’ as well as ‘bodily knowledge’, local knowledge is not only cognitive in na-

ture, but encompasses also corporeal and emotive aspects (Antweiler 2004; Nygren 

1999). As such, local knowledge entails situated practices, but cannot and should not 

be reduced to solely practical, mundane and everyday knowledge, as it is often en-

countered in the literature (cf. e.g. Hobart (1993)). On the contrary, from the perspec-

tive of knowledge holders, a substantial part of the knowledge concerns ethical and 

spiritual contents, reaffirming their place in the web of life as much as what is often 

called the ‘sacredness of all existence’.

To sum up: Among the many variants denoting the knowledge type central to this re-

search, I opt for the term 'local knowledge' as it best suits the need for a broad and in-

clusive notion and reflects the context-dependency I consider crucial for this knowledge 

type in that it is intrinsically linked to its place in space and time. In addition, choosing a 

spatially-oriented term promises the most potential in terms of advancing the academic 

debate across disciplinary boundaries as it can take advantage of the insights from a 

rich interdisciplinary debate spanning the last decades.

3.1.2 Conceptual understanding
Chapter  2.1 has shown that ‘local knowledge’ is an utterly diverse, multifaceted and 

globally relevant topic that evades any straightforward characterization. On all conti-

nents and across all cultures local knowledge exists in a multitude of forms, varying 
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over time as well as from place to place. This explains the multitude of perspectives on 

what local knowledge in fact constitutes and on how it can be best characterized. When 

it comes to the latter, in many instances, a specific ‘local way of knowing’ is chosen, an-

alyzed and generalized based on the characteristics identified, with the specific case 

serving as model case. Correspondingly, overarching definitions striving to cover local 

knowledge in general or to at least address a collection of differing local ways of know-

ing are much more rare, if not largely absent, resulting in a lack of systematic theory-

based approaches to the topic, as shown in the analysis in chapter 2.1. Thus, in view of 

the research question at hand – understanding local knowledge generically –, these ex-

isting, mostly specific and context-dependent approaches are not applicable as more 

often than not, their contributions result from generalizing insights drawn from a specific 

local knowledge form and therefore remain bound to and potentially limited by it.

In view of this, I refrain at this point from discussing the notion any further and limit my-

self to providing a general working definition and a number of basic guiding principles 

as to how this study conceptualizes local knowledge in its broadest terms.

In terms of a working definition for local knowledge, I reiterate the one presented in 

chapter  1.1: For this research, I  characterize local knowledge as broadly and inclu-

sively as possible as the main goal does not consist in concentrating on a specific in-

stance of localized knowledge, but to provide a framework that guides the understand-

ing of – theoretically – any given local knowledge form. In this vein, the notion ‘local 

knowledge’ is in this research understood as...

….a collective or ‘umbrella’ term for a variety of concepts found in all societies 

such  as  indigenous  knowledge,  traditional  knowledge,  traditional  ecological 

knowledge, farmers’ knowledge, folk knowledge etc. As such, local knowledge 

comprises knowledge, beliefs, traditions, practices, institutions and worldviews 

developed by local or indigenous communities in rural and urban areas in indus-

trializing and industrialized countries in response to permanently changing so-

cial and natural environments.

With respect to guiding principles for the elaboration of the framework, there are five 

interrelated aspects that are generic enough that it is safe to assume that they might be 

valid for the huge majority – if not all – instances of local knowledge. They include the 

following characteristics:

First, being culturally situated and consisting of both knowledge in the strict sense of 

shared information as much as “’ways of knowing’, ‘ontology’, ‘framing reality’, ‘being 

acquainted with’ and ‘bodily knowledge’”  (Antweiler 2012:56),  local knowledge  tran-
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scends the exclusively cognitive and encompasses emotive and corporeal aspects. 

Rather than just a system of knowledge, it is regarded as a “way of life, […] embodying 

this knowledge”84 (Mazzocchi 2008:44).

Second, as a ‘way of life’, local knowledge is often described as representing embod-
ied or  enskilled knowledge (Sillitoe 2010),  meaning knowledge “which individuals 

learn to act upon without necessarily seeking to express in words” (Sillitoe (2010:21), 

with reference to Ayer  (1971:13)). As such, local knowledge is said to be part of the 

person, confronting interested external parties used to trading in (mostly written) words 

with the challenge of enskilled local knowledge not being reducible to words, or, as Silli-

toe,  specifies,  “certainly  not  that  non-practitioners  can  appreciate”85 (2010:22).  Al-

though the close link between knowledge and language seems rather intuitive at first 

sight86, perception and knowledge without language does exist which, in turn, leads to 

me following Crick who claims that knowledge is not coded in linguistic systems exclu-

sively ((1982), referred to in Sillitoe (2010)). According to him, explaining practical be-

havior in language can be akin to “let[ting] the left brain explicate right brain formula-

tions” (1982:31).

Consequently and third, local knowledge may be stored in a number of places, in-

cluding people’s heads and (to a lesser extent) written documents as in the Western 

World, but predominantly in routine practices, bodily practices and memories, rituals 

and material objects  (Antweiler 2004). In fact, in contrast to the Western perception 

where ‘knowledge’ and ‘language’ are closely intertwined, local knowledge does not 
need to be coded in linguistic systems. Rather, it is stored in practices and is best 

learned and acquired by doing it instead of talking about it (Bloch 1991; Borofsky 1994) 

so that you come to know it “[…] as part of your person” (Sillitoe 2010:21). This also 

prevents  one  from altering  it  by  inadequate  mental  approaches,  as  Sillitoe  (2010), 

building on Crick, argues: “Since we can perceive and know without language, this 

semiotic transmutation whereby language is the privileged system for explanation will 

certainly distort the phenomena being explained” (1982:300).87

84 As Mazzocchi underlines, the commonly encountered eurocentric (and thus etic) definition of local knowledge con-
ceptualizes it as “a noun, a thing, knowledge; but to indigenous people, it is much more than knowledge. Indige-
nous knowledge cannot be separated from the people who hold and practice it, nor can it be separated from the 
land/environment/Creation” ((2008:44), citing Anishinaabe scholar McGregor (2004:389–90)).

85 As a matter of fact, capturing and understanding such enskilled knowledge for program development pertains to 
the challenging tasks in development cooperation.

86 This is at least expected to be the case for Western minds.
87 This characteristic represents a substantial challenge for research and development intervention projects where, 

more often than not, conventionally trained people used to trading in (written) words struggle to gain a coherent 
idea of a given knowledge form as it cannot be reduced to words helpful to people that lack the practical experi-
ence in the context in question.
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Forth, as a ‘way of life’, local knowledge is  highly relational and interdependent in 

character and often seen as a gift from some form of spiritual entity, being or force, 

sent to provide instructions to be transmitted over generations as to how to appropri-

ately conduct oneself and relate to the environment and all beings in it (Maragia 2006). 

As such, local knowledge “is the way one relates” (McGregor (2004:394), cited in Maz-

zocchi (2008:44)), to creation as well as to the creator or spiritual entities seen in or be-

hind it; accordingly it also includes a range of responsibilities towards the creation – re-

sponsibilities that are meant to ensure the continuation of creation.88 In line with this, 

the world of humans and nature are not seen as separate domains at all, but as inter-

dependent and interconnected through a form of “symbiotic relationship”  (2008:46) in 

which indigenous populations contribute to preserving the natural milieu while at the 

same time receiving their subsistence from it.  This characteristic of local knowledge 

leads some scholars to stress that it can rather be lived than studied (Maragia 2006; 

McGregor 2004).

Fifth and lastly, I consider local knowledge to be a locally situated, experience-based 

and action-oriented form of knowledge found in all societies. Sharing Antweiler’s (2004, 

2008) universalistic claim, I understand local knowledge as a social product arising 

from a universal human capacity to be encountered in all cultures. In other words, I 

posit axiomatically that there is a universal form of practical, empirically-based and ac-

tion-oriented knowledge that can be encountered in all cultures and on all continents. 

Acknowledging the incompatibility of such a universalistic approach with postmodern, 

strong constructivist and cultural-relativist reflections and insights, I opt for focusing on 

similarities in the worldviews among cultures – a position that is already inherent in the 

research’s topic and aim: Elaborating a generic, overarching framework for understand-

ing local knowledge across cultures is only sensible if generic, universal structures are 

presumed.  Interestingly,  the conceptions  of  how the world is  structured and how it 

works on a universal level (Antweiler 2008:84) are rather under-researched – partially 

due to a significant number of scholars concentrating on culturally specific cognition 

and representations. In contrast to this and opting for a universalistic position, this re-

search deems alternative ways of knowing as “resulting form a universal human capa-

88 McGregor, an indigenous scholar from North America, translates the “continuation of creation” (2004:389) into what 
contemporary scholars might refer to as ‘sustainable development’. However, while the academic notion of sustain-
ability does without the idea of a creator or ‘sustainer’ behind it and thus lacks an inherent transcendent or spiritual 
component, the worldview underlying the majority of local knowledge forms indeed posits some form of higher en-
tity – a fact that is hard to impossible to adequately integrate into a scientific approach. Academic research there-
fore often refrains from discussing this aspect (with some notable exceptions such as e.g. Posey (2002; 1999)), 
leaving out what many holders of local knowledge consider representing a vital and paramount cornerstone of their 
worldview.
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bility,  but having specific culturally and environmentally situated content in every in-

stance” (Antweiler 2004:2).

To sum up, local knowledge is understood in this research as a locally situated way of 

knowing that can be found all over the globe as it arises from a universal human capac-

ity. It is highly relational in nature, underlining the interdependency of humans and na-

ture and it includes enskilled and embodied knowledge, transcending the purely cogni-

tive. It therefore does not need to be necessarily coded in linguistic systems and, con-

sequently, is often stored in a multitude of different places, mainly in bodily practices, 

rituals and material objects, but to a lesser extent also in people’s heads and in written 

documents.

3.2 Conceptualizing ‘sustainable development’ for this 
research

Having outlined how local knowledge is specifically conceptualized, chapter 3.2 invests 

into describing the notion of sustainable development formative for this research, build-

ing on the respective literature detailed in chapter 2.2.89 First, I address some termino-

logical issues (chapter 3.2.1) before detailing the underlying assumptions and charac-

teristics of this research’s notion of sustainable development (chapter  3.2.2). The un-

derstanding developed in the chapter 3.2 eventually serves as a set of characteristics 

determining the notion of  sustainable development  for  this  research.  As outlined in 

some detail in chapter 1.3.2 on the methodology applied in this research, ‘sustainable 

development’ does not form part of the framework nor is the term examined in its own 

right. Rather, it  serves as the normative canvas according to and against which the 

framework for understanding local knowledge is elaborated in the following chapters 4-

7. In other words: Once elaborated, the canvas moves to the background for much of 

the reminder of this research project. However, having such a normative reference sys-

tem in place allows verifying in a concluding assessment whether the framework is 

compatible with the idea of sustainable development established at the beginning and 

whether – or to what extent – the basic normative tenets of the latter are taken up and 

reflected.  Such a review takes place in  chapter  8.2.3 where I  analyze and discuss 

whether the characteristics detailed below are reflected in the heuristic developed.

89 In contrast to the central notion of ‘local knowledge’, the term ‘sustainable development’ is not examined per se, but 
has the function of the normative reference system underlying this project (cf. chapter 1.3.2). After this chapter, it 
therefore takes a backseat until chapter 8 where the framework developed in chapters 4–7 is scrutinized against 
the backdrop of the sustainability principles determined here.

97



3.2.1 Terminological questions
Throughout the scholarly literature, the notions ‘sustainable development’, ‘sustainable’ 

and ‘sustainability’ are used in a number of ways and with differing meanings (cf. e.g. 

Waas et al.  (2011)) as explicable by the multitude of  perspectives on the topic (cf. 

chapter 2.2.2). Often, researchers – or at times even entire academic sub-disciplines – 

favor one of the terms and go for either ‘sustainable development’ or ‘sustainability’. To 

make things even more complex, in the case of both terms featuring in a given re-

search project, a majority of researchers uses them interchangeably with only a minor-

ity drawing some distinction. In view of this, the following paragraphs aim at shedding 

some light on these terminological issues, including on how this research intends to 

deal with them.

The notion ‘sustainable development’ represents the original term as coined in its mod-

ern understanding in the 1987 Brundtland-report (cf. chapter 2.2.1 for the historical de-

velopment of the notion). There, ‘sustainable’ is combined with the term ‘development’ 

to a new notion, whereby ‘sustainable’ is a qualification criteria for development and de-

notes the way in which said development is expected to unfold. Importantly, ‘sustain-

able  development’  has  to  be  necessarily  understood  as  a  development,  i.e.  as  a 

process, and not  as some sort  of  static state. The qualifying adjective ‘sustainable’ 

serves two purposes, namely first, to assess the current state of affairs with respect to 

the development envisaged and second, to provide a criterion for public decision-mak-

ing processes. In other words: ‘sustainable’ qualifies development and juxtapositions it 

to classic economic societal development, which most often amounts to a growth strat-

egy based on substituting natural capital for welfare.

In addition to the usage in the composite term of ‘sustainable development’, ‘sustain-

able’ can also be applied separately, as examples such as ‘sustainable business’, ‘sus-

tainable forestry’ or ‘sustainable agriculture’ show. In these cases, the qualifying adjec-

tive generally recurs to the underlying concept of ‘sustainable development’ and implies 

that the role model’s constitutive principles are integrated and covered with respect to 

the specific topic at hand, e.g. business, forestry or agriculture. (Waas et al. 2011)

Lastly, ‘sustainability’ is often used as a synonym of ‘sustainable development’.90 How-

ever,  for  certain  academics,  ‘sustainable  development’ is  foremost  about  economic 

growth and societal development whereas ‘sustainability’ is said to prioritize the envi-

ronment over the socio-economic dimensions (cf. e.g. Huge et al. (2011)). As Waas et 

al. (2011) and Robinson (2004) underline, the actual differences are not substantial in 
90 I agree with Waas et al. (2011) that etymologically, equating the two terms is not all too convincing as this would im-

ply that the term ‘development’ makes no difference in meaning and could easily be dropped entirely.
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nature. The proponents of both terms agree on the importance of integrating environ-

mental aspects with the only difference consisting in those favoring ‘sustainability’ tak-

ing a generally critical stance towards economic growth in view of the planet’s environ-

mental limits and those preferring ‘sustainable development’ striving to improve eco-

nomic growth as remedy while trying to reconcile it with environmental considerations. 

Other scholars argue that ‘sustainable development’ underlines the ‘process’ to reach 

said goal  whereas ‘sustainability’ emphasizes the actual  ‘goal’ to  be reached  (Reid 

2013).

Regardless of the specifics discussed, there is no consensus among scholars regard-

ing how to meaningfully distinguish between the two expressions, let alone regarding 

whether such a division line can be drawn at all. In fact, questions have been raised 

whether such a distinction is useful and helpful at all – not only in terms of unnecessar-

ily burdening the debate on sustainable development with conceptual subtleties, but 

also with respect to potential political fallout by “driv[ing] a wedge into the strong inter-

national consensus for sustainable development” (Waas et al. 2011:1639).

In view of both this situation and the project’s specific research interest, this distinction 

plays no significant role, which is why the terms are used interchangeably with no dif-

ference in meaning, but by personal habit with a certain inclination towards ‘sustainable 

development’.

3.2.2 Conceptual understanding
As primary foundation, I base my research on an interpretation of sustainable develop-

ment that combines traditional conceptualizations – namely the  well-known Brundt-

land definition91 – with contemporary perspectives and insights from the academic 

discourse on sustainable development. This amalgamation of initial and more recent 

perspectives constitutes this  research’s  notion of  sustainable development  and fea-

tures the following three approaches:

First, I draw upon the Brundtland-based  concept of the Helmholtz Society of Ger-
man  Research  Centers that  has  been  elaborated  by  Kopfmüller  and  colleagues 

(2001). Being integrative as outstanding characteristic, the dimensions of sustainable 

development  are no longer  separately  listed and balanced against  each other,  but 

looked at in such a way that orients itself with respect to super-ordinate, aggregated 

sustainability goals (for a detailed account cf. e.g. Schultz et al. (2008)). Next to its inte-

grative approach, I adopt the three core elements that are regarded as constitutive. 

91 It defines sustainable development as a “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED 1987:43).
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These include a)  justice, namely inter- and intra-generational justice, translating into 

justice for present and future generations, b) the  global perspective, broadening the 

scope of concern massively and, on a methodological level, requiring solutions that are 

scalable and c) the anthropocentric view, setting people at the center of endeavors and 

attention and delineating sustainable development from related concepts such as e.g. 

environmental protection that focuses on the well-being of the natural world.92

Second, I adopt the six properties characterizing sustainable development and the re-

lated societal discourse crystallized by Burger and Christen (2011). According to these 

so-called  six adequacy statements, the following characteristics have to be met for 

something to be considered reflecting the idea of sustainable development. Namely, it 

has 1) to be future-oriented in that ‘sustainable’ refers to development that is bound to 

take place in the future; 2) to have normative power and potential to steer action; 3) to 

encompasses intra- and inter-generational justice which in turn is founded on 4) dis-

playing a  certain  degree of  universality.  In  addition,  sustainable  development  must 

cover the aspect of 5) limited, scare natural conditions and, eventually, 6) reflect the in-

stitutional and structural  complexity in terms of diversity of  agents and components 

(Burger and Christen 2011).

Third and in view of the overarching topic of this research – understanding a knowl-

edge type that, by and large, is most prominent and widespread in regions with lower 

income and development indices – a distinct  emphasis is set on development, ac-
tion and options of action when it comes to determining the characteristics of the 

specific sustainable development perspective in place. This is apparent in two ways: 

On the one hand, linking back to the adequacy statements described above – more 

specifically to number one (focus on development, future-orientation) and two (norma-

tive power to steer action) – this research’s concept of sustainable development is ad-

ditionally committed to and informed by Sen’s capability approach (for a detailed ac-

count cf. Burger and Christen (2011)) and focuses on capabilities for fostering individ-

ual well-being and human development  (Nussbaum 2011; Sen 2009).93 On the other 

hand, more generally, but still intrinsically related to Sen’s perspective, this research’s 

perspective on sustainable development is committed to human freedom, freedom of 

choice and responsibility to shape one’s own environment and therefore has a definite 

92 In view of the significance of natural resources for the context of sustainable development, this approach is alterna-
tively labeled as ‘eco-anthropocentric’ (von Hauff 2012).

93 Sen, an Indian economist, studied the relationship between economics and social justice, namely with respect to 
the phenomena of starvation and famine following the implementation of faulty economic policies. Advocating his 
idea of development as capability expansion (cf. e.g. Sen (2003)), he criticized the rights commonly provided by 
governments such as right to vote, freedom of speech etc. as rather empty benefits. He argues that unless the citi-
zens are also provided with so-called ‘functionings’ such as transportation to voting locations, access to food, edu-
cation etc. they are unable to make use of these formally bestowed rights.
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focus on self-determination and endogenous development choices. This characteristic 

represents a safeguard against two pitfalls described among others by Sillitoe (2010), 

namely  first ‘one-size-fits-all-approaches’ to development and,  second, in the case of 

tailored approaches, an almost exclusive focus on structural constraints and donor’s 

evaluation methodologies instead of an attention to the local people’s evaluations of 

and responses to development options.94 Against this backdrop, this research’s notion 

of sustainable development includes a focus on maintaining and preserving95 this array 

of options and, thereby, the freedom of future generations to determine their own devel-

opment path. Such an endogenously driven development may also encompass eco-

nomic considerations and choices by local communities that might challenge or run 

counter to specific outside interests by players such as e.g. Non-Governmental Organi-

zations (NGOs) pursuing their own agenda of development or environmental protection 

and therefore clearly prioritizing socially and ecologically oriented initiatives.

In this research, the three above described components – a) the core elements of 

the Brundtland-based notion of the Helmholtz Society of German Research Centers, b) 

the  six  adequacy  statements  and  c)  a  strong  focus  on  endogenous  development 

choices – are combined and serve as the previously described normative canvas (cf. 

chapter 1.3.2). In its function, it requires that any attempt at structurally understanding 

local knowledge and designing a related approach necessarily needs to take into ac-

count this set of aspects. First, it entails reflecting sustainable development’s focus on 

development and its normative power to steer action (two of the adequacy conditions) 

such that the actual process of understanding is empowered – through a transparent 

and easily comprehensible and structured approach as well as through a comprehen-

sive perspective that gives room to perspectives surpassing common Western ideas. 

Second, it includes fairness towards co-humans (covering the aspects of intra-genera-

tional justice, universality of approach/global view and anthropocentric view) as well as 

a consideration of the fragility, scarcity and finiteness of natural resources upon all local 

knowledge builds in order to ensure its existence and use for coming generations (cov-

ering the aspects of limited, scare natural resources, inter-generational justice and fu-

ture-orientation).  Finally, any consideration of understanding local knowledge against 

the backdrop of the sustainability notion also needs to take into account that knowledge 

is no individual undertaking. It therefore needs to factor in the range and diversity of in-

94 The situation can be further complicated, Sillitoe (2010) stresses, in that local people may very well differ when it 
comes to assessing the validity of proposals or the effectiveness of practices suggested. He therefore considers 
the task of “bring[ing] such alternative ways of constituting, authorizing and validating knowledge to the attention of 
development agencies” (2010:25) as one of the major challenges of contemporary development cooperation.

95 If ‘maintaining’ and ‘preserving’ are objectives set too high, the next best is to try to restrict the local development 
options in the least possible way, adhering to the fundamental principle of sustainable development of ‘doing no 
harm’ (cf. for this e.g. Gordon (2006)).
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dividual as well as institutional actors and components (local and non-local) constituting 

and shaping this knowledge (covering the aspect of institutional actors and compo-

nents).

Concluding, in  this research I perceive of ‘sustainable development’ as of a societal 

role model directed at safeguarding the well-being of present and future generation 

based on endogenous development choices and contingent on both fragile social-envi-

ronmental systems and finite environmental and social resources. Accordingly, chapter 

8.2.3 discusses the framework construed in chapter  4–7 against the backdrop of this 

conception of sustainable development and examines whether the components of this 

research’s notion of sustainable development have been considered adequately.

3.3 Sketching ‘understanding’ for this research
As outlined in chapter 1.4, sketching ‘understanding’ follows an independent approach, 

differing from those taken for ‘knowledge’ (cf.  chapter  3.1) and ‘locality’ (cf.  chapter 

3.2). There, conceptualizations were based on extensive literature analyses while for 

‘reflexive understanding’ I have to restrict myself to sketching the concept along what I 

expect to represent generally acknowledged lines characterizing the notion. Before do-

ing so and suggesting a generic and reflexive notion of and approach to ‘understand-

ing’ for this project (chapter 3.3.2), I describe in general terms what ‘reflexivity’ and ‘re-

flexive understanding’ denote (chapter 3.3.1)96.

3.3.1 Brief theoretical excursus on reflexivity
Intellectually, working with local knowledge requires researchers or development practi-

tioners to make meaning based on observations in unfamiliar contexts while simultane-

ously being part of the world they study. In other words, they are typically involved in 

what they are simultaneously meant to study as impartially as feasible – an entangle-

ment that is considered to be bound to influence the very outcome of the research (At-

tia and Edge 2017). The involvement itself is manifold and can extend to ones’ value 

system or basic frame of reference, to one’s cultural biases, experiences and to one’s 

position in relationships of power – in society in general as much as within the re-

search-researcher relationship (cf. e.g. Gabriel (2018)).

However structured, such an involvement is thought to bear an influence on how reality 

is perceived, constructed and eventually reproduced – a phenomenon that came to be 

seen as problematic in recent years, especially in regard to gaining an understanding 

96 For an extensive overview on the debate cf. e.g. Alvesson and Sköldberg (2017).
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that can rightfully live up to the requirements of scientific research or, in the case of de-

velopment practitioners, to the mission statements formulated by development organi-

zations. Consequently, it was understood that henceforth, some form of critical consid-

eration of one’s own knowledge generation process – a form of reflexive stepping-back 

– needs to be integrated as essential component into interpretative studies (Malaurent 

and Avison 2017).

At this point, ‘reflexivity’ enters the field. In most simple terms, reflexivity can be thought 

of the “process of becoming self-aware” (Begoray and Banister 2010:789), the attempt 

to consider one’s own thoughts and actions in the light of the contexts at hand – on the 

premise that “knowledge cannot be separated from the knower”  (Steedman 1991:53, 

cited in Anderson 2011). Reflexivity thus denotes the ongoing critical reflection of own 

biases and preconceptions and of their influence on all stages of a research or devel-

opment process, starting with critically reflecting upon the origins of seemingly univer-

sal or neutral explanatory frameworks commonly used in academia and development 

cooperation. Reflexivity can therefore be seen as a ‘means’ for researchers and practi-

tioners supporting them in being sensitive to cultural,  class, race and gender differ-

ences and to power differentials of all colors – as such, it can be seen as an investment 

into quality and validity of the findings. Furthermore, ‘reflexivity’ (if made explicit) has 

also the informative value of informing whoever comes into contact with the results 

about  preconceptions  and  biases  underlying  them,  thus  helping  to  take  the  re-

searcher’s/practitioner’s particular situatedness into account when studying the findings 

presented. (Anderson 2008; Begoray and Banister 2010; Gabriel 2018)

In order  to  operationalize ‘reflexivity’,  different  approaches have been proposed.  In 

terms of concrete techniques, adhering to a reflexive understanding of science entails 

incorporating  techniques  for  documenting  the  researcher’s  or  development  practi-

tioner’s reflexive process. One such example is keeping a reflexive journal that docu-

ments one’s prior understandings about the task at hand, project-related decision-mak-

ing processes and one’s own interactions with the local population, “from initial contact 

to when they leave the field” (Begoray and Banister 2010:789). This technique serves 

the purpose of making explicit not only the knowledge discovered, but also the ways 

and means that led to this discovery. In addition, with the aim of establishing more 

equal partnerships across cultures and epistemologies, some scholars turn to using 

multiple authorship or different models of participatory or action research, as e.g. de-

scribed by Jacobs (2015) for the academic discipline of geography97.

97 She speaks in this context of “readjust[ing] colonial or neocolonial structures of authorization with respect to who 
speaks and with what authority” (2015:644).
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In addition to concrete techniques, theoretical approaches invest in conceptualizing re-

flexivity in various ways, proposing different sub-classifications for operationalizing it. 

Examples include the tripartite division into a) self-reflexivity, b) domain reflexivity and 

c) collaborative reflexivity proposed by Malaurent and Avison (2017), Anderson’s (2008) 

classification into a) introspective reflexivity, b) ‘methodological reflexivity’ and c) episte-

mological reflexivity or Breuer and Roth’s (2003) approach that characterizes reflexivity 

along four lines, namely a) perspectivity/positionality, b) horizonality of knowledge and 

perception, c) structuring of knowledge through instruments of knowledge production 

and d) interactivity and the interventionist nature of research. For all these sub-classifi-

cations’ specifications, these operationalizations of reflexivity also share some common 

features. These features underline that one can only rightfully talk of reflexivity once re-

searchers or development practitioners98 are guided in their analysis of how to spot the 

omnipresent relatedness and potential entanglement between their research or inter-

vention endeavors and themselves. This concerns, as Begoray and Banister (2010) ar-

gue, in the first place their specific way of being related – to their specific research or 

development community, to the methods prevalent for data and information gathering, 

to the local population providing insights and information and, eventually, to the infor-

mation gathered and the methods applied for interpreting and representing this infor-

mation.

3.3.2 Conceptual understanding
As argued earlier, reflexivity is here best tackled when designing is such that it allows 

for specifically scrutinizing the particular research interest at hand against the backdrop 

of the manifold connections and feedback-loops between the researcher and the re-

searched topic.

In view of this, I suggest integrating a reflexive layer into the framework for understand-

ing local knowledge by opting for a generic, tripartite approach to ‘understanding’ that 

aims at characterizing the process of making sense along three general lines. This con-

densation represents an attempt at depicting the phenomenon if not in detail, but along 

its main characteristics. It strives to shed some light on a variety of general sources 

98 Theoretical underpinnings are an intrinsic part of academic publications. The same is true, in general, for the field 
of development research, if also to a lesser extent given their practical and applied orientation. Publications from 
this field tend to be founded on an initial situational analysis and generally rest on a set of specific assumptions and 
principles as to how to facilitate change processes. In the last years, the approach of ‘evidence-based develop-
ment’ has gained significant momentum in development economics and policy (cf. e.g. Jones et al. (2012); Marshall 
(2018), for a critical voice cf. e.g. Abdelghafour (2017)), culminating in Esther Duflo, Michael Kremer and Abhijit 
Banerjee being awarded the Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences in 2019 “for their experimental approach to alleviat-
ing global poverty” (Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences 2019:1).
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that influence and shape the actual process of gaining an understanding – sources that 

more often than not lack critical scrutinizing.

The three general lines or sub-features that I propose introducing for dividing the over-

arching topic of understanding into three meaningful topical foci are the following: First, 

I postulate to take into account and pay close attention to the fundamental uncertainty 
inherently linked to gaining an understanding itself. This focus goes back to the in-

sight that generating an understanding of whatever topic in an unfamiliar epistemologi-

cal context needs to be viewed as a potentially risky, uncertain and open-ended under-

taking.99 This results on a very fundamental level from the way how understanding con-

stitutes,  namely based on individual perception and interpretation.  For obvious rea-

sons, such an individualized approach does not allow postulating access to an all-en-

compassing objectivity or truth100. Thus, understanding in the sense of this project has 

to be considered contingent one’s ability to make sense of what he/she encounters 

while building on already existing categories and presumptions and integrating new 

ones to a meaningful whole.  Second, I suggest that one takes notice of the broader 

field of structural and organizational constraints that steer and influence the course 

and outcome of research by pre-determining the scope and mode of action for the ac-

tors in the field. Examples for this type encompass e.g power differentials between out-

siders and locals or differing epistemologies for ‘structural constraints’. For ‘organiza-

tional constraints’, examples would include e.g. topical donor preferences for both sci-

ence and development cooperation or differing time-frames between locals and out-

siders for carrying out research or implement development interventions. Third, I advo-

cate for incorporating a self-reflexive layer that draws the attention to personal biases 
influencing understanding; this layer is meant to guide the researcher or practitioner in 

the analysis of his/her own inner configuration that results from his/her personal back-

ground, (professional) training and experience and is expressed in his/her precondi-

tions, personal assumptions and preferences.

Concluding, I comprehend ‘reflexive understanding’ in this project as a meta-level or 

layer of self-reference complementing the preceding topical notions of ‘local knowledge’ 

and ‘sustainable development’. More precisely, it is a tripartite layer meant to guide the 

researcher or development practitioner to critically reflect on his/her insights and find-

ings and check for potential influences by one’s own inner configuration. In detail, this 

entails watching out for the following three aspects: a) the fundamental uncertainty of 

99 Importantly, this fundamental uncertainty is equally present in contexts that are epistemologically familiar. In this 
project, however, I focus on ‘understanding local knowledge’ and therefore specifically discuss the ways in which 
cross-epistemological understanding can constitute.

100 There are exceptions as in the case of the understanding of a priori knowledge (cf. chapter 5.2.3.1).
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gaining an adequate understanding itself, b) structural and organizational constraints 

influencing the results  and insights  obtained and c)  personal  biases resulting  from 

one’s personal background, experience and training that run the risk of distorting the 

process of understanding.
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4 Methodology for the framework development
Analyzing the insights from the literature reviews in the preceding chapters  2 and  3 

shows that existing research on local knowledge in a sustainability context can be said 

to be hardly able to do justice to the complex topic. In fact, overarching conceptual and 

theoretical studies are as rare as is research displaying distinct traits of reflexivity. Ac-

cordingly, generic, encompassing framework approaches to understanding local knowl-

edge allowing the researcher to critically assess his/her insights do not seem to exist or 

be in use so far (cf. chapter 2.1.7 and 2.4).

This general assessment is shared by a number of scholars who strive to conceptual-

ize local knowledge alternatively. Briggs (2013), e.g., argues that investigating the topic 

of  local  knowledge  descriptively  by  means  of  specific,  applied  research  questions 

within distinct local knowledge settings was vital in demonstrating the importance of lo-

cal knowledge repertoires and the manifold ways how local communities develop and 

apply such knowledge in their everyday lives. However, for the topic to have a “wider 

impact  on  development  practice  and  poverty  reduction”  (Briggs  2013:240),  the  re-

search focus needs to shift from content to processes, practices, contexts and episte-

mology. A similar argument is brought forward by Sillitoe who claims that next to politi-

cal reasons the “cultural relativity of knowledge” (2010:12) was responsible for the lim-

ited up-take of the so-called ‘indigenous knowledge initiative’ for development101. He 

then concludes that “alternative ways of constituting, authorizing, and validating knowl-

edge”  (2010:25) need to be integrated into development discourse and practice. This 

view is also shared by Antweiler who states the lack of a “systematic but localized ap-

proach  for  the  proper  and  humane  use  of  local  knowledge  in  development” 

(2004:1) and underlines that the practical application of local knowledge is less of a 

technological problem than theoretical and political in nature.

Against this backdrop, this research sets out to explore these so far rather unchartered 

waters and to contribute to advancing a more generic and encompassing perspective 

on ‘local knowledge’ that allows for comparative studies given the shared framework 

structure as well as for critically reflecting upon one’s insights. With the political dimen-

sion mentioned above by Antweiler reaching beyond what is attainable in the frame of 

this research, I concentrate on contributing to the theoretical discussion by suggesting 

a social-science based, generic, conceptual-analytical approach to ‘understanding local 

knowledge’ that allows for gaining a categorial understanding of potentially any local 

101 The ‘indigenous knowledge initiative’ was led by the World Bank with the aim to “stimulate recognition, utilization 
and exchange of indigenous knowledge in the development process” (Woytek and Gorjestani 1998:15). It resulted 
from the Global Knowledge Conference in 1997 in Toronto, Canada where the immediate need to take stock, learn, 
preserve and mediate exchange between different indigenous knowledge forms was recognized.
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knowledge form while also including a critical meta-level reflection on the contingency 

of the insights on external and internal biases and constraints.

With this in mind, I concentrate in chapter  4 on 

describing this conceptual-analytical approach in 

some detail before applying it in the subsequent 

chapters 5–7. In more detail, this entails describ-

ing  the  relevant  preliminary  assumptions  and 

motivations informing how I approach the topic 

in chapter  4.1 before explicating the methodol-

ogy involved in chapter 4.2. In chapter 4.3, I in-

troduce the preliminary systematizations of the 

terms involved, i.e. of ‘knowledge’, ‘understand-

ing’ and ‘locality’. Chapter 4.4 outlines the basic dimensions constituting the framework, 

i.e. the dimensions of knowledge (chapter 4.4.1), of locality (chapter 4.4.2) and of re-

flexive understanding (chapter 4.4.3), as displayed in illustration 6.

These  dimensions  represent 

the basic reference categories 

that are fundamental at a later 

stage in chapter 7 when I elab-

orate  the  actual  overarching 

concepts  constituting  the 

framework  for  understanding 

local knowledge – i.e. the con-

cept  of  analyzing  knowledge 

(chapter  7.2),  the  concept  of 

analyzing locality (chapter  7.3) 

and the concept of reflexive understanding (chapter 7.4), as shown in illustration 7.

4.1 Motivation for the framework approach 
The literature review on local knowledge in chapter 2.1 led to the realization that in or-

der to develop and propose an alternative perspective on conceptualizing local knowl-

edge, the topic needs to be approached from an angle that qualitatively differs from 

previously chosen ones. I would need to abstain from simply asserting the obvious102 

and from suggesting yet another descriptive-enumerative account of what I consider lo-

102 The (too) simple (an) assertion being that local knowledge is e.g. “complex, variable, wise and (often) sustainable” 
(Antweiler 2004:1).
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cal knowledge to represent, ideally based on extended field studies of my own in local 

communities.

Instead of such a case-study-oriented and localized approach that has undeniably its 

own merits as the rich literature on case studies from all over the world demonstrates 

(cf. literature review in chap. 2.1), I opt for focusing on understanding the phenomenon 

on a more structural and generic level that would, as additional feature, allow for com-

parative research. I do this by striving to identify basic and universal dimensions that 

are expected to be valid as much as relevant for characterizing any local knowledge 

form in terms of its basic configuration; in a second step these dimensions are trans-

lated into concepts and arranged in a framework. Identifying an appropriate and theo-

retically  well-founded set  of  characteristics for  conceptualizing  the multifaceted and 

highly heterogeneous phenomenon of local knowledge therefore represents a crucial 

step in my approach. Importantly, however, in order to distinguish the approach from 

existing descriptive-enumerative assertions that tend to exude a great deal of confi-

dence and certitude as to what local knowledge in fact constitutes, I consider it para-

mount to integrate an additional critical layer. The function of this layer consists in al-

lowing to and guiding researchers and practitioners in taking one step back and criti-

cally reflecting on the inherent uncertainty related to gaining an understanding across 

epistemologies as well as on the influence of external and internal biases on the actual 

processes of perceiving, interpreting and, thus, understanding.

Such an approach focused on identifying fundamental dimensions is motivated in three 

respects: First, it builds on the literature on the development of methodological (mostly 

participatory) instruments for approaching complex issues in real-world scenarios.103 

There, it is proposed to invest as starting point in crystallizing shared characteristics 

and features, based on the argument that shared mental models are critical for mutual 

comprehension and cooperation across cultures. This characteristic – i.e. shared basic 

categories – is also paramount in striving to design the approach such that it allows for 

comparative research across academic disciplines, preparing the ground for more in-

clusive consideration of the phenomenon of local knowledge.

Second, and importantly, striving to identify basic dimensions reflects an influential un-

derlying idea, i.e. that there are in fact fundamental categories that apply regardless of 

all cultural relativism. With respect to local knowledge, this idea is in turn based on the 

103 This refers in the first place to approaches and tool boxes designed for investigating local livelihoods in the context 
of initiatives fostering e.g. development or environmental protection. Such tools are meant to provide information on 
how to incorporate knowledge, experience and choices of local communities in the planning and management of 
development initiatives (cf. e.g. Narayanasamy (2009)). They include well-known instruments such as e.g. Rapid 
Rural Appraisal (RRA) or Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) (cf. e.g. Chambers (1994); Campbell (2001), for a cri-
tique cf. e.g. Cornwall (2011); Richards (1995)).
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insight crystallized from a multitude of worldwide studies and stating that worldviews, 

i.e. conceptions on the structure and functioning of the world, exhibit salient cross-cul-

tural similarities. This position is also strongly advocated for by Antweiler who identifies 

their “shared claim to convey the order of a world”  (2008:85, translated from German 

by the author). Importantly, such a position – commonly subsumed under the notion of 

an ‘universalistic approach’ and often diametrically opposed to a pronounced construc-

tionist view of the world – is also an expression of a personal investment or positioning 

of mine in that it reflects my interest in cross-cultural parallels and similarities.104 How-

ever, the universalism I am interested in is moderate in character in that it strives for 

taking account and, to the greatest extent possible, integrate culturally relativistic posi-

tions, resulting in what could be called a “self-reflexive instead of dogmatic universal-

ism” (Antweiler 2008:72, translated from German by the author).

Third, integrating a critical layer for reflecting on how structural, organizational and per-

sonal constraints and biases shape the research process and outcome underlines the 

importance of being able to take a step back from one’s research and thus mitigate the 

risk of arriving at absolute statements across epistemologies – an attitude that is partic-

ularly problematic in local knowledge contexts, epistemologically and ethically.

Having said that,  I  expect  that  it  should be feasible to meaningfully embark on the 

quest to gaining an understanding of potentially any form of local knowledge by means 

of a set of basic dimensions specifying separately ‘knowledge’, ‘locality’ and ‘under-

standing’ and providing some guidance in critically reflecting on the inherent uncertainty 

of the understanding achieved. I postulate that this set of dimensions represents the 

general reference frame with the help of which any given local knowledge form can be 

studied in a generic and structured way that allows for a critical reflection.

4.2 Methodology
In order to identify the generic features that meaningfully describe and characterize the 

composite term of ‘understanding local knowledge’, I opt for conducting systematic and 

in-depth literature analyses for all three notions constituting the composite term, i.e. 

‘knowledge’,  ‘locality’ and ‘understanding’.  More precisely,  the procedure consists of 

three, at times overlapping steps and is as follows:

In a first step, I invest in a tentative systematization of the notions constituting the com-

posite notion of ‘understanding local knowledge’, i.e. ‘knowledge’, ‘locality’ and ‘under-

104 As such, this statement is to be understood as part of the ‘critical reflection’ upon one’s own personal investments 
and theoretical and topical inclinations that steer and shape research process and outcome, as discussed earlier in 
chapter 3.3 on ‘reflexive understanding’.
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standing’. To this end, I start with developing preliminary characterizations that sketch 

significant traits of these notions (cf. chapter 4.3). These preliminary notions serve two 

purposes: First, they provide me with a rudimentary idea of all three notions given their 

inherent complexity and the related, often multi-disciplinary debates in academia and 

applied research.  Second, they inform the remainder of the analysis in terms of the 

general direction the analysis should take. Thus, this first step consists in establishing a 

tentative systematization of the formative terms on the basis of limited knowledge. Nec-

essarily non-exhaustive and preliminary, this systematization is best seen as a first car-

tography of the terrain or – in more scientific terms – as an ‘inference to the best knowl-

edge’.105

In  a second step, next to validating and grounding this preliminary systematization in 

the literature, I focus on identifying and assembling what I consider representing mean-

ingful  additional traits characterizing each of  the three notions.  This  identification is 

based on systematic and extended literature analyses across multiple academic disci-

plines covering social and natural sciences (cf. chapters 5 and 6). Thereby, the initial 

tentative systematizations or  characteristics from chapter  4.3 serve as reference or 

starting point in the identification of salient, complimentary characteristics.

In this research, I denote such characteristics as  dimensions. ‘Dimensions’ describe 

and  frame  the  respective  notions  in  the  sense  of  ‘minimal  requirements’  that  are 

grounded in respective academic literature. In fact, for characteristics – be it the initial 

tentative ones from step 1 (cf. chapter 4.3) or the additionally identified ones during the 

literature analysis – to transform into dimensions, they need to founded in relevant aca-

demic literature. Grounding them this way ensures not only that the identification itself 

suffices scientific standards, but also contributes to promoting the uptake of insights 

across disciplinary boundaries.

For the literature reviews in chapters  5 and  6, I choose a multidisciplinary approach 

considering that I strive for integrating as many disciplinary perspectives as possible 

with the aim to open up the debate for cross-disciplinary exchange. Accordingly, for the 

notions of ‘knowledge’ and ‘understanding’, I consult salient literature from philosophy 

(chapter 5.2), sociology (chapter 5.3) and anthropology (chapter 5.4) to discuss differ-

ent disciplinary approaches and their  respective potential  for  adjusting and comple-

menting the preliminary systematization from chapter 4.3. For the notion of ‘locality’,  I 

consult a set of various academic disciplines and sub-disciplines given that the overar-

ching topic of ‘spatiality’ has been quite en vogue across academia in the last period. 
105 Notwithstanding a certain resemblance, this step does not represent ‘inductive reasoning’ in the classical sense, 

given that I do not aim at generalizing, but only at sketching a basic understanding.
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This includes salient literature from geography, history, ecology, area, cultural and de-

velopment studies and the various ethnosciences (i.e. ethnobiology, ethnobotany, eth-

nozoology, ethnopedology etc.) (chapters 6.3.1 – 6.3.6).106

As for the actual depth of the literature reviews, the respective investments correlate 

with the role these notions play in this research (in more detail cf. chapters 1.3.2): The 

main term ‘knowledge’ is allocated the most extensive literature analysis; the modifying 

term ‘locality’ still receives considerable consideration, given that it specifies the main 

term ‘knowledge’ along spatial categories. The term ‘understanding’, however, plays an 

auxiliary role in this research, resulting in it not receiving a separate literature analysis 

(cf. chapter 1.3.2). Instead, given the significant overlaps in the semantic fields of ‘un-

derstanding’ and ‘knowledge’, the literature on ‘knowledge’ serves the double purpose 

of also informing the basic dimensions characterizing ‘understanding’.107

In a third step, I aim at establishing a set of coherent dimensions describing the three 

terms. To do so, I analyze, revise and combine the identified characteristics – the pre-

liminary ones from step 1 (cf. chapter  4.3) and the additionally identified ones during 

the literature analyses (step 2, cf. chapters 5 and 6) – into a meaningful final set of di-

mensions, thoroughly grounded in the academic literature. In reality, a substantial part 

of this process already takes place during the literature review itself. Notwithstanding 

the sequential order implied, the characteristics turn into dimensions and are addition-

ally complemented and revised while analyzing the literature, i.e. in parallel to step 2. 

Thus, rather than consecutive actions, steps 2 and 3 occur in parallel and are closely 

intertwined. Accordingly, the act of ‘complementing’ covers a broad range of potential 

actions involving reviewing, validating, adding, rejecting and merging traits and charac-

teristics into a minimal sets salient dimensions. This entails a permanently re-iterated 

process of analysis consisting of looping back and forth between the literature and the 

dimensions already identified with the latter also influencing each other and steering 

the following steps in  designing the remaining ones etc.  The main technique used 

thereby could be compared to ‘theoretical sampling’ applied in doing grounded the-

ory108; there, ‘theoretical sampling’ implies that insights from initial data collection and 

analysis  inform and  guide  subsequent  data  collection  and  analysis  with  the actual 

106 However, given the dissimilar histories and development paths of academic disciplines, the actual bodies of litera-
ture on ‘knowledge’ and ‘locality’ genuinely differ in structure, size and quantity of meta-studies: The debate on 
‘knowledge’ – having originated eons ago in the context Greek philosophy – is by far more extensive, structured 
and self-reflexive than the academic debate on the rather recently re-discovered topic of ‘locality’. Correspondingly, 
the latter seems to lack thoroughly defined categories and a generally approved mode of discussing spatial issues. 
As a result, structural and categorical decisions are much more at the discretion of the respective author.

107 Given that the references informing the notion of ‘understanding’ were determined in the literature on ‘knowledge’, 
they are presented in a condensed form in the frame of chapter 5 on analyzing ‘knowledge’ (cf. chapter 5.3.5).

108 However, in contrast to this literature-based research, research subscribing to grounded theory builds on extensive 
sets of empirical data.
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grounded theory emerging over time through iterative and deeply intertwined cycles of 

data collection and analysis.

Illustration  8 shows  this  intertwined 

process. The main attention is attributed to 

the  process  of  identifying  and  distilling 

concluding sets of meaningful dimensions 

that characterize the three terms saliently. 

The  result  of  this  process  –  namely  the 

three sets of  dimensions for  ‘knowledge’, 

‘locality’  and  ‘understanding’  constituting 

the framework components – is outlined in 

chapter 4.4, notably before the actual liter-

ature reviews. I opt for listing these sets at 

this early point as I expect such a procedure to facilitate a step-by-step understanding 

of how the dimension sets came about. As such, one could say that chapter 4.4 antici-

pates the results of the literature analyses in chapters 5 and 6 in order to be able to 

structure  the  literature  reviews  such  that  the  abstraction  processes  are  maximally 

transparent to the reader.

In sum, it could be said that the sets of dimensions for ‘knowledge’, ‘locality’ and ‘un-

derstanding’ resulting from this process represent my personal investment in the sense 

of an ‘inference to the best explanation’ in a figurative sense, based on an initial heuris-

tic and on subsequent in-depth literature analyses. In fact, these dimensions crystal-

lized as the most plausible structuring elements and represent the framework compo-

nents with which the actual framework for understanding is construed in chapter 7.

Lastly, to increase the framework’s relevance as theoretical basis for potential future in-

struments for applied research, it seems appropriate to operationalize each of the di-

mensions of knowledge, locality and understanding introduced above by relating them 

to a corresponding fundamental question. These questions are expected to arise when 

one is confronted with an unfamiliar knowledge form and has to make sense of it in a 

way that portrays the specific local knowledge form in a structured, comprehensive and 

comprehensible manner.109 They represent the basic structuring questions one would 

109 The idea of linking the dimensions of knowledge, locality and understanding with corresponding fundamental ques-
tions in order to operationalize them and render them more graspable arose a couple of years ago during my re-
search stays in remote rural areas in developing countries. There, I found myself in need of practical orientation 
while at the same time realizing that any understanding that emerges is highly likely to be influenced and colored 
by a plethora of factors external to the local situation. In this situation, I came to understand that the only justifiable 
reaction to this indeterminacy was to remain in an inquiring attitude and never stop to ask questions, while at the 
same time continuing to critically reflect on one’s own cognitive processes. It is against the backdrop of this insight 
that I decided to complement the dimensions with related questions – questions that are based in and cross-
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need having answered to being able to orient oneself in an unknown territory while also 

remaining aware of potentially self-imported biases and constraints steering and shap-

ing the research or development initiative.

4.3 Tentative systematization of the terms constituting 
‘understanding local knowledge’

As outlined in chapter 4.2, this research starts out from a preliminary systematization of 

the terms involved in the notion of ‘understanding local knowledge’, i.e. ‘knowledge’. 

‘locality’ and ‘understanding’. These initial collections of traits that I expect to enter the 

notions’ eventual characterizations in one way or another are the following:

For ‘knowledge’, the initial inventory consists of five topical ideas110, namely:

1) aspect of knowing facts;
2) aspect of knowing processes and methods;
3) aspect of transmitting knowledge;
4) aspect of the knowledge’s provenance;
5) aspect of the knowledge’s legitimacy.

For ‘locality’, the initial inventory comprises three aspects that I consider characteristic 

to the extent that they need to be covered in the final set of dimensions, namely:

1) aspect of the physicality/materiality of the locality;
2) aspect of the influence of human actors on the locality;
3) aspect of the role of immaterial, imagined localities.

Lastly, for  ‘understanding’, I expect that the following two aspects somehow enter the 

eventual set of dimensions, namely:

1) aspect of the fragility and contingency of gaining an understanding;
2) aspect of disturbances of all sorts potentially distorting understanding.

4.4 Framework components: 16 dimensions of ‘under-
standing local knowledge’

Having outlined in preparatory chapters 4.1–4.3 the underlying motivation, methodolog-

ical considerations and first tentative systematizations of all three notions, chapter 4.4 

anticipates  the  concluding  sets  of  dimensions  for  the  three  notions.  As  described 

above, these concluding sets emerge from a) extended literature analyses (cf. chapters 

5 and 6) and b) a parallel integration of the dimensions resulting thereof with the tenta-

checked with the respective academic literature.
110 The topical ideas on ‘knowledge’ were gained in the course of a pilot study in 2011 preceding this research that 

dealt with the question of how local knowledge is transmitted in contemporary Switzerland (cf. chapter b of this 
project).
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tive systematization from chapter 4.3. As such, this chapter is an anticipation, intended 

to facilitate the understanding of how these sets of dimensions constituted.

Having said that, I eventually arrived at identifying a total of 16 dimensions to charac-

terize the process of ‘understanding local knowledge’ in a generic, structured and as 

comprehensive as practicable a way: With respect to the central term of ‘knowledge’ 

(chapter  4.4.1) I identified  eight dimensions, with respect to the modifying element of 

’local/’locality’ (chapter  4.4.2) I singled out five dimensions and, lastly, with respect to 

the auxiliary  notion  of  ‘understanding’ (chapter  4.4.3)  three generalized dimensions 

turned out to represent a meaningful minimal set. In the following, I briefly outline these 

three sets of dimensions.

4.4.1 Eight basic dimensions of ‘knowledge’
With respect to the topic of  ‘knowledge’, the eight basic dimensions identified are the 

following:

(1) epistemic dimension of knowledge;

(2) procedural dimension of knowledge;

(3) actor-related dimension of knowledge;

(4) dimension of the social organization of knowledge;

(5) contextual dimension of knowledge;

(6) ontological dimension of knowledge;

(7) legitimational dimension of knowledge;

(8) representational dimension of knowledge.

In the following, I briefly sketch them, coupling them with the respective guiding ques-

tion as described in the context of the methodology applied (cf. chapter 4.2):

(1) Epistemic dimension of knowledge:   What is being known (i.e. what knowl-

edge content/items, facts of the world)?

This question focuses on the propositional or epistemic dimension of the re-

spective knowledge form and relates to the very knowledge content,  i.e.  the 

facts and knowledge items. It includes what is – epistemologically speaking – 

being called  the ‘declarative  part’ of  the  knowledge body related to  specific 

propositional domains. It represents the dimension that is commonly covered in 

the vast majority of traditional approaches to local knowledge.

(2) Procedural dimension of knowledge  :   What skills are related and linked to the 

knowledge content?
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This question centers on the procedural dimension of knowledge and draws the 

attention to skills, procedures, techniques and methods linked to the epistemic 

dimension of knowledge. In my understanding this dimension also covers the 

notion of explicit and implicit knowledge.

(3) Actor-related dimension of knowledge:   Who knows it?

This question addresses the actor-related dimension and refers to the knowl-

edge holders themselves, situating them in the specific social context. I expect 

this dimension to include, among others, knowledge-related information on so-

cial roles and the related social structure, power relations as well as forms of 

decision-making processes.

(4) Dimension of the social  organization of knowledge:   How are social  pro-

cesses related to knowledge organized?

This question aims at the organizational dimension of the respective knowledge 

form and addresses the social processes and interactions shaping and charac-

terizing it. Presumably, these processes extend to issues such as e.g. knowl-

edge generation, acquisition and transmission.

(5) Contextual dimension of knowledge:   What is the broader cultural, social, po-

litical, environmental, economic and religious context in which the knowledge 

form in question is embedded?

This question concentrates on the contextual dimension of the knowledge form 

in question and explores how these embedding factors shape the knowledge 

form or are reflected in it. In my understanding, the embedding factors include 

the natural environment as well as (often closely related) cultural, social, reli-

gious, economic and political ways of social organization.

(6) Ontological dimension of knowledge:   What are the knowledge sources?

This question focuses on the ontological dimension of the respective knowledge 

form and  examines  the  actual  sources  of  knowledge.  It  inquires  where  the 

knowledge form involved has originated, thereby adopting an emic perspective 

to the greatest extent possible, i.e. exploring this question from the perspective 

and understanding of the knowledge holders.

(7) Legitimational dimension of knowledge:   How is the knowledge legitimized?

This question addresses the legitimational dimension of the respective knowl-

edge form and centers on its justificatory foundation, tracing its legitimational 

116



status as proclaimed by the respective knowledge holders. Supposedly, this di-

mension includes information about the epistemological justification of the spe-

cific knowledge form as well as criteria for its validity.

(8) Representational dimension of knowledge:   In which media and forms is the 

knowledge represented?

This question centers on the ways and modes how the knowledge form in ques-

tion is represented in the respective cultural context. I expect that these repre-

sentations include a range of diverse visual and auditive forms of representation 

and even potentially extend to rituals and performances.

4.4.2 Five modifying dimensions of ‘locality’
With respect to locality, the overarching question in this research addresses the ways 

in which a specific locality influences the knowledge body of the people present there 

or moving through the area, or, to phrase the issue the other way round, how a specific 

locality is reflected and expressed in a given local knowledge form. With this modifying 

function of locality in mind, I distilled in the course of the literature review on ‘locality’  

and the overarching topic of ‘spatiality’ a total of five basic dimensions of locality that in 

my understanding describe the relevant and generic characteristics of a given locality 

(cf. chapter 4.2 for the methodology applied). Consequently, I expect them to saliently 

describe the influences of a given locality on the local knowledge form in place.

The five dimensions are the following111:

(9) physical-material dimension of locality;

(10) actor dimension of locality;

(11) network dimension of locality;

(12) influx/response dimension of locality;

(13) relevance dimension of locality (functional-symbolical).

In the following, I briefly sketch these five dimensions, again coupling them with the re-

spective guiding questions as for the dimensions of knowledge in chapter 4.4.1:

(9) Physical-material dimension of locality:   What are the physical, material and 

resource-related characteristics of the locality in question?

This question describes space in its basic material quality and condition. It in-

cludes a broad variety of data on material-physical properties including e.g. the 

111 In view of developing a single framework that is expected to integrate the aspects of ‘knowledge, ‘locality’ and ‘un-
derstanding’, I opted for numbering the dimensions consequentially, i.e. dimensions 1-8 are dimensions of knowl-
edge, dimensions 9-13 concern dimensions of locality and dimensions 14-16 discuss dimensions of understanding.
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material location, sunshine and precipitation levels, soil type and quality, vege-

tation zone and related flora/fauna, types of natural resources available etc.

(10) Actor  dimension of  locality:   What  kind  of  living  actors  (humans,  animals, 

plants etc.) and non-living actors (artifacts of all types, structures, objects, sto-

ries, practices, ideas etc.)112 are characteristic for the respective locality and 

constitute its basic configuration? Are these actors physically present in the lo-

cality in question, do they move through it or do the encounters take place on 

an imaginary/virtual plane?

This question covers the influencing actors that characterize and shape locali-

ties. This includes both living and non-living entities that spend time in the local-

ity in question, shaping it accordingly and constituting what could be called the 

local (more or less stable) configuration of living and non-living actors. More-

over, it also encompasses the more migratory type of actors that move through 

a given locality and influence it while doing so (such as migratory workers for 

‘living actors’ or monthly recurring markets for ‘non-living actors’). Lastly, in view 

of modern means of communication – in the first place the internet – this dimen-

sion also covers whether these interactions necessarily involve the co-presence 

of all parties involved or whether the interactions take place on virtual or imagi-

nary levels, mediated by technological devices that no longer require real, phys-

ical co-presence in a specific locality.

(11) Network dimension of locality:   How is the locality in question interconnected 

with other localities and what are the characteristics of this network?

This question aims at gaining an understanding of the network aspect of locality 

and studies the interconnectedness between localities as well as the character-

istics of this network.

(12) Influx/response dimension of locality:   What kind of influencing factors from 

the outside – living actors (humans/animals/plants etc.) as much as non-living 

actors (objects/stories/ideas/practices etc.) – enter the locality in question (=in-

flux) and what is the locality’s reaction to the influencing factors (=response)? 

Are the reactions rather receptive or defensive and does the language usage 

112 Although the actor dimension bears resemblance to Bruno Latour’s notion of ‘actants’, which equally denotes hu-
man and non-human actors (1994, 1996), it was not inspired by his contribution nor do I commit to it or its implica-
tions. Rather, integrating the entity of non-living actors and relating them to the living ones in one single dimension 
represents one of the fundamental initial decisions of mine. It is motivated by the often observed tendency of re-
searchers and development practitioners to exclusively attribute a steering influence to humans or, at the utmost, 
animals or plants, overlooking the paramount influence inanimate objects, stories, practices and ideas can exert 
(e.g. mobile devices or the omnipresent debate on terrorism).

118



show signs of double-accentedness indicating acts of resistance to power hier-

archies and structures113?

This question centers on the response of a given locality to the influencing fac-

tors/actors (living and non-living ones) entering from the outside. This aspect is 

especially important in view of the contemporary, ever-increasing levels of mo-

bility and globalization: While contact and exchange among local communities 

has always been existent and formative, the quantity and diversity of influencing 

factors meeting and shaping a given locality has reached unprecedented levels. 

Consequently, this question inquires whether the response is of an integrating, 

accommodating nature – potentially leading to acceptance and adaptation and 

resulting in higher levels of interconnectedness, mixture and hybridity – or of a 

rather defensive, preservative nature – potentially resulting in rejection and frag-

mentation.  With  respect  to  the  local  language  usage  it  additionally  studies 

(where feasible) whether there are incidents of double-accentedness in the lan-

guage usage – i.e. ruptures counter-marking the officially told version – pointing 

to tensions in the local power structure.

(13) Relevance dimension of locality (functional-symbolical):   What kind of dif-

ferent functions does a given locality embody for the different actors in it (‘func-

tional’) and what different symbolic meanings are attributed to the location in 

question (‘symbolical’)?

Given the multivalent  nature  of  localities  this  question  addresses the broad 

spectrum of relevance-related characteristics that render a given locality signifi-

cant in the eyes of the inhabitants or of the people moving through it. This rele-

vance extends to both functional and symbolic aspects: In terms of a pragmatic 

approach, it encompasses on the one hand the range of actualized functions a 

locality embodies for the variety of actors present in it or moving through it. On 

the other hand and complementing this utilitarian perspective, the relevance di-

mension also takes account of the symbolic meanings and layers that different 

actors attribute to a given locality, including the various identities ascribed to lo-

calities.  Concerning a distinction between functional and symbolic relevance, 

there is no clear-cut line to orient oneself nor is there any absolute position from 

which to objectively assess said demarcation line: Certain elements that char-

acterize a given locality might have specific functions while at the same time 

113 ‘Double-accentedness’ is a concept introduced by Russian scholar Mikhail Bakhtin and points to the potential of 
oral or written communication to contain two generally conflicting styles, belief systems or social languages with the 
purpose of the second layer offering resistance to power hierarchies and structures. Cf. in detail in chapter 6.3.6 on 
‘hybridity’.
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also serving symbolic purposes. Other elements might just be functional in and 

of themselves without addressing any symbolic aspects whereas others might 

just focus on the symbolic plane without pursuing any function in the material 

world, at least no readily apparent ones.

4.4.3 Three generalized dimensions of ‘understanding’
In the process of establishing and detailing the dimensions of knowledge and locality a 

third, qualitatively different and complementing perspective emerged that needed to be 

taken into consideration and integrated when striving to grasp the complex phenome-

non of  understanding local  knowledge as comprehensively  as possible.  Taking one 

step back, this perspective is primarily related to the process of actually understanding 

local knowledge in the sense of an empirical activity. It denotes the processes of per-

ceiving, pre-structuring, processing, contextualizing and interpreting unfamiliar impres-

sions and information against the backdrop of one’s assumptions, preconceptions and 

biases stemming mainly from one’s social background, professional training and life ex-

perience.

Given the ‘mediating’ role of  understanding –  mediating between the person coming 

into contact with local knowledge and local knowledge itself – I opt for calling this meta-

level ‘reflexive understanding’. For convenience and simplicity reasons, it is in the fol-

lowing mostly abbreviated to ‘understanding’ whereby the reflexive character is always 

assumed (cf. chapter 1.3.2).

Moreover, due to the scope of this research, the actual literature analysis of ‘under-

standing’ is more limited than those on ‘knowledge’ and ‘locality’ (cf. chapter 1.3.2).114 

Instead of a separate review on ‘understanding’, I resort to the literature on ‘knowledge’ 

(chapter 5) for identifying a set of fundamental and generic dimensions that I expect to 

apply to all cases or situations. In my view, turning to ‘knowledge’ for enlightening ‘un-

derstanding’ seems justified given the semantic closeness of ‘knowledge’ and ‘under-

standing’, the overlappings resulting thereof and the overall role of ‘understanding’ in 

this project.

In this  respect,  the meta-dimensions of  understanding remain in  a somewhat more 

sketched state that is, however, by no means indicative of their relevance, but rather 

contingent on what can be explored in the scope of this research. The alternative route 

of omitting the dimension of ‘reflexive understanding’ altogether in view of this limitation 

114 As outlining the debate is therefore beyond the scope of this research, I confine myself to pointing to some more 
recent publications providing an overview on the elusive topic of ‘understanding’. They include e.g. Baumberger et 
al. (2016), Grimm et al. (2016), Hofer (2008) and Khalifa (2017).
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was however no option as it would have jeopardized the overarching undertaking to 

conceptualize ‘understanding local knowledge’ as broadly as possible.

With this particular approach to ‘reflexive understanding’ in mind, I propose a total of 

three generic dimensions that in my view should detail the fundamental characteristics 

of any given perceptional and interpretational situation. Thereupon, I expect that these 

three dimensions saliently  and generically  describe potential  influences guiding the 

knowledge process of a researcher or practitioner who finds him-/herself in an unfamil-

iar context of which he/she needs to make sense of, while also providing for a critical 

reflection on his/her cognitive processes.

The three meta-level dimensions of ‘reflexive understanding’ are the following115:

(14) dimension of the uncertainty of gaining an adequate understanding;

(15) dimension of structural and organizational constraints influencing understand-
ing;

(16) dimension of personal biases influencing understanding.

In the following, I briefly sketch these three dimensions, coupling them with the respec-

tive guiding question as for ‘knowledge’ and ‘locality’.

(14) Dimension  of  the  uncertainty  of  gaining  an  adequate  understanding:   
Does the research or development initiative in question show any awareness of 

the inherent uncertainty related to attempting to understand unfamiliar knowl-

edge environments? Is there an awareness of the epistemological complexity of 

the undertaking and the possibility of failing to reach an adequate understand-

ing?116

This question aims at the inevitable core challenge involved in attempting to un-

derstand local knowledge forms, namely the fundamental uncertainty related to 

the processes of gaining a robust understanding across epistemologies. It ex-

plores to what extent the actors involved are aware of and reflect on the provi-

sional status of their knowledge and account of the possibility of potentially mis-

interpreting the local context.

(15) Dimension of structural and organizational constraints influencing under  -  
standing: Are there any biases resulting from external factors such as struc-

115 In parallel to ‘locality’, I opt for consecutively numbering the dimensions of understanding in view of the overall 
framework, cf. footnote 111.

116 As mentioned earlier (cf. footnote 99), this project’s focus on challenges related to cross-epistemological under-
standing does not imply that the above mentioned fundamental uncertainty is absent in communications that do not 
require cross epistemological bridging.
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tural and organizational constraints and if so, what are they and how can their 

influence be assessed in the overall picture?

This question acknowledges the potentially crucial influence of external factors 

on one’s process of understanding. It explores and analyzes what kind of exter-

nal factors can be identified that can be assumed to bear an influence on how 

the topic at hand is addressed and approached. In this research, ‘external fac-

tors’ relates to biases resulting from structural and organizational settings under 

which research or development projects are initiated and carried out. Examples 

for  structural constraints primarily result from political, cultural or religious set-

tings and relate to factors such as e.g. age, race, sex or religion. Examples for 

organizational constraints on the other hand include basic organizational config-

urations such as e.g. an organization’s basic ‘raison d’être’117, its mission state-

ments and guidelines, the set of theories and methodologies commonly applied, 

strategic donor interests as well as a specific self-perception as actor in the re-

spective field.

(16) Dimension of personal biases influencing understanding:   Are there any bi-

ases resulting from factors internal to the subject involved in the research or de-

velopment project and if so, what are they and how can their influence be as-

sessed in the overall picture?

This question draws the attention to another type of influencing factors. They 

are located internal to the individuals involved in the research or development 

project and potentially bear a significant influence on the setting, course and 

outcome of such endeavors. Examples of internal biases include mostly uncon-

scious assumptions, preconceptions and valuations that stem from one’s own 

personal  background and were instilled  in  the  course of  one’s  socialization, 

schooling and professional training.

117 For academia, this extends to ‘understanding the world’ by arriving at new insights; development cooperation, in 
turn, is generally more concerned with ‘changing the world’ by implementing targeted interventions.
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4.4.4 Summary
In light of the above considerations, I propose to orga-

nize the field of ‘understanding local knowledge’ for the 

purpose of this research along 16 dimensions – a set 

of eight dimensions for ‘knowledge’, five modifying di-

mensions  for  ‘locality’ and  three  generalized  dimen-

sions for ‘reflexive understanding’, as displayed in il-

lustration 9.

123

Illustration 9: Overview on the
framework dimensions



5 Multi-perspective analyses of ‘knowledge’ and 
‘understanding’

We live in a sea of assertions and
little if any of our knowledge

would exist without it.

Lipton  (1998:1)

There is no doubt that knowledge is a highly heterogeneous phenomenon; correspond-

ingly, there is no single, agreed upon definition of knowledge presently known or any 

prospect of one, but only numerous competing theories stemming from different lines of 

thoughts or academic disciplines (cf. e.g. Constantinescu (2012); Keselvic (2013)). The 

central notion of this research – local knowledge – only increases this complexity given 

the numerous ideas about what constitutes and legitimizes knowledge between differ-

ent societies, communities or ethnic groups. In view of this starting position, I consider 

it  most promising to invest in reflecting on the culturally formative, yet often uncon-

sciously adopted Western or scientific conceptions of ‘knowledge’.

The reason for choosing this approach is the assumption that realizing one's own con-

ceptual pre-conditioning is indispensable when asking how other traditions of knowl-

edge are structured and potentially  differ  from one's own. In  this  respect  I  transfer 

Antweiler's general statement on anthropology and its position towards the 'alien' of 

other cultures (2008:79) to the case of local knowledge. Against this backdrop I posit 

that the 'alien' or 'exotic' and the familiar should be understood in their coherence and 

not separately: What is alien is in the first place not a characteristic of the object in 

question itself, but of its relationship with the familiar. Such a 'double approach' estab-

lishes a ground on which I  show that  the different ways how people construe their 

worlds by constituting, authorizing and validating their  knowledge can be structured 

and pictured conceptually and categorially and, eventually, be combined in an overar-

ching framework.

In view of this, chapter 5 invests in describing the different disciplinary approaches to 

‘knowledge’, the focal notion in ‘understanding local knowledge’ (cf. chapter 1.3.2). The 

insights gained from these disciplinary  approaches serve to provide the theoretical 

foundation informing a set of dimensions that are designed such that they meaningfully 

and generically  characterize  ‘knowledge’.  These dimensions of  knowledge – antici-

pated in chapter 4.4.1 for ease of understanding, but elaborated in the proper sense in 

the following sub-chapters 5.2–5.4 – later serve in chapter 7 as building blocks for the 
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development of the corresponding concepts and the eventual framework for ‘under-

standing local knowledge’.

However,  importantly,  given the semantic  overlap between ‘knowledge’ and ‘under-

standing’ described earlier (cf. chapter 1.3.2), the literature in chapter 5 is not only ana-

lyzed with respect to ‘knowledge’, but also in terms of simultaneously informing the no-

tion  of  ‘understanding’,  another  building block  of  the  notion  of  ‘understanding local 

knowledge’.118 Insofar, one could say that ‘understanding’ has no individual literature 

analysis, but is informed by the literature selected for the main term ‘knowledge’.

Such an analytical approach to the issue at hand is also intended to counter existing 

tendencies such as the focus on exploring particular local knowledge forms or specific 

ecological functions, with a simultaneous absence of theoretical and conceptual contri-

butions exploring the topic broadly and analytically (cf. chapter 2.1). I intend to contrib-

ute to countering this situation by taking the above described step back and by focus-

ing on the concept of  knowledge itself. I aim at exploring it from disciplinary perspec-

tives complementing those usually put forward in the debate on local knowledge.119 

This explains why, for the larger part of chapter  5, I turn to theoretical contributions 

from philosophy and sociology before complementing them with anthropological ap-

proaches to knowledge.

Against the backdrop of these functions, chapter 5 is divided into five sub-chapters and 

has the following structure: In 5.1, I outline the methodology applied, including the way 

how this chapter additionally tackles the analysis of the auxiliary notion of ‘understand-

ing’.  The remaining sub-chapters are dedicated to the multi-perspective analysis  of 

‘knowledge’ and – to a lesser extent – ‘understanding’: Chapter  5.2 sets out with  the 

philosophical contributions, followed by the sociological ones in chapter  5.3 and con-

cluded by the anthropological ones in chapter 5.4. All sub-chapters close with describ-

ing how the literature discussed contributes to informing the sets of the dimensions of 

knowledge and understanding (cf. chapters 4.4.1 and 4.4.3). Finally, chapter 5.5 closes 

with summaries illustrating the conceptual insights into ‘knowledge’ and ‘understanding’ 

gained from the three disciplines.

5.1 On the method
In view of paving the way for the interdisciplinary literature analyses in chapters 5.2–

5.4, I start in chapter 5.1 by describing some methodological aspects, namely first the 

118 Complementing the picture, chapter 6 focuses on characterizing the second component, namely the auxiliary no-
tion of ‘locality’, by means of an interdisciplinary literature review.

119 Undisputedly, anthropology is considered to be the home discipline of this debate.
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general intention underlying the selection of literature on ‘knowledge’ from philosophy, 

sociology and anthropology (chapter 5.1.1).120 The following chapter 5.1.2 outlines how 

the in-depth literature analysis on knowledge simultaneously serves to inform the auxil-

iary notion of understanding. In a third step, I discuss the expectations towards the in-

terdisciplinary literature body (chapter 5.1.3) in terms of grounding and informing the di-

mensions of knowledge (chapter 4.4.1) as well as, to a lesser degree, those of under-

standing (chapter 4.4.3).

5.1.1 On the interdisciplinary literature selection for ‘knowledge’
The selection of the specific theoretical approaches from the vast body of literature on 

knowledge available is informed and guided by the basic intention of this research: In-

stead of providing disciplinary contributions from e.g. the ethnosciences, sociology of 

knowledge,  epistemology  or  cognitive  anthropology,  I  intend  to  move  beyond  dis-

cussing the legitimate and productive controversies aiming at contributing to furthering 

the disciplinary development.  In  other  words,  in  lieu of  the controversies I  look  for 

shared or complementing perspectives. In doing so, I in no way intend to advocate one 

discipline over another; to the contrary, every discipline offers another welcome – if not 

even much-needed – perspective on the multi-layered and complex topic of knowledge.

With this in mind, the reason for this research’s specific literature selection lies in the 

very objective of the framework: Given that its purpose consists in providing systematic 

guidance in the form of a categorial and generic framework approach to the phenome-

non of local knowledge that allows for comparative studies, I chose the contributions 

according to whether they approach the topic from a conceptual-analytical perspective 

and provide systematic insights into the topic. The fact that so far local knowledge has 

often been dealt with in an enumerative-descriptive manner inspired me to opt for a 

somewhat different path. This entailed resorting to theories that at first sight might not 

be obviously associated with the debate on local knowledge, but are productive with re-

spect to providing elements to understanding the phenomenon of knowledge from a 

novel perspective.

The approach chosen is interdisciplinary in the sense that it investigates local knowl-

edge on the background of the wider topic of knowledge as such. It builds on extensive 

studies on knowledge carried  out  in  disciplines in  which the specific  topic  of  'local 

knowledge' is no subject of discussion (as in the case of philosophy and sociology) or 

where it is discussed in the frame of a specific, already well-established debate that 

120 The notion of ‘understanding’ only played a minor role in selecting the literature on ‘knowledge’ for this research, 
which is why it is not referred to at this point.
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might benefit from some expansion and complementation (as in the case of anthropol-

ogy).

This multidisciplinary collection of perspectives can at the same time be challenging in 

that it involves differing disciplinary traditions in terms of how topics and issues are dis-

cussed – traditions that inform and form the various debates themselves, resulting in 

somewhat diverse ways of approaching and structuring said debate. This, in turn, ren-

ders the comparison of bodies of debate in different academic disciplines more chal-

lenging.121 For the discussion on ‘knowledge’, the specific situation in terms of disci-

plinary characteristics is as follows:

Philosophy, for one, generally structures the long-established and prestigious debate 

along thematic key topics (e.g. justice, will, ideology or, for that matter, knowledge) that 

are controversially debated by a range of scholars with, however, comparably little fo-

cus on the authors themselves. In contrast, the majority of research in sociology and 

anthropology centers around influential  scholars and their  topical contributions. This 

does not imply that debates on key topics do not occur; it only implies that such de-

bates are commonly more closely linked and discussed with reference to their creators. 

This general tendency is also reflected in chapters 5.2–5.4 outlining the philosophical, 

sociological and anthropological foundations of knowledge: While chapter  5.2 on the 

philosophical foundations is sub-divided along three renowned and widely debated dis-

cussion strands detailing the topic of knowledge, chapters 5.3 and 5.4 on sociology and 

anthropology focus on a number of exemplary scholars whose contributions are crucial 

with respect to both ‘knowledge’ and ‘local knowledge’, with the latter being the actual 

focus of this research.

As for  sociology, it might come as a bit of a surprise that the debate on 'sociology of 

knowledge' – generally said to have culminated in Berger and Luckmann's publication 

“The social construction of reality: a treatise in the sociology of knowledge”  (1966) – 

does not play a more prominent role in this research. The reason for this is that said 

flagship publication does not focus on the analysis of knowledge itself; rather, it centers 

on the question of how social order arises and how people's knowledge, i.e. what they 

take for reality, becomes ingrained in the institutional fabric of society. The perspective 

is therefore a procedural one and centers on issues such as habitualization, typifica-

tion, institutionalization and internalization as well as their role in the social construction 

of reality. In contrast to this, the literature review in chapter  5 examines the topic of 

knowledge itself and adopts a conceptual-analytical perspective by centering on cate-

121 I consider this to represent no problem in itself, given disciplinary traditions and potential deviations resulting 
thereof are adequately addressed and properly taken into account in the analysis.
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gories and structural elements characterizing knowledge itself rather than on societal 

processes related to knowledge.

In the anthropological literature, for all its richness in case studies on specific instances 

of local (or, for that matter, traditional, indigenous etc.) knowledge all over the world, 

most studies restrict themselves to descriptively outlining a given local knowledge form 

in great detail, resulting in a treasure of anthropological studies on specific knowledge 

instances. Interestingly, from an interdisciplinary perspective, notwithstanding anthro-

pology being the home discipline of the debate on local knowledge, it  does, on the 

overall, not seem to significantly invest in developing a theoretical approach to the topic 

that  strives  for  a  conceptual-analytical  clarity.  Accordingly,  only  few anthropological 

publications on ‘knowledge’ address the issue of local knowledge detached from spe-

cific case studies or instances of local knowledge.

5.1.2 Integrating the aspect of ‘understanding’ into the equation
As mentioned earlier, this chapter has the additional function of providing the theoreti-

cal underpinning for conceptual-analytically describing ‘understanding’ – and thus for 

grounding and informing the third notion’s  set  of  dimensions in  the interdisciplinary 

body of literature on ‘knowledge’. I consider recurring to the literature on ‘knowledge’ to 

represent a justifiable step for describing ‘understanding’, given the semantic proximity 

of the two terms and topical similarities in the two academic debates. As a result, the 

dimensions of understanding remain on a somewhat more sketched level compared to 

those characterizing ‘knowledge’ and ‘locality’. Moreover, not all literature selected for 

this project lends itself to such a translation; more specifically only a number of publica-

tions from sociology and anthropology contribute to characterizing ‘understanding’.122 

The insights from these two disciplines are condensed in individual summaries con-

cluding the  disciplinary chapters 5.2–5.4, next to being illustrated in an overview in 

chapter 5.5.

5.1.3 Expectations toward informing the dimensions of ‘knowledge’
In terms of rooting the notion of ‘knowledge’ in the literature, I expect that the in-depth 

literature analysis on ‘knowledge’ serves to theoretically inform all the eight dimensions 

described in chapter 4.4.1 – namely the (1) epistemic dimension, the (2) procedural di-

mension, the (3) actor-related dimension, the (4) dimension of the social organization, 

the (5) contextual dimension, the (6) ontological dimension, the (7) legitimational di-

122 By implication, the philosophical contributions do not contribute to informing the dimensions of understanding at all 
(cf. chapter 5.1.3).
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mension and the (8) representational dimension.  In other words: The different disci-

plines – philosophy, sociology and anthropology – are expected to contribute in com-

plementing ways to grounding the dimensions of knowledge.

With respect to the philosophical foundations in chapter 5.2, I turn to epistemology and 

explore the basics of what came to be today's scientific concept of knowledge, given 

that our reasoning on and understanding of knowledge is up to date crucially shaped 

by the philosophical deliberations since Greek times. In terms of the basic dimensions 

outlined above, I expect that epistemology provides structural insights into the following 

four dimensions of knowledge: the (1) epistemic dimension, the (2) procedural dimen-

sion, the (6) ontological dimension and the (7) legitimational dimension123.

In a second step, given that thinking about knowledge from an individualistic perspec-

tive only represents one possible approach to illuminating the topic, I outline sociologi-

cal  approaches to the issue (chapter  5.3).  These take into account  that  knowledge 

emerges in social contexts and is intrinsically socially construed, rendering this second 

approach to knowledge complimentary to the philosophical, which concentrates on the 

analysis of the nature of knowledge and its relations to notions such as belief, truth and 

justification. In terms of the basic dimensions discussed above, I assume that sociologi-

cal theory contributes greatly to elucidating ‘knowledge’. For ‘knowledge’, I expect it to 

concern the (1) epistemic dimension, the (3) actor-related dimension, the (4) dimension 

of social organization, the (5) contextual dimension, the (7) legitimational dimension 

and the (8) representational dimension. 

In a third step I turn to anthropological theories to complement the picture with the cul-

tural dimension shaping knowledge forms (chapter  5.4). Theories from this discipline 

stress that the very nature and epistemic content of knowledge and its social rooted-

ness are situated in and embodied into a specific cultural context that characterizes it 

decisively. In terms of the dimensions outlined above, I expect that anthropology gives 

insight into a wide array of dimensions of knowledge, including the (1) epistemic dimen-

sion, the (2) procedural dimension, the (3) actor-related dimension, the (4) dimension 

of the social organization, the (5) contextual dimension, the (7) legitimational dimension 

and the (8) representational dimension. 

123 The numbering of the dimensions is based on the listing outlined in chapter 4.4.
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5.1.4 Expectations toward informing the dimensions of 
‘understanding’

Due to the topical and semantic closeness, I expect that a considerable part of the liter-

ature selected for ‘knowledge’ furnishes the material to inform the three dimensions of 

understanding anticipatorily sketched in chapter 4.4.3 – namely the (14) dimension of 

the uncertainty of gaining an adequate understanding, the (15) dimension of structural 

and organizational constraints influencing understanding and the (16) dimension of per-

sonal biases influencing understanding.

With respect to philosophy, I anticipate no contributions to ‘understanding’ from the lit-

erature on ‘knowledge’. This results primarily from the philosophical literature selected 

for this research mainly elaborating on the structure and the nature of knowledge and 

muss less on the ways in which knowledge is processed and interpreted – aspects that 

are, however, paramount for grounding ‘understanding’ as conceptualized here in the 

theoretical literature.

In contrast, I expect the sociological literature on ‘knowledge’ to substantially inform the 

notion of ‘understanding’ given its explicit focus on social interaction and interpretation. 

In this light, I anticipate that all three dimensions – (14) dimension of the uncertainty of 

gaining an adequate understanding, the (15) dimension of organizational constraints in-

fluencing understanding and the (16) dimension of personal biases influencing under-

standing – are informed and grounded in the literature on ‘knowledge’.

A similar situation applies to the contributions from anthropology where I assume that 

two dimensions of understanding are addressed by the literature selected for this re-

search, namely the (14) dimension of the uncertainty of gaining an adequate under-

standing and the (15) dimension of organizational constraints influencing ‘understand-

ing.

5.2 Philosophical foundations
The following chapters 5.2.1–5.2.3 describe a number of basic characteristic aspects of 

the knowledge debate in philosophy. However, I thereby do not aspire at providing a 

comprehensive overview on the discourse or discuss its multitudinous ramifications, ar-

guments and counterarguments in detail. Rather, I focus on certain early developments 

of the debate and, more specifically, on a number of fundamental typological epistemo-

logical  aspects that  seem promising with respect  to enlightening some of  the eight 

knowledge dimensions central to this research (cf. chapter 4.4.1).
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With this in mind, I discuss in the following three specific aspects from the philosophical 

literature:  First,  the classification of knowledge in different knowledge types with re-

spect to the different areas they are concerned with, second the distinction of a number 

of theories of truth, justifying in diverse ways the very knowledge content, and third, the 

classification of knowledge in terms of the sources the respective knowledge is derived 

from. The reason for this selection is based on the expectation that these contributions 

might ideally contribute to informing the dimension of ‘knowledge’ (cf. chapter 4.4.1) in 

that they represent building blocks crucial for gaining a structural idea about a given 

knowledge form, its content, origin and sources. More precisely, I anticipate them to in-

form four of the knowledge dimensions, namely the (1) epistemic dimension, the (2) 

procedural dimension, the (6) ontological dimensions and the (7) legitimational dimen-

sion.

Against  this  backdrop,  I  first describe  different  types  of  knowledge  –  propositional 

knowledge and procedural/practical knowledge (chapter 5.2.1). More specifically, in the 

context  of  propositional  knowledge,  I  briefly  outline the so-called justified-true-belief 

(JTB)-account, the related Gettier problem as well as subsequent approaches to the 

justification  problem.  When  sketching  procedural/practical  knowledge,  I  also  touch 

upon the concept of tacit knowledge proposed by Polanyi, as it plays a crucial role with 

respect to local knowledge. In a second step, I touch upon the interconnection between 

knowledge and truth (chapter  5.2.2). More precisely, I sketch different approaches to 

the validation of knowledge, commonly referred to as theories or criteria of truth and 

concentrate on those I consider relevant in view of the topic of knowledge. They in-

clude the three theories commonly called 'neoclassical theories of truth', i.e. correspon-

dence theory, coherence theory and consensus theory. In a third and last step, I dis-

cuss another epistemological perspective crucial for analytically comprehending knowl-

edge, i.e. the classification of knowledge in terms of its sources (namely perception, 

reason, introspection, intuition, memory and testimony) (cf. chapter 5.2.3).

Eventually, reflecting on the contributions of the philosophical theories to grounding and 

informing the knowledge dimensions, I summarize in concluding chapter  5.2.4 the in-

sights from this discipline and condense how they contribute to informing the dimen-

sions of knowledge124 identified earlier (chapter 4.4.1).

124 As detailed in chapter 5.1.4, the philosophical contributions only elaborate on ‘knowledge’ and do not contribute to 
informing the term ‘understanding’.
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5.2.1 Types of knowledge
In epistemology, a number of knowledge types are commonly debated, the main two of 

which I discuss in more detail in the following: propositional knowledge (‘knowledge-

that’,  chapter  5.2.1.1) and procedural knowledge (‘knowledge-how’, chapter  5.2.1.2). 

Subsequent chapter 5.2.1.3 summarizes the main characteristics of the two knowledge 

types and describes how they inform some of the dimensions of knowledge determined 

earlier (chapter 4.4.1).

5.2.1.1 Propositional knowledge
Most of the vast research body on epistemology from the ancient Greeks to the present 

is concerned with  propositional knowledge.  Notwithstanding the accompanying vivid 

and  controversial  discussion,  it  is  widely  acknowledged  that  this  knowledge  type, 

sometimes also referred to as declarative knowledge or ‘knowledge-that’, is knowledge 

that something is the case. As outlined by e.g. Audi (1998) or Steup (2012), this knowl-

edge type, defined as factual information, represents the part of knowledge that de-

scribes how things are, i.e. facts or states of affairs such as ‘whales are mammals’, ‘C 

is the third letter of the alphabet’, ‘Moscow is the capital of Russia’ or ‘stars are the root 

cause of  all  natural  light  on earth’.  Statements  of  propositional  knowledge  are  ex-

pressed by declarative sentences and may be true or false; they need not actually ex-

press a true fact, as i.e. in the example of ‘3+3=8’, which still counts a proposition (al-

beit a false one). Propositional knowledge is conscious, and it can often be verbalized.

With epistemology being one of the core areas of philosophy (Knoblauch 2005:15) and 

with it being primarily concerned with ‘knowledge-that’ (Truncellito 2007), the concept 

of propositional knowledge has a long-standing tradition in the philosophical discourse 

during which it remained relatively uncontested for quite a long period. The so-called 

tripartite definition of knowledge at the core of the traditional analysis of propositional 

knowledge can be traced back to Plato's “Theaetetus” (from approx. 400 BCE) and 

Kant's “Critique of Pure Reason” (1908) (originally from 1781) (Bernecker and Dretske 

2000a). It specifies the three criteria a statement must meet in order to be considered 

as knowledge: It  must be (1) believed, (2) true and (3) justified, resulting in the so-

called JTB-account. In other words, knowledge is considered to be a kind of (1) belief, 

(2) this belief is of something true, and (3) one must have a valid reason for holding it. 

Historically, the majority of epistemological theories were concerned with studying each 

of these conditions and their interrelationship (for an overview on the debates cf. Steup 

(2012); Truncellito (2007)). This definition of knowledge was widely accepted for a long 

period until 1963 when it was challenged by a short, but ground-breaking paper by Ed-
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mund Gettier  (1963) entitled “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?”. In this publication, 

Gettier describes supposed counterexamples by illustrating two examples for which all 

three conditions are fulfilled, yet one would not attribute knowledge to the people in-

volved,  as  the  respective  beliefs  resulted  from  wrong  or  inadequate  reasons.  By 

demonstrating  that  cases of  JTB are not  necessarily  cases of  knowledge and that 

therefore, the three components outlined above do not provide sufficient conditions for 

knowledge, he showed the limits of the traditional analysis of knowledge (for a detailed 

analysis cf. Hetherington (2014); Ichikawa and Steup (2012)). With respect to the theo-

retical debate, this meant that the longstanding, tripartite definition that philosophers 

since Plato generally have endorsed was, strictly speaking, formally inadequate and 

therefore in need of readjustment.

The response to Gettier’s article was enormous and subsequently, ever since 1963, 

philosophers have been trying to come up with a better analysis. As Bernecker and 

Dretske (2000b) describe, the approaches sought to either defend the tripartite defini-

tion, to amend the traditional analysis by suggesting additional conditions on knowl-

edge sketched to exclude Gettier-type cases, or, rather than adding conditions, to pro-

pose changes in the understanding of existing conditions (for a detailed analysis cf. 

Shope (2002)). However, so far no consensus could be reached among philosophers 

regarding a fully satisfying definition of knowledge. In its core, the debate mainly fo-

cused and still focuses on the third component – the justification – for differentiating 

knowledge from mere true belief as well as lucky guessing. In Klein’s words, the funda-

mental question was what “must be added to true beliefs to convert them into knowl-

edge”  (2005:1). With respect to the so-called justification condition, Steup  (2012) ar-

gues that for an exploration to be meaningful, it first needs to be clarified what is actu-

ally  meant  by  justification  (deontological  and  non-deontological  justification)  before 

moving on to discuss what makes justified beliefs justified (evidence vs. reliability and 

internalism vs. externalism) is a useful step. Without going into the details of the de-

bate, I briefly describe the related main arguments, given the relevance of the justifica-

tion aspect for understanding knowledge conceptions.

As Pappas (2013) describes with respect to the definitional issue, the deontological jus-

tification builds on the idea that to believe something is equivalent to being under no 

obligation not to believe it. In contrast to this, he argues, the non-deontological justifica-

tion claims that to believe something is equivalent to believing it because the correct 

processes result in the belief. In other words, phenomena are analyzed in two ways: in 

the first case in terms of the emergent belief formation or, rather, the absence of contra-

arguments, and in the second case in terms of good reasoning.
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With respect to the question as to what renders justified beliefs justified, the two posi-

tions of evidentialists and reliabilists differ significantly. From the perspective of the for-

mer, the possession of evidence is the decisive justifying factor. In this understanding, 

evidence includes perceptual, introspective, memorial and intuitional experiences; pos-

sessing evidence is understood as having an experience of this sort  (Steup 2012). 

While many reliabilists consider such experiences as relevant, they are not considered 

to be sufficient for a justification of true belief. In their conception, only beliefs that are 

generated by a process deemed reliable are considered to amount to justified true be-

liefs. The reliability of the origin itself builds on the origin tending to produce true be-

liefs, thereby probabilifying the belief. Whereas for evidentialists the justification is de-

rived from the very experience, reliabilists locate it in the specific types of processes 

such as e.g. perception, introspection, memory or rational intuition (Steup 2012).

Further, the construction of justification was and is being extensively discussed in terms 

of whether justification is to be thought of as internal or external (for an overview cf. 

Audi (1998); Poston (2014)). Internalists explain it in terms of the believer's mind, while 

externalists conceptualize it in terms of the outer world. From the perspective of inter-

nalists,  the justification  of  a  belief  can be determined by  studying the thought-pro-

cesses of the believer during its formation; hence, Steup (2012) argues, justification is 

based on a belief's relation to other beliefs and as such, everything necessary to pro-

vide justification for a belief is available to an agent's consciousness. Given that such a 

process is governed by factors internal to the subject, the justification of true beliefs is 

therefore considered to be identifiable by the internal states or reasons of a subject 

whereby  a  distinction  is  made  between  'access  internalism'  and  'state  internalism' 

(Steup 2012). The former understanding of 'internal'  only includes the features of a 

subject's experience that are directly or introspectively available, while for the latter, 

only intrinsic states of the subject are considered 'internal'. In contrast to the internal-

ists' approach, Steup (2012) underlines, externalists mostly125 argue that justification in-

volves more than internal states or reasons, but requires additional external factors, i.e. 

factors outside the psychological state of a person and therefore factors other than the 

individual's other beliefs. They claim that the justification depends exclusively or primar-

ily on such factors as how the belief was caused or how reliable the belief forming 

process or mechanism is by which the subject came to hold the belief. In other words, 

justification grounds in the way a belief is formed and is derived from the right process 

of belief formation, ultimately leading to knowledge.

125 Some externalists argue that knowledge does not require justification at all.
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5.2.1.2 Procedural knowledge
The second type of knowledge to be discussed in the frame of this chapter is practical 

or procedural knowledge, sometimes also referred to as  ‘knowledge-how’ (in this re-

search, the different terms are used interchangeably; for a detailed terminological dis-

cussion cf. Fantl (2012)). It is the knowledge of how to perform or operate something, it 

involves knowing how to do something and relates to practices, techniques, methods 

and strategies. It is the type of knowledge someone has and demonstrates through the 

procedure of doing something with the most often cited example being ‘riding a bike’  

(Fantl 2012; Steup 2012).

According to Fantl (2012), the debates in epistemology about practical knowledge cen-

ter around two main topics.  First, there is the question as to what  degree practical 

knowledge is independent of propositional knowledge or, more generally, how the two 

knowledge types are related to each other. According to Fantl, it is controversially dis-

cussed whether to know a set of suitable propositional facts about something is suffi-

cient for knowing how to do something and whether one has to implicitly or explicitly  

consider  a fact  about  how to do something before one is able to exercise specific 

knowledge.

With respect to these questions, Gilbert Ryle's contribution (1949) was seminal in em-

phasizing the distinct  difference between ‘knowledge-how’ and ‘knowledge-that’.  He 

claims that failing to acknowledge this distinction prompts vicious regresses. His argu-

mentation  resulted in  the majority  opinion of  current  academic philosophy attesting 

‘knowledge-how’ “a considerable degree of independence”  (Fantl 2012:1). Following 

Ryle, the view that to know the right facts about how to do something does not amount 

to knowing how to do it is called ‘anti-intellectualism’. It also implies that no implicit or 

explicit considerations of facts about how to do things are necessary before being able 

to exercise ‘knowledge-how’ (Adams 2009). Fantl points to a more radical form of anti-

intellectualism brought forward e.g. by Roland (1958) or Hetherington (2006) that con-

siders ‘knowledge-that’ to be reducible to ‘knowledge-how’. In contrast to these ver-

sions of anti-intellectualism, the moderate as well as the more radical one, intellectual-

ism  in  its  numerous  variations  as  e.g.  proposed  by  Stanley  and  Williamson 

(2001) views the two knowledge types as dependent. It claims on the one hand that to 

know the right kind of facts equals knowing how to do something and on the other hand 

that an implicit or explicit consideration of a proposition is necessary before being able 

to exercise know-how (for a detailed discussion on the two positions cf. Bengson and 

Moffet (2012)).
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Circling back to Fantl’s two main topics discussed in the debate on practical knowl-

edge, the second issue extends to the question what practical knowledge exactly con-

sists in. While for the intellectualist, practical knowledge consists in the knowledge that 

certain propositions are true, anti-intellectualists refer to knowledge consisting either of 

some sort of ability or some sort of disposition (Fantl 2012).

A characteristic feature of practical knowledge especially relevant with respect to the 

debate on (local) knowledge consists in ‘knowledge-how’ involving implicit knowledge 

or learning. Its acquisition as well as structure are often unconscious, not considered in 

detail and therefore unavailable to the subject. While one might well be able to demon-

strate something, he/she might not be able to verbally express how it is actually done, 

as in the example of the baker 'knowing' when the dough is ready be 'feeling' it, without 

being able to verbalize this knowledge precisely.

Arguing for differentiating between ‘knowledge-how’ and ‘knowledge-that’ like Ryle and 

for understanding how both types are grounded using the example of the act of bal-

ance when riding a bicycle, Polanyi introduced the distinction between explicit and tacit 

knowledge in his publication “Personal Knowledge”  (1958).  Explicit knowledge gener-

ally refers to objective, rational and formalized knowledge that can be – and in fact is – 

expressed in words, sentences, numbers or formulas such as theoretical approaches, 

databases, problem solving approaches, manuals etc. In contrast to this, tacit knowl-

edge is described as informal, subjective, embodied and experiential knowledge that 

generally cannot be described in terms other than its skillful performance. For Polanyi, 

subjective and context-bound elements are inherent elements in the process of know-

ing, a process that is strongly shaped by the affective motivations and the personal 

commitment of the subject – a characteristic underlined by Grant (2007). Given its elu-

sive character, tacit knowledge is characterized exactly by not being available explicitly, 

but by being best seen by its action. Transmission is therefore required to take place 

from person to person, by means of what is generally linked to the idea of an appren-

ticeship: observation and imitation, accompanied – if possible – by verbal feedback and 

advises on the very process (Tsoukas 2011). Tacit knowledge includes technical skills 

such as know-how as well as cognitive skills such as beliefs, images, perspectives and 

mental models. In contrast to this, explicit knowledge is characterized by the subject 

holding this knowledge consciously and being able, if necessary, to express it verbally. 

However, according to Polanyi, the part of knowledge that can be put in words is al-

ways based on a significantly more extensive, hidden foundation of tacit knowledge or 

in Polanyi’s own words: “We can know more than we can tell.” (1958:4)
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5.2.1.3 Summary of the dimensions of ‘knowledge’ informed
Summarizing the two debates outlined above in terms of their contribution to elucidat-

ing some of the knowledge dimensions determined in chapter 4.4.1, the description of 

propositional and procedural knowledge by means of some basic epistemological char-

acteristics is informative in a number of ways (cf. illustration 10 for an overview). Impor-

tantly, it introduces the general distinction between the epistemic dimension and the 

procedural dimension of knowledge, differentiating 'knowledge-that' from 'knowledge-

how' and thus informing the first two knowledge dimensions, i.e. the (1)  epistemic di-

mension and the (2) procedural dimension.

Propositional knowledge or 'knowledge that something is the case' constitutes factual 

information and relates to the knowledge content,  representing the knowledge type 

which traditionally receives most attention in studies on knowledge (including studies 

on local knowledge). Procedural knowledge or 'knowledge-how' designates the knowl-

edge how to perform or operate something and involves practices, techniques, meth-

ods and strategies. It has been shown that at least a part of 'knowledge-how' is of im-

plicit nature and can only hardly – if at all – be verbalized and made explicit.

Moreover, the epistemological debate on the de-

gree to which practical knowledge is independent 

of propositional knowledge is significant with re-

spect  to  analytically  comprehending  knowledge; 

the reason for this being that the respective posi-

tioning vis-à-vis  this  question influences the de-

gree to which skills are considered to be teach-

able to people unfamiliar with the context and its 

implicit layers. This, in turn, influences the degree 

to  which  knowledge-related  processes  such  as 

e.g. knowledge transmission are considered fea-

sible and/or worth pursuing.

Next to grounding the epistemic and procedural 

dimensions of knowledge, the discussion of the two knowledge types also contributes 

to elucidating another dimension of knowledge, i.e.  the (7)  legitimational dimension. 

The reference to the tripartite definition and its limitations aims at outlining the generally 

accepted basic structure of content-related knowledge126 and especially the outstand-

ing significance of the justification condition. It indicates that knowledge content needs 

126 As such, the discussion on justification is also pivotal in terms of grounding specific factual information and, thus, 
knowledge content, informing again the epistemic dimension.
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to be seen against the backdrop and in the context of its justificatory basis. This factor 

is all the more important for local knowledge as one cannot presuppose modes of legiti-

mation given that they may significantly differ from the scientific ones Western actors 

are most familiar with.

The epistemological debates regarding the legitimation of knowledge discuss the need 

for clarifying what is actually meant by justification, distinguishing between a number of 

approaches. On the one hand, there is the differentiation between deontological and 

non-deontological justifications that covers the distinction of whether a justification is 

based on the absence of contra-arguments (deontological justification) or on a correct 

reasoning process (non-deontological justification). On the other hand, the justification 

problem is discussed in terms of what instance or reason exactly renders justified be-

liefs justified.

This approach is detailed in two sub-debates – one on the issue of evidence vs. relia-

bility and a second one on the issue of internalism vs. externalism. The first debate on 

evidence vs. reliability amounts to the argumentative weight being placed on experi-

ence: Whereas evidentialists consider experience to represent the decisive evidence 

for justifying a so-called true belief, experience is not considered to be sufficiently a vi-

able argument for reliabilists.

From their perspective, only true beliefs generated by processes deemed reliable de-

serve to be considered as justified. In other words, justification is strongly connected to 

specific types of processes related to perception, introspection, memory or rational in-

tuition.  The second debate  on internalism vs.  externalism circles  around  the  issue 

whether justification is thought of as internal or external to the subject. Internalists lo-

cate it in the agent's inner world or mind whereas externalists pinpoint it in the outer 

world and in factors external to the subject.

5.2.2 Criteria of validity for knowledge
The topics of knowledge and truth are intrinsically dependent and linked to each other. 

How truth is conceived by the majority of people within a knowledge system has a pro-

found influence upon what sorts of criteria are used for differentiating between truth 

and falsehood and for  establishing what eventually counts as accepted knowledge. 

What is true is, in turn, profoundly reliant on what is considered real. What is consid-

ered real constitutes the fundamental categories that are to a large extent unconscious 

and emerge as categorial conceptualizations. The concepts of truth and falsehood are 

therefore heavily influencing the very content and structure of reasoning and are pivotal 
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for communication and mutual understanding as they spell out how true claims are dis-

tinguished from false ones and on what basis divergent assertions, potentially even 

contradicting ones, are to be handled, i.e. accepted or rejected. A theory of truth is 

therefore in essence an interpretation of the nature of truth and a body of 'laws' with 

which 'true' things comply within a wider metaphysical system, at least with respect to 

theories belonging to the neoclassical ones as outlined by Glanzberg (2014). Criteria of 

truth represent rules and standards to assess the accuracy of statements and claims. 

Recognizing a knowledge system's criteria of truth as formulated from an inside per-

spective is pivotal for a clear understanding of its basic functioning and characteristics 

from the outside.

With respect to the overarching topic of knowledge, getting an understanding of differ-

ent approaches to truth is fundamental in two ways. On the one hand, it is crucial in a 

conceptual-analytical sense in that it allows grasping what is considered to be true on a 

conceptual basis within a given knowledge system and to reflect on it in a structured 

way. On the other hand, it is indispensable with respect to interacting with the knowl-

edge system in question, as it facilitates a meaningful and constructive communication 

and paves the way for establishing a common ground and facilitating mutual under-

standing. In terms of the comprehending knowledge in a structured and conceptual-an-

alytical way, the three theories of truth are substantive as they point to the justificatory 

basis of any given knowledge form.

Against  this  backdrop,  the following paragraphs outline the neoclassical  theories of 

truth widely discussed in  epistemology,  namely the correspondence theory (chapter 

5.2.2.1), the coherence theory (chapter  5.2.2.2) and the consensus/pragmatic theory 

(chapter 5.2.2.3). This collection is not comprehensive, but tailored to the overarching 

topic of ‘local knowledge’. In a similar vein, I only sketch the basic ideas and arguments 

of these approaches, without outlining the controversial debates surrounding each of 

these approaches. Concluding chapter  5.2.2.4 summarizes the main insights gained 

from studying different approaches to truth, outlining how they inform some of the di-

mensions of knowledge defined earlier (chapter 4.4.1).

5.2.2.1 Correspondence approaches
Correspondence approaches to truth as outlined in detail by David  (2013) claim that 

something is true when the claim one makes corresponds to reality; when it does not 

correspond, the claim is considered to be false. What is thus needed to render some-

thing true is a clear correspondence between the claims made and an external set of 

facts or the reality in the world; in any case, the truth of one’s claims or beliefs must not 
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be mind-dependent (Audi 1998). Historically the most popular theory and going back to 

Plato and Aristotle,  correspondence theory considers a claim (or  more precisely:  a 

proposition) to be true on condition that there exists a fact corresponding to it (Dowden 

and Swartz 2014).  In other  words,  truth amounts to a certain relationship between 

proposition and corresponding fact. The main focus of this theory lies on the relation-

ship between claims or propositions on the one hand and facts or objects on the other 

hand; the truth ultimately depends on whether the claim in question correctly describes 

reality empirically.

Many philosophers hold correspondence theory to be the most valid criteria of truth; it 

is also compatible with the scientific idea of truth which claims that truth is only gras-

pable if there is some reference in nature one can point to. However, correspondence 

as criterion of truth is not only endorsed by science and by a respectable number of 

philosophers, it is also the most accepted approach to truth by (Western) lay people. 

Generally, it is incontestable that an idea corresponding to its object is true, however, 

there are a number of controversies around this topic as e.g. outlined by David (2013). 

These  issues  relate  to  the  question  of  how 'facts'  as  such  are  characterized  and 

whether the relationship of correspondence can be satisfyingly described (cf. e.g. Mc-

Dermid (2014)), given it is concerned with linking physical facts and mental representa-

tions, leading certain theorists to the conclusion that additional factors such as e.g. lan-

guage need to be analyzed to illuminate this very correspondence.

5.2.2.2 Coherence approaches
Coherence approaches to truth as the one elaborated by Young (2013) argue that truth 

is in the first place about coherence. They postulate that a claim or proposition is true if 

and only if it coheres with some specified set of sentences, propositions or beliefs in 

one's mind that are held to be true (Audi 1998). In contrast, a belief is considered false 

and is to be doubted if it contradicts other beliefs that are considered to be true. Unlike 

correspondence approaches that ascertain truth to facts of the real world and hence to 

something outside the subject, coherence approaches define truth in terms of the cor-

respondence with the facts of mind and hence internal to the subject.

In view of the vast complexity of reality surpassing human understanding, the most im-

portant characteristic of truth claims as originally formulated by Hegel and Spinoza is 

considered their fit  into some sort  of  coherent and consistent arrangement,  thereby 

contributing to an overarching overall explanation. In other words, truth is made from a 

web or system of propositions or beliefs each of which implies the other stands in some 

relation of evidential support. Thus, as truth applies to the system as a whole and not to 
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the single propositions, truth claims are not believed individually. Subsequently, ascrib-

ing truth to individual propositions is only possible in so far as they cohere with the 

whole system. In addition, truth becomes a matter of degree as the web of beliefs and 

propositions can be interconnected to more or less convincing degrees.

There  exists  a  number  of  objections  against  this  theoretical  approach  (cf.  e.g. 

Glanzberg et al. (2014); Young (2013)). An often cited critique relates to the possibility 

that there could be two equally coherent, but mutually exclusive belief systems, which 

would amount to a violation of the law of non-contradiction – an objection that only ap-

plies to some early version of the coherence theory, according to Young  (2013). An-

other problem is that a belief can be consistent with the existing set of propositions, yet 

still lack an independent supporting evidence (as e.g. in the case of metaphysical ver-

sions of coherence theories).

5.2.2.3 Consensus approaches
Consensus approaches, introduced around the turn of the 20th century in first place by 

Pierce, James and Dewey and often also subsumed under the label of 'pragmatic the-

ory of truth', focus on truth claims that can be used to solve problems. According to this 

conception, truth is not to be found in the facts of world nor the mind as in correspon-

dence and coherence approaches sketched above, but in an active process of engage-

ment with the world, followed by verifications. As outlined in detail by McDermid (2014) 

or Hookway (2013), statements are true if they allow one to interact effectively and effi-

ciently with the world. Thus, if an idea works in the actual practice, it must be true; 

whatever is expedient for human living amounts to truth. Given that in the frame of this 

approach, truth is based on individual perception, a wide range of ideas about truth are 

potentially acceptable, depending on the positions and perspectives of those perceiv-

ing, resulting in reality being determined by what seems functional and probable. More-

over, truth is not only understood as relative, but also as gradual: The less true a belief 

is, the less it assists the subject in the interaction with the world. Once no interaction is 

taking place, the belief has proven to be false. The means to determine the actual truth 

value rests in an in-depth examination of the results. The truth becomes self-apparent 

in its concrete application as e.g. in the case of medications directed at and proven ef-

fective against certain diseases. As such, truth does not primarily correspond to an 

agreement with reality, but to an agreement among humans as to what is effective. Ide-

ally, as postulated by Pierce and James, such an agreement should be reached by 

means of a scientific investigation culminating in a collective consensus on the topic in 

question. Correspondingly, as Audi describes (1998:289f.), false beliefs are expected to 
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eventually lead, at least after a sufficiently long period of 'testing' them, to disconforma-

tion, thereby revealing their epistemic status. A variation of the pragmatic theory of truth 

called 'negative pragmatism' and introduced by Hocking at the beginning of the 20th 

century, takes this interrelationship one step further and states that what fails during 

this testing phase, cannot be true as the truth always works, whereas what works may 

or may not be true, the status of the latter is undefined.

The critiques directed at consensus approaches to truth extend to a number of issues 

as outlined e.g. in Dowden and Swartz (2014). They include the inclination towards rel-

ativism as in the case of beliefs compatible with all conditions, the inherent rejection of 

the law of  non-contradiction  due to the notion  that  there  are  degrees of  truth,  the 

vagueness and ambiguity of the notion of 'what works' or 'what is useful to believe', 

leading to overestimating the relevance and strength of the connection between truth 

and usefulness and, finally, the potential for false positives occurring when untrue con-

cepts could seem to deliver positive results contrary to the objective of the pragmatic 

test.

5.2.2.4 Summary of the dimensions of ‘knowledge’ informed
An analysis of the three debates outlined above in terms of their contribution to specify-

ing the basic dimensions of knowledge determined in chapter  4.4.1 shows that  the 

main insight consists in specifying the (7) legitimational dimension of knowledge (cf. il-

lustration 11).

Recapitulating the three theories of truth, they repre-

sent different approaches to specifying the means by 

which truth of  knowledge content is attained:  Corre-

spondence approaches rest upon a clear correspon-

dence between the actual claims and an external set 

of factors, i.e. the observable reality in the world; for 

something to be considered true, it needs to correctly 

describe empirical reality.

In contrast to this,  coherence approaches are mind-

dependent in that they define truth in terms of claims 

cohering with some specified set of sentences, propositions or beliefs that already exist 

in one's mind and that are held to be true. Truth claims in this conception are not be-

lieved individually, but have to cohere with what is already considered true. Finally, con-

sensus or pragmatic approaches are characterized by their usability. Instead of locating 
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truth in the facts of the world or the mind, these approaches consider to be true what 

works in practice and what allows one to interact effectively and efficiently with the 

world while not being disproved by rigorous practical testing.

In  other  words,  correspondence  approaches  are  based  on  a  reliable  docking  and 

matching to reality. Coherence approaches rest upon a web or system of coherent be-

liefs whereas consensus approaches establish truth in a successful  interaction and 

handling with and of the world. 

5.2.3 Sources of knowledge
Next to investigating what knowledge is and what types of knowledge occur, epistemol-

ogy is also interested in how knowledge arises or is obtained. This search is partly mo-

tivated by the assumption that the origins of knowledge might provide some information 

about the actual nature of knowledge (Martinich and Stroll 2014). Two intertwined de-

bates are characteristic in this respect: The first one relates to whether knowledge is 

acquired through experience or is innate, i.e. possessed from birth (cf. e.g. Martinich 

and Stroll  (2014), on innate knowledge cf.  e.g.  Carruthers  (1992); Markie  (2013b)), 

while  the  second  debate  discusses  the  ultimate  source  of  human  knowledge,  i.e. 

whether  knowledge  is  obtained through  rational  reflection  on ideas (rationalism)  or 

through the senses (empiricism) (Truncellito 2007).

Next to the dualistic division into empiristic and rationalistic positions, another approach 

consists in describing the sources commonly considered providing 'raw' material for in-

ductive generalizations. In this vein, several approaches invest in designating and or-

ganizing these sources such as e.g. dividing them into basic and nonbasic sources 

(Audi 2002). However, as the main purpose of this chapter consists in outlining basic 

characteristics of knowledge discussed in epistemology that have the potential of in-

forming some of the dimensions of knowledge detailed earlier (cf. chapter 4.4.1), I re-

frain from discussing these differing classificatory approaches in detail and rather focus 

on describing the actual sources. With respect to local knowledge, the focus of this re-

search, I consider six of them to be especially relevant: (a) perception/senses, (b) rea-

son/reasoning, (c) introspection, (d) intuition, (e) memory and (f) testimony.

5.2.3.1 Senses / sensual perception
Knowledge derived from sensual perception  is commonly called empirical knowledge 

(for an introduction into the philosophy of perception and the related core epistemologi-

cal  issues  cf.  Fish  (2010)).  For  empiricists,  perception  represents  the fundamental 

source and the ultimate touchstone of all knowledge and is therefore of primary impor-
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tance in providing knowledge of the world. The senses figure as exploratory organs, 

whatever is being learned is done so through perception as getting acquainted with the 

world happens through the use of the senses. As such, this knowledge represents a 

posteriori knowledge (Markie 2013b).

Understanding knowledge as derived from perception is a position widely compatible 

with a scientific world-view that emphasizes experimentation and observation (Truncel-

lito 2007). In contrast, knowledge without experience (with the possible exception of 

trivial  semantic and logical truths) is considered impossible. Consequently,  classical 

empiricists  reject  the  existence  of  innate,  in-born  knowledge  or  concepts  (Markie 

2013b). A prominent exponent of this conception is John Locke; he described the mind 

as a ‘tabula rasa’, a 'blank slate' upon birth. At that time, a person does not know any-

thing, according to him; it is only through time that the mind is equipped with informa-

tion attained through experience and perception. While 'radical empiricism' claims that 

all knowledge with no exception is derived from the senses and that statements lacking 

a foundation in experience are meaningless, 'moderate empiricism' acknowledges on 

an  exceptional  basis  the  existence  of  cases  in  which  perception  does  not  ground 

knowledge, i.e. cases of a priori knowledge – however, without attesting these cases to 

represent any significant knowledge content (Martinich and Stroll 2014).

One of the main criticism is directed at the fallibility of sensual perception that renders 

such knowledge unreliable. Assuring oneself of the reliability of one's perceptual facul-

ties does not represent a way out as it entails in turn recurring to memory, which is not 

considered to be more reliable – putting aside that such procedure would amount to a 

circular argument ((Steup 2012); for a discussion of the various responses to this chal-

lenge cf. Crane  (2011)).  Another central concern, primarily uttered by rationalists, is 

that empiricism is not able to provide a satisfying explanation for certain types of knowl-

edge – knowledge of pure mathematics or ethics being examples of such knowledge – 

as the content of these concepts seems to transcend whatever could be gained from 

experience (Markie 2013b).

5.2.3.2 Reason
From the perspective of rationalists,  reason – not experience – is considered to play 

the decisive role when it comes to obtaining knowledge; reasoning can be understood 

as process of using valid known facts to arrive at new insights, thus generating knowl-

edge, as Markie (2013b) outlines. He argues that the rationalist perspective is closely 

associated with the concept of 'innate' ideas and truth and underlines that some knowl-
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edge is already present and known before one experiences the world as e.g. in the 

case of the ‘faculty for language’ studied in-depth by Noam Chomsky.

Moreover,  rationalism argues that  there is  knowledge derived entirely  from reason, 

without involving empirical evidence at all; such knowledge is commonly called a priori 

knowledge  (Steup 2012). These truths, though probably not known innately,  can be 

worked out without the need to base them experientially, the argument goes; they ex-

tend e.g. to truths of logic or mathematics or to ethical truths. Finally, rationalism ar-

gues that while some knowledge is arguably grounded in part in experience, it is not  

derivable from experience alone. While not denying the limits of learning through ab-

stract reasoning alone, rationalism still argues that perception alone does not lead to 

knowledge or insight, as e.g. in the cases of truths about causations. On this ground, in 

terms of obtaining knowledge, rationalists attribute a more fundamental role to reason 

than to the senses.

The very process of reasoning occurs in the form of deductive or inductive reasoning. 

Deductive reasoning involves drawing valid conclusions from previously known facts, 

i.e. deducing truths from existing knowledge. Inductive reasoning amounts to reasoning 

aiming at supplying strong evidence (albeit not absolute proof) of the truth by conclu-

sion. It includes reasoning from past experiences to a generalization and, for certain 

authors, from inference to the best explanation. However, in contrast to the conclusion 

of the deductive argument that is supposed to be certain, an inductive argument cannot 

provide absolute proof – rather, the premises of the inductive argument imply inductive 

probability, i.e. some degree of support for the conclusion, but do not encompass it (cf. 

e.g. Vickers (2013)). In other words, they suggest truth while not guaranteeing it, as the 

truth of an inductive argument is only supposed to be probable, depending on the evi-

dence on which it builds. Both forms, deductive and inductive reasoning, however, usu-

ally depend to a certain degree on sensation that provides the initial facts or ideas from 

which the reasoning takes its start.

As  for  issues  raised  with  respect  to  the  rationalist  approach,  they  concern,  first, 

whether there exists any a priori knowledge at all (a position taken by the skeptics with 

regard to apriority), second, how exactly such a priori knowledge comes about, once its 

existence is accepted, and,  third, what such knowledge in fact covers (limitation of a 

priori knowledge) (Steup 2012). Speaking from a rationalist perspective, the position's 

vulnerability extends to the need for the original facts 'put into the process' to be correct 

in order to produce correct knowledge. In addition, the process itself has to be reliable, 

an issue that is especially prominent in the case of inductive knowledge that is con-
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fronted with the challenge of how to justify any form of non-deductive reasoning as a 

source of knowledge (for a discussion of the so-called 'problem of induction' cf. Vickers 

(2013)).

5.2.3.3 Introspection
Introspection is the means by which knowledge of one's self, one's beliefs and sensa-

tions can be obtained  (Steup 2012). This internal self-evaluation was (and by certain 

proponents still is) considered to account for privileged knowledge – privileged in the 

sense that such knowledge seems to be in some way more secure than beliefs about 

the external world. As a consequence, it is more likely to account for valid knowledge 

compared  to  knowledge  acquired  through  perception.  This  claim,  going  back  to 

Descartes, is grounded in the assumption that introspection is infallible, self-intimating, 

self-warranted and immediate (for an overview cf. Kind (2014)).

These assumptions  have  been challenged on several  counts  by  philosophers  who 

have accounted for  different  models  of  the  self  and self-knowledge (cf.  e.g.  Alston 

(1971)), but also by Freudian and Lacanian theories of the mind. The transparency of 

the mental was rejected, and it was argued that introspection does not represent a priv-

ileged access,  given that  subjects are often mistaken about  their  own motives and 

emotions. In view of these limitations, certain scholars such as Ryle (1949) or Dennett 

(1991) conclude that the first-person access to one's own mental states might occa-

sionally even lead to worse results than judgments about others' mental states.

However, among those denying the mental a special accessibility and transparency, 

many still argue that subjects do have a special authority about (some) of their own 

mental states, as opposed to the knowledge of the external world and the minds of oth-

ers. Under these premises, introspection is still considered valuable as a reliable guide 

to one's thoughts and sensations (Gertler 2009).

5.2.3.4 Intuition
The nature of intuitions as conceptualized in epistemology and their function with re-

spect to knowledge are highly contested. Intuitions relevant in this context are limited to 

so-called 'rational intuitions', which, according to BonJour (1998), can be thought of as 

immediate apprehensions or immediate knowledge of a proposition or object. The ma-

jority of epistemologists concerned with the topic – including Osbeck (2001) and Gold-

man and Pust  (1998) – consider them to be a priori knowledge, independent of any 

reasoning process and therefore non-inferential. This position is also shared by Markie 

(2013a) who describes intuition as understanding a proposition in such a way as to just 
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see that it is true, with no reliance on inference, perception, introspection, memory or 

testimony.  Other  proponents  as  e.g.  Sosa  (2007) characterize  intuition  as  “roughly 

equivalent to competence with respect to the relevant subject-matter while distinguish-

ing intuitive insight from conceptual analysis” (Symons 2008:68). The advocates of in-

tuition in philosophy hold that its function consists in revealing the characteristics and 

shapes of concepts; intuitions are often seen as inputs to theoretical reasoning about 

the meanings of concepts. According to Bealer (1996, 1998), intuitions function as reli-

able, essential sources of evidence for epistemic justification and as such represent re-

liable indicators of truth, which renders them imperative to the philosophical endeavors. 

As such, they are said to represent legitimately useful world-directed probes and can 

serve as part of a methodologically conservative stance towards philosophical investi-

gation (Symons 2008). Accordingly, many epistemologists do not consider intuitions as 

infallible, rather they describe intuition as yielding prima facie rather than conclusive ev-

idence about the nature of knowledge (cf. e.g. Nagel (2007)). A characteristic feature of 

intuition is based on its modes of functioning and the fact that they are not accessible 

to the subject at the moment of judgment. Intuition may arise without it being immedi-

ately transparent to the subject why exactly the answer has the valence is has.

This failure of transparency represents one of the core criticism raised against intuition 

as it questions the epistemic legitimacy of its use (for a detailed analysis cf. e.g. Pust 

(2012)). The position holding that intuition does not represent a reliable guide to truth is 

also shared by experimental philosophers, along with the claim that intuitions prove to 

be instable within an individual (Swain, Alexander, and Weinberg 2006) and differ be-

tween cultural and socio-economic groups of individuals (Weinberg, Nichols, and Stich 

2001).

5.2.3.5 Memory
Memory is considered to be a source of knowledge in that it allows a subject to know 

something it knew in the past, even if the original justification is potentially no longer re-

membered (Truncellito 2007). As such, memory serves as knowledge depository for all 

the knowledge acquired at an earlier point of time, turning it into a knowledge source it-

self. The storage function is essential for the subject as at any given point in time, the 

majority of knowledge is only accessible from one's memory. Nevertheless, along with 

testimony (cf. chapter 5.2.3.6), memory is considered by the majority of epistemologists 

to be a nonbasic source as opposed to basic sources of knowledge that are character-

ized by them yielding knowledge without dependence on another source (Audi 2002). 

As nonbasic source, its functions consists in maintaining formerly acquired knowledge 
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(Dummett 1994) and it plays a preservative rather than generative role, according to 

Senor (2014) and Audi (2002).

This position is questioned by Lackey who argues that memory can function as a gen-

erative epistemic source (2005, 2007). The actual content remembered, however, does 

not necessarily have to be related to past events; it can equally involve present or fu-

ture events (Steup 2012). As Bernecker (2011) or Sutton (2012) describe, the basic dis-

tinction with respect to memory contents (primarily stemming from psychology, but also 

applied in philosophy) is that between ‘declarative memory’, which extends to the con-

tent a subject can express, and ‘non-declarative memory’, which entails memories a 

subject can only demonstrate but not express. Declarative memory is again divided into 

semantic and episodic memory: The former refers to the store of general knowledge 

about the world, concepts, rules and language and can typically be accessed without 

referring to the specific  events it  was formed.  In contrast  to  this,  episodic  memory 

“stores spatial and temporal landmarks that identify the particular time and place when 

an event occurred. It is accompanied by the experience of remembering, or mentally 

traveling back in time and re-experiencing the events” (Bernecker 2011:326).

The genuinely philosophical distinction differentiates memory into three kinds: experi-

ential/personal memory,  propositional/factual memory and practical/procedural  mem-

ory. Experimental memory requires that the subject remembers the situation and has 

direct knowledge of what it was like in the form of qualitative experiences and imagery. 

Propositional  memory is  memory of  facts or  true propositions and extends to past, 

present, future and timeless truths. Practical memory refers to the habits and skills and 

amounts  to  remembering  how to  do  something.  (cf.  e.g.  Bernecker  (2011);  Sutton 

(2012)). Another approach to differentiating memory in philosophical terms is Russell's 

distinction between ‘knowledge by acquaintance’ and ‘knowledge by description’ that 

differentiates between experiential and propositional memory (for a critique of the latter 

cf. e.g. Bernecker (2011)).

The reliability of memory, however, is continually called into question, given its fallibility, 

which led philosopher to distinguish between remembering a fact and seeming to re-

member a fact (Steup 2012). Despite numerous attempts to validate memories as reli-

able information about the past, none of the strategies proposed seem to be tenable. It 

seems as though it is not possible to conclusively rely on memories and demonstrate 

the reliability of a given memory (Bernecker 2011).
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5.2.3.6 Testimony
Another source of knowledge is testimony, i.e. the knowledge that is being transmitted 

from one individual to another. Testimony can be thought of as an “intentional transfer 

of  a  belief  from one person to another”  (Pritchard  2004:326) or  as learning things 

through  being  told  them or  through  reading  them.  In  this  vein,  scholars  as  Lipton 

(1998), Fricker (2004) or Lackey (2006) argue that as a matter of fact, human knowl-

edge depends to a high degree on testimony and thereby on the word of others. It re-

lies on others to acquire knowledge and transfer it to others, which points to both the 

ubiquity and the collective nature of the societal enterprise of knowledge acquisition. 

Regarding the content of testimony, it refers on the one hand to events before one's 

lifespan or outside one's immediate neighborhood. On the other hand, as stressed by 

Lipton (1998), it also includes mundane beliefs, personal facts about oneself (such as 

e.g. one's date of birth) and even substantial part of science where theories as much 

as experimental results are believed and expected to be reliably verified by third par-

ties.

The transfer of knowledge in the form of a testimony can be oral or written or in the 

form of signals. Testimony is usually said to share a crucial characteristic with memory 

(cf. e.g Lackey  (2005)).  Apart  from testimonial and memorial knowledge necessarily 

having to originate at a given point in time from something other than testimony (or 

memory respectively), testimony along with memory preserve the knowledge acquired 

beforehand.  As  memory,  testimony  is  generally  not  considered  to  be  a  generative 

source of knowledge as the transmission of knowledge does not add genuinely new in-

formation to the knowledge base – a view rejected by certain epistemologists such as 

Graham (2006) or Lackey (2006).

With  issues  concerning  epistemology  having  become  increasingly  discussed  in 

academia, a controversy emerged with respect to whether testimony can be an autono-

mous, distinctive source of epistemic authority and, as such, of knowledge. O’Brien de-

scribes that some deny this and claim that “to know something one must be able to 

reason through for oneself or perceive it oneself” (2006:5). The so-called inferentialists 

argue that beliefs acquired through testimony need to be verified to become knowledge 

with the justification mainly being derived from perception and inductive reasoning. In 

contrast,  non-inferentialists  stress  that  there  is  no  necessity  to  being able  to  work 

through a given issue, even if the ability to do so is given as the latter does not have 

any justificatory role (cf. e.g. Adler (2014); O’Brien (2006); Pritchard (2004)).
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The debate on inferentialism vs. non-inferentialism is related to another debate, namely 

whether testimony represents a basic source of knowledge. For inferentialists, testimo-

nial knowledge cannot be basic as its justification is derived from perceptual, memorial 

and inferential resources. This position, usually called reductionist, argues that a per-

son who transmits knowledge via testimony presumably also acquired this knowledge 

through another source of knowledge, rendering testimony a nonbasic source (cf. e.g. 

Adler  (2014);  Green  (Green 2014)). Some non-inferentialists reject this notion, while 

consenting to the idea that testimony may causally depend on perception and memory. 

Within the scope of  this  so-called  non-reductionist  position  prominently  featured by 

Coady (1973), there is no need for any epistemic dependence. Alike perception, testi-

mony is considered a source of warrant in itself; under these premises, one does not 

need to have reasons for believing something, only an absence of grounds to doubt it.

5.2.3.7 Summary of the dimensions of ‘knowledge’ informed
Summarizing the chapter on the sources of knowledge 

displays a broad range of potential sources of knowl-

edge  including  perception/senses,  reason/reasoning, 

introspection,  intuition,  memory  and  testimony.  As 

such,  they inform and specify  what  in  chapter  4.4.1 

has been denoted as the (6) ontological dimension of 

knowledge (cf. illustration 12).

They  represent  different  approaches  to  determining 

the origin of the knowable and are pivotal in two ways 

when it comes to characterizing the knowledge form in 

question: Not only do they specify what sources are 

considered to be reliable, they at the same time also 

make general statements as to which sources are considered unsatisfactory and thus 

need to be refuted to adhere to the inner logic of the respective knowledge form.

5.2.4 Summary of the philosophical foundations for ‘knowledge’
This chapter focuses on summarizing the main insights from the epistemological ap-

proaches discussed above, next to identifying how these insights inform the fundamen-

tal dimensions of knowledge listed anticipatorily in chapter  4.4.1. As a matter of fact, 

the following four dimensions of knowledge127 turned out to be addressed and informed 

in the epistemological literature considered here: the (1) epistemic, the (2) procedural, 

127 As outlined in chapter 5.1.4, the philosophical contributions do not lend themselves to informing ‘understanding’.
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the (6) ontological and the (7) legitimational dimensions of knowledge (for an overview 

cf. illustration 13).

Discussing  the  two  knowledge  types  of  proposi-

tional  and  procedural  knowledge  in  chapter  5.2.1 

resulted in three insights: First, it led to differentiat-

ing  between  knowledge  content  and  knowledge 

processes, which informed the intuitively postulated 

distinction  between  the  (1) epistemic and  the  (2) 

procedural dimensions of knowledge.  Second, with 

respect  to  procedural  knowledge  and  next  to  the 

obviously  crucial  methods,  strategies  and  mental 

models related to this knowledge type, the signifi-

cance of its implicit part became apparent. This is 

due to implicit aspects often evading being put into 

words, which can have a significant impact on e.g. 

knowledge transmission. Third, discussing the Get-

tier case in the context of propositional knowledge 

resulted in the insight into the pivotal importance of 

the justificatory element. It not only grounds specific 

factual information and thus knowledge content, but 

also  informs  the  (7)  legitimational  dimension of 

knowledge suggested earlier.  In  this  context,  four 

ways have been derived from the literature as to 

how the justification of  knowledge content can be 

questioned, i.e. (a) in terms of the believer's mind, 

(b) in terms of the outer world, (c) on the basis of 

evidences or (d) on the basis of a reliable process.

The second chapter  5.2.2 took up and broadened the discussion of the (7)  legitima-

tional dimension of knowledge, outlining the differing approaches to truth by defining 

criteria for the validity of knowledge or so-called criteria of truth. It has been shown that 

the different approaches to truth resulted in different modes of justifying knowledge: 

Correspondence approaches to truth rest on the idea of docking to reality or matching 

the outer world; coherence approaches rely on a coherence of knowledge with an al-

ready established set of beliefs and mental models and consensus approaches take a 

pragmatic stance and consider to be true what works out in the actual interaction in the 

context of real settings.
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Outlining the various sources of knowledge in chapter 5.2.3 resulted in informing a third 

dimension of knowledge, the (6) ontological dimension. This dimension encompasses 

the different approaches to establishing sources of the knowable considered accept-

able,  including perception/senses, reason/reasoning,  introspection, intuition, memory 

and testimony. However, what exactly is considered 'acceptable' is highly dependent on 

the cultural context, turning the sources of knowledge into a pivotal characteristic in un-

derstanding any knowledge form.

5.3 Sociological foundations
In contrast to the philosophical approach to knowledge focusing primarily on the indi-

vidual and an adequate definition of knowledge with respect to concepts such as belief, 

truth and justification, the sociological approach takes quite a different and complemen-

tary stance: The functional differentiation between the disciplines results in sociology 

broadening the general concept of knowledge and establishing what can be termed as 

a radical “sociologization of knowledge” (Adolf 2010:61) in that knowledge is looked at 

as basis of social interaction and order. From this perspective, knowledge is not seen 

as absolute or, eventually, unambiguous. Rather, sociological theory stresses that there 

are multiple ways how meaning is generated and constituted, leaving the individual 

with the question of how to interpret situations and make sense of what is happening in 

the social world. In other words, knowledge is conceptualized as a social process de-

termining and reproducing meaning as well as the societal balance of power while at 

the same time appertaining to the cultural  reproduction of  societal  structures  (Adolf 

2010).

Including the sociological perspective into this research's core undertaking to analyti-

cally  and  categorially  conceptualize  knowledge,  I  discuss  in  the  following  chapters 

5.3.1–5.3.3 three theoretical approaches that offer valuable insights complementing the 

philosophical ones, namely the respective contributions to the knowledge topic by Al-

fred Schutz, Erving Goffman and Pierre Bourdieu. The reasons for choosing these con-

tributions over others stem from their distinct focus on identifying fundamental cate-

gories and structures relevant for the analysis of ‘knowledge’ and, to a lesser extent, of 

‘understanding’128.  Consequently,  I  expect  these theoretical  approaches to  inform a 

number of the basic dimensions of knowledge and understanding as outlined in chapter 

4.4, including for ‘knowledge’ the (1) epistemic dimension, the (3) actor-related dimen-

sion, the (4) dimension of social organization, the (5) contextual dimension, the (7) le-

128 In chapter 1.3.2, I explain the differing roles of and valences attributed to ‘knowledge’ and ‘understanding’ in this 
project.
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gitimational dimension and the (8) representational dimension. For ‘understanding’, I 

expect it  to involve all  dimensions, namely  the (14) dimension of the uncertainty of 

gaining an adequate understanding, the (15) dimension of structural and organizational 

constraints influencing understanding and the (16) dimension of personal biases influ-

encing understanding.

As far as the structure of this chapter is concerned, I begin with Schutz’s contribution 

(chapter  5.3.1), whereby I concentrate on two main aspects, namely his approach to 

knowledge as an inter-subjective construction of meaning (chapter 5.3.1.1), followed by 

a discussion of knowledge as an instrument for orientation in the so-called life-world 

(chapter  5.3.1.2).  With respect to the second author,  I  outline Goffman’s concept of 

frames and related modulations as interpretational schemes for making sense of reality 

while simultaneously construing the reality (chapter 5.3.2.1), before discussing the spe-

cial cases of so-called fabrications and frame errors that, along with the above men-

tioned modulations, contribute to constantly building up and constituting one's knowl-

edge base (chapter 5.3.2.2). Finally, describing Bourdieu's contribution (chapter 5.3.3) 

to the debate on ‘knowledge’ entails first outlining three of well-established concepts of 

his – namely habitus, capital forms and fields (chapter  5.3.3.1) and their interlinkage 

with knowledge (chapter  5.3.3.2) – before discussing in a second step his meta-con-

cept of reflexivity (chapter 5.3.3.3).

The specific approach is as follows: Each of the three chapters concludes with a sum-

mary of how the insights inform the basic dimensions of knowledge listed in chapter 

4.4.1. For those authors that in addition contribute to informing the notion of ‘under-

standing’,  a second summary is  provided that  describes how the respective theory 

grounds the dimensions of understanding (cf. chapter 4.4.3). Lastly, chapters 5.3.4 and 

5.3.5 provide summaries condensing all the insights from sociology on ‘knowledge’ and 

‘understanding’ respectively.

5.3.1 Alfred Schutz: Knowledge as intersubjective construction of 
meaning and as orientation in the life-world

While Schutz contributed in many ways to the foundation and development of social 

sciences in general, I concentrate in this research on discussing the aspects of his oeu-

vre that contribute to the broader debate on knowledge. First, I focus on knowledge as 

an inter-subjective process of creating sense and meaning, discussing the related pro-

cesses  of  typification,  relevances129 and  inter-subjective  understanding  (chapter 

129 Given that ‘relevances’ constitutes a central term in Bourdieu’s theory and is used in the plural form to underline the 
variety of forms of ‘relevance’, I use it despite it not having actual equivalent in English.
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5.3.1.1). In a second step, I address knowledge in terms of its orientational function in 

the so-called life-world, outlining Schutz's life-world concept, the related idea of multiple 

realities and the stratification of the life-world, his notion of the subjective and social 

stocks of knowledge and his insights into the social distribution of knowledge in soci-

eties (chapter  5.3.1.2). The concluding  third chapter  5.3.1.3 summarizes the insights 

and describes how they inform the fundamental dimensions of knowledge outlined in 

chapter 4.4.1.

5.3.1.1 Knowledge as inter-subjective construction of meaning
In contrast to the methodological position of positivism (Schnettler 2007) for which the 

facts of the world represent real objects, Schutz's phenomenological approach to reality 

conceptualizes the world as one of inter-subjectively construed meanings. This has im-

plications for the perspective on knowledge itself: It is no longer seen as a stable and 

invariable set of facts to be uncovered, but as embedded into a web of meaning and in-

terpretation and therefore constantly evolving and variable. In accordance with Weber, 

Schutz considers it to be the duty of sociology to reconstruct the subjectively intended 

meaning of the actor (Hitzler and Eberle 2003) that turns his/her behavior into action, 

as Weber (1978:4) argued. Aiming at reconciling the scientific objectivity characteristic 

for natural sciences ('observation') with the subjective qualities of action ('verstehen'), 

Weber formulates the concept of 'ideal type' and two corresponding postulates of ade-

quacy. In Schutz’s view, however, Weber’s approach was unable to sufficiently explain 

and consolidate the central aspect of intended meaning, which leads him to criticizing 

Weber for  aborting the analysis  of  the social  world prematurely  by simply implying 

meaning without asking how it is being constituted in social interactions (Abels 2001). 

Correspondingly,  Schutz's  major  publication  from  1932,  “Der  sinnhafte  Aufbau  der 

sozialen  Welt”  (Schütz  2004) (literally  “The  Meaningful  Construction  of  the  Social 

World”, in English published under the title “The Phenomenology of the Social World” 

(1967)) represents his answer to fill this gap and provide a philosophical foundation for 

Weber's sociology of understanding and the social sciences in general. In that vein, he 

investigates what he called the 'meaningful construction of the social world', specifying 

the concept of meaning by means of phenomenological analyses of its constitution.

Conceptualizing both action (i.e. Weber's prime category) and knowledge as phenom-

ena of meaning, Schutz emphasizes that action and meaning (and as such knowledge) 

are intrinsically linked to each other. Thus, meaning130 orients and guides action and 

represents the decisive factor turning behavior into action. As such, knowledge as crys-

130 In this context, 'meaning' is conceptualized in the sense of 'intended meaning'.
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tallized meaning is inherent and constitutive for action (Knoblauch 2005:142). Drawing 

on Husserl's phenomenology of consciousness, Schutz understands meaning as evolv-

ing through independent activity ('Eigentätigkeit') of one's consciousness. Conscious-

ness (or the mind), as Schutz describes it following Husserl, is characterized by it being 

intentionally directed in various ways upon objects external to it (Overgaard and Zahavi 

2009). Such an approach entails the question of how 'facts', 'the world' and 'reality' are 

being constituted and represented in one's consciousness.

According to Schutz, this constitution takes place primarily through the processes of 

typification and the establishing of relevances, both of which render the world practi-

cally manageable for the individual. In his conception, typifications are social types or 

categories through which one understands him-/herself and others (1962b:7–10). For 

Knoblauch, they resemble elementary forms of knowledge (2005). Instead of having to 

work  out  what  every  new encounter  might  signify,  consciousness  “structures  itself 

around a set of similarities that are evoked when we come across something 'new'” 

(Lock and Strong 2010:38). People and objects appear as variations of the average ex-

pectations associated with a specific type. Only rarely do individuals experience situa-

tions as specific and unique without applying typifications. Notwithstanding these typifi-

cations, Dreher (2011) argues, there are for Schutz no types in general or as such, but 

only those modeled for solving a specific theoretical or practical problem. The origin for 

the formulation of types emerges from a particular problem at hand that needs answer-

ing. On this background, individuals create typifying constructs of objects and of their 

fellows' actions on the basis of experiences made in the past (Dreher 2011). However, 

these typifications are not primarily private; it is rather the case that many of them are 

shared by the vast majority of people in the same life-world. This results from people 

absorbing knowledge during socialization, including a wide range of predefined typifica-

tions that structure one’s world in the first place. Subsequent typifications, whether they 

are genuinely self-created or adopted externally, necessarily build on the basic typifica-

tions originally transmitted via socialization. This abstraction facilitates communication 

processes as typifications used and anticipated by all parties reciprocally build a solid 

basis for reaching a common understanding. As such, typifications as conceptualized 

by Schutz are a highly social phenomenon in that they not only structure the individ-

ual's world of experience, but also build the foundation enabling social interaction (In-

glis and Thrope 2012:91–92).

Drawing on Husserl, Schutz differentiates between two types of anticipatory typifica-

tions or idealizations, i.e. those he labels  as “and so forth and so on” and those he 

terms “I can do it again” (1971b:257–58): “The former idealization implies the assump-
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tion, valid until counter-evidence appears, that what has been proven to be adequate 

knowledge so far will also stand the test in the future. The later idealization implies the 

assumption, valid until counter-evidence appears, that, in similar circumstances, I may 

bring about by my action a state of affairs similar to that I succeeded in producing by a 

previous similar action.” (Schutz 1964b:286).

Typifications tend to remain rather stable. As long as one's typifications support one in 

attaining one’s aims and objectives, Overgaard (2009) argues, they remain unchanged; 

only when they are repeatedly proven to be false does this background knowledge un-

dergo revision. It is only taken for granted “until further notice” (Schutz 1962a:74).

These daily typifications, however, do not occur arbitrarily according to Schutz. Rather, 

they are grounded in a personal, albeit also socially influenced system of relevances. 

This system is hardly given any special consideration, he adds, regardless of it being a 

highly important principle of reality construction considering that relevances serve the 

actor in characterizing and understanding a given situation. In Schutz’ view, one reason 

for the lack of such an in-depth consideration is that relevances come most prominently 

to light when the daily typifications prove problematic and require re-adjustment. Ac-

cordingly, he approaches the issue of relevance by means of three questions inquiring 

the issue and summarizing his research interest: „How does it happen that a problem 

arises at all, that is to say, how does it happen that that which has become question-

able for us appears as worth being questioned? What is relevant for the solution of a 

problem? When does it appear to us as ‘sufficiently solved’ as far as our purposes are 

concerned so that we discontinue further investigations?” (Schutz 1975a:117)

By means of his theory of relevances, Schutz suggests an approach to conceptualizing 

how the ascription of relevance is constituted within an individual's consciousness on 

the basis of his deliberations on the “objectively given structure of the world and the 

subjectively experienced biographical  situation”  (Dreher 2011:498).  He discriminates 

between three different ideal types of relevance (cf. below) and details two general sys-

tems of relevance according to which one's knowledge is structured. These two general 

systems of relevance include (1) imposed and (2) intrinsic relevances (1964a:92ff). The 

latter represent the outcome of one's chosen interests whereas imposed relevances do 

not stem from one's acts of discretion nor are they linked to the interests chosen by the 

individual; rather, one has to accept them the way they are without the possibility or 

power to modify them.
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The three ideal types of relevance that are, according to Schutz, ideal in that they do 

not occur empirically in their pure expression, include (1) motivational relevances, (2) 

topical/thematic relevances and (3) interpretative relevances.

(1) Motivational relevance is oriented by an individual's interest in a specific situation at 

a particular time and notifies him/her of the specific situational elements that serve to 

define  it  according  to  the  individual’s  interests  (Schutz  1975a:123–24;  Schutz  and 

Luckmann 1973:208–22). In other words, one's interest defines which aspects of the 

world matter. Schutz thereby distinguishes between two types of motives, i.e. 'in-order-

to'-motives (1967:86–91) and 'because'-motives (1967:91–96). The 'in-order-to'-motive 

refers essentially to the future, i.e. to what an actor designates as purpose he/she in-

tends to achieve with a certain action. In contrast to and complementing this, the 'be-

cause'-motive refers to the agent's past and the circumstances that brought her/him to 

opt for the course of action chosen. Consequently, it appears only on reflection and 

refers to what has already been accomplished  (Overgaard and Zahavi 2009; Zaner 

1961).

(2)  Thematical/topical relevance is characterized as attention or interest for a specific 

segment of reality. It is crucial in determining toward which topic an individual directs 

his/her  conscious  attention.  In  general,  topics  attire  attention  when  they  contrast 

against a background setting of familiar things. Accordingly, topical relevance occurs 

when things become controversial and therefore require re-consideration or when a sit-

uation in the real world does not quite correspond to a situation type available within 

one's stock of knowledge. This opens up the need for supplementary knowledge rele-

vant and appropriate for the situational definition  (Schutz 1975a:124–27; Schutz and 

Luckmann 1973:186–97).

(3)  Interpretational relevance can be thought of as an extension of the thematic rele-

vance determining the aspects of the thematic object considered relevant for the inter-

pretation. Generally, not all of an object’s aspects are relevant for its understanding. In-

terpretational relevance comes into play with respect to those relevances that are used 

for the eventual interpretation against the backdrop of the available stock of knowledge 

at hand  (Schutz 1975a:127–29; Schutz and Luckmann 1973:197–208). This involves 

the preceding experiences that seem to share some traits with the new topic, thereby 

“provid[ing]  a type under  which the unfamiliar  object  may be subsumed”  (Goettlich 

2011:497), eventually leading to a typification process that renders further interpretation 

unnecessary.
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As outlined above, 'typifications' and 'relevances' as means of constituting and repre-

senting 'facts', 'the world' and 'reality' in one's consciousness are no solitary undertak-

ing, but to a high degree socially shaped and influenced. As Overgaard argues, the 

constitution of a meaningful social world is “obviously not the achievement of isolated 

individuals acting alone; most of our typical assumptions, expectations and prescrip-

tions, indeed, are socially derived” (2009:93). This leads back to one of the core con-

cerns (if  not the fundamental one, cf. e.g. Zaner  (1961)) Schutz worked on, i.e. the 

question of how people grasp the consciousness of others while living within their own 

stream of consciousness. The issues of so-called  'intersubjectivity  '   or  'understanding 

the  other' directly  follow  from  Weber's  postulate  to  concentrate  on  meaning:  For 

Schutz, next to the question of how meaning is constituted, it is equally vital to investi-

gate how one is able to understand the meaning of somebody's else's actions (Eberle 

1991).

In contrast to Husserl, however, Schutz does not locate the constitution of intersubjec-

tivity and sociality in the individual structures of consciousness of a transcendental ego 

by  conceptualizing  intersubjectivity  as  a  precognitive  scheme  of  consciousness 

(Schnettler 2007). Rather, his approach to understanding the other follows a model that 

can be labeled as alterity (Knoblauch and Schnettler 2004). His 'general thesis of the 

alter ego'  (Schutz 1962e:172–75) assumes that humans, given that they are always 

born into an already preexisting social world, take the existence of fellow humans for 

granted.131 Without a doubt, he complements, they rest upon the assumption that these 

fellow humans are equipped with a consciousness which is thought of as stable and 

essentially similar. In Schutz’s own words, “I simply take it for granted that other men 

also exist in this my world, and indeed not only in a bodily manner [...] but rather as en-

dowed with a consciousness that is essentially the same as mine. Thus, from the out-

set, my life-world is not my private world but, rather, is intersubjective; the fundamental 

structure of its reality is that it is shared by us”  (Schutz and Luckmann 1973:4). For 

Schutz, this unquestioned approach represents an idealization of everyday thinking. 

However, he does not posit the possibility of directly capturing other's contents of con-

sciousness  given  the impenetrable  subjectivity  of  consciousness  (Schnettler  2007). 

Rather, the understanding of the other is only indirect in that it must rely on the interpre-

tation  of  signs  and  indications.  Therefore,  every  interpretation  of  meaning  cannot 

amount to more than an approximation whose quality depends on the level of familiarity 

with the other (Hitzler and Eberle 2003).

131 For a detailed account of the general thesis of the alter ego cf. Hitzler and Eberle (2003).
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However, this inaccessibility does not equal to a fundamental impossibility of under-

standing each other. On the contrary, for Schutz, mutual understanding is grounded in 

an  idealization  based  on  a  transference  of  similarity  from ego  to  alter  ego,  which 

amounts to a pragmatic attribution – pragmatic regarding the need for communication 

in everyday life (Zaner 1961).132 This transference, in turn, entails a number of related 

acts of consciousness, namely the overt assumption of the reciprocity of perspectives 

and the two related idealizations, i.e. the interchangeability of standpoints and the con-

gruency of the systems of relevance (Schutz 1962f:315–16) (for a detailed account cf. 

e.g. Zaner (1961)). In other words, Schutz conceptualizes intersubjectivity as “a funda-

mental ontological category of human existence” (Schutz 1975b:82) and considers it to 

be the premise of any human existence along with the related overt assumption to un-

derstand and share standpoints, relevances and motives of the other (Dreher 2011).

5.3.1.2 Knowledge as orientation in the life-world
In his attempt to show what it is that makes the everyday world and, thus, understand-

ing possible, Schutz elaborates on the concept of the life-world. He thereby builds on 

the Husserlian elucidation of the life-world, however with a difference. While Husserl 

was guided by an interest in philosophical and epistemological aspects of the life-world 

in the frame of transcendental philosophy, Schutz re-orients the concept to render it ap-

plicable to the realm of social sciences. For Schutz, the life-world is the world custom-

arily taken for granted, the pre-scientific and experientially given ‘common-sense real-

ity’ one is familiar with and does not question (1971a:153). It is the world as it is lived 

by ordinary individuals (cf. e.g. Eberle  (1991); Overgaard and Zahavi  (2009)).  Such 

ways of apprehending one's environment commonly appear so familiar and natural that 

one never halts to reflect on them. One takes them for granted without questioning their 

validity or  examining them in-depth,  Schutz argues  (1962c:74–76).  Rather,  one as-

sumes three types of constancy, namely of the structure of the world, of the validity of 

our experience of the world and of one's ability to act upon the world and within it 

(Schütz 1971a:153).

Like Husserl, Schutz labels this unquestioning and uncritical attitude to one's environ-

ment as “natural attitude” (1962d:208–9). In the state of natural attitude, the entire com-

plex of practical knowledge or 'know-how' remains very much in the background and 

functions as a tool that is taken for granted and employed immediately to navigate the 

life-world and pursue one's goals.

132 By means of the transference of similarity, he distances himself not only from what Schnettler (2007) paraphrases 
as ‘projective theories of empathy/sensitivity’ discussed at Schutz's time, but also from Husserl's attempt to tackle 
the problem of intersubjectivity by resorting to transcendental philosophy.
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However,  in  Schutz's  conception,  the  life-world  and  everyday  life  are  not  identical 

(Honer 1993). Rather, he conceptualizes the idea of the life-world much more broadly, 

for it to include “all modifications of attitude and alertness, in other words, every tension 

within consciousness present in the normal adult” (Dreher 2003:143). He therefore pos-

tulates the existence of multiple so-called ‘provinces of meaning’ in human existence. 

According to him, one experiences the life-world structuring one's experience as en-

compassing  various  independent  and  relatively  specific  realities  or  provinces  of 

meaning that provide experiences consistent in themselves. The realities comprised in 

this subjectively centered life-world extend to the world of dreams, of imageries and 

phantasms, the play world of the child, the world of religious experience, the world of 

scientific  contemplation,  the  world  of  art  and  the  world  of  the  insane  (Schutz 

1962d:226–59). These worlds are, Schnettler  (2007) and Dreher  (2011) summarize, 

distinguished from each other by a specific tension within consciousness and a charac-

teristic structure of alertness and self-awareness, a specific form of sociality, a peculiar 

cognitive style and a specific time perspective.

Among these provinces, Schutz attributes a special position and status to everyday life 

that he designates as “paramount reality”  (Schutz 1962d:226–29). It is among others 

characterized by a state of a wakefulness and general attention to the outer reality, the 

ability to act and impact, a specific self-awareness and time-perspective and, impor-

tantly, by sociality; as such it is of special relevance for constructing social reality. Next 

to paramount reality being the region in which one spends most of one’s live, the spe-

cial status is due to the “fact that each of the other regions, or limited ‘realities’, is a 

modification of the life-world. The ‘realities’ of science and of dreams, for example, are 

regions that one enters by ‘bracketing’ or ‘switching off’ in some way the quotidian life-

world; and to that extent they both fundamentally presuppose the reality of the life-

world” (Overgaard and Zahavi (2009:7), referring to Schutz (1962d:231–33)). Relating 

to Husserl, Schutz employs the term 'epoché' for such a ‘switching off’. According to 

him, when dreaming, for example, one performs an epoché on the principles and laws 

that oversee and manage the identities of places and persons in everyday world (Over-

gaard and Zahavi 2009).

Concerning everyday life,  Schutz focuses on specifying and analyzing the essential 

structures of the life-world (Honer 1993) that is marked by a fundamental multiplicity – 

the multiplicity of worlds of experience described above, but also a multiplicity of struc-

tures. The social environment, he outlines, is experienced by each individual as struc-

tured in ‘strata’ or ‘layers’ around him-/herself with “the individual as the centre” (Over-

gaard and Zahavi 2009:102). This stratification of the life-world has a spatial and a tem-
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poral dimension that are interlinked and fundamentally shaped by the respective char-

acteristic and inherent social interactions.

Concerning the spatial dimension, Schutz differentiates between two spheres, namely 

with respect to a) an individual's sphere of influence as well as b) the spatial presence 

of one's fellow human beings and the extent to which the actions of others are accessi-

ble. He distinguishes between a social reality that is directly experienced and one that 

surpasses the horizon of direct experience, stratifying the life-world into a 'world within 

actual reach'  (Schütz and Luckmann 1975:54–55) and a 'world within potential reach' 

(1975:55–58). The 'sphere of the here and now' is the most immediate one and is vital 

in  forming  the  basis  for  the  face-to-face  relationships  and  encounters  that  Schutz 

places in a privileged position among the social experiences. According to him, the im-

mediacy of such face-to-face interactions and the presence of ego and alter ego in the 

same place allow for a direct reciprocal reaction on social action and on conversational 

issues.  This,  he argues,  increases the likelihood of mutual understanding given the 

possibility of communicative feedback.

With respect to both the spatial and temporal dimension, he identifies four sub-worlds 

and divides the types of people an individual is interacting and dealing with into four 

distinct categories, detailing the respective effects on intersubjective understanding and 

communication (Schutz 1975a:117–19). 'Umwelt' is the only category related to the re-

ality of direct experience (cf. preceding section on the spatial dimension) and is popu-

lated by what Schutz calls 'consociates' or 'fellow-men' inhabiting and sharing “a com-

munity of space and a community of time” (Zhao 2004:91). The remaining three sub-

worlds evade direct experience and perception. From the perspective of an individual, 

the sub-world following the 'Umwelt' is called 'Mitwelt' and includes the world of one's 

contemporaries. While these contemporaries do not share a community of space, they 

still share a community of time and thus have till potentially the option of becoming 

each other’s consociates. Schutz's interest is in picturing “the transition from direct to 

indirect experience […] as two poles between which stretches a continuous series of 

experiences”  (Schutz 1967:177). Among others, he studies how intimate face-to-face 

relationships differ from distant and impersonal relationships and explores the related 

increase in anonymity, amounting to what he denotes as the progressive anonymiza-

tion of the 'Mitwelt': “The farther out we get into the world of contemporaries, the more 

anonymous its inhabitants become” (Schutz 1967:181), up to the most anonymous of 

all, i.e. artifacts evidencing the subjective meaning-context of some unknown individual. 

Next  to  'Umwelt' and  'Mitwelt',  the  remaining  two  sub-worlds  are  called  'Vorwelt' 

(Schutz  and  Luckmann  1973:87–92) and  'Folgewelt' (Schutz  and  Luckmann 
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1973:92) and encompass the world of one's predecessors (‘Vorwelt’) or one's succes-

sors (‘Folgewelt’), representing past and future respectively.

Furthermore, with respect to the temporal dimension, Schutz argues that both the so-

cial and the physical world existed before one's birth and will continue to do so after 

one's death. He emphasizes the dialectical relationship between the way people create 

social reality and the obdurate and potentially constraining social reality manifested in 

the preexisting social  and cultural  structures created by their  predecessors  (Schutz 

1962d:208).

In addition to the spatial and temporal stratification that structure the life-world, the ori-

entation in it is guided with recourse to what Schutz calls the ‘subjective stock of knowl-

edge’ that, in turn, is related to the so-called ‘social stock of knowledge’. According to 

Schutz and Luckman133, the  subjective stock of knowledge is composed of four ele-

ments:  (1)  basic  elements  of  knowledge  (1973:135–37),  (2)  routine  knowledge 

(1973:105–11),  (3)  explicit  knowledge  (1973:264–77) and  (4)  potential  knowledge 

(1973:176–78). These four types are briefly described in the following.

(1) Basic elements of knowledge are inherent to every experience and relate to the lim-

itation of the given situation and the irrefutable conditions of subjective experiences 

(Honer 1993:16). (2) Routine knowledge cannot be strictly delineated from the basic el-

ements of  knowledge and is  again sub-divided into (a)  ‘skills’,  which denotes what 

could be called 'incorporated knowledge', i.e. the capability to walk, swim etc., (b) ‘prac-

tical knowledge’,  which describes habitual patterns that,  although once learned, are 

performed automatically to the extent that the individual does no longer perceive them 

as an action, i.e. the capability to read and (c) ‘recipe knowledge’, which entails autom-

atized knowledge elements adopted from others such as e.g. translation phrases134. (3) 

Explicit knowledge is usually the part of the subjective stock of knowledge that is con-

sciously known and denoted as knowledge by the individual. The expression 'explicit', 

however, is somewhat problematic as it veils that all explicit knowledge contains signifi-

cant proportions of implicit knowledge in the form of basic elements of knowledge and 

routine knowledge (Knoblauch 2005). (4) Potential knowledge can refer to elements of 

the  routine  and  to  explicit  knowledge (usually  not  to  basic  elements  of  knowledge 

though) and is differentiated into 'recoverable knowledge', which existed at an earlier 

133 An elaborate discussion of the subjective and social stocks of knowledge is found in chapter 4 of “Structures of the 
life-world” (1973), edited and completed by Luckman after Schutz's death. Chapter 4 was not in Schutz's original 
draft, but was added by Luckman to elaborate on this topic (Chew 2009). It is, however, generally assumed that the 
chapter reflects the framework, the main ideas and the general tendency as originally intended by Schutz.

134 The examples for the different sub-types of routine knowledge are adopted from Knoblauch (2005).
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point of time, but has been lost or covered up and in 'acquirable ('new') knowledge' (for 

a detailed account cf. Honer (1993)).

The subjective stock of knowledge is socially conditioned and by no means strictly de-

lineated from the social stock of knowledge; rather, subjective knowledge is being in-

corporated into the social stock of knowledge, which in turn also influences the subjec-

tive stock. Overgaard specifies in this context that one's “background knowledge, im-

plicit assumptions, expectations and so on” do not primarily belong to oneself in the 

sense of one's “own personal and unique constructions” (2009:107). Rather, they result 

from the very beginning from a social construction. This perspective underlines the so-

cial genesis of knowledge, which is linked to it being transmitted through others who in 

turn also were taught it at earlier points of time.

On a more fundamental level and following William James, Schutz differentiates be-

tween 'knowledge by acquaintance' and 'knowledge about' to outline the differences in 

depths and detail – or in granularity – with respect to the respective knowledge body 

(Schutz 1975a:120–21). For Schutz, 'knowledge about' denotes the relatively small part 

(on  average)  of  one's  knowledge  that  is  clear,  consistent  and  thorough  and  that 

amounts to what could be called 'expert knowledge'. In contrast to this, 'knowledge by 

acquaintance', which encompasses the major part of one's knowledge of the life-world 

is more superficial in that it “only concerns the what and leaves the how unquestioned” 

(Schutz 1975a:120). According to him, these two realms are enclosed by “dimensions 

of mere belief that are graded in various expressions as to well-foundedness, plausibil-

ity,  likelihood,  reliance  upon  authority,  blind  acceptance,  and  complete  ignorance” 

(Schutz 1975a:120–21). Together with 'knowledge by acquaintance', these dimensions 

form the realm of  the unquestioned,  of the “taken for granted”  (Schutz 1975a:121). 

Schutz claims that all these knowledge dimensions of the life-world constantly change 

throughout the social structure, i.e. from individual to individual, from individual to the 

social group, for the group itself and from one group to another. What is known, famil-

iar, believed and unknown is not a stable, but a relative entity. While in the case of the 

individual, it depends on his/her biographical situation, for the social group it is relative 

to its historical situation (Dreher 2011).

As for the social stock of knowledge of a culture or sub-culture, Schutz and Luckmann 

(cf. footnote 133) distinguish between two forms: (1) generalized knowledge that is rel-

atively stable, relevant for all members of a culture and transmitted from everybody to 

anybody. In contrast to this, (2) specialized knowledge is only relevant for certain mem-

bers of  a (sub-) culture in certain contexts,  is commonly rather circuitous,  at  times 
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needs to be acquired from special  knowledge transmitters and is relatively system-

atized in comparison to generalized knowledge. The more such a systematization in-

creases, the more a delimited, independent field of knowledge governed by an own 

'logic' evolves, along with a related methodology and pedagogy (Schutz and Luckmann 

1973:261–326).

5.3.1.3 Summary of the dimensions of ‘knowledge’ informed
Against the backdrop of elaborating conceptual-analytical categories for comprehend-

ing knowledge, Schutz provides a number of insights to be taken into consideration in 

regard to ‘knowledge’ (cf. illustration 14)135. On a general level, his phenomenological 

approach is characterized by a primary interest in and concern with everyday life, i.e. 

the ordinary, mundane contexts of people's lives. On this basis his approach stresses 

the idea of  practical  consciousness that  he deems indispensable for  understanding 

people's daily lives and activities.

In addition to this general statement, Schutz's theory also contributes to specifically in-

forming a number of basic dimensions of knowledge anticipatorily described in chapter 

4.4.1, namely the  (3) actor-related dimension of knowledge, the (4) dimension of the 

social  organization  of  knowledge,  the  (5)  contextual  dimension  of  knowledge  and, 

lastly, the (7) legitimational dimension of knowledge.

First, with respect to the (3)  actor-related dimension of knowledge, Schutz introduces 

the distinction between the social and the subjective stocks of knowledge. The former 

is divided into 'generalized knowledge', shared by the majority of people, and 'special-

ized knowledge' that is at the same time much more detailed and less widespread. In 

Schutz's understanding, the subjective stock of knowledge is split into 'basic elements' 

and 'routine knowledge',  which largely evade a conscious approach, 'explicit  knowl-

edge', which can be put into words and thus be transmitted and, lastly, 'potential knowl-

edge', denoting knowledge that has either been acquired earlier and forgotten mean-

while or has not yet been acquired at all. Moreover, in addition to discerning between 

the social and subjective stocks of knowledge, Schutz contributes to informing the ac-

tor-related dimension by describing the actor's depth or granularity of knowledge. In 

this respect, he discerns between (a) 'knowledge about', which constitutes the clear, 

consistent and thorough part of one's knowledge body (in other contexts also called 

'expert knowledge'), (b) 'knowledge by acquaintance',  standing for the major part of 

one's knowledge, which is taken for granted, rather superficial and only concerned with 

facts,  leaving out  the reasons and motivations  and (c)  'dimensions of  mere belief', 
135 As the analysis showed, Schutz focuses on ‘knowledge’ and does not contribute to informing ‘understanding’.

164



which encompasses everything from plausible beliefs to expressions of complete igno-

rance. 

Second,  Schutz’s  theory  also  contributes  to 

informing the (4)  dimension of social organi-

zation of knowledge in emphasizing the role 

of  socialization  for  knowledge  transmission. 

Third, as far as the (5)  contextual dimension 

of  knowledge is concerned,  Schutz provides 

its substantiation by distilling fundamental cat-

egories characterizing the basic construction 

and stratification of all life-worlds that prepare 

the ground for subsequently examining a spe-

cific particular life-world. These categories in-

clude the idea of a set of various ‘provinces of 

meaning’ with reality being the paramount ref-

erence point, next to other provinces such as 

e.g. the world of dreams, the world of religious 

experience or the world of art. Another cate-

gory suggested by Schutz and characterizing 

the contextual dimension of knowledge is the 

concept of four sub-worlds, namely of the so-

called  'Mitwelt',  'Umwelt',  'Vorwelt'  and  'Fol-

gewelt’.

While  'Vorwelt'  describes  the  world  before 

one's birth and 'Folgewelt' the one after one's 

lifespan, 'Mitwelt' and 'Umwelt' are best illus-

trated by another conceptual pair: The 'world 

within actual reach' describes the directly ex-

perienced 'Mitwelt' and implies a shared com-

munity of space and time. In contrast to this, 

the 'world within potential reach' depicts what 

Schutz calls 'Umwelt'. This realm entails a social reality that surpasses the horizon of 

direct experience and therefore only encompasses a community of time, in addition to 

the potential of a future community of space.
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Forth and finally, Schutz’s theory also informs the (7) legitimational dimension of knowl-

edge by detailing his concept of motivational relevances into so-called 'in-order-to mo-

tives' and 'because-of motives': The former are directed towards the future and refer to 

the purpose an actor intends to see fulfilled with a certain action; contrasting this, the 

latter refer to an actor's past and explain the circumstances that form the basis and the 

rationale for his/her current action.

5.3.2 Erving Goffman: Knowledge and frames
With the aim of identifying conceptual-analytical categories describing ‘knowledge’ and 

– to a lesser extent – ‘understanding’, I focus on specific aspects of Goffman's exten-

sive oeuvre. In a first step, this involves outlining his concept of ‘frames’ as interpreta-

tional schemes for  making sense of  reality and building up one's knowledge of the 

world (chapter 5.3.2.1). In a second step, I describe the various ‘modulations’ of these 

frames as well as the diverse errors that can occur in the process of framing (chapter 

5.3.2.2).136 Concluding chapter 5.3.2.3 recapitulates these insights and explicates how 

they inform the fundamental dimensions of knowledge and understanding anticipatorily 

outlined in chapters 4.4.1 and 4.4.3 respectively.

5.3.2.1 Concept of frames
Building on the work of inter alia Schutz and Bateson, Goffman is particularly interested 

in understanding the observable, everyday behavior in the frame of what he called 'in-

teraction order'. He focuses on investigating how people make sense of their reality, 

thereby building up their knowledge of the world. In contrast to Schutz, Goffman is not 

interested in the ways these schemes of experience – or ‘frames’, as he calls them – 

evolved and how the individual generates meaning (Eberle 1991). Rather, he concen-

trates on the situational application of these frames and the content-related arrange-

ment. In addition, he rejects Schutz's notion of everyday life as ‘paramount reality’ (cf. 

chapter 5.3.1.2), denying the world of senses a special status and dismissing that any 

one of the possible worlds is more real than the others.

Based on a variety of qualitative methods and parting from the assumption that to un-

derstand events and situations people try to classify whatever they experience in their 

personal schemes or frames, he proposes a differentiated system of terms and con-

cepts to systematize how understanding and knowledge building is structured. This ap-

136 The reference publications by Goffman considered are “Frame Analysis” (1974) and “Gender Advertisements” 
(1979).
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proach, as Lenz (1991) suggests, can be viewed as an attempt to overcome the one-

sidedness of an either interpretative or structural perspective by combining the two.

In the context of “Frame Analysis”  (1974), Goffman studies how people apply diversi-

fied frameworks to make sense of situations while simultaneously constructing those 

events. Recurring to Schutz, Goffman argues that one perceives everyday life sponta-

neously and in “natural attitude” (Schutz 1962d:208–9) as reality – a reality that is not a 

private world, but one shared with fellow human beings (Hettlage 1991). This reality is 

not questioned in terms of its practical manageability; one relies on proven schemes of 

experience and the related knowledge stock, assuming that the things are they way 

they present themselves as long as practical experiences do not indicate otherwise – a 

notion that Schutz labels as idealization of the “and so forth and so on” (1971b:258) (cf. 

chapter 5.3.1.1). However, since social reality is much more complex and ambiguous 

than the world of immovable objects, the idealization of 'and so forth and so on' has a 

tendency of turning out to be little reliable. In this respect, Goffman considers constant 

framing indispensable and argues that events and situations cannot be meaningfully 

grasped without an adequate frame. Against this backdrop, “Frame Analysis” starts with 

the individual who, confronted with any given situation, asks him-/herself what is actu-

ally going on and looks for patterns to classify and understand the situation. However, 

such a classification is by no means self-evident due to the inherent complexity and 

ambiguity of social interactions. Given that they remain fragile entities, order and pre-

dictability cannot be assumed and normality is potentially at risk at any given moment.

According to Goffman, cultures develop frameworks that transpose “what would other-

wise be a meaningless aspect of the scene into something that is meaningful”  (Goff-

man 1974:21) by means of suggesting a conceptual structure through which people 

can  process  information.  For  Goffman,  these  frameworks  represent  experiential 

schemes internalized during socialization whose functions consist in supporting people 

in identifying, defining and understanding situations and events of all kinds. As such, a 

frame is a manner of organizing experience; it is, as Fine and Manning specify, “one of 

the means whereby people identify the kind of activity that is taking place” (2000:53). 

According to Goffman, frames contain culture-specific expectations with respect to the 

environment the situation is taking place, with respect to the people involved and their 

behavior and, lastly, with respect to the degree of involvement adequate to the given 

situation. As these frames are seen as part of the fundamental elements that constitute 

any culture, the members of the respective cultures consider them as natural and en-

suring everyday normality without much thought about it. In other words, frames are not 

applied consciously, but are experienced primordially. Next to safeguarding an idea of 
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normality, Goffman (1974) stresses, they generate the insinuation that whatever is tak-

ing place will fit in some way into the social stock of knowledge. In addition, as much as 

frames assist in understanding the world, they influence one's perception of it in that 

impressions have a tendency of being manipulated such that they justify one's interpre-

tation of a given situation.

In terms of the conceptual genesis, Goffman did not originate the concept of frames; 

rather, it was first introduced by Gregory Bateson in his article “A theory of play and 

fantasy”  (1955)137 for the domain of communication. In his ethological studies, he ob-

served interactions between monkeys and identified three types of  signals:  first so-

called  'mood-signs',  second 'messages,  which  simulate  mood-signs'  and,  third the 

meta-communicative group of 'messages, which enable the receiver to discriminate be-

tween mood-signs and those other signs, which resemble them' – e.g. a sign indicating 

that something is meant as a play as opposed to a fight. According to Bateson, each of 

these meta-communicative messages, be they implicit or explicit, constitutes a frame, 

i.e. a psychological construct assisting the individual in making sense of what is hap-

pening. In his research, Bateson was foremost invested in understanding the role of 

psychiatry and attributed mental illnesses to communicative disorders, which led to him 

introducing the concept of frames in communication theory.

Being interested primarily in societal issues, Goffman transfers the concept to the more 

general domain of the organization of knowledge and experiences. Apart from this re-

focusing, he adopts Bateson's approach to the largest extents:

“And of course much use will be made of Bateson's use of the term ‘frame’. I assume that defini-

tions of a situation are built up in accordance with principles of organization which govern events 

– at least social ones – and our subjective involvement in them; frame is the word I use to refer to  

such of these basic elements as I am able to identify. That is my definition of frame. My phrase  

‘frame analysis’ is a slogan to refer to the examination in these terms of the organization of experi-

ence.” (Goffman 1974:11)

Goffman labels the most original type of frame allowing for an ordered perception and 

understanding of  the world as “primary framework”  (1974:21–39). He suggests that 

each culture generates two types of primary frameworks – natural frameworks and so-

cial frameworks – to designate what is in fact happening in both the natural and social 

worlds. Natural frameworks result from “purely physical” (1974:22) experiences such as 

e.g. body temperature, black ice, seasons, blizzards or diseases. Individuals perceive 

this type of framework “to be due totally, from start to finish, to 'natural' determinants” 

(1974:22). Against this backdrop, Goffman claims that “success or failure in regard to 

137 It was first read out in 1954, published in 1955 and reprinted 1972 in the anthology “Steps to an Ecology of Mind”.
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these  events  is  not  imaginable;  no  negative  or  positive  sanctions  are  involved” 

(1974:22).

In contrast, social frameworks denote experiences that individuals relate to a willful hu-

man agent who has the power and desire to shape at least certain aspects of one's ex-

perience. In other words, social frameworks rise from the willful exertions of “an intelli-

gence, a live agency, the chief one being the human being” (Goffman 1974:22). These 

frameworks (for which weather forecasts are an example) are of primary interest to 

Goffman.

Goffman stresses that  primary frameworks of  both types evolve along what  Fisher 

called a 'continuum of systematization' (1997) consisting of frameworks that range from 

highly organized sets of rules to frameworks lacking any “apparent articulated shape, 

providing only a lore of understanding” (Goffman 1974:21). Regardless of the diversity 

of frameworks in terms of their level of systematization, Goffman underlines that all pri-

mary frameworks facilitate the location, identification and labeling of what he describes 

as “a seemingly infinite number of concrete occurrences defined in the terms of the pri-

mary framework” (1974:21) that is applied.

With respect to social frameworks, Goffman distinguishes between a number of forms 

that aid individuals in making sense of events, including (a) spatio-temporal/ceremonial 

frames, (b) facial frames, (c) conversational frames and (d) frames of gender.

(a) Spatio-temporal frames: According to Goffman spatio-temporal frames allow spe-

cific  events  within  the  stream  of  consciousness  to  turn  into  delineated  'pieces'  or 

'episodes' (1974:251–69). He calls such spatio-temporal frames “brackets” (1974:252). 

They serve to mark and delimit social events from the environment surrounding the 

event and/or mark the transition from one frame to another; as such they act as modu-

lation signals. This delimitation can be temporal as well as spatial. In the form of open-

ing and closing brackets they interlock 'pieces' with the surrounding while simultane-

ously  underlining  their  ‘interiorness’  vis-à-vis  the  outer  reality.  Much  alike  picture 

frames, spatio-temporal frames do not exclusively belong to the very content of the 

'episode' nor to the activities in the outside world (Hettlage 1991). Rather, they mediate 

between the two spheres by setting them into a context. Examples for opening brack-

ets include e.g. a foreword, a prologue, a title sequence of a movie or the attuning of 

musical instruments before the concert starts; for closing brackets, examples encom-

pass the closing credits at the end of a film, ‘saying goodbye’ before finishing a day at 

the office or handing over flower bouquets at the end of a concert series. Next to these 

external brackets Goffman identifies internal brackets such as, inter alia, coffee breaks, 
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half-time  breaks,  rounds  in  certain  sport  events  or  scene  changes  in  movies 

(1974:259–69). Whatever type the bracket is, its function always consists in providing 

identity to the performer and orientation for  the participants by preparing them and 

steering their attention for whatever follows next.

These brackets display different degrees of systematization: While some do merely ad-

here to conventions such as e.g. a laughter, others represent highly ritualized actions, 

often meant  to  express one's  respect  in  front  of  an object  (or  substitution  thereof) 

deemed valuable  (Hettlage 1991). Examples of these include fairness rules, the ex-

change of club flags in football or the handshake for the winner.

(b)  Facial  frames:  Goffman describes  facial  expressions as  another  interpretational 

scheme (1974:349–59). He argues that faces are central when it comes to reacting to 

any given situation. By means of facial expressions, one has to display the engage-

ment and attention that are considered culturally adequate to the given situation. Dur-

ing socialization, Goffman argues, one learns what kind of facial expressions are ex-

pected when being awarded a prize, attending a funeral or listening to a lecture. In 

other words, one is constantly asked to accompany the course of interactions facially; 

deviations are promptly noticed by the interaction partners and contribute to shaping 

the further development of the interaction.

(c) Conversational frames: One of the most formative frames discussed in detail by 

Goffman is the conversational frame (1974:496–559). He stresses that conversations 

are always interaction events: Next to giving an account of a fact or an experience, a 

speaker  tells  stories  in  that  he/she  acts  out  the  scene,  related  experiences,  inner 

states, opinions, attitudes etc. He/She thereby represents something to both the audi-

ence and him-/herself, aiming at evoking a sympathetic reaction from the listeners such 

as e.g. approval, praise, understanding or community. For this to happen, the speaker 

needs to consider basic dramaturgical rules. First, one must take care of producing and 

keeping up a certain tension in the story line, inter alia by means of ritualized hedgings 

such as e.g. the phrase 'Do you know what happened then?'. Goffman calls such hedg-

ings “tickets”  (1974:508), an expression he attributes to Harvey Sacks.  Second, one 

needs to apply the above described brackets to clarify that, while re-enacting a situa-

tion, one is not identical with the person enacted. Systematic bracketing also helps to 

point to multiple meanings of words as well as to allusions, irony or fun.  Third, one 

needs to integrate creative markings into the interaction to provide the audience with a 

background structure against which to guide the understanding. This happens by delin-

eating between what is said and what is meant or between one's own actual opinion 
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and the displayed one. Such markings include intonation, affective gestures, dramatic 

pauses, smiles and other facial expressions framing the moment such as blinking or 

lifting one's eyebrows etc. These dramaturgical rules are bound by general cultural-

specific rules that define specific aspects, e.g. how much imitation is permitted, accord-

ing to which rules taboo expressions are censored and replaced or what gestures are 

generally considered acceptable.

d) Frames of gender:  Another frame introduced by Goffman in his penultimate book 

“Gender Advertisement” (1979) is the gender-specific frame. By means of it, he demon-

strates how people represent and enact their sexual identity. He claims that there are 

specific codes that can be applied to identify gender. Using advertising material, he 

identifies the culturally-laden strategies used to produce, represent and interpret role-

related behavior. These strategies translate into codes of gender that he pinpoints in 

the distinct portrayals of both women and men in advertisements. The ways in which 

the sexes and their respective behaviors and mutual relationships are displayed is per-

ceived by Goffman as an agreement aiming at visualizing the social reality of their rela-

tionship for each other as well as the related scopes for action for both sexes.

5.3.2.2 Modulations of frames and errors
Goffman argues that while the observation and consideration of the primary frames 

provides a valuable first impression, these insights do not bestow sufficiently reliable a 

ground to build one's perception of reality on. This is due to situations often not repre-

senting what they seem to at first sight or from judging from the primary framework en-

countered. It is e.g. common knowledge that not every punch amounts to a fight, but 

can be meant in a friendly, jokingly way or that questions regarding one's health in the 

context of greetings are not an invitation to dive into extensive accounts of one's cur-

rent state of health. In order to account for secondary frameworks or, more precisely, 

for actions whose primary frames are not fully applied, but rather to a certain extent dis-

torted  or  adapted,  Goffman  introduces  the  concept  of  'modulations' or  'keyings' 

(1974:40–82). In contrast to primary frames that organize information with respect to 

real experiences, keyings imitate primary frameworks without  fully duplicating them. 

Representing manifestations of secondary frameworks, they occur when the meaning 

of a situation or an event is transformed into something patterned on but independent 

of the initial primary frame. As prominently described by Bateson (1955) in the example 

of the playfully fighting monkeys, a modulation may e.g. convince one that what looks 

like a fight is in fact just play. Other examples of such modulations include 'acting-as-if', 

competitions/tournaments,  ceremonies,  stage  plays,  special  performances,  irony  or 
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satire.  In  general,  a  modulation can itself  be re-keyed,  leading to nested layers of 

meaning. In this context, Goffman underlines that the  process of keying – and even 

more of re-keying – is vulnerable (1974:159) and modulations as such remain a poten-

tially risky undertaking as there is always the possibility of them not being recognized, 

resulting in failed interactions.

The reasons for humans to engage in keying primary frames are manifold. As Fisher 

(1997) outlines, keyed events (1) allow anticipating and practicing for potential future 

real performances (such as animals play-fighting, humans engaging in martial arts or 

children playing post office/family), (2) (re-)establish cultural knowledge by means of rit-

uals, (3) enable reflection, analysis and review of real events, people and objects (as 

e.g. in art and fictional literature) and (4) bundle information into transferable commodi-

ties, i.e. into media articles, government reports or academic studies.

Next to these four functions of keying, there is a fifth function: Keys can also be used to 

deceive. Goffman calls this special type of modulations 'fabrications'. This term denotes 

intentional modulations of primary frames designed to mislead others. In contrast to 

modulations aiming at conveying the same picture to all participants of a given social 

interaction, fabrications create deceptions and thereby social differences as they divide 

the actors into well-informed and ill-informed parties. In the case of the deceivers being 

successful with their fabrication, they distort reality in their favor. If, however, their fabri-

cation is uncovered, it influences the actors' reputation up to damaging it. The degree 

of influence or damage is related to the motivation underlying the fabrication. With re-

spect to this moral judgment, Goffman distinguishes between two categories: On the 

one hand, there are “benign deceptions” (1974:87–103) or deceptions in good faith that 

are for the benefit of the participants as in the case of exercises taking place in an edu-

cational context, e.g. fire alarms or military alarm drills. These fabrications are benign in 

that they preserve the fundamental interests of the individuals involved. Once uncov-

ered, the relationship between fabricator and recipient of the fabrication is not impaired. 

While it is likely that the individuals affected will meet subsequent framings by the same 

actors with more caution or suspicion in order to keep control over future situations, 

they consent with the occurred deception in good faith given that on a more fundamen-

tal level they do not see their interests harmed. On the other hand and in contrast to 

this, so-called “exploitative fabrications” (Goffman 1974:103–11) as e.g. intrigues are at 

the sole or at least overriding interest of the fabricator. In case of an uncovering, the 

damage to the fabricator's reputation can be considerable to devastating and poten-

tially extend to legal consequences.
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However, fabrications are only one possible instance how the attribution of meaning 

can be misleading. While one generally assumes that his/her frames of reference are 

suitable for understanding reality, on closer scrutiny one's concept of reality turns out to 

be much more precarious and in need of substantial backing. As Hettlage argues, “the 

permanent threat to our normality assumption is, in fact, the norm”  (1991:143, trans-

lated from German by the author). Goffman is particularly interested in these threats to 

the normality assumption and explored different ways how they could occur, including 

what he calls ‘frame errors’, ‘frame disputes’, ‘frame breaks’ and ‘behavior outside the 

frame’. “Errors in framing” (1974:308–21) are, much alike deceptions, erroneous fram-

ings that, in contrast to fabrications, do not emerge from malice and do not expose the 

erring person. “Frame disputes” (1974:321–38) arise from the ambiguity of situations 

that led to differing interpretations. “Frame breaks” (1974:345–77) occur when specific 

actions are considered to be non-adequate to a given situation; such breaks are often 

caused when tensions are relieved, when one unwittingly stumbles into an inadequate 

behavior or when situations increasingly build up. Lastly,  “behavior outside the frame” 

(1974:201–19) denotes behavior that is unrelated to whatever takes place within the 

main frame but occurs in parallel to it at the same place and time. Such behavior is,  

strictly speaking, not a frame break, but refers to actions outside and is often treated as 

incidental by the actors in the main frame. It is often either marked by specific articula-

tions (such as eye contact or nodding in the case of e.g. a latecomer to a presentation) 

or gets completely ignored (as in the case of e.g. interjections during speeches of politi-

cians).

5.3.2.3 Summary of the dimensions of ‘knowledge’ and ‘understanding’ 
informed

Summarizing Goffman's insights and relating them to the dimensions of knowledge and 

understanding outlined in chapters 4.4.1 and 4.4.3 shows that they contribute to inform-

ing three knowledge dimensions specifically – the (1) epistemic dimension, the (4) di-

mension of social organization and the (5) contextual dimension –, in addition to two di-

mensions of understanding, namely the (14) dimension of the uncertainty of gaining an 

adequate understanding and the (16) dimension of personal biases influencing under-

standing.

In terms of the dimensions of knowledge (cf. illustration 15), Goffman provides ample 

factual information as to how to conceptualize knowledge, thereby informing the (1) 

epistemic dimension of knowledge. By introducing and elaborating the concepts of pri-

mary frameworks (natural and social frameworks) and secondary frameworks as well 
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as their characteristic modulations or keyings, he contributes to detailing the concept of 

knowledge by providing guidelines on how to interpret and understand social situations. 

On the basis that everyday experiences represent the main ingredient in forming and 

establishing one's body of knowledge, Goffman focuses on the organization of the ob-

servable, i.e.  everyday behavior.  By describing how individuals apply frameworks to 

make sense of events while at the same time constructing them, he provides an analyt-

ical instrument for orientation in the social world. This meta-communicative device sets 

parameters for 'what is going on' and focuses on meaningfully decoding everyday ex-

periences. 

As a matter of principle, the recognition of a 

given  frame  applied  to  a  social  situation 

and/or interaction is crucial in identifying it 

and making sense of it  while at the same 

time providing the basis for adequate reac-

tion.

In  addition,  Goffman  stresses  that  the 

above  mentioned  frames  are  internalized 

during  socialization,  pointing  to  a  crucial 

characteristic in terms of how knowledge is 

transmitted in  a social  community and,  in 

doing so, contributing to informing the (4) 

dimension  of  the  social  organization of 

knowledge.  Finally,  Goffman's  perspective 

also informs the (5)  contextual  dimension 

of knowledge in that it consents to Schutz's 

idea of the existence and relevance of mul-

tiple  provinces  or  realms  of  meaning.  In 

contrast  to  Schutz,  however,  Goffman 

claims that there is no ‘paramount reality’; 

rather, in his view, the diverse realms of life 

are  equally  relevant  and  dominant,  leaving  the  everyday  reality  on  par  with  other 

realms such as dreams, art or play.
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With respect to the dimensions of understanding (cf. illustration 16), Goffman’s con-

tribution provides ample grounding for the (14) dimension of the uncertainty of gaining 

an adequate understanding. By introducing the notion of social frameworks and, espe-

cially, ‘modulations’ and ‘keyings’, he draws the attention to secondary frameworks that 

are intentionally  used to mislead.  He thereby 

underlines that any understanding can only be 

preliminary and represents an open-ended, po-

tentially risky undertaking.

According to him, individuals applying interpre-

tative frameworks are at the permanent risk of 

misinterpreting situations – as in  the  case of 

the above mentioned threats to the normality 

assumption  including  frame  errors,  disputes, 

breaks and behavior outside the frame – or of 

being deliberately deceived – as in the case of 

what  Goffman calls  'fabrications',  be  they  for 

benign or exploitative purposes.

In addition, Goffman’s approach also serves to 

inform the (16)  dimension of  personal  biases 

influencing understanding in view of social frameworks being construed during social-

ization. This entails that they are, at least for the larger part, unconscious and therefore 

rather a bodily experience, which, in turn, renders them more susceptible to personal 

preferences and biases.

5.3.3 Pierre Bourdieu: Knowledge as disposition and resource in 
power struggles

Although playing an important role, knowledge does not represent one of his primordial 

concepts in Bourdieu's theorizing. His understanding of knowledge therefore needs to 

be inferred from his central notions, namely the concepts of 'habitus', 'field' and 'capital 

forms'. Against this backdrop I focus in chapter 5.3.3.1 in a first step on describing two 

of these key concepts of his – habitus and field –, their interlinkage as well as the role 

knowledge plays in these concepts. This allows discussing mechanisms that, in Bour-

dieu's understanding, structure knowledge while at the same time having a structuring 

effect on knowledge (Maasen 2008).
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Knowledge, however, is not only situated in the interplay of habitus and field, i.e. in the 

interplay of incorporated structures and objectified facts, but also bears on ‘capital’ (Ka-

jetzke 2008)138, Bourdieu's third key concept. Both habitus and field are fundamentally 

shaped by the capital forms in stock while the respective habitus at the same time de-

marcates the very limits of what one can know at a given time in terms of the cultural  

and symbolic capitals at disposition (2008:12 / foreword by Dirk Kaesler). In view of this 

interrelationship, I outline in chapter 5.3.3.2 an additional aspect of Bourdieu's perspec-

tive on knowledge that crystallizes in the way how he conceptualizes cultural and sym-

bolic capitals.

In a third step, I discuss Bourdieu’s meta-concept of reflexivity that centers on the pro-

cesses of  actually  understanding knowledge,  namely  of  taking into account  the re-

searcher's own knowledge, perspective, biases and subsequent limitations and their in-

fluence on the validity of his/her understanding of the social world (chapter  5.3.3.3). 

While this is true for any research situation, it is even more accentuated when it comes 

to research across epistemologies, as it is the case when trying to comprehend other 

knowledge forms. Consequently, these insights contribute to informing the dimensions 

of understanding (cf. chapter 4.4.3).

The concluding chapter  5.3.3.4 summarizes the main insights drawn from Bourdieu's 

theory that contribute to grounding and informing the dimensions of both ‘knowledge’ 

and ‘understanding’ as anticipatorily outlined in chapters 4.4.1 and 4.4.3.

5.3.3.1 The role of knowledge in Bourdieu's concepts of 'habitus' and 'field'
The three main elements constituting Bourdieu's theory – habitus, field and capital – 

are only analytically separable, as they are “designed to be put to work empirically in 

systematic fashion” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992b:96). Thus, habitus links the agent 

with the field, the structure of the field derives from the structure of capitals and the 

structure of capital determines the constitution of the habitus  (Kajetzke 2008). In this 

chapter,  I  start  by discussing the first  two concepts,  their interlinkage and the role 

knowledge plays in these concepts.

Concerning his  research priority,  Bourdieu  is  primarily  interested in  studying  social 

structures and related power constellations to which he links the actors'  perception, 

thinking and acting. Starting from his first publication “Outline of a theory of practice” 

(1977) he conceptualizes the character of the social world as an interaction between 

actor and structure and understands social structures as power relations, made visible 

138 Kajetzke's (2008) contribution in regard to Bourdieu's understanding of knowledge is formative for the structure of 
this chapter due to her innovative approach to discussing the issue from the perspective of sociology of knowledge.
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in actions. The mechanism moderating between objective structures and actors is what 

Bourdieu calls 'habitus'.139

Habitus is one of Bourdieu's landmark concepts in that it was crucial in his endeavor to 

resolve a longstanding antimony of the human sciences by establishing the position of 

a ‘structuralistic constructivism’ between the structuralistic objectivism140 and the ac-

tion-theoretical  subjectivism141 (Bourdieu  1987:147).  He  defines  it  as  a  system  of 

“durable, transposable dispositions”  (1990a:53) and of “practice-generating schemes” 

(1984:167) – in other words systems of acquired and lasting patterns of perception, 

knowledge and action. Individual agents develop such dispositions with regard to the 

objective conditions they encounter. By means of the habitus, Bourdieu construes the 

inculcation of objective social structures into the agents' subjective mental experience 

(Inglis and Thrope 2012). Once the objective social structures are absorbed into a per-

sonal set of cognitive and somatic dispositions, the agents' subjective structures of ac-

tion are compatible with the demands of the social surrounding142. These structures are 

called 'doxa' and are the basis of what Bourdieu calls 'practical knowledge'  (Maasen 

2008:48).  Doxa describe elementary, learned and deep-founded beliefs,  values and 

principles of classification and hierarchization143,  taken as unquestionable universals 

that advise the actors' actions and thoughts within a particular social field. Through this 

doxic view, the social world as it appears is taken for granted and seems natural and 

commonsensical.  For Bourdieu,  doxa is “the coincidence of the objective structures 

and the internalised structures which provides the illusion of immediate understanding, 

characteristic of practical experience” (1990a:20). These categories of knowledge, un-

derstanding and perception have a tendency to endorse and privilege the particular 

dominant social arrangement of a given field, resulting in the past tending to perpetuate 

itself into the future. This tendency to reproduce the very structures of the field as well 

139 In his elaboration of the concept, Bourdieu builds on the work of a number of predecessors. The idea was originally 
introduced by Aristotle under the notion of 'hexis', was later re-worked and translated into Latin by Thomas Aquinas 
as 'habitus' and discussed by a number of social theorists including Norbert Elias, Max Weber, Edmund Husserl, 
Marcel Mauss, Maurice Merlau-Ponty and Erwin Panofsky (Knoblauch 2005; Schwingel 2000).

140 In his critique of structuralism and, inter alia, Claude Lévi-Strauss' and Ferdinand de Saussure's approaches, Bour-
dieu aims at their mission to understand relationships independent of the agents' consciousness and will (Bourdieu 
1987). He criticizes the projection of scientific models on social groups and demands that studies start from every-
day actions and activities, arguing that the objective structures only reveal themselves in concrete daily practice 
(Steiner 2001).

141 Inter alia, Bourdieu subsumes the phenomenological approach by Alfred Schutz as well as the approach by Erving 
Goffman (which is often labeled as 'interactionistic') under subjectivism. According to Steiner (2001), he rejects the 
phenomenological notion that focuses on the common sense of agents and their freedom of action and of will, ar-
guing that action is no expression of free will. While he agrees to the central role of mundane knowledge postulated 
by subjectivism, he claims that for sociology to understand objective relations such as power structures or repro-
duction mechanisms, it is indispensable to let go of the idea of individual self-determination and free will and in-
stead look for the objective structures hidden in the mundane knowledge of agents and expressed in their socio-
cultural practice.

142 In Bourdieu's terminology, the social surrounding is called social 'field' (cf. below).
143 ‘Doxa’ are similar to what Schutz calls 'natural attitude' (cf. chapter 5.3.1.2).

177



as related similarly structured practices is called the ‘hysteresis-effect’ and functions as 

the impetus to protect oneself from questioning and crises (Knoblauch 2003:190).144

An essential characteristic of the habitus according to Bourdieu is its embodiment or in-

corporation and its largely unconscious nature  (M. Adams 2006; Bonz 2006; Houben 

2013). Habitus forms corporal dispositions, as Knoblauch (2005) emphasizes. The em-

bodied internal structures defining the habitus are not primarily located at the level of 

the explicit, discursive consciousness, but rather turn into the individuals' second na-

ture and function in a practical and frequently pre-reflexive way: “The principles embod-

ied in this way are placed beyond the grasp of consciousness, and hence cannot be 

touched by voluntary, deliberate transformation, cannot even be made explicit; nothing 

seems more ineffable, more incommunicable, more inimitable, and therefore, more pre-

cious, than the values given body, made body [...]” (Bourdieu 1977:94). The habitus is 

ingrained to the extent that it is often mistaken as natural instead of culturally devel-

oped, Bourdieu argues. This results in it being used for justifying and reproducing so-

cial inequalities due to the belief that some individuals have a natural disposition to 

finer things and behaviors than others – a notion that is strongly supported by the edu-

cational system (Bourdieu 1966).

In Bourdieu's understanding, habitus is not a result of one's own conscious making, but 

is adopted through upbringing and education (Bonz 2006). It is transmitted by means of 

socialization, very similar to what Schutz and Luckmann described with respect to the 

'basic elements of knowledge' and 'routine knowledge' (Schutz and Luckmann (1973), 

cf. chapter 5.3.1.2). It begins to take form, Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992a) argue, in 

early childhood and is acquired initially by the young child as a consequence of both 

conscious and unconscious practices in his/her family, resulting in the 'primary habitus'. 

While the passage of an individual through different social institutions, in the first place 

schooling, transforms this primary habitus into a secondary, tertiary or further habitus, 

all these stages contain the persisting characteristics of one's early socialization that 

forms “the basis of all subsequent experiences […] from restructuring to restructuring” 

(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992a:134). An individual's habitus results from a long-term 

occupation of a position in the social world and is shaped by one's family, class posi-

tion, status, education, ideology and distinctive tastes. In addition, it carries traits de-

rived from a set of dispositions that has been developed over time by a specific social 

or ethnic group. Bourdieu describes this set as “[...] embodied history, internalized as 

144 In this context and following Pascal, Bourdieu also uses the term “croyance” (1997:23–24), referring to a form of 
fundamental conviction in the sense of an unchallenged acceptance.
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second nature and so forgotten as history – is the active presence of the whole past of 

which it is the product” (1990a:56).

However, this does not imply that the habitus entails an encompassing determination. 

Bourdieu conceptualizes it as a generative system rather than a fixed one (M. Adams 

2006). He describes it as a foundation from which endless improvisations can evolve, 

picturing it as a “'practical mastery' of skills, routines, aptitudes and assumptions which 

leave the individual free to make (albeit limited) choices in the encounter with new envi-

ronments or fields” (Behler 2001:4). Using a sport metaphor, he refers to it as a “feel for 

the game”  (Bourdieu 1990a:66), indicating that individuals have an embodied type of 

'feel', i.e. a mastery of the rules for social situations they regularly find themselves in 

which allows them to successfully improvise and respond to the circumstances of the 

moment. As such, Bourdieu understands habitus as “structured structures predisposed 

to function as structuring structures” (1990a:53). This implies a fundamental reciprocity: 

Not only are one's actions shaped by structures and past  events, they in turn also 

shape current practices and structures. As such, “habitus is neither a result of free will  

nor determined by structures, but created by a kind of interplay between the two over 

time [...]” (Bourdieu 1984:170).

With respect to society, Bourdieu attributes a crucial importance to the habitus, arguing 

that it contributes to social reproduction given its central role in generating and regulat-

ing the practices that constitute social life. As the members of the same group share a 

habitus due to their early exposition to approximately the same objective conditions, 

their practices are highly harmonized and coordinated. Inscribed in their bodies by simi-

lar histories, the habitus informs individuals to desire conditions that are within their 

reach and not to strive for what is inaccessible for them. This then leads to an internal-

ization (Inglis and Thrope 2012) and, subsequently, to a reproduction of inequalities in 

the social  structure  (Rehbein 2006).  Consequently,  a  habitus is  therefore always a 

habitus of a specific class and marks the actor's boundaries of knowledge regarding 

the options and potentialities of his/her actions (Kajetzke 2008).

As outlined above, an actor's habitus – i.e. his categories of knowledge, understanding 

and perception – corresponds to the social setting and environment he/she finds him-/

herself in. In Bourdieu's theory, this social environment is captured by the concept of 

'(social) fields'. Fields represent structured social spaces and denote the diverse social 

and institutional arenas in which individuals express and reproduce their dispositions. 

He suggests 'fields' as alternative analytical approach, following Weber's view in that 

society  cannot  be understood simply in  terms of  economic classes and ideologies. 
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Modern societies, Bourdieu argues, are made up of usually semi-autonomous and in-

creasingly specialized spheres of actions, including e.g. the fields of education, law, 

economics,  religion,  politics  or  cultural  production  (Benson  2006).  This  diversity  of 

fields is characteristic for modern societies while more traditional societies as e.g. the 

Kabyle people researched by Bourdieu have not evolved a comparable number of au-

tonomous fields  (Schwingel 2000; Steiner 2001). In general, more complex societies 

exhibit more fields and more relations between fields.

According to Bourdieu, a field is structured internally according to its own unique set of 

rules, schemes, knowledges and forms of capital and in terms of the present power re-

lationships, requiring actors to respond in specific ways (M. Adams 2006): “In order for 

a field to function there have to be stakes and people prepared to play the game, en-

dowed with the habitus that implies knowledge and recognition of the immanent laws of 

the field, the stakes, and so on.” (Bourdieu 1993c:72) Regardless of the thematic differ-

ences between fields, they share the same functional principle: The field is per se a 

“field of struggle” (Bourdieu 1985:74) or – more explicitly – a battlefield on which indi-

viduals compete for the distribution of different kinds of capital and, thereby, for improv-

ing or at least maintaining their social position and the related share of power (Benson 

2006; König and Berli 2013). In other words, a field can be understood as a social 

arena of struggle where the agents involved compete for the appropriation of specific 

forms of capital145. Within these fields the unfolding power relations are characterized 

by a specific power structure relational to the specific field, the habitus of the people in-

volved and their forms of capital. In addition, the situation within the fields affect those 

surrounding as the struggles in the fields control the 'exchange rate' of capital forms 

between the fields themselves. In this context, power is often experienced differently 

depending on the specific field one finds him-/herself at a given moment. In this re-

spect, Bourdieu's approach can be used to enlighten “how people can resist power and 

domination in one […] field and express complicity in another” (Moncrieffe 2006:37).

In general,  a field's boundaries are marked by where its effects end  (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant 1992b:100). As mentioned above, fields can be either to a high degree au-

tonomous or to a certain extent interrelated. While certain fields obviously overlap as 

e.g. in the case of religiously-based education systems, Bourdieu nevertheless under-

stands fields as generally being relatively independent, given their own set of positions, 

practices and set of knowledges.

145 'Capital' in Bourdieu's understanding is not limited to economic resources (cf. below).
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As for the inner organization of a field, Bourdieu describes the elements constituting it,  

namely the inherent social positions, the involved actors and the actual power distribu-

tions. In the Bourdieusian understanding actors do not enter fields without precondi-

tions, but as individuals socialized in specific fields (Kajetzke 2008). Consequently, they 

have differing strategies and inputs at their disposition in the struggle for power distri-

butions. Making use of the rules of the game – in Bourdieu's terminology called 'doxa' – 

the agents mobilize whatever they can to stake particular claims and strengthen their 

position in a given field. Recurring to Bourdieu's favorite metaphor, much as a football 

field, social fields are places where people aim at winning and therefore struggle for po-

sition. While doing so, they are confronted with requirements for membership set by the 

specific field on its participants. In this context, Bourdieu underlines that on the one 

hand, the field exercises an effect on the individual, regulating his/her behavior through 

the doxa or the rules of the game that go widely unquestioned. On the other hand, he 

argues, there is also a certain agency on the side of the individuals. Rules only define 

the general frame and structure of the play, however not the actual moves by the actors 

involved in the struggle for position (Rehbein 2006; Schwingel 2000).146 Given this in-

teraction, the field affects the agents and their habitus and, at the same time, is af-

fected by them. All these struggles between different practices derived from different 

habitus taken together eventually result in either conserving or transforming the struc-

ture of the field, depending on which actors gain the upper hand  (Inglis and Thrope 

2012).

5.3.3.2 Knowledge in the form of cultural and symbolic capital
Against the backdrop of what has been described with respect to habitus and field, 

Bourdieu's theory has a strong inclination to explore and focus on how power is distrib-

uted. These distributions of power define the structure of the respective fields and fur-

nish the actors with differing prerequisites for pursuing their goals on the social field, as 

Kajetzke (2008) argues. In Bourdieu's terminology, she continues, these prerequisites 

are also called 'capital'. Capital has a double function: It not only determines the struc-

ture of the field, but also the habitus of the actors in it, resulting in it being equally field 

structure as well as input into the field.

Transcending the traditional limitation of referring to capital only in terms of economic 

resources,  Bourdieu  (1992) developed over several  decades four  different  forms of 

146 An example for this agency is the circumstance that only the agents of a given field can determine the value of a 
field's position. In other words: One has to be part of the field to contribute to defining the value of the specific posi-
tions available. In contrast to this, one does not need to belong to a specific field to ascribe a high value to certain 
positions, as e.g. in the field of politics.
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capital. He postulates that class, class relations and their constitution is better defined 

in terms of the specific habitus and the different capital forms invested than – as pro-

posed by Marx – in terms of the individual's formal relation to the means of production. 

The four forms of capital he describes include economic, social, cultural and symbolic 

capital. In the following, I sketch them briefly.

Economic capital encompasses – next to the production means in the sense of Marx –

all the accumulated economic resources having any kind of exchange value such as 

money, property etc. (Bourdieu 1983:185).

For Bourdieu, social capital denotes the social network resources of an agent and en-

compasses e.g. family, business associates as well as formal and informal networks 

(1983:190–95).  It  is  defined as “the totality of  current  and potential  resources con-

nected to the possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relation-

ships of mutual acquaintance and recognition; or, in other words, resources based on 

belonging to a certain group” (1983:190, translated from German by the author).

Cultural capital in the sense of Bourdieu denotes the cultural knowledge and the com-

petencies built up and used by an agent, including preferences and taste. It refers to 

more symbolic elements signaling one's social position such as taste, skills, manner-

isms and credentials. In that sense it is information capital and covers a set of rules 

that determine how to define other fields and other capital  (1983:185–90). Bourdieu 

distinguishes between three forms of cultural capital: incorporated, objectified and insti-

tutionalized cultural capital. Incorporated cultural capital refers to capital that cannot be 

isolated from the individual holding it; it can e.g. take the form of language, accent, di-

alect  or  education  and  skills.  Objectified cultural  capital  comes  in  physical  objects 

whose consumption is indicative of one's social class; examples for this sub-form of 

cultural capital include art objects, books, instruments or wine. Institutionalized cultural 

capital takes the form of credentials that objectively mark one's social class and sym-

bolize cultural competence and authority, most prominently in the case of educational 

qualifications such as degrees.

Elements of cultural capital are acquired by belonging to a specific social class and, in 

turn, a sense of collective identity is generated by sharing similar forms of cultural capi-

tal such a degree from a renowned university or the same taste in art or literature. In 

this context, Bourdieu underlines that certain forms of cultural capital are considered to 

be more valuable than others, resulting in this capital form having the potential to fur-

ther or hamper one's social mobility just as much as income or wealth. He therefore 
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deems cultural capital to be a major source of social inequality (for an in-depth discus-

sion cf. König and Berli (2013)).

Each of the three capital forms can turn into an object of acceptance or appreciation 

(König and Berli 2013) and be used for a symbolic enforcement of claims to power. In 

this function, capital turns into the forth form, i.e. into symbolic capital that represents a 

sort  of  meta-capital.  According to Bourdieu,  it  is  connected to a field's doxa and is 

linked to reputation and honor. In other words, symbolic capital is, eventually, “the form 

that one or another of these species147 takes when it is grasped through categories of 

perception that recognize its specific logic, or, if you prefer, misrecognize the arbitrari-

ness of its possession and accumulation” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992b:119).

Bourdieu claims that under the given circumstances, the different forms of capital can 

be converted into each other, albeit at varying degrees of difficulty and conversion ef-

forts (1983:195–98). Such a conversion can e.g. take place by buying an expensive art 

object for money (cultural capital) or the membership in a yacht club (social capital) or 

by substantially supporting a charity organization (symbolic capital). Each form of capi-

tal conforms to its own rules and modes of functioning. Consequently, the exchange 

rates are highly contested, given that the significant shareholders of each capital form 

strive for preserving and/or increasing the value of the specific capital form (Rehbein 

2006). With respect to a profitable conversion of capital, investing money is therefor 

only promising if the art object from the example above is recognized in the field of art 

and if the membership in a yacht club is accompanied by a continuous cultivation of the 

relationships. As for the investment into the charity organization, it has to be perceived 

by the relevant public as an act of charity.

As for the hierarchy between the different capital forms, Bourdieu considers economic 

capital to be the most decisive resource, at least with respect to contemporary capitalist 

societies  (Savage, Warde, and Devine 2005). On the background of the interlinkage 

between capital and field, he concedes that “[o]bviously, in advanced capitalist soci-

eties, it would be difficult to claim that the economic field does not exercise especially 

powerful  determinations”  (Bourdieu  and  Wacquant  1992b:109).  However,  while  ac-

knowledging a “tendency to a dominance of the economic field” (Bourdieu 1985:11) at 

this given historic juncture, he argues against a final economic determination, arguing 

that relations between the fields are by no means fix but in a process of re-negotiation 

when considering longer time spans (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992b).

147 By ‘species’ Bourdieu means the capital forms.
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The concept of capital is the connection between the concepts of 'field' and 'habitus' in 

the sense that habitus depends on the capital available in a specific field. The amount 

of capital determines the weight and influence an actor has with respect to forming and 

modeling the field (Rehbein 2006). In this sense, each actor acts according to the con-

straints of the field structure. The less significant his/her weight with respect to the field, 

the bigger the structural constraints. The more significant his/her weight, the bigger is 

his/her potential for influencing and modeling the field in terms of the rules, the invest-

ments and the distribution of benefits.

With respect to the central topic of knowledge, cultural and symbolic capital are of piv-

otal importance (Kajetzke 2008)148. Following her approach, the two capital forms dis-

play both specific functions with respect to knowledge: Cultural capital allows to tackle 

the issue of  knowledge in terms of  its  potential  as resource while  symbolic  capital 

broaches  the  issue  with  respect  to  its  potential  as  cognition  or  cognitive  process 

(2008:57–58).

Kajetzke (2008:58–59) outlines that by speaking of cultural capital in its objectified, in-

stitutionalized or incorporated forms, Bourdieu illustrates that an actor's knowledge in 

fact results from societal work and multi-faceted efforts (mainly money and time) which 

both the actor him-/herself and his/her environment invested into his/her educational 

development (Schwingel 2000). He understands knowledge as embodied cultural abili-

ties, practices and skills.  As such, knowledge represents a resource of the actor in 

question that he/she can refer to. In addition to this, as knowledge has been learned 

and practiced under a specific habitus, it forms a crucial part of the actor's identity. It is 

in fact in the habitus where the possibilities and limits are defined of what an actor can 

know, given that it represents the power relations with respect to both the field and the 

actor. In terms of the actual distribution of this knowledge, Bourdieu stresses that it is 

highly non-homogeneous, given that it is strongly influenced by the capital structure of 

the actor's family with respect to the economic, social and cultural dimensions. Accord-

ingly, the chances to which an actor is able to enforce his/her interests (be it in an edu-

cational or professional context) strongly depend on how much economic and cultural 

capital his/her immediate social environment possesses (Bourdieu 1966).

Symbolic capital in Bourdieu’s understanding represents some sort of social legitima-

tion in the form of prestige and reputation attributed to an actor's action or possession 

148 As stressed by Houben (2013), ‘knowledge’ is a topic that is rarely dealt with in academic reception of Bourdieu’s 
theory. This main reason for this seems to be that it is generally subsumed under ‘cultural capital’, which is some-
times also called ‘educational capital’. It is to Kajetzke's (2008) credit that she pointed to the linkage between 
knowledge and symbolic capital, which includes the dimension of the cognitive apprehension (in the original termed 
as ‘kognitive Erfassung der sozialen Welt’).
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by other actors in the respective field. It therefore crucially depends on the accumula-

tion of other capital forms while at the same time allowing the economic, social and cul-

tural capitals to unfold their power effects. This reciprocal process contributes to form-

ing the specific habitus of a person and establishing specific structures of thought and 

perception, resulting in an individual way of perceiving and assessing social situations 

in the field: “The primary capital forms and the symbolic transformation, incorporated 

resources and habitual cognition, are linked by a system of interrelationship of mutual 

enabling and influencing.” (Kajetzke 2008:60)

Cognition, here understood as the understanding of social situations, is called ‘habit-

ual’, as in most cases, it does not imply a conscious understanding, but refers to an un-

questioned recognition or common sense. Such habitual knowledge builds on what has 

earlier been described as 'doxa' (cf. chapter 5.3.3.1) and is therefore also referred to as 

'doxic knowledge'. According to Bourdieu, such habitual processes explain why power 

constellations and social inequalities remain relatively stable regardless of ongoing so-

cial battles by all actors for improving or maintaining their specific position. The battles 

take place within a context pre-stabilized by an implicit agreement to accept the given 

power constellation in general terms. In this context, Bourdieu refers to symbolic power 

as the 'soft power' that leads to reproducing inequalities by means of the habitus' per-

ceptional patterns. However, social fields not only have a deterministic function in that 

existing structures are reproduced along the unquestioned doxa, they also build the 

starting point for what Kajetzke called “counter-strategies”  (2008:62). Counter-strate-

gies consist in challenging the existing structures and rules along which existing power 

constellations are construed, resulting in them becoming flexible and modifiable again. 

This form of challenging the existing order is called “heresy” (Bourdieu 1993b:109). In 

the course of these processes of negotiation, new forms of knowledge can emerge and 

replace the habitual, ‘doxic knowledge’. This new knowledge or ‘heretical knowledge’ is 

characterized by it questioning existing interpretative patterns.

5.3.3.3 Reflexivity as meta-concept for examining one's own knowledge
Next to the epistemological shortcomings of subjectivism and objectivism described in 

footnotes 140 and 141, Bourdieu criticizes that both approaches ignore the question of 

the possibility  and limits of a researcher's own understanding and realization (Steiner 

2001). Against the backdrop of the habitus concept and the related internalization of 

dispositions, Bourdieu comprehends human actions as in large part unconscious activ-

ity, rooted in the doxa: “It is because agents never know completely what they are do-

ing that what they do has more sense that they know.” (1990a:69) He underlines that 
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this is equally the case for the sociological habitus and stresses that the “scholastic 

point of view”  (1990b:380) unintentionally modifies how scientists approach their ob-

jects of study – a fact that according to him goes largely unnoticed and leads to ignor-

ing the limited range of such claims to validity. It entails that preconstructed objects and 

related systems of classification are taken for granted without taking into consideration 

the circumstances of their generation and related issues of power and hierarchization.

He criticizes those “people whose profession would consist in objectifying the social 

world and who are not able to objectify themselves and do not see that what is talking 

from their alleged scientific discourse is not the object, but rather their relationship to 

the object, resentment, envy, social craving, unconscious tendencies and a multitude of 

not  analyzed issues”  (Bourdieu 1993a:15,  translation by the author)149.  In a certain 

sense, he reproaches science not to apply its own principles and tools on itself, result-

ing in the nurturing of two complementing illusions, “the subjectivistic 'illusion of the im-

mediate realization' and the objectivistic 'illusion of absolute understanding'” (Schwingel 

1993:45; translation by the author).

In order to remedy this situation, he introduces the concept of a ‘reflexive sociology’, 

most  prominently  in  “An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology”  (Bourdieu and Wacquant 

1992a). He suggests that (social) scientists objectify themselves and conduct their re-

search with conscious attention to their own biases, beliefs and assumptions in the act 

of sense-making. As Wacquant, Bourdieu's co-editor for “An Invitation to Reflexive So-

ciology” underlines  (Wacquant 1992:39–40),  this  objectivation aims at  three biases: 

First, it is directed at one's own personal entanglement with the research object due to 

specific interests and a specific way of thinking that are linked to the one's social back-

ground (including class,  culture,  generation,  gender,  age,  nationality  etc.)  and form 

one's habitus. Second, it aims at the bias linked to the position a researcher has in the 

microcosm  of  his  academic  field  depending  on  the  theoretical  approach  he/she 

chooses and the power attributed to this position. This includes a critical assessment of 

the whole fabric of traditions, thought patterns, problems and shared convictions that 

shape what at a given time is considered to be worthy and important enough to be re-

searched and discussed. These two biases direct the course of inquiry and determine 

the lenses one looks through, i.e. the theories or methodologies applied. The third bias 

entails what Wacquant calls an “intellectualistic bias”  (1992:39); he considers it to be 

the one characterizing Bourdieu's concept of reflexivity most prominently. This bias pre-
149 In the German original, for clarity reasons: “Bei vielen soziologischen Arbeiten, die ich lese, finde ich es bedauer-

lich, dass Leute, deren Beruf es doch ist, die soziale Welt zu objektivieren, so wenig in der Lage sind, sich selbst zu 
objektivieren und nicht sehen, dass, was aus ihren vermeintlich wissenschaftlichen Reden spricht, eben nicht das 
Objekt ist, sondern vielmehr ihre Beziehung um Objekt, Ressentiment, Neid, soziale Begierde, unbewusste Stre-
bungen, eine Menge nicht analysierter Dinge.”
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vents one from perceiving the world in terms of the practical problems to be solved, but 

induces one to focus on theoretical  constructs and agglomerates of  meaning or,  in 

other words, on “the collective scientific unconscious” (Wacquant 1992:40). He argues 

that  such  an  approach  runs  the  danger  of  imposing  theoretical  concepts  and  ap-

proaches on real world issues, resulting in what Bourdieu called a denial of social real-

ity as “nobody […] wants to see the social world as it is” (Bourdieu, Chamboderon, and 

Passeron 1991:282).

Reflexivity in Bourdieu's sense does not primarily imply a subject's reflection on itself, 

but rather on the social and intellectual foundation reflected in the scientific methods 

and tools (Wacquant 1992). While Bourdieu acknowledges – much like other sociolo-

gists – that personal prejudice plays significant a role and needs to be taken into ac-

count, he focuses on the impact of one's institutional disciplinary position and the re-

lated intellectual framing: “The 'return' it [reflexivity, the author] calls for extends beyond 

the experiencing subject to encompass the organizational and cognitive structure of the 

discipline” (Wacquant 1992:40). Reflexivity with respect to the third bias implies to turn 

one's attention toward the unconscious preconditions of the sociological habitus or, in 

Bourdieu's terminology, the doxa of the intellectual field of sociology. 

By recurring to reflexivity, Bourdieu pursues two aims. On the one hand, he invests in 

reinforcing scientific research against attempts by the political and economic fields to 

exploit it. On the other hand, he strives for immunizing research against the tempta-

tions that come with the inner logic of the scientific field, including the danger of as-

sessing phenomena from an ethnocentric or otherwise limited perspective. Thus, his 

approach to  reflexivity  is  characterized by the researcher’s  close involvement;  it  is 

paramount for him/her to recognize him-/herself as being “of the world [they] study, that 

[they] are accountable to the 'natives', who now talk back. No longer can [they] pretend 

to  any  clear  demarcation”  between  them  and  their  objects  of  research  (Burawoy 

2000:21).

5.3.3.4 Summary of the dimensions of ‘knowledge’ and ‘understanding’ 
informed

Summarizing the insights from Bourdieu's theoretical approach reveals that they con-

tribute to informing both of the dimensions constituting ‘knowledge’ and ‘understanding’ 

as anticipatorily introduced in chapters 4.4.1 and 4.4.3. In the case of ‘knowledge’, four 

dimensions are informed, namely the (3) actor-related dimension, the (4) dimension of 

social organization, the (5) contextual dimension and the (8) representational dimen-

sion. In the case of ‘understanding’, all three dimensions are discussed, i.e. the (14) di-
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mension of the uncertainty of gaining an adequate understanding, the (15) dimension 

of structural and organizational constraints influencing understanding and the (16) di-

mension of personal biases influencing understanding.

With respect to knowledge (cf. illustration 17), Bourdieu’s theoretical contribution first 

specifies the (3) actor-related dimension of knowledge by detailing the forms an actor's 

knowledge can take. In this respect, he distinguishes between three forms of so-called 

cultural  capital:  incorporated,  objectified  and  institutionalized  cultural  capital.  These 

forms represent resources an actor can draw on.

Second, Bourdieu's deliberations inform the 

(4)  dimension  of  social  organization of 

knowledge  in  a  number  of  ways:  (a)  He 

stresses the central function of socialization 

for  transmitting  knowledge,  (b)  he  argues 

that the act of attesting knowledge to some-

body  is  significantly  coined  by  the  capital 

forms at hand and more precisely by means 

of assessing what he calls 'institutionalized 

cultural  capital'  and (c)  he argues that  ac-

cess  to  knowledge  is  substantially  shaped 

by  a  person's  habitus.  Habitus,  in  turn,  is 

conceptualized  as  system of  acquired and 

lasting  patterns  of  perception,  knowledge 

and  action.  It  is  an  embodied,  generative 

and  largely  unconscious  principle,  derived 

from  the  conditions  in  which  an  individual 

grows up that at the same time also marks 

an  actor’s  boundaries  of  knowledge  and 

consolidates group-specific knowledge. Last and (d), Bourdieu contributes to elucidat-

ing the question of how new knowledge is generated by elaborating on the counter-

strategies against so-called doxic knowledge building on symbolic capital and power 

and resulting in the emergence of new knowledge.

Third, Bourdieu's approach is informative with respect to informing the (5) contextual di-

mension of knowledge. He does this by introducing the concepts of ‘field’ and ‘capital 

forms’ that he both links to the overall power issue, arguing that all facets of social life 

need to be scrutinized for the power relations they embody. With respect to the so-
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called fields, he understands them as structured social spaces – structured along a set 

of rules, capital forms available and knowledges involved; examples for this include the 

religious field, the field of art, the field of culture etc. According to Bourdieu, these fields 

represent fields of struggle in which interactions take place and actors confront each 

other. These confrontations are fueled by differing means and ends, depending on the 

actors' position in the field of forces, and eventually contribute to conserving or trans-

forming the structure of the field. Concerning the influence and relevance of capital 

forms on the contextual dimension of knowledge, Bourdieu underlines the interconnec-

tion of capital and power. He distinguishes between economic, social, symbolic and 

cultural capitals (the latter in the three sub-forms of embodied, objectified and institu-

tionalized cultural capital) and claims that the capital an actor has determines his/her 

influence in forming and modeling the respective field according to his/her interests.

Forth, Bourdieu’s theory also contributes to informing  the (8)  representational dimen-

sion of knowledge by pointing to a specific capital form, i.e. objectified cultural capital 

such as books, collections etc. as one mode of representation of knowledge.

With respect to understanding (cf. illustration 18), Bourdieu's approach addresses and 

informs  all  three  dimen-

sions sketched in chapter 

4.4.3, namely the (14) di-

mension  of  the  uncer-

tainty of  gaining an ade-

quate understanding,  the 

(15)  dimension  of  struc-

tural  and  organizational 

constraints  influencing 

understanding  and  the 

(16)  dimension  of  per-

sonal  biases  influencing 

understanding.

His  reflections  culminate 

in his coining the concept 

of  reflexivity  whereby  he 

understands reflexivity as 

a  means  to  arrive  at 

unadulterated insights into the actual object of study, to the greatest extent possible. 
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Arguing that in general, human actions are to a large part rooted in doxa, he considers 

scientific research to largely amount to an unconscious activity too. Against this back-

drop, he concludes that such knowledge must therefore not be taken for granted, but 

needs to be additionally scrutinized, whereby he informs the (14) dimension of the un-

certainty of gaining an adequate understanding.

To counteract the situation, he advocates for paying conscious attention to the condi-

tions and characteristics of one’s external setting and one’s own disposition, structures 

and inclinations in the act of sense-making, thereby informing the two remaining dimen-

sions of understanding (15) and (16). Arguing that the researcher is part of the social 

world he/she is researching, Bourdieu suggests that he/she examines his/her relation-

ship with the research object from two perspectives, namely in terms of the personal 

and professional relationships with the topic in question.

With respect to the professional entanglement with the topic and informing the (15) di-

mension of structural and organizational constraints influencing understanding, he pro-

poses to examine on the one hand the prevalent theoretical-methodical landscape (i.e. 

the preferred theoretical and methodological approaches) as well as one’s position in 

the microcosm of one's academic field. Both aspects, Bourdieu argues, need to be also 

analyzed against the backdrop of power dynamics attributed to it, also in regard to the 

topics studied (including potential power dynamics between the researcher and the re-

searched). On the other hand, he advocates for paying close attention to the so-called 

‘intellectualistic bias’, i.e. to the focus on theoretical constructs and agglomerates of 

meaning (or what he calls the 'collective scientific unconscious'). He argues that the un-

conscious nature results in taking many structures for granted, such as e.g. the topics 

and themes considered worthy or unworthy of further investigation. Such a reflection-

free approach to research, he argues, threatens to impose theoretical assumptions and 

concepts on real world issues, thereby diverting away from the practical problems.

In regard to the personal entanglement and informing the (16) dimension of personal 

biases influencing understanding, Bourdieu argues for critically reflecting on one's own 

personal relationship with the research object. This form of entanglement results from 

one's own social background, including class, culture, generation, gender, age, nation-

ality etc. It also extends to one’s specific way of thinking and related patterns of percep-

tion and classification that determine one’s view of the world as well as one's specific 

interests.

In other words, Bourdieu advocates for adopting a critical attitude towards one's own 

perception in itself, one’s research practice, potential power dynamics in the academic 
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and organizational fields as well as structural and institutional specifications and con-

straints in general. In this vein he considers it paramount that one observes oneself in 

doing research or in implementing development projects with a special focus on the 

transfer of all sort of constraints and biases into one’s work, be they acquired through 

socialization, professional training or institutional setting.

5.3.4 Summary of the sociological foundations for ‘knowledge’
As outlined earlier, this summary aims at condensing the main insights from the socio-

logical contributions described above. Even more importantly, it outlines how some of 

the fundamental dimensions of knowledge (cf. chapter  4.4.1) are directly informed by 

these contributions and closes with relating the various theoretical insights to the re-

spective dimensions. Anticipating the result, the following six dimensions of knowledge 

turned out to be informed by the sociological literature considered in this research: the 

(1) epistemic dimension, the (3) actor-related dimension, the (4) social organization, 

the (5) contextual dimension, the (7) legitimational dimension and (8) representational 

dimension (for an overview cf. illustration 19).

Discussing in chapter 5.3.1 Schutz’s perspective on knowledge, including the notion of 

‘practical consciousness’ central to his approach – resulted in a number of insights rel-

evant  in  regard  to developing an encompassing framework  for  understanding local 

knowledge:  First,  his  distinction  between  an  actor’s  social  and  subjective  stock  of 

knowledge (including the respective subdivisions of the two terms) and his focus on an 

actor’s depth or granularity of knowledge (including the subdivision into three levels of 

granularity)  all  underline the actor’s  centrality and the ramifications of  his/her basic 

knowledge configuration; this in turn contributes to informing the (3)  actor-related di-

mension of knowledge. Second, Schutz stresses the role of socialization for knowledge 

transmission,  thus informing the (4)  dimension of  social  organization of  knowledge. 

Third, with regard to informing the (5) contextual dimension of knowledge, he identifies 

basic  categories characterizing the fundamental construction and stratification of  all 

life-worlds that should allow to examine a specific particular life-world in-depth; these 

basic categories include on the one hand the division of the world into four sub-worlds 

(so-called 'Mitwelt', 'Umwelt', 'Vorwelt' and 'Folgewelt’) and the respective implications 

and on the other hand the idea of a set of various provinces of meaning with reality be-

ing the central reference point and other provinces such as the world of dreams, of reli-

gious experience etc. forming secondary reference points.  Forth, by differentiating his 

concept of motivational relevances into two types ('in-order-to motives' focusing on the
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future and 'because-of motives' centering on the past) 

Schutz additionally contributes to informing the (7) le-

gitimational dimension of knowledge.

Goffman’s contributions to the debate, discussed in 

chapter 5.3.2, are in three ways formative for inform-

ing the term in question. First, he provides ample sub-

stantiation for the (1)  epistemic dimension of knowl-

edge by introducing the concepts of  primary frame-

works (natural and social frameworks) and secondary 

framework, along with their characteristic modulations 

or keying. In his understanding, frames encapsulate 

culture-specific expectations regarding the context a 

situation takes place,  the  people involved and their 

behavior and the extent of involvement adequate to a 

given situation and as such, they provide conceptual 

orientation as to how to interpret and understand so-

cial situations.  Second and with respect to informing 

the (4) dimension of social organization in his theory, 

Goffman describes a crucial  way how knowledge is 

transmitted in social contexts, namely by internalizing 

what he calls ‘frames’ during socialization. Third, Goff-

man agrees  with  Schutz  that  multiple  provinces  or 

realms of meaning do in fact exist and bear an impor-

tance, thus informing the (5)  contextual dimension of 

knowledge. However, in contrast to Schutz’s perspec-

tive, he denies the existence of a ‘paramount reality’ 

and considers  the diverse realms of  life  as  equally 

pertinent and dominant, putting everyday reality on a 

level with other realms such as dreams or play.

Outlining  Bourdieu’s approach  to  conceptualizing 

knowledge in chapter 5.3.3 led to informing a total of 

four dimensions of knowledge. First, by distinguishing 

between  the  types  an  actor's  knowledge  can  take, 

Bourdieu  identifies  three  forms of  so-called  cultural 

capital, thereby informing the (3) actor-related dimen-

sion of knowledge.
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These three forms of cultural capital, all of which represent resources the actor can fall 

back on, include incorporated, objectified and institutionalized cultural capital. Second, 

he contributes in various way to specifying the (4) dimension of social organization of 

knowledge, including a) by underlining the importance of socialization for knowledge 

transmission, b) by pointing to the fact that the capital forms at hand – in particular 

what he calls 'institutionalized cultural capital' – are decisive in attesting knowledge to 

somebody, c) by arguing that a person’s habitus – one of Bourdieu’s main conceptual-

ized as system of acquired and stable patterns of perception, knowledge and action – 

is crucial when it comes to access to knowledge and d) by stressing that for new knowl-

edge to be generated, counter-strategies need to be identified against so-called doxic 

(i.e. habitual) knowledge.

Third, by introducing the concepts of ‘fields’ and of ‘capital form, which in Bourdieu’s 

understanding are both intrinsically linked to power, he contributes to informing the (5) 

contextual dimension of knowledge, arguing that social life as a whole needs to be ex-

amined in terms of the inherent power structures. For him, ‘fields’ represent social spa-

ces such as ‘art’ or ‘religion’ that are structured along a specific set of rules, capital 

forms at hand and knowledges involved and representing fields of struggle where inter-

actions and confrontations take place that are decided depending on the actors’ posi-

tion in the field and means employed, resulting in the conservation or transformation of 

the field’s structure. ‘Capital forms’, as conceptualized by Bourdieu, rests on the idea 

that capital and power are linked and that the capital available to an actor determines 

the amount of influence he/she has in modeling the field according to his/her interests. 

Bourdieu thereby differentiates between four forms, namely economic, social, symbolic 

and cultural capital150. Forth, and eventually, Bourdieu’s notion of capitals also informs 

the (8) representational dimension of knowledge in stressing a specific capital form rel-

evant to this, namely objectified cultural capital such as e.g. collections, books, perfor-

mances etc.

5.3.5 Summary of the sociological foundations for ‘understanding’
In parallel to the preceding chapter  5.3.4, I summarize first the insights into the com-

plex topic of ‘understanding’ gained from the sociological literature on ‘knowledge’.151 In 

a second step, I outline how these insights inform all three overarching dimensions of 

understanding (cf. chapter 4.4.3). The dimensions concerned are the (14) dimension of 

150 Cultural capital is again sub-divided into the three forms of embodied, objectified and institutionalized cultural capi-
tal (cf. chapter 5.3.3.2).

151 For clarity reasons, I reiterate at the point that Schutz’s theory (cf. chapter 5.3.1) did not provide any grounding to 
the dimensions of understanding.

193



the uncertainty of gaining an adequate understanding, the (15) dimension of structural 

and organizational constraints influencing understanding and the (16) dimension of per-

sonal biases influencing understanding (for an overview cf. illustration 20).

Analyzing  Goffman's perspective 

(cf.  chapter  5.3.2)  resulted  in 

grounding  and  informing  two  of 

the  three  dimensions  of  under-

standing. With respect to the (16) 

dimension of  personal  biases in-

fluencing understanding, Goffman 

postulates  the existence  of  what 

he calls ‘primary frameworks’, dif-

ferentiated into natural and social 

frameworks,  and  ‘secondary 

frameworks’  including  ‘modula-

tions’ and ‘keyings’.  These differ-

ent frameworks, he argues, facili-

tate  making  sense  of  situations 

while simultaneously constructing 

them and are a form of analytical 

instrument  for  the  orientation  in 

the social world and for meaning-

fully  decoding  everyday  experi-

ences. Importantly – with respect 

to the aspect of personal biases – 

these  frames  or  experiential 

schemes are learned and internalized during socialization at a very young age, which 

also explains why they remain largely unconscious and, consequently, are experienced 

primordially. In other words, the conceptual structure through which people process in-

formation from childhood onward forms at the same time a potential repository of per-

sonal biases – biases that one integrates into primary and secondary frames during so-

cialization.

In discussing frames, particularly secondary frames, Goffman also broaches the issue 

of the fragile and contingent nature of any attempt at making sense, thus elucidating 

the (14) dimension of the uncertainty of gaining an adequate understanding. While ar-

guing that frames are in general vital for identifying, defining and understanding events 
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of all kinds, thus ensuring everyday normality, he stresses that they are not able to pro-

vide certainty as such. Rather, they always represent the ‘best inference possible’ in an 

open-ended process that is fundamentally threatened and leaves one at the risk of mis-

interpreting situations. This is even more virulent in the case of both benign and ex-

ploitative  ‘fabrications’ such  as,  in  Goffman’s  terminology,  ‘frame errors’,  ‘disputes’, 

‘breaks’ and ‘behavior outside the frame’; they all represent threats to the normality as-

sumption, thereby underlining the precarious nature of one’s concept of reality.

The theoretical contributions from Bourdieu’s approach (cf. chapter 5.3.3) address and 

inform all three dimensions involved. First, he advocates for adopting a critical attitude 

towards one's own perception and one’s research practice, given that in his view, re-

search amounts to a largely ‘semi-conscious activity’ given the effects of ‘doxa’, i.e. of 

deep-rooted and largely unquestioned beliefs and convictions. Thus, Bourdieu under-

stands the actual process of gaining an understanding to be permanently and funda-

mentally endangered by one’s own habitual patterns, thereby informing the (14) dimen-

sion of the uncertainty of gaining an adequate understanding of this project.

The remaining two dimensions of understanding are informed by Bourdieu’s concept of 

‘reflexivity’ whereby he understands ‘reflectivity’ as amounting to a ‘full objectivation’. In 

other words, he considers it paramount that one observes oneself in doing research or 

in implementing development projects with a special focus on the transfer of one’s own 

biases into one’s work – be they acquired through socialization or professional training. 

Arguing that the researcher is part of the social world he/she is researching, he sug-

gests that he/she examines his/her relationship with the research object from two main 

perspectives:  First, he argues for critically reflecting on one's  personal entanglement 

with the topic of interest, which results from one's social background and upbringing, in-

cluding  the  specific patterns  of  perception,  valuation  and  classification  determining 

one's distinct interests, thus contributing to informing the (16) dimension of personal bi-

ases influcencing ‘understanding’.

Second, he proposes that one pays equal attention to one’s professional entanglement 

with the topic, whereby he contributes to informing the (15) dimension of structural and 

organizational constraints influencing understanding. The focus on one’s professional 

entanglement is directed at two aspects specifically: On the one hand, it entails a thor-

ough double analysis of one’s general position in the microcosm of one’s academic 

field and (b) the theoretical constructs and methods mostly applied. ‘Analyzing’ one’s 

position’ also implies checking for power dynamics emerging from the specific constel-

lation and their potential influence on the research or development project at hand (in-
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cluding power between the researcher and the researched). ‘Analyzing the theoretical 

and  methodical  landscape’ extends  to  a  critical  assessment  of  the  theoretical  ap-

proaches prevalently applied and the perspective on reality resulting thereof. On the 

other hand, Bourdieu promotes to pay close attention to the intellectualistic bias, i.e. to 

the focus on theoretical constructs and agglomerates of meaning (or what he calls the 

'collective scientific unconscious'). He argues that the unconscious nature leads to tak-

ing many structures for granted, such as e.g. themes considered worthy or unworthy of 

further investigation. An approach to research which refrains from critically reflecting on 

its own conditionality, he specifies, threatens to impose theoretical assumptions and 

concepts on real world issues, thereby diverting away from the practical problems.

5.4 Anthropological foundations
‘Knowledge’ indeed represents a cross-disciplinary concept in the true sense: In chap-

ter 5.2, I discussed philosophy's perspective on it and pointed out that it is foremost in-

formed by a focus on knowledge per se, its validation and a general quest for truth. So-

ciology, as shown in chapter 5.3, primarily addresses and discusses the social embed-

dedness of knowledge and the circumstances and ways of its construction and genera-

tion. Anthropology, the last of the social-science triplet, follows by and large a path simi-

lar to one pursued by sociology in studying knowledge's embeddedness – however, 

this time in terms of its cultural foundations and forms.

As a matter of fact, ‘culture’ can be said to be a, if not the key concept of anthropology 

– at least of socio-cultural anthropology, which also happens to be defined as 'the study 

of cultures'. As it is often the case with key concepts, the notion of knowledge is as cen-

tral to the anthropological debate as it is contested. In the last decades, the so-called 

'classical  approach’ to  culture  has  increasingly  come under  criticism  (cf.  e.g.  Abu-

Lughod (1991), Barth  (2001), Boyacigiller et al.  (2004) and Rodseth  (1998)). The cri-

tique is directed at a variety of alleged theoretical and methodological shortcomings: 

The classical  approach is  said  to  conceptualize  culture  as  a “bounded,  single-site, 

static entity”  (Caulkins 2004:317) and to assign similar traits to their objects of study, 

thereby running the risk of essentializing, homogenizing and 'othering' them. In reaction 

to this fundamental critique, certain authors argue for a basic revision of what is under-

stood by 'culture', e.g. by breaking the concept into its elements (such as religious be-

liefs  or  the arts)  which then need to be comprehended on their  own terms  (Kuper 

1999). Others suggest rejecting the concept of culture altogether (Barth 2001; Caulkins 

2001) and turning to other, more fruitful ones such as ‘knowledge’ that in their view 

promise to provide an inclusive, encompassing perspective (Barth 1995).
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However, this research does not intend to partake in the fundamental discussion on the 

definition of culture. Rather, it focuses on anthropology’s perspective on the notion of 

‘knowledge’  as  this  chapter’s  ultimate  goal  consists  in  informing  the  term  for  this 

project’s purpose, along with the related notion of ‘understanding’. In this vein, I discuss 

below three approaches152 that offer conceptual-analytical insights into the topic and 

complement the philosophical and sociological perspectives presented earlier in chap-

ters  5.2 and  5.3. In terms of concrete references in the literature selected and con-

sulted, I expect anthropology to provide ample material for grounding and informing 

both terms and their respective dimensions (cf. chapters 4.4.1 and 4.4.3). For ‘knowl-

edge’, I anticipate it to cover the (1) epistemic dimension, the (2) procedural dimension, 

the (3) actor-related dimension, the (4) dimension of social organization, the (5) contex-

tual dimension, the (7) legitimational and, lastly, the (8) representational dimension. For 

‘understanding’, I expect two dimensions to be informed, i.e. the (14) dimension of the 

uncertainty of gaining an adequate understanding and the (15) dimension of structural 

and organizational constraints influencing understanding.

With regard to the structure of this chapter, I  first  outline the approach advocated by 

Barth and commonly denoted as 'anthropology of knowledge' (cf. chapter  5.4.1). As 

mentioned, he considers 'knowledge' to be a more productive analytical category than 

'culture' for picturing and understanding the diverse expressions of human behavior. 

Accordingly,  he proposes using knowledge as “prototype for  culture”  (1995:66),  not 

least because he considers it to entail an “imagery less vulnerable to the constructions 

on which disempowerment discourses build” (1995:66). As for the actual discussion of 

Barth's concept of knowledge, I start by outlining in chapter 5.4.1.1 his argument as to 

why he considers 'knowledge' to represent a more promising analytical category than 

'culture'. In chapter 5.4.1.2, I describe his concept of knowledge consisting of three so-

called 'faces' or aspects that describe any knowledge form.

In a second step (cf. chapter 5.4.2), I describe the value orientations theory established 

by Florence Kluckhohn and Fred Strodtbeck and complemented by Michael Hills. In 

contrast to Barth, Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck do not opt for replacing the concept of 

'culture', but for conceptualizing it in terms of a society’s underlying value system. They 

suggest a taxonomy of cultural values that comprehends culture as an ensemble of re-

sponses to a number of basic challenges in daily life. When discussing the value orien-
152 Given that local knowledge is a topic that one would genuinely assign to anthropology, three contributions from this 

discipline might seem few. However, most anthropological research on local knowledge approaches the topic in an 
extensively descriptive way, outlining in great detail the characteristics of a specific knowledge tradition or form. 
The focus of this research is, however, on conceptualizing local knowledge in an analytical and structured manner. 
In view of this, I therefore resort for the literature selection to anthropologists whose theories are either not related 
to the local knowledge discourse (as in the case of Kluckhohn, Strodtbeck and Hill) or do not figure among the ap-
proaches commonly discussed in the context of the local knowledge debate.
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tation approach, I start in chapter 5.4.2.1 by outlining the conceptual basis designed by 

Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck as well as the six basic challenges that, according to their 

theory, every society needs to resolve. In chapter 5.4.2.2, I describe the various devel-

opments of  the theory,  including the complementing basic challenges suggested by 

Hills.

Lastly, I turn to Brent Berlin (cf. chapter 5.4.3) and his use of cognitive techniques in his 

research on ethnobiological classification systems and color naming schemes across 

the world. His contribution stands out, in the first place methodologically153, in that he 

reverses the roles when it comes to gaining an understanding in an unfamiliar context: 

Instead of the scientifically-trained actors doing their best to try to make sense across 

epistemologies, Berlin proposes that the local partners describe and detail the content, 

structure and characteristics of their knowledge in their role as local experts. In fact, 

this way, Berlin and his associates found convincing evidence of surprisingly extensive 

similarities in color and ethnobiological classification, thus further consolidating the idea 

of the universality of basic human cognition. As for the structure of the chapter, I begin 

by describing the emergence of  the  discipline of  cognitive anthropology along with 

Berlin’s respective contribution (cf. chapter 5.4.3.1). In chapter 5.4.3.2, I outline Berlin 

et al.’s model for ethnobiological classification, followed by an outline on the cross-cul-

tural color scheme (cf. chapter 5.4.3.3).

The specific approach is in parallel to the preceding chapters on philosophy and sociol-

ogy: All three discussions conclude with an individual summary on how the insights in-

form the basic dimensions of knowledge listed in chapter 4.4.1. In the case of a theory 

additionally informing the notion of ‘understanding’, a second summary is provided with 

an outline on how the respective approach grounds the dimensions of understanding 

listed in chapter 4.4.3. In conclusion, chapters 5.4.4 and 5.4.5 provide summaries of all 

the insights combined from sociology on ‘knowledge’ and ‘understanding’ respectively.

5.4.1 Fredrik Barth: Culture as shared knowledge
In the attempt to identify cogent conceptual-analytical approaches to knowledge, I re-

sort to Fredrik Barth's alternative approach to conceptualizing culture and knowledge. 

In this vein, I describe in chapter 5.4.1.1 Barth's specific take on culture and knowledge 

before outlining in chapter 5.4.1.2 his analytical approach to knowledge. The conclud-

ing chapter 5.4.1.3 sums up the main insights and describes how they contribute to in-

forming the dimensions of knowledge outlined in chapter 4.4.1.

153 For an outline on how Berlin’s perspective differs and for implications resulting thereof cf. chapter 5.4.3.4.
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5.4.1.1 Barth's perspective on culture and knowledge
As addressed above, in terms of approaching 'culture', I follow Barth and his sugges-

tion to divert the attention away from the broad and potentially biased notion of culture 

and instead focus on the notion of “traditions of knowledge” (2002:1) by acknowledging 

“knowledge  as  a  major  modality  of  culture”  (1995:66).  Unlike  Boyer  (2005) who 

equates the concepts of culture and knowledge154, Barth (2002) upholds the distinction 

between 'knowledge' and 'culture', differentiating them from each other. He argues that 

while 'knowledge' serves and furnishes people with material for reflection and premises 

for action, 'culture' too eagerly embraces the results of those reflections and actions, 

thereby distracting the attention from the people's “engagement with the world, through 

action” (1995:66). To avoid the fusion of the two concepts, he draws a line between re-

flections and actions based on knowledge (being part of culture) and knowledge itself 

that provides the social actor with material for reflection and premises for action. By do-

ing so,  Barth underlines that  he understands knowledge foremost  as 'knowing'  and 

therefore as a process (as opposed to a product). Consequently, he emphasizes the 

processes of production, reproduction and use of knowledge while at the same time 

stressing the agency of individuals in an attempt to draw attention to the “knowers and 

to the acts of the knowledge – the people who hold, learn, produce and apply knowl-

edge in their various activities and lives” (2002:3).

As for the definition of knowledge, Barth takes a pragmatic stance. Acknowledging the 

debates in philosophy and metaphysics, he opts for emancipating himself (and his fel-

low  anthropologists)  from  a  “compulsive  search  for  truth,  rationality,  and  scientific 

method” (2002:2) to stay focused on the actual ethnographic discovery.155 In order not 

to run the risk of over-simplification, he builds on Bertrand Russell’s understanding of 

knowledge that centers on a person's individual experiences: “He knows what he has 

seen and heard, what he has read and what he has been told, and also what, from 

these data, he has been able to infer to knowledge” (Russell 1948:9).

For  Barth,  knowledge  is  “what  people  employ  to  interpret  and  act  on  the  world” 

(1995:66). In other words, he sees culture as shared knowledge, a notion that has 

been  specified  by  Caulkins  as  “knowledge  shared  above  a  specified  threshold” 

(2004:317). Barth advocates for a broad notion of knowledge: In his understanding, 

knowledge also includes “feelings (attitudes) as well as information, embodied skills as 

154 Boyer in fact quasi equates the two terms by referring to “the standard referentiality of a term like ‘knowledge’ as 
codifying the habituated epistemic forms produced by the human capacity for meaningful semiosis (e.g. culture, 
more or less, in its postwar anthropological trajectory) [...]” (2005:141).

155 Barth himself points to similarities between his approach and the so-called 'strong program' in sciences studies (cf. 
Barnes et al. (1996)) that he describes as “characterized by its agnosticism with respect to the truth or falsity of 
specific items of knowledge” (2002:10).

199



well as verbal taxonomies and concepts: all the ways of understanding that we use to 

make up our experienced, grasped reality” (Barth 2002:1). Consequently, he does not 

perceive of knowledge in terms of an ideal form whose corpus is derived from a “few 

abstracts principles by systematic deduction”  (2002:8). Rather, he recognizes knowl-

edge as consisting of highly varying degrees of definitional specificity and abstractness: 

“[...]  knowledge in its different modalities can range from an assemblage of discon-

nected empirical detail to a 'theory of everything' [...]” (2002:8).

5.4.1.2 Barth's analytical approach to knowledge
In this search for a productive approach to knowledge, Barth distances himself from a 

merely emic analysis of knowledge, considering it to be flawed by circular reasoning in 

view of presumed conceptual structures being eventually substantiated by the concepts 

abstracted from the same data the presumed structures were initially gained  (Barth 

2002). He therefore strives for a more analytical approach and formulates three funda-

mental aspects or ‘faces’ he considers to be characteristic for any knowledge form, in-

cluding scientific knowledge:  First, according to him, knowledge encompasses a sub-

stantive corpus of assertions and ideas about the world. Second, it entails a range of 

media and representations given that it needs to be represented and communicated “in 

the form of words, concrete symbols, pointing gestures or actions” (2002:3). The third 

characteristic involves the social organization within which the knowledge-related activ-

ities take place, as he stresses that knowledge has to be “distributed, communicated, 

employed, and transmitted within a series of instituted social relations” (2002:3).

Barth's approach, in other words, consists in disaggregating, dissecting and analyzing 

knowledge forms along these three faces.156 With respect to the order in which these 

faces of knowledge are ideally studied, Barth  (2002) argues that generally speaking, 

anyone of the three may serve as starting point; however, for the case of a complex 

ethnographic undertaking, he suggests that one first focuses on the social organization 

and on related fields of social action.

Such an approach to studying knowledge is not only applicable to 'anthropologically rel-

evant' knowledge forms (i.e. forms of local knowledge), but is equally valid and informa-

tive when it comes to gaining a broader understanding of scientific or academic knowl-

156 As Barth stresses, by advocating for distinguishing between the three faces of knowledge, he takes the opposite 
position to Clifford Geertz who stated that “to an ethnographer, sorting through the machinery of distant ideas, the 
shapes of knowledge are always ineluctably local, indivisible from their instruments and their encasements” 
(1983:4). Barth is explicitly interested and focused on these very 'shapes', 'instruments' and 'encasements' as he 
considers them to be decisive in the endeavor to more accurately “analyse the internal processes of differently con-
stituted traditions of knowledge” (Barth 2002:3).
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edge157. According to Barth, this is only consistent in that his approach is all about set-

ting up “dimensions of description (corpus, medium, social organization) that are based 

on truisms about all knowledge” (Barth 2002:10).

He stresses that the three faces are interconnected and determine each other mutually. 

Specific knowledge forms or traditions are characterized by the way these three as-

pects are interrelated in specific ways:

“Their mutual determination takes place at those specific moments when a particular item of sub-

stantive knowledge is cast in a particular communicative medium and applied in an action by an 

actor positioned in a particular social organization;  their systematic interdependence arises by 

virtue of the constraints in realization that these three aspects impose on each other in the context 

of every particular application.” (Barth 2002:3 / Italics by the author) 

To determine in these particular realizations repeated and enduring effects of mutual 

constraint and influence leads to the identification of processes of mutual determination 

between the three faces of knowledge. In addition, such an analytical approach allows 

observing three specific phenomena, Barth argues: First, it points at the very interplay 

between the three faces that in turn generates the “criteria of validity and feasibility” 

(Barth 2002:3) governing the specific knowledge form. Second, it is crucial in clarifying 

the “forms of coherence”  (Barth 2002:3) the specific tradition of knowledge achieves. 

Third,  it  allows  studying  the  “trajectory  of  a  changing  corpus  of  knowledge”  (Fozi 

2007:177) by means of identifying 'potentials' and 'constraints' of the identified criteria 

of validity and feasibility that have a fostering or hampering effect on knowledge pro-

duction and transmission. Correspondingly, Barth (2002) argues that the trajectory of a 

knowledge tradition is in large part endogenously shaped and determined. Irrespective 

of that, he underlines that this circumstance does not throw the gates wide open to a 

vague relativism of what he calls ‘anything goes’.158 Rather, it implies in his view a form 

of  an  informative  relativism  that  allows  demonstrating  “how  already  established 

thoughts, representations, and social relations to a considerable extent configure and 

filter our individual human experience of the world around us and thereby generate cul-

turally diverse worldviews” (2002:1).

157 Cf. his analysis of modern academic knowledge along the three faces, i.e. in terms of (1) the corpus, (2) its medium 
and representations and (3) its social organization (Barth 2002:8–10).

158 By doing so, Barth distances himself from the radical position held by e.g. Paul Feyerabend, i.e. more precisely 
from his fierce criticism of the prevalent theories of science, his rejection of the existence of universal methodologi-
cal rules and his opposition against what he perceived of as orthodox dogmatism in science. After his radicalization 
around 1968, Feyerabend denied the existence of any binding methodological rules, objecting to prescriptive scien-
tific methods as any such one would confine the scientists’ activities and impede scientific progress (for an account 
on the ‘anything goes’-position of absolute relativism cf. Russell (1983), for a general overview on the debate cf. 
Kupka (2013)). In this vein, Feyerabend views science as only one way among many to achieve a robust under-
standing of the world (next to e.g. religion or art).
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With respect to the comprehensiveness of his framework for disaggregating and ana-

lyzing knowledge, Barth concedes that his modeling is simplifying the topic. The simpli-

fication consists in neglecting exogenous factors such as the material circumstances or 

power relations outside the local social setting that generally exert a strong influence 

on the very knowledge form. While for  the context  of  concrete empirical  cases,  he 

strongly advocates for paying close attention to such externalities, he refrains from inte-

grating these aspects into his framework with the aim of keeping it clear-cut and intelli-

gible (Barth 2002).

Studying culture through the lenses of knowledge also sheds a light on the great vari-

ability of the stock of knowledge (Barth 1995, 2002). In contrast to culture, which is, ac-

cording to him, often thought of as diffusely 'shared'159, knowledge is better known to 

be distributed unevenly and to varying degrees. The variation occurs on different levels: 

between communities/populations, within communities/populations and within a single 

person's lifespan (Barth 2002). In this context, Caulkins argues that knowledge needs 

to be “shared above a specific threshold”  (2004:317) for it to constitute a culture. In 

cases where this threshold is not met, Caulkins identifies three other major patterns: 

“(1) weak agreement or ‘proto-cultural’ domains, (2) idiosyncratic or fragmented do-

mains having no real structure, and (3) multicentric domains with overlapping subcul-

tures or non-overlapping counter-cultures”  (2004:320). Against this backdrop, he dis-

cusses the relationship between the degree to which knowledge is shared and consti-

tutes a culture or – if  it  is  shared to a lesser degree – a proto-culture, subculture,  

counter-culture or, in his words, a fragmented and idiosyncratic domain.

Regarding knowledge distribution, Barth argues that differences in knowledge cause a 

significant part of the drive in social interactions, from “gossip to the division of labour” 

(Barth  2002:1).  While  a  certain  amount  of  knowledge  needs  to  form the  common 

ground necessary for communication, some differences in knowledge usually have to 

exist to enable and motivate our interactions. Consequently, according to Barth, under-

standing the “balances of sharing and difference in knowledge” (2002:1–2) is highly in-

formative in terms of them founding social cooperation in a given social context.

Barth, however, not only points to the significant differences in knowledge distribution 

within a population. He also underlines the immense variability of knowledge bodies in 

view of the differing interpretations of the world by different cultures. Against this back-

drop, he proposes that anthropology develops “a comparative ethnographic analysis on 

159 For a critique of the position cf. Hastrup (2004).
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how bodies of knowledge are produced in persons and in populations in the context of 

the social relations that they sustain” (2002:1). 

5.4.1.3 Summary of the dimensions of ‘knowledge’ informed

Analyzing Barth's approach to culture and knowledge160, several insights turn out to in-

form an array of the dimensions of knowledge formative for this research and described 

earlier (cf. chapter 4.4.1), as shown in illustration 21.

First, his  tripartite  analytical  approach  to  knowl-

edge  –  namely  the  basic  assumption  that  any 

knowledge form can be described in terms of (1) 

its corpus of assertions and ideas, (2) its modes of 

communications and (3) its social forms of organi-

zation – contributes to theoretically informing three 

of  these knowledge dimensions.  More precisely, 

this entails the (1) epistemic dimension that is cov-

ered and thus informed by what he calls the ‘cor-

pus of assertions and ideas’, the (4) dimension of 

social  organization that  is  addressed  by  what 

Barth  denotes  as  ‘social  forms  of  organization’ 

and, lastly, the (8) representational dimension that 

is covered by a range of media and actual repre-

sentations that  he brings up in the forms of  the 

range of media and actual representations.  Sec-

ond, Barth’s approach also contributes to inform-

ing the (2)  procedural  dimension of  knowledge in that  he also includes “embodied 

skills” (2002:1) in his broad understanding of knowledge. Third, he points to the criteria 

for validating knowledge that emerge from the interplay between the above mentioned 

three elements constituting any knowledge form, thus addressing and informing the (7) 

legitimational dimension of knowledge. Finally, Barth also discusses the uneven distri-

bution of knowledge between communities/populations, within communities/populations 

and within a single person's lifespan, thereby contributing to grounding the (3) actor-re-

lated dimension of the knowledge holders themselves.

160 Barth’s perspective turned out to only ground ‘knowledge’ and not to contribute to informing ‘understanding’.
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5.4.2 Florence Kluckhohn and Fred Strodtbeck: Cultural value 
orientations

Striving to identify conceptual-analytical categories describing not only knowledge as 

such, but also its broader context, I turn to an anthropological approach that primarily 

centers on values and their structuring effect on the respective culture. This entails first 

discussing the theoretical  approach itself  (chapter  5.4.2.1)  before briefly  outlining a 

number of further developments of the theory (chapter  5.4.2.2). In chapter  5.4.2.3, I 

conclude by summarizing the main insights and the specific ways in which the value 

orientations approach contributes to informing the basic dimensions of knowledge out-

lined in chapter 4.4.1.

5.4.2.1 Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck's approach
In  1961,  cultural  anthropologists  Florence  Kluckhohn  and  Fred  Strodtbeck  publish 

“Variations in Value Orientations” (1961) in which they present a theory of culture based 

on value orientations. They assume that in any given society, values occur in a specific 

distribution that reflects the rank-order of preferences of the society in question. This 

value-related rank-order, they argue, forms the basis for the more tangible cultural val-

ues, beliefs and norms – and, as Gallagher (2001b) stresses – even shapes the soci-

ety's heroes, rituals and popular songs. Next to characterizing the society as such, the 

different  patterns of  ranking also allow for  distinguishing societies from each other, 

Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck argue. In their work, they build on and extend the ethno-

graphic work of Clyde Kluckhohn (1951b) who defined a value as “[a] conception, ex-

plicit or implicit, distinctive of an individual or characteristic of a group, of the desirable, 

which  influences  the  selection  from  available  modes,  means  and  ends  of  action" 

(1951b:395). He argued that “humans share biological traits and characteristics, which 

form the basis for the development of culture, and that people typically feel their own 

cultural beliefs and practices are normal and natural, and those of others are strange, 

or even inferior or abnormal” (Hills 2002:4).

Shifting the focus from values to value orientations, which they understand as basis as-

sumptions or orientations upon which a culture composes its value system (Gallagher 

2001b), Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck invest in explaining cultural differences with a spe-

cial focus on value variability and in determining cultural variation in value orientations. 

They understand value orientations as “[c]omplex but rank-ordered principles, resulting 

from the transactional  interplay of  three analytically  distinguishable elements of  the 

evaluative process – the cognitive, the affective and the directive elements – which 

give order and direction to the ever-flowing stream of human acts and thoughts as 
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these are related to the solution of common human problems” (Kluckhohn and Strodt-

beck 1961:4).

The aspect of  ‘common human problems’ and their  ‘solution’ is crucial  for their  ap-

proach. Starting from the assumption that there are a) a limited number of problems 

common to all humans that need solutions at all times and b) a limited number of solu-

tions to those problems, they conclude that the problems and corresponding solutions 

could be expressed by so-called 'value orientations' (1961:12).161 These value orienta-

tions could then serve to describe a society’s predominant value system as well as to 

draw  distinctions  between  societies.  In  other  words,  according  to  Kluckhohn  and 

Strodtbeck, value orientations arise from challenges that everybody needs to solve re-

gardless of their specific cultural setting and that bear an influence on concrete every-

day decisions. 

In this vein, they identify six dimensions or human problems they consider to be univer-

sal. These include the following fundamental challenges:

A. Man-nature orientation:   What is the relation of man to nature? / How do we view 
the environment?

B. Relational orientation:   What is the relation between men? / How do we see rela-
tionships among people?

C. Time orientation:   What is the temporal focus of human life? / How do we think 
about and use time?

D. Activity orientation:   How do we posit ourselves in the world?
E. Human nature orientation:   What is the basic human nature?
F. Space orientation:   How do we think about and use space?162

In a next step, Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck spelled out the possible generic answers to 

these questions, arguing that the favorite answer in any society mirrors its fundamental 

orientation towards that specific facet of its environment (Hills 2002). Given that these 

challenges represent universal ones, Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck expected that the dif-

ferent approaches to resolve them provide an avenue for eventually measuring and 

comparing cultures. As for the concrete answers to these five (or six, cf. below) chal-

lenges, they realized that people are highly likely to react in one of three ways to the 

challenges A-D enumerated above, thus suggesting a three-point continuum to repre-

sent the potential answers. In contrast to this, with respect to question E regarding the 

human nature orientation, they considered a ‘dual’ answer with respective sub-cate-

161 According to Gallagher, 'value orientations' can be thought of in terms of the somewhat more contemporary con-
cept of “core values” (2001a:3).

162 While Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck described the sixth value orientation pertaining to ‘privacy of space’ on a theoreti-
cal level, they decided not to continue with empirical research in this direction. This resulted in the sixth dimension 
often being completely omitted.
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gories to adequately display the situation. Question F on the space orientation was in-

troduced by Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck, but later abandoned and taken up by other re-

searchers whose three-point continuum is displayed below.

These deliberations resulted in the following three- (or two-) point continuum for each 

challenge:

A. Man-nature orientation:   This issue involves human relationships to nature and 

tackles whether people opt (a) for controlling or mastering nature as well as the 

super-natural (domination), (b) for working together with nature in order to main-

tain a balance (harmony), striving for partial, but not total control or (c) for sub-

mitting to nature and its occurrences, given that life is considered to be deter-

mined by external forces such as e.g. God, fate or nature itself (subjugation) 

(Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck 1961:13).

Three-point continuum: (a) domination – (b) harmony – (c) subjugation

B. Relational orientation:   This challenge deals with the relationships between peo-

ple, i.e. more precisely with the relationship of the individual with others. Ac-

cording to Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck, whether the primary focus is placed on 

the group or the individual allows for the following three configurations: (a) hier-

archical principles and subordination to a higher authority or authorities within 

the  group  (hierarchy),  (b)  egalitarian  consensus  with  an  extended  group  of 

equals based on collective decision-making processes (group-orientation) or (c) 

the individual or individual families within the group deciding on their own, inde-

pendently of others (individualism) (Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck 1961:17–19).

Three-point continuum: (a) hierarchy – (b) group-orientation – (c) individualism

C. Time orientation:   This  issue concerns the dominant  orientation towards time 

and inquires the extent to which individuals and groups in a given society allow 

past, present and future to influence their decisions and subsequent actions. 

Consequently, with respect to decision-making, there are three potential con-

stellations involving the time dimension: (a) Individuals are primarily influenced 

by the past and strive to maintain and preserve traditional teachings and beliefs 

(past), (b) they are in first place influenced by the present and immediate needs 

while focusing on integrating changes in beliefs and traditions to the extent nec-

essary (present) or (c) they are foremost influenced by future prospects and 

needs and seek to plan ahead and look for new ways to proactively replace old 

structures (future) (Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck 1961:13–15).
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Three-point continuum: (a) past – (b) present – (c) future

D. Activity orientation:   This challenge deals with the beliefs in the society in ques-

tion regarding appropriate human goals and discusses differing prime motiva-

tions steering behavior. The three options suggested by Kluckhohn and Strodt-

beck include the following: (a) Individuals can focus on living in the present mo-

ment and display a strong internal motivation for their behavior (being), (b) they 

can aim at developing themselves and growing in abilities into an integrated 

whole – abilities valued by the individual itself,  but not necessarily by others 

(potential mixture of internal and external motivation) (being-in-becoming) or (c) 

they can strive to achieve specific goals and accomplishments, fueled by exter-

nal  motivation  and  subsequent  approval  to  do  so  (doing)  (Kluckhohn  and 

Strodtbeck 1961:15–17).

Three-point continuum: (a) being – (b) being-in-becoming – (c) doing

E. Human nature orientation:   This challenge takes up the beliefs in a given society 

about human nature. In contrast to the previous four issues, Kluckhohn and 

Strodtbeck explore two main dimensions along related sub-dimensions,  sug-

gesting a somewhat more complicated structure for studying this challenge. On 

the one hand they propose (A) the qualitative dimension, describing human na-

ture as (a1) good, (a3) bad or (a2) mixed with “mixed” implying either a mixture 

of good and bad or a neutral state. On the other hand, they stress (B) the di-

mension of mutability, i.e. the question (b1) whether one is born the way one is 

with no option for change or (b2) whether one can learn to change (in whatever 

direction) (Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck 1961:11–12).

Two-point  continuum:  (A):  (a1)  good  –  (a2)  mixed/neutral  –  (a3)  bad

 (B): (b1) immutable – (b2) mutable

The following table 4 shows the five different value orientations and the possible varia-

tions Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck identified for each orientation:
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orientation postulated range of variations
man-nature subjugation harmony mastery

relational hierarchy group-orientation individualism

time past present future

activity being being-in-becoming doing

human nature
evil neutral mixture of good-

and-evil
good

mutable immutable mutable immutable mutable immutable

Table 4: The five value orientations and the range of variations postulated for each163

As mentioned earlier, Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck discuss a sixth orientation, namely the 

spatial dimension. They, however, refrain from elaborating it or integrating it into their 

framework, arguing that the ranges of variability related to this orientation have not yet 

been  sufficiently  worked  out,  among  others  with  respect  to  the  time  orientation 

(1961:10, 14).

Notwithstanding this, for the purpose of this research, the space orientation is included 

since I consider space, or the spatial dimension in general, to represent a crucial di-

mension in face of this research’s ultimate aim, i.e. to develop a framework for under-

standing local knowledge.

F. Space orientation:   This challenge deals with the conception of space prevalent 

in a given society. It relates to issues such as how space is treated in a society, 

who owns it and what rights individuals and groups have to occupy and use this 

space. In a first draft, Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck suggest three potential ways of 

structuring space, namely 'here', 'there' and 'far away'. Other authors such as 

Thomas  (2008) or  Maznevski  et  al.  (2002) propose to think about  space in 

terms of whether it is considered to be foremost (a) public, (b) mixed or (c) pri-

vate. This perspective stresses that the space can belong to everyone as in (a) 

or to specific individuals as in (c) with mixed variants in between (b).

Three-point continuum: (a) public – (b) mixed – (c) private

Methodologically,  Kluckhohn and  Strodtbeck's  conceptualization  of  cultural  variation 

does not represent a bipolar approach (Thomas 2008), implying that a high preference 

for one variation does not necessarily entail low preferences for the other variations. 

Rather, they assume that “all alternatives of all solutions are present in all societies at 

all times but are differentially preferred” (1961:10). Accordingly, they posit that next to a 

dominant profile of value orientation characteristic for a given society, there are a num-

163 This table is an adaptation of the original overview published by Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck (1961:12).
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ber of co-existing alternative, albeit numerically less prominent profiles, which add to 

the overall diversity observable within one society. In this context, Carter (1990:3) un-

derlines that notwithstanding an identical rank-order of dimensions, societies can di-

verge largely in case of a “relative difference of preference for each of the dimension”.

To substantiate their theoretical approach, Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck carried out exten-

sive field research and conducted the so-called ‘Rimrock Study’ in the American South-

west where they used ethnographic and quantitative methods to study how people in 

different cultural settings respond to these challenges  (Kluckhohn 1951a, 1956)164.165 

To this end, they compared five communities they considered differing in their societal 

organization while at the same time being located in a relatively similar physical and 

sharing a similar institutional context. These communities included a Mexican American 

village, a Navaho Indian band, a Zuni pueblo, a Mormon community and a Texan com-

munity. Concerning the fundamental dimensions, Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck decided to 

focus on just four of them, leaving out the human nature orientation they considered 

problematic to operationalize.

5.4.2.2 Further development of the value orientations approach
Given Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck’s field research demonstrated the validity of their ap-

proach, applications by other researchers in a number of field followed, including in 

higher education  (Carter  1990), cross-cultural  management training in organizations 

(Gopalan  and  Rivera  1997;  Maznevski  et  al.  2002) and  conflict  resolution  (Russo 

2000). The latter field exemplifies the potential of the approach for illuminating and in-

forming interactions between different parties, given that understanding one’s own ba-

sic value orientation as well as the one of the opposing side can support conflict parties 

in “refrain[ing] from misattribution of meaning and intent” (Gallagher 2001b:5).

Next to its application in conflict contexts, the value orientation approach also proved to 

be a valuable tool when working with indigenous people in the frame of development 

initiatives. A prominent example is its application in healthcare and medical treatment of 

indigenous people in Canada (Brink 1984) and Nigeria (Brink 2000). In a similar vein, 

the work of Russo (1992; 1984) describes an application of the method to foster living 

standards of a Native American tribe, the Lummi of Washington state, by means of em-

powering the natives in gaining a clear picture of both their own cultural mores and 

164 These two studies have been authored by Florence Kluckhohn's husband Clyde Kluckhohn who was closely in-
volved in the conception of the ‘Rimrock study’.

165 A comprehensive review of the ‘Rimrock Study’ was published several years later by Vogt and Albert (1966).
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those of the white majority around them with which they engage in trading activities (for 

a detailed account cf. Hills (2002)).

These studies all build on the insight that a meaningful interaction between members of 

different cultural groups is potentially hampered if they do not share similar core values 

or are not aware of potential differences in their worldviews resulting thereof. Compre-

hension and  communication  problems of  this  sort  can lower  the effectiveness  and 

value of work invested by all parties involved with one example being the case of West-

ern players interacting with traditional organizations such as tribal councils.

In addition to the extension of the value orientation approach to these different fields, it 

is considered to have been foundational for a number of other models depicting cultural 

dimensions  developed  subsequently  (for  an  overview  on  the  overlaps  cf.  e.g. 

Maznevski et al. (2002); Nardon and Steers (2009)). The respective models include ap-

proaches  by  Hall  (1966,  1976,  1983;  1990),  Hofstede  (1980,  2001),  Trompenaars 

(1993),  Schwartz  (1992;  1995) and research conducted in  the frame of  the project 

GLOBE  (Global  Leadership  and  Organizational  Behavior  Effectiveness  Research 

Project) by House et al. (2004).

With respect to advancing the value orientation approach itself, Hills (2002) underlines 

that Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck “left ample opportunity for further development of their 

theory”  (2002:9) given that they themselves consider it incomplete and given that not 

all orientations proposed are fully operationalized. On this background, Hills elaborates 

on the aspect of 'allocation of space'. Moreover, he suggests complementing the funda-

mental questions to which all societies must find answers by another four. In this vein, 

he proposes adding a number of new dimensions – (G) 'nature of work', (H) 'relation-

ship between the genders'  and (I)  'relationship between individual  and state'  –  and 

points to additional dimensions o tackle in the future such as the (J) 'meaning of life 

and death' or the (K) 'nature of the supernatural and humanity's relationship to it'.

5.4.2.3 Summary of the dimensions of ‘knowledge’ informed
Summarizing the value orientations approach introduced by Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck 

and complemented by Hills and analyzing how it contributes to informing the dimen-

sions of knowledge166 outlined earlier (cf. chapter 4.4.1) shows that this theory indeed 

provides ample grounding for one of the knowledge dimensions, namely, the (5)  con-

textual dimension of knowledge (cf. illustration 22). 

166 The analysis revealed that Kluckhohn et al.’s approach does not contribute to grounding ‘understanding’, but only 
informs ‘knowledge’.
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It denotes the cultural context in which a knowledge form  is located. Based on their 

theory of variations in value orientation, Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck argue that cultures 

differ on six value orientations that, in turn, are derived from six fundamental problems 

that all societies face and need to resolve according to their own preferences. They ar-

gue that the overall cultural diversity reflects the diverse approaches to tackling these 

issues and outline that cross-cultural communi-

cation could be facilitated by analyzing and un-

derstanding a given culture's or society's orien-

tation with respect to these six key facets of hu-

man life.

These facets or orientations include (A) the rela-

tionship  of  individuals  and groups with  nature 

(i.e.,  the  notion  that  humans should  be domi-

nant  over  nature,  be subordinate to nature or 

live in harmony with nature), (B) the relationship 

of among individuals within a society (i.e., hier-

archical,  group-oriented/collective-egalitarian or 

individualistic),  (C)  the  relationship  with  time 

(i.e.,  primary  focus  set  on  past/tradition, 

present/enjoyment  or  future/delayed  gratifica-

tion), (D) the relationship regarding the favored form of human activity (i.e., being, be-

coming-in-being or doing), (E) the evaluation of human nature (i.e., people seen as es-

sentially good, bad, mixed and mutable, immutable) and (F) the relationship with space 

(i.e., public, mixed, private)167.

Building on Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck's approach, Hills introduced additional key as-

pects of human life, thus providing even more specification to the contextual dimen-

sion. More precisely, Hills argued for integrating the following set of key aspects of hu-

man life: (G) 'nature of work', (H) 'relationship between the genders' and (I) 'relationship 

between individual and state, (J) 'meaning of life and death' and the (K) 'nature of the 

supernatural and humanity's relationship to it'.

167 As outlined earlier, Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck did not elaborate on the relationship with space, which, however, is 
nevertheless attributed to them given that they introduced it in the first place.
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5.4.3 Brent Berlin: Knowledge in traditional systems of 
classification

With the aim of distilling conceptual-analytical categories describing the structure and 

organization  inherent  to  knowledge bodies,  I  include the theoretical  contribution  by 

Brent Berlin and colleagues that was central  in forging the entire field of ethnobiol-

ogy.168 In the following chapters, I focus on the aspects of Berlin’s extensive oeuvre that 

are most formative for this research’s topic, namely his analysis of the structure and 

character of local knowledge forms. It is embedded in his diverse research interests 

covering the topics of  folk classification of  living things,  color  naming schemes and 

cross-cultural/-lingual patterns in the nomenclature for flora and fauna.

In regard to the structure of the chapter, I first sketch the emergence of the discipline of 

cognitive anthropology to whose development Berlin’s research contributed substan-

tially (chapter  5.4.3.1). Next, I outline Berlin’s model for ethnobiological classification 

(chapter  5.4.3.2),  before  describing  his  contribution  with  respect  to  naming  colors 

(chapter  5.4.3.3).  In  chapter  5.4.3.4,  I  conclude  by  summarizing  the  main  insights 

drawn from his theory and describe the ways in which it contributes to informing the di-

mensions of both ‘knowledge’ and ‘understanding’ (cf. chapters 4.4.1 and 4.4.3).169

5.4.3.1 The emergence of cognitive anthropology
Berlin is one of the main exponents of cognitive anthropology, a discipline that exam-

ines the intellectual and rational aspects of culture, particularly through studies of lan-

guage use, namely formal structural semantics. Cognitive anthropology (also originally 

known as ‘ethnographic semantics’, ‘the new ethnography’ or ‘ethnoscience’) rejects 

the hitherto dominant notion of culture in terms of artifacts or behavior and, alterna-

tively, argues for thinking of culture as of systems of knowledge or mental dispositions 

(Brown 2006). As such, cognitive anthropology operates under the following two central 

premises: a) culture is located in individuals’ minds and b) semantic categories desig-

nated by linguistic forms relate to meaningful cultural categories. Accordingly, cognitive 

anthropology views culture as, to refer to Goodenough’s famous passage,

“[…] whatever it is one has to know or believe in order to operate in a manner acceptable to its 

members, and do so in any role that they accept for any one of themselves. Culture, being what 

168 Ethnobiology’ denotes the study of dynamic relationships among peoples, biota and environments of which knowl-
edge forms are a central element.
Contemporary ethnobiology emerged from research on the traditional classification of and cognition about nature. 
In the 1950s and early 1960s it formed from linguistic, biological and cognitive anthropological research at Harvard 
and Yale and led to the broader field of so-called ‘ethnoscience’, a term first introduced at Yale in the 1950s (Ander-
son 2012).

169 Importantly, Berlin’s research only indirectly informs the dimensions of knowledge and understanding, given his 
specific research focus, which is described in more detail in the overview in chapter 5.4.3.4.
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people have to learn as distinct from their biological heritage, must consist of the end product of 

learning: knowledge, in a most general, if relative, sense of the term” (1957:167).

Against this background, cognitive anthropology aims at reconstructing a community’s 

or  society’s culture;  to this end,  it  studies how individual  categories interrelate with 

shared cultural categories, aiming at uncovering mental processes and learning “how 

cultural  knowledge  is  organized  within  and  between  human  minds”  (D’Andrade 

1995:248).

The sub-discipline of anthropology arose in the late1950s/early 1960s out of the inter-

disciplinary debate between linguistic anthropology, formal linguistics and cultural/so-

cial anthropology and was accompanied by an increasing focus on cognitive phenom-

ena across the social biological sciences (Antweiler 2009; Blount 2011; Brown 2006). 

The early research from the 1950s and 1960s mainly studied how different cultures 

classify the natural environment and kinship relationships in so-called ‘folk models’ or 

‘cultural  models’,  thereby analyzing the unconscious set  of  understandings and as-

sumptions shared by members of a group or society (for an overview on ‘cultural mod-

els’ cf. Brown (2006)). The 1970s and 1980s saw the development of more sophisti-

cated cognitive theories of classification that allowed for more differentiation and were 

accompanied by an overall shift  of focus from rules to (culturally specific) schemes. 

More recently, the definition of language was broadened, the salience of non-linguisti-

cally coded understandings was taken into account and linguistic approaches have, at 

least in parts, given way to more psychologically-oriented ones (cf. e.g. Coley et al. 

(1996)). This led to contemporary cultural anthropologists studying topics such as cul-

tural models, emotion, motivation and action.170 

Methodically, its proponents opted for rigorous methods to ensure scientific standards 

(Ross and Medin 2016), not at least to delineate cognitive anthropology from the hith-

erto traditional anthropological approach dominant until the late 1950s. Mostly taking 

the form of ethnography as propagated by Malinowski and Boas, traditional anthropol-

ogy relied largely on myths and customs as sources of anthropological evidence and 

based its understanding on a set of predefined categories such as village, local group, 

family composition, political organization, religion, witchcraft, magic or native cosmolo-

gies (D’Andrade 1995).

Cognitive anthropologists, in contrast, were critical of the widespread symbolic or inter-

pretative  approaches  in  anthropology  advocated  for  by  e.g.  Clifford  Geertz,  Victor 

170 For an overview on the academic debate in cognitive anthropology cf. D’Andrade (1995), for a focus on the latest 
developments cf. Anderson (2016), for an overview on its role within the broader field of cognitive sciences cf. 
Rothe (2012).
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Turner, David Schneider or Claude Lévi-Strauss, arguing that interpretative anthropol-

ogy far too heavily relies on the anthropologists’ intuitive abilities, which, in turn, defies 

any external verification (Antweiler 2009). The relevance of such verifications, however, 

became apparent when research showed that recorded ethnographies of communities 

change substantially over time.171 This insight led to questioning the accuracy and relia-

bility of existing ethnographic methods, including the Malinowskian ideal of the ‘lone 

anthropologist’ writing about individual peoples after extensive field stays in the respec-

tive societies.

In contrast, in its quest for more objective methods, cognitive anthropology was not 

concerned with imposing categories but with discovering them by means of cognitive 

techniques aiming at eliciting information, i.e. systematic data collection (including e.g. 

free-listing), structured interviewing and statistical analyses172. The focus on discovery 

also led to the introduction of the distinction between ‘etics’ and ‘emics’ (cf. chapter 

1.3.2) which enabled linguists to distance themselves reflexively from their own biases 

and preconceptions, to the greatest extent possible. In a similar vein, consensus map-

ping and theory were introduced to analyze patterns of agreement among respondents 

as a way of determining the correctness and accuracy of these statements  (Borgatti 

and Halgin 2016).

Generally speaking, cultures were no longer understood as primarily material phenom-

ena, but came to be seen as cognitive organizations of material phenomena, i.e. as 

knowledge. This also explicates why the term ‘cognition’ is often replaced with ‘cultural 

knowledge’  that  is  thought  of,  in  Antweiler’s  words,  as  the  “culturally  specific  and 

shared knowledge body of a collective”  (2009:46; translated from German by the au-

thor). According to him, cognitive anthropology assumes that people need a certain 

stock of knowledge that allows them to adequately act in a culturally sensitive way in 

their specific contexts. Consequently, cognitive anthropology focuses on learning what 

people know (1) about the categories of their world (e.g. plants, animals, kinship rela-

tionships,  supernatural/divine world etc.),  (2)  about  processes and procedures (e.g. 

course of the seasons, implicit rules for correct behavior in daily life/in rituals) and (3) 

about  relations and interdependencies (e.g.  causal  relationships and world models) 

(Antweiler 2009). In general, cognitive anthropologists focus on the mental ordering of 

what one perceives as his/her reality and livelihood context – this ordering is under-

stood as ‘cultural knowledge’. As such, the main issue at stake for cognitive anthropol-

171 For an account of the Redfield-Lewis controversy regarding the ethnographic account of the Mexican village of 
Tepoztlan recorded first in the late 1920s and quite divergently again in the late 1940s cf. Burawoy (2003).

172 Even artificial intelligence is applied for computer-aided discourse semantics, an example of which is described by 
Agar and Hobbs (1982).
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ogy was and is the quest for “culturally specific ways of thinking”  (Antweiler 2009:66; 

translation by the author).

Researching such knowledge is fueled by three reasons: First, it serves to explain spe-

cific, observed behavior by means of cognition and underlying mental models. Second, 

it  is crucial for understanding the inner structure and organization of knowledge do-

mains and for generalizing these in models (resulting in so-called ‘models of models’). 

Third, on a more universalistic note, it contributes to finding out whether there are cul-

turally overarching patterns of thinking – be it on regional, national or even universal 

levels – that are empirically verifiable.

With respect to the overall field of cognitive anthropology, Berlin focuses foremost on 

researching semantics and knowledge structures, more precisely the semantic cate-

gories identified in extensive and linguistically founded studies of terminology systems. 

Topically, Berlin’s invests heavily in two issues – ethnobiological classification/nomen-

clature and color naming. These two topical interests of his are discussed in more de-

tail in the following chapters 5.4.3.2 and 5.4.3.3 respectively.

5.4.3.2 Ethnobiological classification and nomenclature
Ultimately aiming at better understanding universal and culturally-specific aspects of 

folkbiology, Berlin invested in portraying and explicating the nature and structure of folk 

biological taxonomies and related reasoning processes, including concepts, categories 

and taxonomies of predominantly non-Western cultures. Studying them in numerous 

parts of the world, he and his collaborators came across surprisingly extensive regulari-

ties in the way how people of traditional non-literate societies classify and name the 

plants and animals in their environment, in addition to noticing an overall similarity be-

tween these local approaches and the Western Linnaean classification system.

In the course of extensive field stays the researchers came to understand that organ-

isms are not, as priorly expected, classified according to straightforward characteristics 

such as color, size or usability, but along morphological traits and what he calls ‘typical 

configurations’, both of which are often difficult to detect (Antweiler 2008). The insight 

that these regularities predominate across local environments, societies, cultures and 

languages led the researchers to propose general and universal principles of classifica-

tion and nomenclature for living beings  (Berlin, Breedlove, and Raven 1973). These 

principles embody the structural  and substantive typological  characteristics encoun-

tered among systems of ethnobiological classifications of traditional peoples. In this 

context, Ellen (2004:423) speaks of the “remarkable extent to which cultures converge 
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on the same answers and solutions”. Taking up this line of thought, Anderson adds that 

the far-reaching consonance between scientific and folk systems around the globe is 

“devastating to the view that science is purely a cultural or social construction” (2012:3) 

– an idea called into question in light of the insight that people all over the world utilize 

inferred biological relationships and, eventually, come to see more or less similar ones.

Given its reach, the approach by Berlin and his collaborators also generated some criti-

cism from the scientific community whereupon more studies on the underlying classifi-

catory coherence of the ethnobotanical knowledge of local communities were carried 

out. Two decades after the first publication in 1973, Berlin (1992) produced a revised 

approach, responding to criticism from the scientific community and building on addi-

tional data.

As for the origin of the underlying classificatory coherence of ethnobotanical knowl-

edge, Berlin (1992) hypothesized that a natural tendency to perceive and classify the 

world in a particular way must be inherent to humans, including the act of inferring nat-

ural kinds (regarding inference also cf. Hunn and Brown  (2011)).173 He explains this 

widely observable focus on inferred biological relationships by what he calls a “largely 

unconscious appreciation of the natural affinities among groupings of plants and ani-

mals” (Berlin 1992:xi) that in humans turned out to be similarly structured, regardless of 

the respective cultural background and ecological and social contexts.174

According to him, this similarity is, however, not grounded in utilitarian or symbolic rea-

sons;  quite to the contrary,  Berlin  (1992) came to understand that  recognizing and 

naming a grouping of organisms happens rather independently of any symbolic conno-

tation or of their current or potential future usefulness. 

In the course of their undertaking to uncover the universal principles underlying and 

guiding folkbiological category organization, Berlin et al.  (1973) identified a number of 

structural characteristics. This led, on the one hand, to the compilation of twelve co-

called classificatory and nomenclatural ‘principles’ that concern the relations that hold 

between taxa of various ranks or categories. These principles are intended and ex-

pected to be widely universal and therefore applicable to a multitude of traditional eth-

nobiological systems. On the other hand, arguing for the universality of taxonomic hier-

173 Questioning this central tenet, alternative approaches claimed that classification systems center on the symbolic 
and/or economic significance of the organisms in question. Representatives of a cultural relativist view were critical 
of the undertaking as such and considered the attempt to strive for scientific rigor in ascertaining cross-cultural pat-
terns to be pointless, arguing that the singularity of every human experience impedes any generalization (Berlin 
1992).

174 This tenet has been criticized by Ellen (1993), among others in his publication on how the Nuaulu classify animal 
categories. According to Anderson (2012:4) it is, however, safe to say that this critique “stands more in the line of 
qualification than refutation”.
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archy, Berlin et al. (1973) posited a five- (or six-) level hierarchical structure containing 

five  (or  six)175 taxonomic  ranks  (formerly  called  ‘categories’).  These,  Mandaville 

(2004) adds, proved to be basic across all non-literate societies and across different 

languages. Proceeding from the most to the least inclusive, these categories – also 

called “default taxonomy” by Malik (Antweiler and Kerns 2016:314) – include:

(0)  Unique beginner (e.g. plants, animals): This rank represents the most inclusive of 

all and refers to all plants or animals in general. It was later replaced with the some-

what more intuitive term ‘kingdom’. In folk systems, this rank often remains unnamed 

(Berlin 1992).

(1) Life form (e.g. tree, mammal): The rank of life form is generally composed of a few 

highly inclusive terms that represent a few shared gross morphological characteristics. 

Correspondingly, it encompasses broadly used terms to specify organism types such 

as ‘grass’, ‘trees’ and ‘vines’ for plants or ‘snakes’, ‘mammals’ and ‘fish’ for animals.

(2) Generics (e.g. pine, dog): This rank refers to basic kinds of plants and animals and 

is generally named by primary lexemes, i.e.  unanalyzable names such as ‘tiger’ or 

‘oak’. In general, the so-called folk generic rank is the core of almost all folk biological 

taxonomies (Antweiler 2008) or in Berlin’s words, “the basic building blocks of all folk 

taxonomies” (Berlin, Breedlove, and Raven 1974a:27). Folk-generics have a tendency 

to correspond to biological genera or species.

(3) Specifics (e.g. white pine, shepherd dog): They represent particular kinds of gener-

ics (where the latter are subdivided by name).

(4) Varietals (e.g. eastern white pine, Shetland shepherd dog): This rank encompasses 

subdivisions of the last rank, i.e. of specifics that carry an own name.

In its initial form, Berlin et al. (1973:215) suggested a hierarchically organized scheme 

to represent the different ranks (cf. illustration 23, scheme in diagrammatic form176):

175 An additional, sixth possible rank called ‘intermediate’ was suggested that would fall between the ‘life form rank’ 
and the ‘generic rank’. In general, taxa at this level tend to have no explicit name and are often not as clearly de-
marcated as generic species or life forms. At the same time, research showed that there is a psychologically evi-
dent inclination to form intermediate taxa at a level approximately between the scientific family and order (Atran 
1983, 1998; Berlin 1992).

176 Due to space constraints, only an exemplary number of the existing taxa is displayed at levels 1-4; in the same 
vein, the category ‘intermediate’ had to be omitted.
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Given that there was a broad agreement among ethnobiologists on the usefulness of 

some form of typology suitable for descriptive and comparative purposes (Hays 1983), 

the introduction of the classification model by Berlin was widely welcomed. In subse-

quent years, substantial research was conducted on folk classification with the aim to 

apply and test these ‘general principles’ across a broad spectrum of societies  (Man-

daville 2004).

However, Berlin at al.’s approach has also been the subject of criticism (cf. e.g. Man-

daville  (2004); for an overview cf. e.g. Júnior et al.  (2016)). On a fundamental, philo-

sophical  level  Berlin’s  research represents  a  challenge to  all  those anthropologists 

(mostly adhering to cultural relativism) who, in Berlin’s own words, “see reality, in both 

its natural and social forms, as a set of culturally constructed, often unique and idiosyn-

cratic images, little constrained by the parameters of an outside world” (1992:xi).177 

More  specifically,  some  critiques  relate  to  terminological  matters  (cf.  e.g.  Bulmer 

(1974)) or question the validity of specific classificatory ranks (cf. e.g. Brown (1974)). 

Others aim at structural issues as e.g. Hunn and French (1984) who critique the ubiqui-

tous utilization of the hierarchical principle of inclusion that in their own ethnographic 

research did not dominate, but co-existed with coordinative approaches, expressed in 

relationships with ‘core’ or prototypical taxa  (Mandaville 2004). Ellen  (1986), in turn, 

177 The differing positions have to be related to the paradigmatic tension between the so-called ‘utilitarianists’ and the 
‘intellectualists’ in ethnobiological research (cf. Brown (1995)). The former – of which Malinowski is a prominent 
representative – hold that people tend to name and classify things that matter in their lives, notably food or raw ma-
terials, resulting in names and classification of living things manifesting mainly material concerns. In contrast, intel-
lectualists claim that said names and classifications originate from autonomous mental processes ingrained in the 
human species and that people invest in naming things that are of no use to them, or as Sillitoe concludes with a 
reference to Descartes, these things “are there, hence they think about them” (2002a:1164). Balée specifies in this 
respect that the characteristics of this tension resemble the “century-old tension in anthropology itself between cul-
tural and linguistic relativity, on the one hand, and rationalism and evolutionism, on the other” (1993:145). No doubt, 
Berlin associates himself with the latter group, expressing a rationalist point of view (1992:11–13).
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questioned the actual basic decision to ascribe a hierarchical ethnobiological classifica-

tion system to all societies, arguing that it potentially imposes the structural biases de-

rived from the Western classical Linnaean system of scientific taxonomy.

In  his  reply  from 

1992  after  close  to 

20 years of research 

on  the  subject, 

Berlin  introduced  a 

number  of  changes 

and  adjustments, 

while  underlining 

that  “the  fundamen-

tal  outlines  of  the 

original  framework 

are basically sound” (Berlin 1992:xii). One of the easily notable changes entails turning 

away from the formerly numbered ‘levels’ of ranks that constituted the vertical dimen-

sion of the taxonomic diagram from 1973. Instead of the tree diagram, variations on the 

Venn diagram of mathematical set theory were considered more appropriate in display-

ing folk taxonomic ranks (cf. illustration 24, simplified from Berlin (1992:23)).

5.4.3.3 Color naming/nomenclature
Intended as a challenge to the hitherto predominant theory of linguistic relativity formu-

lated by Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf in the ‘Sapir-Whorf hypothesis’ (Kay 

and McDaniel 1978), the publication “Basic Color Terms: Their Universality and Evolu-

tion” (1969) by Brent Berlin and Paul Kay suggests a relatively novel178 – and universal-

istic – approach to the topic.  Challenging the dominant  assumption that color cate-

gories were culturally relative (Davies and Corbett 1998), Berlin and Kay show the exis-

tence of universal semantic constraints in the field of color terminology. To that end, 

they distill universal restrictions on the number of basic color terms a language can 

possess as well as the modes the language can use these terms. Hence, the novelty 

consists foremost in that color cognition is no longer seen as a cultural [i.e. relativistic]  

process, but rather as an innate, physiological [i.e. universalistic] one.

178 As a matter of fact, Berlin and Kay extend the color research by Lenneberg and Roberts (1955) in which they de-
scribe their findings on color recall in Zuni speakers. With Zuni having one term for the colors of yellow and orange, 
Zuni speakers showed greater difficulty in color recall for these colors than English speakers who would naturally 
differ between the two colors given that English has terms for both colors. Later, Brown and Lenneberg (1954) at-
tributed this phenomenon to the property of ‘codability’ that denotes a) the ease with which native speakers can 
name things and b) the impact of naming on cognition and behavior.
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In their research, Berlin and Kay (1969) investigate color terminology formation across 

languages and demonstrate manifest universal trends in color naming. They found that 

contrary to the general assumptions, the differences between different languages prove 

to be far from random, but indicate the existence of overarching patterns.179 In their the-

ory of basic color terms they present three basic conclusions, i.e. a) that the world’s 

languages share all or part of a common stock of color concepts, b) that each culture 

has a basic color term set that can be deducted from the number of color terms the cul-

ture has and, finally, c) that the terms for these concepts evolve in a so-called ‘con-

strained order’ following one after the other. As far as c) is concerned, these constraints 

consist of a range of criteria defining and delimiting what counts as basic color.

According to Berlin and Kay (1969), a basic color denomination (or a ‘basic color term’) 

has by definition to meet the following five criteria: a) It is monomorphemic (i.e. contain-

ing just one morpheme or a one single term, b) monolexemic (i.e. consisting of just one 

lexeme and being non-compositional – e.g., blue, not bluish or light blue), c) with an 

application to a wide range of objects instead of a narrow restriction (unlike in the case 

of e.g. ‘blonde’, which is only used for hair, wood and beer), d) its signification is not 

contained in that of any other color term (unlike in the case of e.g. ‘crimson’, which is a 

type of red) and e) it has to be psychologically pertinent for informants (unlike in the 

case of a color described as ‘the color of uncle’s car’, which is not generally compre-

hensible as color description).

Studying the languages from speakers of twenty different languages from a number of 

different language families in search of their respective color designations, Berlin and 

Key (1969) identify eleven possible basic color categories: white, black, red, green, yel-

low, blue, brown, purple, pink, orange and gray whereby the order in which the colors 

are listed is determined (cf. ‘stages’ below). They show that all cultures have at least 

terms for black (also perceived as dark-cool) and white (also perceived as light-warm) 

as minimal binary equipment; accordingly, they refer to such (color-wise) binarily-orga-

nized languages as “stage I languages”180. If cultures have three or more color terms, 

their research shows, the subsequent colors are added in a fixed sequence, given that 

almost universally, certain hues are recognized as more focal than others. Against the 

backdrop of eleven basic colors, this led to a total of seven stages into which cultures 

fall according to Berlin and Key (1969):

179 This was seen as a compelling argument against linguistic relativity (Gumperz and Levinson 1991), a conclusion 
disputed by relativist researchers such as Lucy (1999), Levinson (2000) or Saunders (2000).

180 Papuan Dani is said to represent such a stage I language (Hardin and Maffi 2009).
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• stage I: dark-cool and light-warm (covering a larger set of colors than English 
‘black’ and ‘white’)

• stage II: red

• stage III: either green or yellow

• stage IV: both green and yellow

• stage V: blue

• stage VI: brown

• stage VII: purple, pink, orange or gray

Illustration 25 depicts this evolutionary sequence (based on Berlin and Kay (1969:4)). 

In this approach, stage VII languages have eight or more basic color terms (with the 

example  of  English  having  eleven  basic  color  terms  and  Slavic  languages  having 

twelve, with separate terms for light blue and dark blue181). As reported by Berlin and 

Key (1969), languages acquire new basic color terms in a strict chronological sequence 

along these stages, implying that if a basic color is present in a language, the colors of 

all  earlier stages are expected to also be found. Considered together,  the color se-

quence is interpreted in a first version as stages in an evolutionary sequence, a posi-

tion the authors later revised (Kay et al. 2009).

While the research by Berlin and Key gained widespread influence and led to the se-

quence of colors being incorporated in many textbooks, it was also met with criticism, 

especially from the part of relativists who challenged its inherent universalism (Levin-

son 2000; Lucy 1997a, 1999; Saunders 2000; Saunders and Van Brakel 1988) – criti-

cism that was primarily directed at three aspects: First, the overall research setting was 

questioned, i.e. the methodological frame in general including the approach to data col-

lection and the basic (cultural) assumptions underpinning the research182. The second 

critique relates to the constraints in color-term definition and ordering as initially de-

181 On color-naming in Slavonic and Finno-Ugric languages cf. Uusküla (2009).
182 Regarding cultural assumptions, e.g. Lucy (1997b) criticizes Berlin and Kay’s basic assumption that color terms en-

code color information only.

221

Illustration 25: Evolutionary color encoding sequence (initial version)



fined. The third critique concerns the way how Berlin and Kay interpret the above men-

tioned stages as ‘stages in an evolutionary sequence', a diachronic perspective that 

was considered problematic for  two reasons,  as Hardin  (1998) details:  On the one 

hand, in case the evolutionary sequence proves correct, it would be among the few in-

stances  in  which  linguistic  development  proceeds unidirectionally  from simplicity  to 

complexity. On the other hand, the idea of a ‘evolutionary sequence’ let some critiques 

to relating Berlin and Kay to the “now-taboo late-nineteenth-century picture of an evolu-

tionary culture chain, with Papua New Guineans at the bottom, scarcely a step above 

the beasts, and sophisticated Europeans situated comfortably and properly at the top” 

(Hardin and Maffi 2009:5), a position the authors claim was “no part of [their] [...] per-

spective” (2009:5).

In the wake of this criticism, the approach is significantly modified and conceptually re-

fined. The authors and their collaborators revise their methodology in general, in addi-

tion to extending the scope of their samples with the 1976 World Color Survey (WCS) 

(Kay et al. 2009) and with thematically related research by others, foremost MacLaury’s 

“Color and Cognition in Mesoamerica” (1997). In essence, the modifications include on 

the one hand adapting the characterization of the constraints by introducing four sub-

sidiary criteria, which led to a significant loosening of the definitions upon further re-

search183.

On the other hand, responding to the central criticism, the modifications entail a revi-

sion of the character and number of stages and the rules that organize their develop-

ment, including a distancing from the idea of the evolutionary sequence (for an over-

183 Four subsidiary criteria were established in case of doubt (Kay et al. 2009):
1) The doubtful form has to have the same potential in terms of distribution as the previously established basic 
color term (e.g. you can sag ‘reddish’ but no ‘salmonish’);
2) Color terms carrying at the same time the name of an object characteristically of that color are suspect (e.g. 
gold, silver and ash);
3) Recent foreign loan words may be suspect;
4) When the lexemic status is difficult to determine, morphological complexity is taken into consideration as sec-
ondary criterion (e.g. ‘red-orange’ might be debatable).
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view on the modifications regarding this aspect cf. Biggam (2012)). This revised color 

scheme is represented in illustration 26 (based on Witkowski and Brown (1977:51)).

By and large, except for proponents of relativism and their fundamental philosophical 

criticism, there is little disagreement nowadays regarding the main tenets of the re-

search by Berlin and his collaborators, notably the existence of universal, cross-linguis-

tic semantic constraints in the field of color terminology (Hardin 1998). Since the initial 

1969-publication,  significant  additional  research has been conducted in  neighboring 

academic disciplines, leading to a range of discoveries regarding the neuro- and psy-

chophysical causes of cross-linguistic constraints on the respective sets of basic color 

lexicons and, vice-versa, the impact of such language-independent processes of color 

perception on the actual way how basic color term lexicons develop in a given lan-

guage.

5.4.3.4 Summary of the dimensions of ‘knowledge’ and ‘understanding’ 
informed

A summary of the ways in which Berlin et al. contribute to informing the dimensions of 

knowledge and understanding (cf. chapters 4.4.1 and 4.4.3) reveals that their contribu-

tion indeed grounds a number of dimensions of knowledge in the literature, in addition 

to informing two dimensions of understanding.

However, it is important to underline from the very beginning that the analysis showed 

that these contributions are of a rather  indirect character. Berlin himself was not in-

vested in understanding the structure or character of knowledge in and by itself or on 

elucidating specific aspects the way this research project does. Rather, he focused on 

uncovering overarching innate patterns of thinking through studies of language use – 

patterns that are independent of the respective cultural settings. He strove to under-

stand the internal structure and working of these knowledge forms and as such, he 

concentrated on identifying shared cognitive structures through cognitive techniques. 

As a matter of fact, by means of this methodological approach Berlin et al. found con-

vincing evidence of surprisingly extensive similarities in the field of color and ethnobio-

logical nomenclature and classification through cross-cultural comparisons of color-re-

lated and folkbiological taxonomic systems. This contributed to substantiating the idea 

of the universality of basic human cognition, which is a central piece of Berlin’s work. In 

other words, Berlin was primarily interested in identifying a methodological approach to 

generically analyze the intellectual and rational foundation of culture; his emphasis was 

clearly  on identifying  cognitive  structures  and patterns or,  formulated differently,  on 

knowledge as a fundamental human cognitive principle. In contrast, this research in-
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vests in identifying structures and patterns innate to knowledge bodies themselves. In 

view of these differences, the insights gained from Berlin et al.’s research are best de-

scribed as indirectly informing this research.

Returning to the actual question of how 

Berlin et al.’s approach contributes to in-

forming  the  dimensions  of  knowledge 

and understanding,  the situation is  the 

following:  With  respect  to  knowledge 
(cf.  illustration  27),  the  approach  pro-

vides ample grounding for the  (1)  epis-

temic dimension in that extensive inter-

views with local communities represent 

a solid  mode of  carving out  the actual 

knowledge content, i.e. the facts of the 

respective life-world. In a similar vein, the approach also informs the (2) procedural di-

mension of knowledge in that these interviews can also be a rich source for gaining de-

tailed insights into the local procedures and processes and, more generally, into how 

things are commonly being done. Lastly, Berlin et al.’s research also contributes to in-

forming the (5)  contextual dimensions of knowledge in that these interviews can also 

provide abundant information on the surrounding life-world; this can entail information 

on e.g. the natural world, the cultural, social or religious backgrounds or on kinship re-

lations.

As far as ‘understanding’ is concerned, Berlin et al.’s contribution is formative in that 

their approach is diametrically opposed to the basic principles and methods of interpre-

tative anthropology; this, in turn, resulted in a deep mistrust vis-à-vis the latter in terms 

of how knowledge is generated and whether such knowledge can be considered valid 

and reliable. In terms of the dimensions of understanding (cf. illustration 28), these 

doubts in regard to the approach applied by interpretative anthropology contribute to in-

forming the (14) dimension of the uncertainty of gaining an adequate understanding per 

se (meaning as conceptualized in interpretative anthropology). In fact, Berlin empha-

sizes that understanding is not guaranteed, nor does not naturally occur, but is highly 

contingent on the perspective one takes as well as related preconceptions and biases.

Building on such a fundamental uncertainty related to any attempts at understanding, 

he focuses on detailing a specific aspect of the phenomenon, namely the constraints 

resulting from researchers being trained in the framework of interpretative anthropol-
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ogy. By arguing that the type of one’s professional academic training strongly shapes 

one’s perspective on reality through a set of fundamental concepts,  inherent key as-

sumptions and methodological preferences and biases, he contributes to informing the 

(15) dimension of structural and organizational constraints influencing understanding.

This  mistrust-based criticism against  interpretative  anthropology led  Berlin  et  al.  to 

searching for alternative methodological routes for discovering innate cognitive struc-

tures or,  more generally, the mental organization of their respondents’ world. In this 

quest,  Berlin  et  al.  turned  to  cognitive 

techniques for their extensive field inter-

views, i.e.  foremost  to  systematic  data 

collection, structured interviewing and ac-

companying statistical analyses to under-

stand the inner structure and organization 

of the knowledge domains with the aim of 

being able to generalize them in models. 

As such, they pioneered the approach to 

have the content,  structure and charac-

teristics of a knowledge body (or specific 

knowledge  domains)  systematically  de-

scribed and detailed by the local people. This approach to gaining knowledge contrasts 

with the well-established role of the ‘lone’ anthropologist trying to make sense of the ex-

periences and data on his own in the course of extended field stays, thereby always 

running the risk of misinterpreting and potentially distorting the local reality.

5.4.4 Summary of the anthropological foundations for ‘knowledge'
This chapter summarizes the main insights from the theoretical approaches discussed 

and analyzes them against the set basic dimensions of knowledge listed in chapter 

4.4.1. In anticipation of the result, the analysis of the three theories from anthropology 

showed that they contribute to inform a broad range of knowledge dimensions, namely 

all of them except for the (6) ontological dimension of knowledge (for an overview cf. il-

lustration 29).
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Barth’s tripartite approach to culture and knowledge (cf. chapter 5.4.1) informs a set of 

six dimensions:  First,  the (1)  epistemic dimension is covered and informed by what 

Barth  denotes  as  ‘corpus  of  assertions 

and  ideas’,  i.e.  the  facts  of  the  world, 

while,  second, what he refers to as ‘so-

cial forms of organization’ grounds the (4) 

dimension of social organization. 

Moreover,  the  tripartite  approach  also 

contributes to informing the (8) represen-

tational  dimension in  that  Barth  deems 

the modes of communications in use to 

be  decisive  in  characterizing  a  given 

knowledge  form.  Furthermore,  Barth’s 

notion of ‘embodied skills’ informs yet an-

other  dimension,  namely  the (2)  proce-

dural  dimension while  the  (3)  actor-re-

lated dimension is covered by this under-

lining of the uneven distribution of knowl-

edge  between  and  within  communities, 

populations and individual lifespans. 

Finally,  Barth’s approach also serves to 

inform the (7) legitimational dimension of 

knowledge in that he discusses the crite-

ria applied for validating knowledge – cri-

teria  that  result  from  the  interplay  be-

tween ‘corpus of  assertions  and ideas’, 

‘social forms of organization’ and ‘modes 

of communications’.

The  value  orientations  approach  elaborated  by  Kluckhohn/Strodtbeck  and  comple-

mented by Hills (cf. chapter 5.4.2) is central for informing a specific knowledge dimen-

sion in great detail, namely the (5) contextual dimension. It is understood as the cultural 

context where a given knowledge form is ‘at home’. In the understanding of the three 

scholars, cultures differ on six value orientations that, in turn, can be related back to six 

fundamental and value-related issues all societies need to take a stand on. Accord-

ingly, they argue, the variations in these six value orientations correspond to diverse 
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approaches to resolving these value-related issues – the insight into which has the po-

tential to facilitate cross-cultural understanding and communication. Hence, according 

to Kluckhohn/Strodtbeck, the overall cultural diversity results from the manifold combi-

nations of these six value orientation.

More specifically,  the six orientation relate to (A)  the relationship of  individuals and 

groups with nature, (B) the relationship of among individuals within a society, (C) the 

relationship with time, (D) the relationship regarding the favored form of human activity, 

(E) the evaluation of human nature and (F) the relationship with space. Building on 

these six orientations, Hills introduced additional four aspects he considers paramount 

for characterizing a cultural form, namely (G) 'nature of work', (H) 'relationship between 

the genders',  (I)  'relationship between individual  and state,  (J)  'meaning of  life  and 

death' and the (K) 'nature of the supernatural and humanity's relationship to it'.

The analysis of the basic tenets of cognitive anthropology and, more specifically, of 

Berlin et al.’s theoretical contributions in chapter 5.4.3 led to three topical insights. First, 

it underlines the importance of uncovering mental and verbal dispositions, concepts, 

categories and classifications of local people and the specific way how culture is orga-

nized between their minds, thereby informing the  (1)  epistemic dimension of knowl-

edge. Second, and related to the first one, Berlin’s approach also informs the (2) proce-

dural dimension of knowledge in that it equally concentrates on gaining an intricate un-

derstanding of how things are being done locally. i.e. the local procedures, processes 

and models. Third, given the general interest in the unconscious set of understandings 

and assumptions and the overall mental organization of the respective world, Berlin’s 

approach also serves to inform the (5) contextual dimension of knowledge: Depending 

on the actual research topic, his approach contributes to providing ample information 

on the respective natural environment or the respective cultural, religious or social con-

texts.

5.4.5 Summary of the anthropological foundations for 
‘understanding'

In parallel to the preceding chapter 5.4.4, I first summarize the insights into the topic of 

‘understanding’ gained from the anthropological literature on ‘knowledge’,  more pre-

cisely from the contribution by Berlin and colleagues (cf. chapter 5.4.3).184 Then, I out-

line how these insights inform and thus contribute to informing two of the overarching 

dimensions of understanding (cf. chapter 4.4.3), namely the (14) dimension of the un-

184 The contributions by Barth (cf. chapter 5.4.1) and Kluckhohn, Strodtbeck and Hills (cf. chapter 5.4.2) showed not to 
contribute to grounding the notion of ‘understanding’.
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certainty of gaining an adequate understanding and the (15) dimension of structural 

and organizational constraints influencing understanding (for an overview cf. illustration 

30).

In their theoretical work, Berlin et al. stress the importance of focusing on discovering 

existing local mental categories and dispositions they consider decisive for understand-

ing the inner structure and organization of the knowledge domains. As discussed, their 

approach to understanding reality contrasts in its essence and objective with the basic 

principles and methods of interpretative anthropology. In their view, an interpretative 

approach to knowledge could not lead to a meaningful form of understanding and had 

to be considered fragmented and incomplete at best, if not misleading. Thus, according 

to Berlin and colleagues, understanding does not just happen in itself, regardless of the 

approach chosen, but heavily depends on the methodology applied.

In this vein, Berlin et al.’s reservation vis-

à-vis  the methodology applied  by inter-

pretative anthropology is in fact contribut-

ing to informing the dimensions of under-

standing (cf. chapter  4.4.3) formative for 

this research. More precisely, the (14) di-

mension of the uncertainty of gaining an 

adequate understanding is addressed by 

his emphasis of  the contingency of  un-

derstanding  itself  and,  thus,  its  funda-

mentally uncertain character. In addition 

and zooming in on a specific aspect  of 

the phenomenon, Berlin et al. also contribute to informing the (15) dimension of struc-

tural and organizational constraints influencing understanding. They describe the vari-

ous ways in which an already etically-oriented research approach can be additionally 

burdened and potentially distorted. In their view, a prominent example represents the 

academic training in interpretative anthropology, which they consider resulting in an in-

corporation of problematic key assumptions and values (and, thus, of structural and or-

ganizational constraints). On all account, these constraints and biases render it less 

likely that the emic perspective can be perceived and, consequently, a robust under-

standing of local contexts can be reached.
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5.5 Summary of the multi-disciplinary foundations for 
‘knowledge’ and ‘understanding’

While I focused earlier on analyzing the literature selection in disciplinary boundaries, I

integrate at this point all the insights from the various theoretical disciplines and strands

into  an overview that  illustrates  the multi-disciplinary  foundations  of  this  research’s

main notion, ‘knowledge’, and the auxiliary term ‘understanding’.

In the case of ‘understanding’, which received no individual literature analysis in this

project, but was informed by the literature selected for grounding ‘knowledge’ (cf. chap-

ter  1.3.2), the basis in the theoretical contributions is therefore rather straightforward,

as shown in illustration 31:

In contrast und quite evidently given the central role of the term in the project, the result

of the multidisciplinary analysis of ‘knowledge’185 turned out to be significantly more

complex, as depicted in the following illustration 32:

185 One element of Bourdieu’s contribution (i.e. ‘reflexivity’) only informs ‘understanding’ and is therefore not related to 
any concepts (cf. illustration 31).
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Illustration 32 is additionally uploaded to the open data repository Zenodo 
(https://zenodo.org) and can be found under DOI:10.5281/zenodo.7526296

Illustration 32: Multidisciplinary foundations for knowledge

Illustration 32 is additionally uploaded to the open data repository Zenodo 
and can be found under https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.7526296
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6 Multi-perspective analysis of 'locality'

Local knowledge is at one with lived experience.
To live is to live locally, and to know first of all,

the places one is in.

Casey (1996:18)

For many decades and across numerous academic disciplines the term 'locality' repre-

sents one of the fundamental spatial notions constituting the core of the respective dis-

ciplinary understandings. This reflects the pervasive role ‘space’ played, and still plays, 

in human social organization as much as its intimate entanglement with power, render-

ing it an often controversial and disputed topic. Examples include the widely discussed 

issues of forced and voluntary migrations (Akrap and Kalinić 2015; Lacina, Albert, and 

VanMeter 2017; Murillo 2008; Pérez 1997; Wood 1994), unsolved spatial conflicts ren-

dering space a contested right, which is especially prevalent in indigenous communities 

given their overall lack of political and economic leverage (Behrendt and Kelly 2008; Bi-

olsi 2005; Finley-Brook 2007; Mackey 2005), the foreignization of space in the global 

land grab  (Dwyer  2013;  Moreda 2015;  Sullivan 2013;  Vermeulen and Cotula 2010; 

Zoomers 2010) or territorial changes due to effects of climate change  (Adger 1999; 

Barnett and Adger 2007; Ford, Smit, and Wandel 2006) – to only name a few.

Turning back to the academic discourse, 'locality’ is one possible conceptional denomi-

nator and approach to the topic of spatiality – correspondingly, the term overlaps with a 

number of related notions such as ‘location’186, 'place', 'space', ‘area’ or 'site' (for a de-

tailed review on these overlaps cf. e.g. Kokot (2007); Rotenberg (2012), for a focus on 

‘place’ cf. e.g. Withers (2009)) as well as with the more abstract and generalized term 

of ‘spatiality’. The debate on the definitions of these notions is ongoing and their delin-

eations remain to a certain extent blurry and contested as there is no uniform under-

standing of space, but rather a variety of perspectives and ways of conceptualizing it 

(Wippel 2013) – or, in Arias’ words, “the spatial turn speaks with more than one voice” 

(2010:31).

186 Consulting a number of dictionaries (e.g. en.oxforddictionaries.com, www.vocabulary.com, www.dictionary.com and 
dictionary.cambridge.org) showed that the conceptual distinction between ‘locality’ and ‘location’ is far from being 
well-defined and contradicting definitions prevail. In geography where most spatial notions originated, the term ‘lo-
cation’ is usually used to refer to a specific position on the map (e.g. by means of coordinates) to identify a specific 
point or area on the globe’s surface (or elsewhere, for that matter). In other words, the ‘location’ of something de-
notes exactly where it is. In contrast to this, ‘locality’ almost always denotes a specific town, village or area and 
refers to a populated place (or at least a place well-known to people) that is well-defined in terms of its name, but 
much less in terms of the exact boundaries demarcating it. Thus, locality means the general region around where 
something is located. Cities serve as an ideal example to demonstrate this difference: While the ‘location’ London 
denotes the exact geographical position of the city in terms of the coordinates describing the city area, the ‘locality’ 
London refers to the broader idea of the city and is not bound to its exact area.
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The structure of chapter 6 is as follows: Given that the topic of ‘locality’ is treated here 

as modifier, resulting in it being discussed less extensively than ‘knowledge’ (cf. chap-

ter 5), I start with a brief cursory overview on how space and spatial connotations have 

been and still are conceptualized (chapter  6.1). This allows me to provide a general 

overview on the debate and make up for the inevitable gradient in comprehensiveness 

between the discussions of  ‘knowledge’ and ‘locality’.  Thus,  the aim of  the cursory 

overview consists in preparing the ground for contextualizing the contemporary spatial 

conceptions outlined in  chapter  6.3.  It  does,  however,  not  have any pre-structuring 

function other than establishing a common understanding of how space was commonly 

conceptualized before and after the so-called ‘spatial turn’. This is first done with re-

spect  to  the  social  sciences and humanities  in  general  (chapter  6.1.1)  and subse-

quently with respect to anthropology/ethnography, the discipline most formative when it 

comes to understanding livelihoods in other contexts (chapter 6.1.2).

Before presenting the more contemporary approaches to locality in the central chapter 

6.3, I discuss in chapter  6.2 a number of procedural and methodological aspects in-

volved in the subsequent analysis. This includes describing the background of the liter-

ature  selection  (chapter  6.2.1)  as  well  as  the  expectations  towards  this  literature 

against the backdrop of the basic dimensions of locality listed in chapter 4.4.2 (chapter 

6.2.2).

Representing the core of the argument, I then proceed in chapter  6.3 to outlining six 

theoretical approaches to locality from various academic disciplines that provide rele-

vant perspectives on spatial issues (6.3.1–6.3.6) – relevant in two respects: On the one 

hand, they contribute novel perspectives on spatial notions going beyond and comple-

menting traditional spatial conceptions and on the other hand, these perspectives on 

‘locality’ are suitable for informing the ‘local’ in ‘local knowledge’.  With that in mind, 

each of the chapters 6.3.1–6.3.6 concludes with analyzing the specific theoretical con-

tributions against the backdrop of the locality dimensions described in chapter  4.4.2, 

thereby relating the insights on ‘locality’/‘local’ back to the overarching research focus 

of ‘local knowledge’.

6.1 Brief excursus on the debate on ‘locality’
In preparing the ground for outlining contemporary spatial conceptions in chapter 6.3, I 

strive to provide here an insight into the broader development of the spatial debate, 

from the prevalence of so-called absolutist, fixed spatial conceptions to the introduction 

and increasing spread of so-called relativist spatial conceptions (for a detailed account 
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on absolutist  vs. relativist  conceptions cf.  e.g. Löw  (2001)).  More precisely,  chapter 

6.1.1 gives an overview on the debate in the social sciences and humanities in general, 

including an account of locality’s significant shift in meaning over the last two decades. 

Chapter  6.1.2 focuses  on  detailing  said  development  for  the  discipline  of 

anthropology/ethnography respectively.

6.1.1 ‘Locality’ in social sciences and the humanities in general
Across a variety of academic disciplines and over long time periods, ‘locality’ and re-

lated spatial denotations constituted largely consensual ideas that were at the center of 

the respective disciplinary understandings.  Little  room was left  for  fundamental  de-

bates: First and foremost, spatial notions were perceived in terms of their physicality 

and materiality that were considered to be by and large static. Places, localities and 

space in general were considered to just be and exist as such, comparably to passive 

containers, arenas or stages on which action subsequently unfolds. From this perspec-

tive, space was seen as “a fundamental attribute of reality” that, together with time, rep-

resents  the  “mathematically  describable  context  for  natural  phenomena”  (Grossner 

2017:1).

Consequently, ‘locality’ or ‘local’ were defined in a rather narrow terminological sense 

and commonly denoted “a particular neighborhood, place, spot or district” or, more ab-

stractly, “the state or fact/quality of being local or having a location/position in space” 

(Oxford Online Dictionaries 2016). In this understanding, locality relates to a specific lo-

cation in space and time and implies a stable and generally unchanging setting that it-

self does not exert any influence whatsoever (Arias 2010). Additionally, locality is often 

–  albeit  not  always  as  the  reference  to  London  in  footnote  186 exemplifies  –  re-

searched against the backdrop of rurality, not the least in view of at both concepts be-

ing characterized along similar lines (Horáková 2014).

Generally speaking, for the better part of the 20th century, the realm of social sciences 

did not consider the spatial dimension nor related theoretical contributions to represent 

very promising, or, anthropologically speaking, ‘thick’ concepts187. On the contrary, in 

the modern era across (almost) all academic disciplines there was a clear preference 

187 While so-called ‘thin concepts/descriptions’ represent factual accounts without any further interpretation, ‘thick con-
cepts/descriptions’ are “intensive, small-scale, dense descriptions of social life from observation, through which 
broader cultural interpretations and generalizations can be made” (A Dictionary of Sociology (online) 2016). 
Philosopher Gilbert Ryle introduced the term into the debate and Clifford Geertz adapted it for anthropology in his 
seminal publication “Thick descriptions: Towards an interpretive theory of culture” (1994). He claims that thin de-
scriptions are not only insufficiently portraying a given culture (or aspects of it), but are genuinely misleading as 
they lack the additional commentary and interpretations that allow extracting the meaningful structures that make 
up a culture. This position results directly from Geertz’s basic assumptions about mankind: “Man is an animal sus-
pended in webs of significance he himself has spun. I take culture to be those webs and the analysis of it to be 
therefore not an experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning." (1973:5)
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for space’s twin concept ‘time’ – an attitude also expressed in the parallel rise of histori-

cism under  modern capitalism  (Friedrich  2013).  Generally,  space was marginalized 

compared to time by presupposing the existence of temporal ‘stages’ of development 

(Döring and Thielmann 2009; Schreiber 2009) and by characterizing this development 

as an inescapable “ascent from savagery to civilization, simplicity to complexity, primi-

tiveness to civilization, and darkness to light” (Warf and Arias 2009a:2). In contrast to 

space, time was perceived as dialectic and associated with motion, richness and life. 

Thus, over decades and across the whole academic spectrum, time was the preferred 

dimension, in line with the co-existing notions of development, progress and dynamics 

(Bonacker and Reckwitz 2007; Warf and Arias 2009a; Wippel 2013).188

In addition, extra-academic ideological and political events and trends also exert influ-

ence.  Especially  for  the German-speaking countries,  political  implications related to 

earlier  debates on space hampered its easy uptake until  the late 1990s  (Haslinger 

2014), in academia as much as in the broader societal discourse. The reason for this is 

strongly related to the Nazi’s fixation on space, prominently expressed in their attempt 

to acquire ‘Lebensraum [living space] in the East’. After World War II, Germany’s Na-

tional Socialist ideology along with its wars of territorial expansion led to a wide-spread 

distrust and reservation against the topic of spatiality in general, which took time to 

overcome (cf. e.g. Gotthard (2005); Schlögel  (2006), for a detailed account on space 

and race in Europe cf. e.g. Kletzin (2002)).

However, since approximately the 1980s, the spatial dimension gradually re-entered 

the discussion and made its way through the disciplines, resulting in what is retrospec-

tively called the ‘spatial turn’ in the social sciences and humanities (Thrift 2006; Wein-

berg 2009). The reasons for this re-entrance and uptake are manifold and relate to 

both academic and extra-academic issues.

Extra-academic issues supporting the rising interest in spatial phenomena include the 

dissolution of the Western and Eastern blocs, the opening of borders, the introduction 

and worldwide spreading of spatial technologies such as Geographic Information Sys-

tems (GIS) helping to quantify data for place-related studies and – in the recent past – 

the rise and propagation of the internet or information and communications technolo-

gies (ICTs) in general. These played a significant role in allowing for human interaction 

188 While the modernist era of the 20th century was characterized by extensive debates on time, temporality, historicity 
and the stages of development, space, spatiality and locality turned into the dominant topics of the postmodern era. 
However, by and large, the academic debate rather quickly refrained from repeating this one-sided perspective on 
the contesting twin notions of ‘time’ and ‘space and ceased to exclusively focus on the newly ‘re-discovered’ spatial 
dimension, opting instead for exploring the potential hidden in the integration of both dimensions. This combined 
approach put an end to the often formulated reproach directed at researchers interested in space, i.e. the reproach 
of being hostile to time, of bluntly “denying history” or of “being a technocrat” (Foucault 1980:70).
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over  distances  (Baldassar  et  al.  2016;  González,  Castro,  and  Rodriguez  2009; 

Khvorostianov 2016; Lloyd 2003; Nedelcu and Wyss 2016; Robertson, Wilding, and 

Gifford 2016). This included the creation of a myriad of new virtual cultural spaces such 

as discussion boards, online communities, virtual local networks or interest groups that 

could no longer be adequately  characterized by the spatial  parameters traditionally 

used (Hugger 2006; Tully 2009).189 Rather, the internet and modern means of commu-

nication and media allow to bridge physical distances and maintain ties to distant home 

places. In addition, they offer an alternative to local communities in the form of what 

one could call ‘imagined communities’ where people no longer need to live close to 

each other, know each other profoundly or interact on a regular basis to build ties (An-

derson 1983) – the networks are no longer defined geographically, but virtually.

As far as the realm of social sciences is concerned, the renewed interest in the spatial-

ity of human life was critically triggered by the integration of new conceptual and theo-

retical approaches emerging from the globalization/glocalization debate (for a detailed 

account  cf.  chapter  6.3.3) next  to being strongly influenced by critical  appraisals of 

modernization approaches, the larger ‘cultural turn’ and social constructivism in gen-

eral190 (Bromber 2013; Ruotsala 2008).

Starting from approximately the 1980s, spatial categories of analysis were reintroduced 

into the social-scientific debate and agenda (Thrift 2006; Weinberg 2009) – after what 

Lossau and Lipuner called an “extended period of discursive exile” (2004:201)191. The 

re-entrance of the spatial dimension took place in parallel with the rebirth in scholarship 

in geography on the basis of the argument that “[g]eography matters, not for the sim-

plistic and overly used reason that everything happens in space, but because  where 

things  happen  is  critical  to  knowing  how and  why they  happen”  (Warf  and  Arias 

2009a:1).  Following the initial  publications  by human geographers such as Edward 

Soja, David Hervey, Derek Gregory or Doreen Massey, a broad so-called ‘spatial turn’ 

evolved in the course of which many social science disciplines launched into exploring 

space  as  a  major  theoretical  and  philosophical  concern  (Roskamm  2016;  Wippel 

2013). The traditional, essentialist and static perspective on ‘space’, ‘region’ or ‘locality’ 

189 Notwithstanding the inadequacy of usual spatial parameters for comprehensively describing internet phenomena, 
spatial notions were critical in its first characterization. This is illustrated by numerous spatial connotations in the in-
ternet-related imaginary such as ‘cyberspace’, ‘chatroom’, ‘portal’, ‘window’, ‘data highway’ or ‘homepage’ (cf. e.g. 
Döring and Thielman (2009), for a detailed account on internet cartographies cf. Dodge (2008)).

190 The ‘spatial turn’ is no isolated phenomenon; in fact, there were a number of so-called ‘turns’ that fundamentally re-
shaped the social sciences from the 1960s onward, including e.g. the ‘quantitative turn’ in history, the ‘relativist turn’ 
in epistemology, the ‘cultural turn’ in sociology, the ‘linguistic turn’ in literature and the 'interpretive turn' in social re-
search methodology. For a critical approach to the phenomena of ‘turns’ cf. Grosetti (2011).

191 While it is generally acknowledged that such a shift in perception took place, Szeman (1997) urges adopting cau-
tion as to its extent. He argues that most of the social sciences and humanities still presume an intimate relation-
ship of culture to definite, distinct spaces, resulting in e.g. area studies still dominating the social sciences and liter-
ary studies still being branched into national specialties.
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where social activities were considered to go on in predefined and container-like spatial 

contexts came to be seen as under-complex, along with the mostly implicit idea of so-

cial activities taking place in predefined spatial contexts (Wippel 2013). The world itself 

was no longer seen as a “collection of autonomous monadic spaces” (Szeman 1997:2), 

formerly imagined as nations, regions within nations or cultures delineated by nations 

or regions.

While initiated in human geography, the conceptual exploration of the spatial dimension 

was quickly taken up by other disciplines such as sociology where Lefebvre’s publica-

tion “La production de l’ espace”  (1974) became formative for the debate.192 Subse-

quently, a number of prominent scholars questioned whether the notion of space “as 

the dead, the fixed, the undialectical, the immobile” (Foucault 1980:70) was adequate 

and useful.193 Fueled by the increasing dissolution of the previously inert and rigid im-

ages of space, locality, space and place were no longer seen as mere and neutral and 

static stage set.

On the contrary, space came to be understood as a creative power and inherently polit-

ical in that it decisively shapes and influences many aspects of the lives of those who 

inhabit it, ranging from culture and identity to politics and economics. Space and spa-

tiality were realized to be dynamic, relational and socially constituted or as Arias coined 

it, space is now seen as “a social product, i.e., […] made, not given” (2010:125) or as 

“[…] continuously produced, reconfigured and transformed by human acts, ideas and 

communication”  (Wippel 2013:21). As such, places are “politicized, culturally relative, 

historically specific, local and multiple constructions”  (Rodman 1992:641). Given their 

social constitution, they can be contested, re-imagined and re-made at any moment.

Against this background, it became generally acknowledged that social relations are 

not only heavily spatially organized, but that the spatial structuring has also a decisive 

influence on the distribution of other ‘currencies’ such as power and knowledge. This 

encompasses the distribution of material resources that additionally follows a differenti-

ation by place, irrespective of also being tied to political, social and economic power 

(cf.  the concepts of  ‘power-geometries’ by Massey  (2009,  2010)194 and ‘space-time 

compression’ by Harvey (1990)).

192 For a detailed overview on the development of the spatial paradigm in the social sciences and humanities cf. 
Döring and Thielmann (2008), Tickamyer (2000) or Warf and Arias (2009b). With respect to German sociology, 
Georg Simmel is generally considered to have anticipated the cultural/spatial turn and laid ground to urban-spatial 
research (cf. his seminal publication “Die Grossstadt und das Geistesleben” (1903)).

193 For a detailed account of the influences of Lefebvre and Foucault on the debate cf. Roskamm (2016).
194 Among others, this approach is often applied when it comes to analyzing conflicts over space (‘contested space’) 

as e.g. in the case of indigenous communities struggling to enforce their spatial claims.
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Next to the interaction between power and space, a second issue is formative for the 

debate on the spatial turn, namely the dichotomy between ‘local’ and ‘global’. The hith-

erto strict dichotomy of the two widely used categories was fundamentally questioned 

and reviewed, as the need arose to revise the character of this polarity pair  (Fardon 

1995).

6.1.2 ‘Locality’ in anthropology
Without question, ‘space’ holds a central position among the key concepts of anthropol-

ogy and ethnography (Kokot 2007)195. For a number of decades, the relations of ‘space’ 

and ‘culture’ seemed  obvious enough not to be questioned any further. Ethnography 

was firmly grounded in concrete and bounded places, practices as well as material re-

lations and invested into understanding a specific, delineated community, tribe, village 

or culture from within or from an emic perspective with the aim to translate from one 

‘cultural  idiom  into  another’  (Werner,  Schoepfle,  and  Ahern  1987).  In  terms  of  its 

methodology, ethnography relied on the situational combination of field techniques (i.e. 

interviews, note taking, audio-/visual recording etc.) grounded in the ideal of the so-

called ‘participant observation’ that in turn strives for living as the locals themselves do, 

to the greatest extent possible  (Falzon 2009). Places were generally perceived of as 

specific locations and were by and large “[…] equated with ethnographic locales. As 

such, they could be taken for granted. They were just space, ‘the dead, the fixed, the 

undialectical, the immobile’ in Foucault’s lament [...]. They became the settings, albeit 

often exotic ones, where things happened.” (Rodman 1992:640) In this vein, the tradi-

tional ethnographic method built on starting by identifying a “single locale with the local 

or the geographically bounded place of a human community” (Roudometof 2015:778). 

Such a demarcation served to determine the actual field that was going to be studied 

thoroughly with the self-declared aim of the ethnographer to understand it in its singu-

larity (Nadai and Maeder 2005; Roudometof 2005).

However, in the course of the so-called spatial turn, ethnography’s (and for that matter 

also anthropology’s)  relationship to space significantly  changed.  Early  criticism was 

raised against what came to be seen as “spatially bounded notions of ‘culture’” (Kokot 

2007:10). More and more scholars accepted the idea that the relationship between cul-

ture, community, identity and a specific territory or locality is far more complex than pre-

viously assumed (Wonneberger 2011). Existing anthropological models of discrete so-

cieties, nations and cultures “occupy[ing] ‘naturally’ discontinuous spaces” (Gupta and 

195 Ethnography is often considered the key tool in applied anthropological research. For a comparison between the 
notions of ‘anthropology’ and ‘ethnography’ cf. Ingold (2008).
In line with the majority of disciplinary publications on the topic, I use the two terms interchangeably in this project.
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Ferguson 1992) were increasingly criticized for their mechanistic approach. It was un-

derstood that bounded, isolated places hardly, if at all, exist.

Similarly, the essentializing approach of associating particular socio-spatial areas with 

cultural topics or traits characteristic of early ethnography was also heavily criticized 

(Fardon 1990; Kokot 2007). In this respect, Appadurai (1996b) went as far as denoting 

spatially based anthropological concepts as having turned into veritable prisons for re-

gional anthropology. Following this thought, Gupta and Ferguson (1992) underline that 

a revised spatial understanding does not only do more justice to the ethnographic de-

scription of given phenomena, but also carries significant political implications, given 

that the enforced ‘difference’ of places amounts to an expression of a global system of 

domination. At the same time, according to them, questioning and revising cultural and 

spatial divisions contributes to fighting “a very literal ‘spatial incarceration of the native’ 

(Appadurai 1988) within economic spaces zones, as it were, for poverty” (1992:17).

By the 1990s and as a result of these developments and debates, the classical object 

of anthropology – the ‘traditional society’ – had disintegrated and ceased to exist as a 

bounded entity or at least has been integrated into larger social contexts to such a de-

gree that the assumption of unified local and social boundaries had to be acknowl-

edged to no longer be tenable (Appadurai 1996d; Nieswand 2009; Tsing 1994)196. As 

Ito condensed it, anthropology realized that it critically needed “ways of describing affili-

ation”  (1999:1) or forms of sociation bridging geographic regions that are defined in 

terms other  than territorial  ones,  while  remaining grounded in concrete places and 

practices.

Against this backdrop,  alternative  a-spatial concepts of culture were developed and 

proposed in the following years. A broad range of studies form different disciplines indi-

cated that (a) social relationships can surpass the borders of nation states, that (b) 

identities do not need a reference to a concrete place for their construction and that (c) 

communities can form on the basis of social networks en lieu of a shared physical lo-

cality as starting point (Wonneberger 2011). In view of this, anthropologists came to the 

conclusion that the local does not depend on referring to a spatially bounded or limited 

locale for its existence; rather, it can be understood as a “metaphor for a collectively 

imagined space – or a social space” (Roudometof 2015:778).

Consequently,  a growing body of  anthropological  literature studies the relations be-

tween peoples, places and cultures while focusing on mobility, mixture and hybridity. 

196 With respect to the topic of local knowledge, Mueller underlines that “a social anthropological understanding of lo-
cal knowledge must be a first step to overcome the traditional mapping of knowledge as contained in a ‘box’” 
(2003:330).
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These endeavors, however, did not lead to a uniform and consistent result in the sense 

of  some  “fully-formulated  anthropological  theory  of  ‘culture  and  space’”  (Kokot 

2007:10)197. They rather present themselves as a somewhat fragmented collection of 

expressions and metaphors denoting spatial aspects of anthropological topics that re-

ceived both praise for  their  inherent  creativity and attracted criticism for  being of  a 

“more suggestive than analytical” (Kokot 2007:10) value.

Regardless of this disciplinary assessment, these various contributions to the spatial 

debate are highly relevant for the purpose of this project in that they in fact offer novel 

perspectives on ‘locality’. Accordingly, I discuss in the following chapter 6.3 a selection 

of six theoretical approaches that I consider crucial for conceptualizing the locality di-

mension in the composite notion of ‘understanding local knowledge’.

6.2 On the method
On the background of these developments and the inherent paradigmatic shift, chapter 

6 intends to outline the debate on ‘space’/’spatiality’ and ‘locality’.  This includes de-

scribing the main theoretical contributions and the related specific socio-spatial under-

standings. The aim of this cursory overview consists in gaining an analytical under-

standing of the novelties introduced in the course of the debate on how to conception-

ally grasp locality or spatiality. The main focus is set on identifying what characterizes 

locality under the new perspective.

Methodologically,  the procedure resembles in  many ways the one in  the preceding 

chapter  5 dedicated to analyzing knowledge – with one difference. In contrast to the 

discussion on ‘knowledge’, I do not strive for presenting the spatial debate in its con-

ceptual breadth or for providing detailed outlines of the scientific controversies following 

certain contributions198. Rather, en lieu of debating ‘locality’/‘local’ in its own right, I dis-

cuss the notion with respect to its potential contributions to informing the overarching 

and composite notion of ‘local knowledge’ that is at the core of this research. The ac-

tual interest in exploring the topic of locality consists therefore in gaining insights as to 

how ‘locality’  (or,  more  generally,  the  spatial  dimension)  shapes  and  characterizes 

‘knowledge’. As such, ‘locality’ is studied in its function as modifying ‘knowledge’. Ac-

cordingly, the aim of this chapter consists in establishing a theoretical substantiation of 

the modifier 'local’ for the composite term of 'local knowledge'.

197 For theoretical orientation, Kokot (2007) specifies, anthropologists turn to the respective debates in sociology, ge-
ography and urban studies.

198 As mentioned earlier, to compensate for this, chapter 6.1 invests into providing an introductory overview on the 
topic, starting with ‘locality in academia in general’ (chapter 6.1.1) before proceeding to ‘locality in anthropology’ 
(chapter 6.1.2).
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As far as issues of power and domination are concerned, they undoubtedly have an ex-

traordinary influence when it comes to structuring and organizing space (Korf 2005; Lu-

utz 2005; Novy 1998; Schroer 2006). For the purpose of this project I refrain, however, 

from taking these aspects into account. In parallel to the approach to ‘knowledge’, the 

emphasis is on gaining a clear conceptual understanding of the notion – even more so 

given the modifying and at the same time distinguishing function of ‘locality/local’.

In the following, I describe the motivations steering the literature selection (cf. chapter 

6.2.1) and outline the overall structure of the chapter and the expectations towards the 

literature  (cf.  chapter  6.2.2)  against  the  backdrop  of  the  five  locality  dimensions 

sketched in chapter 4.4.2.

6.2.1 Background of the literature selection
The approach chosen for the discussion of ‘locality’/’local’ is a broad one in that it does 

not limit itself to consulting studies that exclusively refer to the notion of ‘locality’ or ‘lo-

cal’,  but  also  includes  complementing  research  on  related  spatial  notions  such  as 

‘place’, ‘space’ or, more abstractly, ‘spatiality’. The reason for this inclusive approach is 

that no clear definitions and delineations exist that would help to consistently separate 

the various spatial notions from each other. Given this fuzzy initial position, I saw the 

necessity to include a broad spectrum of terms to be able to identify those aspects of 

locality crucial for the actual main topic of this research, i.e. for understanding how local 

settings influence the knowledge in a given place. In other words: Just exploring the 

spatial notions that directly include the term ‘locality’/’local’ would not result in a produc-

tive list of modulations as the literature on ‘locality’ in sensu stricto is rather modest and 

cannot do justice to all the spatially-induced nuances that can help to inform the com-

posite concept of ‘local knowledge’.

The relatively mixed disciplinary provenience of the selected spatial theories in chap-

ters 6.3.1–6.3.6 is no attempt to cover the topic extensively. As a matter of fact, I priori-

tized identifying the contributions able to open up new perspectives over disciplinary 

considerations. The primary selection criterion was therefore ‘novelty’. Novelty is, how-

ever, an ephemeral quality that can sometimes be hard to fully appreciate retrospec-

tively. This is also true with certain theoretical insights I describe in the following chap-

ters: Judging from today’s perspective, some of them seem to propose statements that, 

at first glance, might seem somewhat obvious. However, one has to keep in mind that 

they need contextualizing and to acknowledge their belonging to the first arguments 

brought up against centuries-old static and bounded spatial conceptions. Seeing them 
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as the forerunner they were helps to realize the novelty they introduced at that time – 

even if from today’s perspective it might be difficult to phantom how one could have 

thought otherwise.

Another characteristic in how I approach the topic of ‘locality’ consists in refraining from 

discussing the ensuing intra- and interdisciplinary academic debate. While this would 

be rewarding in itself, it goes beyond the scope of this project – with one exception: 

While many of the theoretical approaches discussed in these chapters entailed a con-

siderable academic debate, few concepts came under such hefty criticism as ‘hybridity’ 

(cf. chapter 6.3.6). Given this exposed situation, I close this chapter by outlining the ra-

tionale that led me to integrating ‘hybridity’ regardless of disciplinary reservations.

Brief excursus on ‘hybridity’

Generally speaking, the notion of hybridity is considered a problematic construct in that 

it presupposes a preceding state of purity and rests on essentialized conceptions of the 

‘other’ (Moss 2003). Critics challenge it as an overly biologistic concept and argue that 

hybridity or hybridization can be found everywhere and at all times and that the idea of 

homogeneous collective identities, of ‘purity’ or a ‘pure state’ is as misleading as it is in-

consistent with reality (Gilroy 2004; Moss 2003; Rapport 2014; Werbner 2001). It is ar-

gued that hybridity and essentialization are closely linked, given that the analysis of the 

former builds on “essentialised notions of the ‘other’”  (Peterson 2012:13) and neces-

sarily results in essentializing groups. In addition, the hybridity concept is criticized for 

amounting to an instrument of power utilized by Western cultures to “obscure hierarchy 

and to reinforce power rather than to contest it” (Brettell and Nibbs 2009:680). The ab-

sence or downplaying of issues of (neo-colonial) power, hegemony and inequality is in-

deed the perhaps most often articulated critique directed at the topic (Hutnyk 2005; Pe-

terson 2012; Pieterse 2001; Tanikella 2003; Williams 2003). It is feared that if these is-

sues are left unmitigated, the very notion of hybridity runs the risk of turning into yet an-

other category that separates and dissects communities and societies. The combina-

tion of these two lines of critique culminated in what Pieterse called an “anti-hybridity 

backlash” (2001:221), rendering the concept into one of the most contested ones (Pe-

terson 2012).

However, according to Pieterse, the problem is not the concept of hybridity itself  to 

which he attests “great historical depth”  (2001:230), but what he calls “[...] the social 

proclivity to boundary fetishism” (2001:220). As a matter of fact, for him the actual theo-

retical contribution of hybridity lies in that it “problematizes boundaries”  (2001:220) – 

boundaries that are, as much as hybrid identities, understood as contingent, fluid and 
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emerging (Brettell and Nibbs 2009). The many diverging perspectives on the topic fuel 

the impression that ‘hybridity’ is at the same time ‘untenable’ given its biologistic foun-

dation and ‘supporting’ given its contribution to overcoming what came to be seen as 

unhelpful binaries (e.g. black vs. white, Western vs. non-Western, modern vs. tradi-

tional) and, ultimately, notions of universals (e.g. good vs. bad, right vs. wrong). This 

supporting function takes place through a shift of focus towards the multiplicity of po-

tential outcomes that might occur when two entities meet and interact: “[…] there is no 

good versus evil, no right or wrong, just a series of iterations and in-betweens to be an-

alysed and judged on their own merits” (Peterson 2012:12). Hence, against this back-

drop and in view of the notion’s widespread application in many academic disciplines, 

notably in the broader context of ‘culture’ and ‘knowledge’, ‘hybridity’ entered the selec-

tion of concepts discussed in more detail regardless of the above described reserva-

tions.

6.2.2 Expectations toward the literature and structure of the chapter
In parallel to chapter 5 on ‘knowledge’, I strive here to theoretically inform the dimen-

sions describing ‘locality’ in the composite term of ‘local knowledge’ by an in-depth in-

terdisciplinary literature analysis. For ‘locality’, I started from a set of three tentative lo-

cality dimensions (cf. chapter 4.4.2) that I saw the need to have somehow topically in-

tegrated into a conceptual-analytical characterization of ‘locality’. These three tentative 

dimensions were meant to cover the following aspects:

1) physicality/materiality of the locality;

2) influence of human actors on the locality;

3) role of immaterial, imagined localities.

In contrast to the literature analysis on ‘knowledge’, I had few to no ex-ante expecta-

tions towards the literature. On the one hand, this stems from to a lack of exposure to 

the specific disciplinary publications. On the other hand, it is related to the academic 

debate itself: In contrast to ‘knowledge’199, the theoretical landscape with respect to ‘lo-

cality’ is significantly less defined. Many strings of debate are ongoing, relate to each 

other and, consequently, overlap, whether these overlaps are addressed explicitly or 

rather implicitly. Linked to this, the debate is to a much higher degree interdisciplinary, 

which makes it more difficult to anticipate the character and (potentially ideological) fo-

cus of a given contribution. In light of this, determining the dimensions addressed by a 
199 With ‘knowledge’ being one of the central topics in the humanities and a number of social sciences, the long-stand-

ing academic debate on knowledge is not only impressively vast and complex, but also well-structured and highly 
detailed. This is very helpful when it comes to analyzing specific contributions against the backdrop of a given set 
of dimensions – by and large, for ‘knowledge’ the allocations are rather forthcoming as they often result from the 
structuring synthesis of previous academic debates.
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theoretical contribution or excluding specific ones with certainty amounts to an at times 

ambivalent undertaking. As a general rule to handle this type of fuzzy situation, I de-

cided to only conservatively attribute dimensions, based on whether their mentioning is 

explicit – if it is only implicit or follows logically from other dimensions, it is not included 

as this could potentially dilute the profiles of the well-articulated dimensions into arbi-

trariness.

Anticipating the result  of  the analysis  described in  the subsequent  chapters  6.3.1– 

6.3.6,  I  eventually  identified  a  set  of  five  dimensions characterizing  ‘locality’ in  the 

course of the literature analysis, namely:

(9) physical-material dimension of locality;
(10) actor dimension of locality;
(11) network dimension of locality;
(12) influx/response dimension of locality;
(13) relevance dimension of locality (functional-symbolical).

The following chapters describe the spatial theories that proved to be informative in 

terms  of  contributing  to  characterizing  ‘spatiality’/’locality’ in  a  conceptual-analytical 

way. In parallel to chapter 5 on ‘knowledge’, I start each chapter by outlining the theo-

retical perspective offered by the respective contribution in regard to its potential for re-

fining the understanding of ‘local’ in ‘local knowledge’. In the same vein, I conclude 

each chapter with describing how the respective theory contributes to informing ‘local-

ity’ and the dimensions of locality respectively (i.e. chapters  6.3.1.2,  6.3.2.1,  6.3.3.2, 

6.3.4.2, 6.3.5.2 and 6.3.6.2). Lastly, I summarize in chapter 6.4 the core insights gained 

from the selected approaches to ‘locality’ and how they inform the concluding set of the 

five locality dimensions listed earlier (cf. chapter 4.4.2).

6.3 Theoretical contributions informing 'locality'
As outlined when sketching the evolution of the concept of locality in the social sci-

ences and humanities in general (chapter  6.1.1) and in anthropology/ethnography in 

particular (chapter 6.1.2), the debate on spatial issues has significantly broadened and 

diversified over the last two decades. During this period, ‘locality’ and related terms 

have evolved into complex and polyphonic concepts. It is in first place the newer litera-

ture that takes account of and reflects this inherent complexity.

As stated earlier in 6.2, this chapter does not aim at providing a comprehensive over-

view on the developments in the spatial debate over the last decades nor does it ex-

plore the weighty interplay between space and power that doubtlessly merits extensive 
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research on its own. Rather, the spatial dimension is discussed in view of its relation to 

and potential for informing ‘knowledge’.

Against this backdrop, I introduce in the following chapters a selection of six spatial ap-

proaches that represent novelties (relative to the respective state of the debate) and 

are informative for gaining an understanding of how ‘locality’ influences and shapes 

‘knowledge’. I start  with two rather straightforward contributions that carry the actual 

modifier  ‘local’  explicitly  in  their  designations,  i.e.  ‘multilocality’  (chapter  6.3.1)  and 

‘translocality’ (chapter 6.3.2). The subsequent chapter 6.3.3 discusses the concepts of 

‘globalization’ and ‘glocalization’, opening up the spectrum between the ‘local’ and the 

‘global’. The following three chapters 6.3.4–6.3.6 describe complex or aggregated con-

cepts that are related to locality and spatiality and are productive for the purpose at 

hand, however without denominating the spatial relation at first sight: ‘global cultural 

flows and the production of locality’ (chapter  6.3.4), ‘multi-sited ethnography’ (chapter 

6.3.5) and, eventually, ‘hybridity’ (chapter 6.3.6).

6.3.1 Multilocality
I approach the topic by first summarizing the theoretical contributions in the context of 

‘multilocality’ (chapter  6.3.1.1) before analyzing in a second step which of the locality 

dimensions listed above are informed by this approach (chapter 6.3.1.2).

6.3.1.1 Theoretical contributions
One of the earlier contemporary approaches to tackling the contested issue of place 

goes by the name ‘multilocality’. Somewhat simplifying and partially anticipating the de-

bate, multilocality could be broadly described as “the attachment to and the participa-

tion in social and economic activities in a number of places”  (Trager 1995:285). This 

entails, in other words, the “quality or fact of being present or operating in many places 

simultaneously” (Oxford Online Dictionaries 2016). The term can be traced back to its 

early exponents Waldenfels (1985) and Miranda (1995), as Rolshoven (2007) outlines, 

and shares its theoretical foundation with Appadurai’s concept of locality (cf. chapter 

6.3.4).

Accordingly, research on multilocality is not a new phenomenon. It is especially true, 

Dirksmeier (2010) argues, for the disciplines studying non-European cultures such as 

e.g. anthropology that has a tradition of discussing multilocality against the backdrop of 

arrangements of residence after marriage (cf. the early study on this topic by Goode-

nough  (1956)). Starting from these first anthropological contributions, the debate ex-

tended to several other disciplines – sociology, literature studies, history, human geog-
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raphy and interdisciplinary studies such as environmental anthropology – where re-

search traditions developed and topical foci were set (Dirksmeier 2010). However, for 

the purpose of this project, I limit myself to sketching the anthropological debate.

Building on the early contributions by Goodenough  (1955, 1956), the anthropological 

perspective on multilocality of the first generation coined it in a classical way as “the co-

occurrence of  any two or more fairly frequent patterns of  consanguineal residence” 

(Ember and Ember 1972:382). Centering on the rules of residence for married couples, 

anthropology distinguishes between three monolocal forms of residence – patrilocal, 

matrilocal and avunculocal residence – and recognizes temporal oscillations between 

certain forms (for a detailed outline cf. Goodenough (1956)). Subsequent anthropologi-

cal studies attributed specific rules of residence to specific types of societies, denoting 

patrilocal groups as tending towards aggression and polygamy, while matrilocal groups 

were in turn considered to be peaceable and monogamous (Dirksmeier 2010). Conse-

quently, groups residing in more than one place were assumed to be somewhere be-

tween the two poles (for a detailed account cf. Witkowski (1977)).

Contrasting this first generation approach, more modern anthropological studies stress 

another layer of meaning with respect to multilocality by thinking of it as of an important 

feature of urbanization processes. They see it expressed in the temporal migration be-

tween different rural and urban localities and point to the fact that these migrations oc-

cur at very differing periodicities, from daily to weekly, monthly, seasonally or with no 

regularity at all.  This focus on the migratory characteristic of multilocality allows for 

studying people  who in  fact  practice  multilocal  living  in  forms other  than the mere 

switching between different homes as in the case of second-home owners. Such alter-

native multilocal living approaches are formative for a broad range of people including 

e.g. migrants, seasonal workers, students, long term campers, the children of divorced 

parents, the users of garden allotments or even homeless squatters occupying vacant 

summer houses during winter time (Rolshoven 2007). In this understanding of multilo-

cality, it amounts to a “practice of life-world contextualization and of a ‘placing’ of the 

self”  (Rolshoven 2007:18) or “a way of life”  (2007:17), reflecting crucial tenets of Ap-

padurai (1996e).

The most recent studies, however, underline a third layer of meaning, complementing 

the ones described above on place of residence and migration. A prominent scholar ad-

vocating this line of thought is Margaret Rodman who laid out her perspective on multi-

locality in the seminal paper “Empowering place: multilocality and multivocality” (Rod-

man 1992). Equating the conceptual complexity of place with the one of culture, she ar-

247



gues for paying close attention to places instead of taking them for granted as mere 

sites of ethnography, static and lasting by nature. According to her, “[p]laces are not in-

ert  containers.  They are politicized,  culturally  relative,  historically specific,  local and 

multiple constructions”  (Rodman 1992:641). Consequently, she sees places as being 

socially constructed by their inhabitants – as a result, they incorporate multiple func-

tions and attributions and, thus, become multivalent. In her understanding, multilocality 

denotes the multilocality of a place itself that can combine meaning of all sorts for dif -

ferent  cultures  (Rodman 1992).200 As for  the  actual  experience of  places,  Rodman 

identifies the following four types:

(1) In its first meaning, multilocality adopts what Rodman calls a “decentered analysis” 

(Rodman 1992:646) in the attempt to understand the constructions of places from a 

broad range of viewpoints, including non-Western as well as Eurocentric ones. Multilo-

cality in this sense implies to look at the places in question from the perspective of oth-

ers while simultaneously realizing that despite all ‘othering’, the very notion of ‘others’ is 

obsolete in view of the interconnectedness of humanity and the fact that actions of indi-

viduals can potentially affect everyone.

(2) In its second meaning, multilocality involves “comparative or contingent analyses of 

place” (Rodman 1992:646). Building on Marcus, Rodman argues that specific activities 

such as e.g. markets or social movements emerge from the actions of multiple individu-

als in different places and can only be grasped by identifying “both intended and unin-

tended  consequences  in  the  network  or  complex  connections  within  a  system  of 

places" (Marcus 1989:25).

(3) In its third meaning, multilocality can relate to what Rodman calls “reflexive relation-

ships with places” (Rodman 1992:646). Building on the observation that actors who can 

no longer return to their places of identification (be it because they are no longer reach-

able or not longer exist, e.g. following suburban development or after a disaster) have a 

tendency to perceive the new landscape along the lines they perceived the familiar 

one. This way, the original place of identity that became unattainable is being recon-

structed reflexively, in a “multilocal way of sorting out meaning” (Rodman 1992:647).201

200 She thereby delimits the notion of 'multilocality' from the term 'heterotopia' introduced by Foucault, arguing that 
while 'heterotopia' denotes the actual sites and their physical traits, 'multilocality' describes the “way of experiencing 
those and other places” (Rodman 1992:646) and the role of these places for the identity construction of individuals 
or social groups.

201 Dirksmeier (2010) points to an ideal illustration for this phenomenon described by Lowenthal who cites the example 
of the Masai people relocated by the British colonial rulers, thereby referring to the Danish author Karen Blixen: 
“Thus in East Africa when the Masai were moved they ‘took with them the names of their hills, plains and rivers; 
and gave them to the hills, plains and rivers in the new country […], carrying their cut roots with them as a 
medicine’” (1975:9).
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(4) In its forth and last meaning described by Rodman, multilocality can also character-

ize one single physical landscape/place that carries polysemous meanings for different 

actors, rendering this single place multilocal “in the sense that it shapes and expresses 

polysemic meanings of place for different users” (1992:647) . This implies that, in phe-

nomenological terms, every specific locality in space amounts to a multilocality, given 

this polysemy.202

Recapping, such a differentiated approach to multilocality results in a perspective en-

compassing the relevant elements to be considered when aspiring at gaining an under-

standing of a place's meaning(s). As Buterbaugh succinctly paraphrases Rodman, mul-

tilocality “[…] can be used as a method for experiencing a place that has diverse mean-

ings; a way of comparing multiple interpretations of place meaning; a way of under-

standing one place by relying on knowledge of another; or a way of creating multiple 

meanings for the various individuals interacting with a given place” (2012:2).

6.3.1.2 Summary of the dimensions of ‘locality’ informed
Analyzing the main characteristics of ‘multilocality’ against the backdrop of the five lo-

cality dimensions listed in chapter 4.4.2 reveals that four out of the five dimensions are 

indeed informed by the literature on ‘multilocality’, i.e. the (9) physical-material dimen-

sion of locality, the (10) actor dimension of locality, (11) network dimension of locality 

and, eventually, the (13) relevance dimension of locality (cf. illustration 33 for an over-

view).

Acknowledging the existence of sheer geographical locales, the concept of multilocality 

underlines that a person can be present and active in more than one place, even simul-

taneously, thereby informing the (9) physical-material dimension of locality. ‘Multilocal-

ity’ in this sense means the actual existence of a number of relevant localities in a per-

son’s life. ‘Multilocality’ covers complex forms of multi-locatedness and goes beyond 

the case of owners of  seasonal houses to include all  forms of  temporal migrations 

along with their various periodicities, including e.g. seasonal workers, migrants, mem-

bers of patchwork families and students.

Moreover, ‘multilocality’’ also contributes to grounding the (10) actor dimension of local-

ity by emphasizing that a person can be present and active in more than one place, 

also simultaneously.

202 The first and the forth dimensions display a remarkable similarity – it seems as though the forth dimension amounts 
to a special case of the first dimension.
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Additionally, ‘multilocality’ contributes to elucidating the (11) network dimension of local-

ity by allowing for comparative or contingent analyses of a  system of interconnected 

places. This perspective on locality originates in the idea that specific human activities 

such  as  e.g.  markets  or  social  movements 

usually arise from multiple individuals residing 

and acting in multiple places. In order to un-

derstand these activities, one has to take into 

account what happens in the different places 

simultaneously,  paying  attention  to  both  in-

tended and unintended consequences of this 

network of actions and places.

Lastly, the concept of multilocality also informs 

the (13) relevance dimension of locality in that 

it  underlines  the  multivalency  of  localities, 

both with respect  to functional and symbolic 

dimensions. Starting from the assumption that 

localities are socially constructed by their in-

habitants, the term describes that a place can 

at  the same time embody multiple  functions 

and  symbolic  attributions,  thereby  becoming 

multivalent.  In this understanding,  a place is 

called  ‘multilocal’  if  it  carries  polysemous 

meanings for different actors, even from differ-

ent cultures. Generally, every place has the potential to turn into a multilocality and any 

‘local’ in notions such as ‘local culture’ or ‘local knowledge’ might very well be coined by 

more than one specific location in time and space. For the contexts of this research, re-

flexive relationships with place leading to mental re-constructions of places from the 

past that are no longer attainable in new physical environments are seen as a special 

case of this functional-symbolic dimension of locality. The purpose of these reconstruc-

tions consists foremost in establishing meaning, belonging and familiarity in the new 

physical environments.

6.3.2 Translocality
As for ‘multilocality’, I tackle the topic by first recapping the theoretical contributions to 

‘translocality’ (chapter  ) before analyzing which dimensions of locality outlined earlier 

(cf. chapter 4.4.2) are informed by this theoretical approach (chapter 6.3.2.1).
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51Theoretical contributions
Similar to ‘multilocality’, the concept of translocality was developed by researchers in-

terested in the dynamics of  mobility,  migration and socio-spatial  interconnectedness 

(Greiner and Sakdapolrak 2013). Attempting to establish connections between the two 

concepts ‘globalization’ and ‘localization’ (Lachenmann 2010), the notion builds on the 

idea that globalization is by no means a uniform or standardized process, but charac-

terized by an unevenly distributed array of processes that produce and shape cross-

territorial linkages and flows. This variety constitutes the actual backbone of translocal-

ity, i.e. the processes of local adaptation and re-structuration and the study of related 

“interconnectedness/entanglement,  overlaps  as  well  as fragmentation  and disparity” 

(Bromber 2013:63).

The term developed in the context of debates on the social production of place and 

space in the mid 1990s  (Bromber 2013) and is attributed by some scholars (cf. e.g. 

Greiner (2010); Lachenmann (2001); Wippel (2013)) to being introduced by Arjun Ap-

padurai in his seminal publication “The production of locality” (1996e). It has semantic 

overlaps with other trans-terminology203 such as ‘transculturation’ and ‘transnational-

ism’204,  but also with studies of ‘culture of mobility’,  ‘border culture’ and ‘cosmopoli-

tanism’ (Bromber 2013; Wippel 2013). These interrelated concepts can be understood 

as efforts to move beyond methodological nationalism (for a detailed account cf. Wim-

mer and Glick Schiller  (2002)) and to question the idea of “culture as a closed entity” 

(Bromber 2013:63). The functional role of translocality is still under debate; however, 

the majority of scholars agree that translocality can easily embody more than one func-

tion and act as both a concept/middle range theory and as a research perspective 

(Bromber 2013; Greiner and Sakdapolrak 2013; Mayar 2011).

Against this backdrop it is probably no coincidence that, as for ‘multilocality’, there is no 

generally  agreed upon textbook definition  of  translocality  (Greiner  and Sakdapolrak 

2013). Instead, the majority of publications opts to talk more implicitly about their re-

spective understanding of  translocality.  As the notion is in  practice often defined in 

terms of the author’s own conceptual understanding and preference, translocality as a 

theoretical concept therefore remains somewhat vague.

Notwithstanding this fragmentation, a number of common traits of ‘translocality’ can be 

extracted. In a first stage, the debate on locality had a strong twist towards geographi-

cal studies and, correspondingly, was primarily used in a mere geographical sense (for 
203 For a critical perspective on the widespread rise of ‘trans-terminology’ and the related danger of turning ‘trans-’ into 

an empty signifier cf. Bromber (2013).
204 A small share of scholars even uses the terms ‘translocality/translocalism’ and ‘transnationalism’ as synonyms with 

no difference in meaning (Greiner and Sakdapolrak 2013).
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a detailed account cf. e.g. Brickell and Datta  (2011); Withers  (2009)). At that time, it 

was mainly concerned with the topics of migration and migrants respectively. Along this 

line of reasoning, translocality was being reduced to the (retrospectively) somewhat 

trivial fact that migrants are living in more than one place. Correspondingly, ‘translocal-

ity’ was thought of as a transnational practice across borders, carried out by migrants; it 

was perceived of as the local-to-local connections across national boundaries shaped 

through everyday practices of transnational migrants. Studies inspired by this early per-

spective on translocality include e.g. Riccio research on Senegalese migrants in Italy 

and Senegal (2001), Hedbergy study on Thai women in rural Sweden (2016), Kim’s re-

search on Korean women selling sex in the USA (2016), Bork-Hüffer et al.’s study on 

African merchant  entrepreneurs in  China  (2016) or  Schröder’s  research on Central 

Asian translocal livelihoods (2014).

However,  with more and more disciplines involved in the design and elaboration of 

translocality such as anthropology, development studies, history and cultural and area 

studies  (Greiner and Sakdapolrak 2013), the approach moved beyond geographical 

concepts to ask more fundamental questions, challenging, as noted before, the idea of 

“cultures as closed entities bound to nation states” (Bromber 2013:9). The latter is of 

utter importance to the concept of translocality as it is one of the very purposes of its in-

troduction, namely to “[b]uild on the insights from transnationalism” (Greiner and Sak-

dapolrak 2013:373) while simultaneously striving to master some of the limitations of 

‘translocality’, namely overcoming the paradigm of the nation state and the eurocentric-

ity inherent to the concept.

On this background, many researchers dealing with translocality came to the conclu-

sion that there is ample evidence showing phenomena of translocality within national 

borders. In the meantime, it is therefore generally acknowledged that ‘translocality’ is 

productive without  being necessarily related to issues of national states.  On a very 

generic level, it  is understood as the “simultaneity and  interpenetration of the global 

with the local”  (Lachenmann 2012:106, translated from German by the author) or, in 

Brickell  and  Datta’s  words,  as  “simultaneous  situatedness  across  different  locales” 

(2011:4). It necessarily involves processes of local adaptation and re-structuration and, 

as a consequence, results in varying degrees of adaption or rejection. The concept 

serves to depict “socio-spatial dynamics and processes of simultaneity and identity for-

mation that transcend boundaries – including, but also extending beyond, those of na-

tion-states” (Greiner and Sakdapolrak 2013:373). According to Appadurai, the concept 

is used to outline cultural and social representations of a globalizing world shaped by 

the movement of people, ideas and goods across borders (1996e). A number of schol-
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ars address the very relation between the global and the local they consider problem-

atic or, differently put, the overly schematic separation between the global and the lo-

cal. It is argued that while the existence of the local is not questioned, specific local en-

vironments have trouble staying separate and untouched from larger movements of for-

eign resources, populations and ideas flowing through them. A static, untouched local 

does not exist205, it is argued, as much as people living permanently in one place can-

not help but notice and process news and trends arriving from the outside, at the risk of  

being altered by whatever arrives. Alike, no person, regardless of how much of a trav-

eler she or he is, lives in some sort of global ‘everywhere’ and is able to experience 

some kind of ‘global totality’ that lacks all the specific differences characterizing local 

places. In other words: For all the cosmopolitan travels and movements through space, 

one  is  always  specifically  somewhere  and  mostly  also  rooted  somewhere  (Appiah 

1997). Moreover, translocality is also said to allow to spotlight the “multiplying forms of 

mobility […] without losing sight of the importance of localities in peoples’ lives” (Oakes 

and Schein 2006:1), a point also stressed by Riccio who argues for considering both 

transnational connections and local contexts (2001).

Finally, there is a subjective dimension to translocality that cannot be observed by out-

siders, as it takes place in the imagination of the people and therefore does not involve 

actual physical movement, be it of the people themselves or of related ideas and goods 

(Oakes and Schein 2006). This dimension includes all sort of translocal imaginaries 

and vicarious mobilities, as it is e.g. often the case with migrants and refugees whose 

places of origin continue to live in their imaginations regardless of whether a return to 

these places is feasible at all.206 As such, translocality does not require actual mobility, 

but is more of a mode of thinking about mobility and connectedness.

Research inspired by this  broader  perspective on translocality  includes e.g.  Baird’s 

study on the concept of ‘indigenous people’ in Laos (2015), Benz’s research on the role 

of migration and translocality in Pakistan (2014), Kochan’s study on internal migrants in 

contemporary China (2016) or Holmes research on translocality in the context of Brazil-

ian favela blogs (2016).

205 It is interesting to note that the discourse on the ‘noble savage’ is closely linked to the Western idea of the ‘pristine, 
untouched local’. For debate on the ‘noble savage’ in general cf. footnote 33.

206 As Korff outlines, over time imagination can even replace reality in cases in which the far away ‘home’ changes as 
much as the memory of it, leaving the individuals with a “virtual local identity, where the local is an image of the 
mind” (2003:3).
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6.3.2.1 Summary of the dimensions of ‘locality’ informed
Recapitulating the insights gained on ‘translocality’ in regard to the five dimensions of 

locality outlined in chapter 4.4.2 shows that four of the five dimensions are indeed in-

formed, namely (9) the physical-material dimension of locality, the (11) network dimen-

sion of locality, the (12) influx/response dimen-

sion of locality and, lastly, the (13) relevance 

dimension of locality (cf. illustration  34 for an 

overview).

‘Translocality’ contributes to informing the (9) 

physical-material  dimension of  locality  by 

stressing that people live their life in more than 

one place, a characteristic shared by ‘multilo-

cality’ (cf.  chapter  6.3.1).  It  emphasizes  that 

these local-local connections rest on everyday 

practices and decisions of countless actors in 

the diverse localities.  Building on the central 

aspect of ‘movement’ in general – be it of peo-

ple,  goods/objects,  ideas  etc.  – ‘translocality’ 

describes  the  dynamics  resulting  from  the 

combination  of  mobility,  migration and socio-

spatial interconnectedness. Special attention is thereby paid to the actual situatedness, 

in the first place of people, during mobility itself (and not only after their arrival in the 

place of destination).

Additionally,  ‘translocality’ also lends itself to informing the (11)  network dimension of 

locality, more precisely the manifold interactions between places, actors and goods/ob-

jects and ideas across manifold forms of borders, including but not limited to national 

borders. In this process, the global and the local are not separated, but are seen as in-

terpenetrating each other, resulting in a simultaneous co-situatedness of the global and 

the local.

Moreover, the concept of translocality also elucidates the (12)  influx/response dimen-

sion of locality. The interaction in question consists here of any given influx coming into 

a specific locality and a locally specific response to this influx. Generally, the interaction 

takes different forms: It can result in local adaptation and reconstruction of a given for-

eign influx, leading to an overall  interconnectedness and entanglement and creating 

potential overlaps and cross-territorial linkages with other localities. Local adaptation, 
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however, can also be rejected, resulting in disparity and fragmentation from other local-

ities. This shows that to understand a specific local situation, one has to take into ac-

count the many translocal connections as much as the specific local context, given that 

the latter is decisive when it comes to accepting and integrating the influx in question.

Lastly,  ‘translocality’ also informs the (13)  relevance dimension of locality, addressing 

the functional-symbolic aspects. It does so by allowing for a special form of ‘translocal 

imaginaries’, i.e. mental constructions that concern the subjective dimension of one’s 

imagination and do not necessitate a physical displacement. It is described to be espe-

cially prominent among groups of people who keep a vivid mental connection with their 

place of origin as e.g. in the case of migrants or refugees.

6.3.3 Globalization and glocalization
In parallel to the previous chapters, I proceed by first recapitulating the theoretical con-

tributions to ‘globalization/glocalization’ (chapter  6.3.3.1) before analyzing to what ex-

tent the five dimensions of locality from chapter  4.4.2 are informed by this theoretical 

approach (chapter 6.3.3.2).

6.3.3.1 Theoretical contributions
Although still recent as term, globalization has turned into one of the key concepts for 

discussing contemporary societal phenomena – to the extent that it  became “some-

thing close to a general name for a current era in which we all live, for better or worse”  

(Beyer 2007:98). As it is characteristic for migration processes, globalization has a pro-

found effect on the relationship between the local and global in that is shapes the “sig-

nificance attached to place” (Ruotsala 2008:44) and the ways in which one thinks about 

this relationship. The term itself first appeared in 1961 in Webster’s Dictionary, came 

into use as bureaucratic and later business buzzword in the 1970s and entered the sci-

entific discourse in the 1980s to definitively gain momentum in public and scientific de-

bates in the 1990s, leading to a vast increase in globalization studies (for a detailed ac-

count of the concept’s evolution cf. Chanda (2008)). Globalization reiterates the idea al-

ready expressed in earlier terms such as McLuhan's notion of a 'global village' (1964), 

condensing in the “core meaning of all people on earth living in a single social space” 

(Beyer 2007:98). Schuerkens (2003b) stresses this aspect by referring to the post-tra-

ditional society as the first global society where preexisting traditions inevitably came 

into  contact  with  other  traditions  or  alternative  life  concepts,  related  customs  and 

mores. In contrast to this global society, she argues, traditional societies were charac-

terized by a “quasi-segmental state, in which many large enclaves of traditionalism per-
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sisted” (2003b:210). This allowed the traditional societies to keep the global community 

divided into separated spaces with respective mores and customs and comparatively 

little incentive to establish a broad exchange.

The processes of globalization, however, put an end to this spatially segregated per-

spective on the world that was formative for many centuries. As a matter of fact, global-

ization had and has a noteworthy influence on how space, spatiality, place and locality 

are perceived, structured and organized. This spatial character of the notion 'globaliza-

tion' is also underlined by Hannerz in his analysis that “[i]n the most general sense, 

globalization is a matter of increasing long-distance interconnectedness, at least across 

national boundaries, preferably between continents as well”  (1996:17). This also in-

volves a “process of deterritorialization” (Schuerkens 2003b:213) that is characterized 

by the vanishing of determined links of humans to national frontiers, towns and villages. 

Consequently, Schuerkens argues, one of the most salient effects of globalization is 

that social relationships are less and less bound by spatial location (2003b). This finds 

its expression e.g. in the fact that social groups are gradually less linked by a shared 

common local history and worldview.207

In parallel to the tendencies towards globalization and global integration, one cannot, 

however, overlook the opposite movement, i.e. the “intensification of the local cultural 

traditions, […] local particularism and differentiation”  (Schuerkens 2003b:217). These 

processes take place in a broad number of societal fields, ranging from economy to 

politics and environmental movements  (MacLeod 1991). Schuerkens argues that the 

focus on the local “can be an expression of fortification, revitalization or reinvention of 

local cultural identities and traditions based on ethnic, social, or religious elements they 

have in common” (2003b:217). This trend to reservedness grounds in the fact that local 

groups have gained not only an understanding of the complexity of global systems, but 

also came to realize how rapidly and extensively the world is changing on a global level 

(MacLeod 1991) – an insight that may lead to perceiving one's culture and life-form 

threatened or even attacked and to developing “a desire for stability and continuity” 

(Schuerkens 2003b:217).  Strassoldo argues along similar  lines when identifying the 

need for “a feeling of stability and confidence in the face of processes of globalization” 

(1992:46) as main driver of this so-called 'new localism'. According to him, this drive to-

wards stability can find its expression in references to local communities and local val-

ues, in a revitalization of traditional cultures and in an emphasis on local cultural iden-

207 The effects of globalization can amount to the structures of local communities no longer being negotiated and con-
structed at the local level, but potentially by organizations and bodies far away, as in the case of development initia-
tives aiming at improving the livelihoods of local communities. Such processes crystallize what she meant by call-
ing globalization essentially “action at distance” (Schuerkens 2003b:210).
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tity. It is motivated by the “search for a refuge from the unsettling confusion of the larger 

world”  (1992:46). In this context, Schuerkens points to an additional, less often men-

tioned factor:  the emphasis on local cultures as “an opposition to globalization pro-

cesses  originated  in  western  countries”  (2003b:218).  According  to  Strassoldo,  the 

worldwide spread of ideas and values resulted in a new cultural self-confidence. The 

recognition of culture and cultural forms of expression as a universal value gives, in 

turn, rise to “a global recognition of the right to an own culture and cultural self-determi-

nation”  (Schuerkens 2003b:218). On this background, Strassoldo  (1992) argues that 

the emphasis on one's own culture is not primarily oriented against another real culture 

but rather against anticipated negative effects of globalization processes.

In the contemporary world, these two opposing tendencies at work – universalizing pro-

cesses of modernization and globalization as well as what could be called processes of 

localization aiming at maintaining traditional and culturally authentic life-worlds – in-

creasingly and inseparably intertwine, being as much interdependent as mutually en-

abling and structuring.208 By and large, the 'global' can no longer be conceptualized 

without the respective 'local'  and vice-versa. Supporting this revised line of thought, 

Pieterse (2004) also thinks of the globalization of cultures as of processes of hybridiza-

tion or synthesis, arguing against alternative views that are e.g. reflected in Samuel 

Huntington’s prominent notion of the ‘clash of civilizations’ (1993) or in the phrase of 

the McDonaldization of the world coined by Ritzer (1993).

This increasingly formative interaction between global forces and local life-worlds gave 

raise to a new term – 'glocalization' – a portemanteau of 'globalization' and 'localiza-

tion'. It is indeed an interaction; globalization is, in Schuerkens words, “not simply dis-

solving local life-worlds in their traditional local structures and settings, but is interacting 

with them in a sort  of  localization, or 'glocalization' [...]”  (2003a:196–97). In fact,  as 

Robertson  (1995) argues, it is the local culture that assigns meaning to global influ-

ences, giving the global a local flavor. As such, glocalization denotes the way “global-

ization dynamics are always re-interpreted locally”  (Ejderyan and Backhaus 2007:1), 

leading thus to context-dependent outcomes.

Originally derived from the Japanese notion 'dochakuka'209,  the English counter-part 

term  ‘glocalization’  was  deployed  and  developed  by  the  British  sociologist  Roland 

208 In this vein, Robertson understands human actions on local levels such as the search for 'home' or 'roots' not pri-
marily as counter-reactions to globalization, but rather as a need prompted and structured by the universalizing 
processes of globalization (1995).

209 In its original use, the term referred to the adaptation of farming techniques to local conditions – however, with in-
creasing industrialization, the semantic meaning was transferred in the 1980s from agriculture to the field of busi-
ness and 'dochakuka' started to denote 'global localization', i.e. the idea of adapting a global product to conform to 
a local market with its specific local taste and interest (Robertson 1995).
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Robertson in the 1990s  (1992, 1995, 1998); subsequent salient theoretical contribu-

tions to the debate were made by Cox (1997), Ritzer (2003, 2004), Roudometof (2005, 

2015) and Swyngedouw (1997, 2004). In the beginning, the term was biased towards 

economic issues and primarily used in the context of micro-marketing. It is the merit of 

the early theorists interested in global processes to have freed the concept from its 

original sense and to have introduced novel characteristics related to the social, cul-

tural and political dimensions. In doing so, they aimed at providing an alternative to the 

concept of globalization that, in Vizureanu’ words, might be able to “capture much more 

from  the  complex  reality  of  phenomena  and  processes  'hidden'  by  the  latter” 

(2013:194).210 In this spirit, at a conference on “Globalization and Indigenous Culture” 

in 1997, Robertson extended the semantic field, stating that glocalization, in general, 

"means the simultaneity – the co-presence – of both universalizing and particularizing 

tendencies” (1997:4).211 As a result of this development, the term 'glocalization' nowa-

days incorporates aspects of both sides – global forces and local life-worlds that no 

longer need to be considered separate entities, but need to be understood in their inter-

action in the very “convergence of global dynamics and local contexts” (Ejderyan and 

Backhaus 2007:1; Schuerkens 2003a). In general, glocalization is strongly informed by 

the development of distinct, however overlapping fields of global-local linkages, result-

ing in what Garardi calls “a condition of globalized panlocality” (2001:33).

There is a general agreement among scholars that even though intercultural ties are in-

creasingly fastened throughout the world, humankind is far away from steering towards 

a united human culture. Rebutting initial concerns drawing parallels to globalization, 

glocalization does not lead to cultural homogenization. On the contrary, processes of 

heterogenization and homogenization coexist (Giulianotti and Robertson 2007; Robert-

son 1995). In fact, processes of glocalization are said to give rise to “varying forms of 

implantation of and adaptation to western modernity and culture, crystallizing in differ-

ing mixtures and hybrid modes of western modernity and non-western traditions, vari-

ous forms of reaction and resistance to the imposition of the western model, or various 

forms of dissolution and destruction of traditional life-worlds through the impact of the 

western civilization” (Schuerkens 2003b:195).

The reason for this phenomenon lies with the very nature of the interaction of global 

and local forces. Despite the fact that global trends flood the world and create the im-

210 Some authors went as far as suggesting replacing the concept of globalization with the one of glocalization, wish-
ing to blur the boundaries between the local and the global and arguing that glocalization is the way how globaliza-
tion operates in the real world (Robertson 1992, 1995; Swyngedouw 2004).

211 Pieterse explored similar converging processes with respect to the concept of culture, denoting them with terms 
such as mélange, syncretism or hybridity (2004). For a detailed discussion of ‘hybridity’ cf. chapter 6.3.6.
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pression as though the local was in a subordinate, receptive role and bound to be 

eventually swallowed up by the global, research showed that, in fact, it is ultimately the 

local that is decisive in how exactly global trends are received in a specific location (cf.  

e.g. Ejderyan  (2007); Long  (1996); Steger  (2010)).  In fact,  it  is the local where the 

global influences encounter a specific daily reality; it  is this particular reality against 

which the influences from outside are selected, processed, assessed and consumed in 

line  with  the  local  culture's  needs,  taste  and  social  structure.  In  this  context, 

Schuerkens refers to the “cultural power of the local daily life” (2003b:216) and consid-

ers the possibilities of cultural influences from the global culture to be markedly limited.

Given the decisiveness of the local in determining if and/or how global influences are 

integrated,  Hannerz  introduced the term “form-of-life-frame”  (1996:28) to  better  de-

scribe the local and its essential elements. In his conception, this frame encompasses 

all elements that are generally taken for granted as aspects of local life such as the 

daily activities in the household, workplace and neighborhood, daily emotional face-to-

face relations to close people as well as daily uses of symbolic forms (1996:28). It is 

within  this  form-of-life-frame  that  culture  is  in  large  part  organized,  produced  and 

spread whereby every individual participating in the specific local life takes part in the 

constant circulation and negotiation of meanings. Thus, external cultural inflows have 

to be negotiated with daily local actions and interactions. In this process, the cultural in-

flows are “filtered by local human experiences which allow the acceptance, refusal, in-

terpretation  and  transformation  of  actions  and  forms”  (Schuerkens  2003b:216).  As 

such, the local form-of-life-frame is under constant potential construction as incoming 

cultural elements such as e.g. Western consumer articles and values or television se-

ries can evolve into elements of the local daily life. The local form-of-life-frame is tem-

poral  and  therefore  always  about  to  potentially  be  re-negotiated  and  subsequently 

changed in the wake of external cultural influences.

Reflecting this inherent and intertwined complexity, Hannerz characterizes the local as 

an area “where the global, or what has been local somewhere else, also has some 

chance  of  making  itself  at  home”  (1996:27).  Summarizing  the  complex  interaction, 

Long describes the mutual influence of the local and the global as follows: “'Local' situ-

ations are transformed by becoming part of wider 'global' arenas and processes, while 

'global' dimensions are made meaningful in relation to specific 'local' conditions and 

through the understandings and strategies of 'local' actors.” (1996:8) Consequently, an 

unceasing interaction of local elements and global influences takes place, resulting in 

the permanent local co-construction of cultural meaning and cultural forms.
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Research focusing on the interaction between globalization and glocalization has been 

conducted on a broad variety of social phenomena such as language, education, law, 

sport and leisure activities, to only name a few. Examples include the study by Pérez-

Llantada and Ferguson on “English as a gloCalization Phenomenon” (2006), Ching-Yi 

and Talley’s research on “’Think globally, act locally’: Glocalization in Taiwanese Higher 

Education”  (2012), Shalini  Randeria’s work on “Glocalization of  Law: Environmental 

Justice, World Bank, NGOs and the Cunning State in India” (2003), the studies by Giu-

lianotti and Robertson on ”Glocalization and Sport in Asia”  (2012) and “Forms of Glo-

calization: Globalization and the Migration Strategies of Scottish Football Fans in North 

America”  (2007), and, lastly,  the leisure-related study by Matusitz on “Disney’s suc-

cessful adaptation in Hong Kong: A glocalization perspective” (2011).

6.3.3.2 Summary of the dimensions of ‘locality’ informed
Recapitulating the theoretical insights on global-

ization/glocalization described above against the 

backdrop of  the locality dimensions outlined in 

chapter  4.4.2 shows that the twin concept con-

tributes to informing two of  the five locality di-

mensions, that is the (11) network dimension of 

locality  and the (12)  influx/response dimension 

of locality (cf. illustration 35 for an overview).

Globalization/Glocalization contributes to inform-

ing the (11) network dimension of locality by em-

phasizing  the  significantly  increased  intercon-

nectedness of today’s world, famously captured 

in the notion of the world as ‘global village’. In 

general  and  notwithstanding  certain  processes 

of  particularization,  a  shift  has  taken  and  still 

takes place from a formerly more territorialized 

and nation-state-oriented setting to a more fluid, 

translocal,  interconnected and globally oriented 

one. Given that cultural practices and forms are 

now more disconnected from geographical, social and institutional embeddedness, cul-

ture as a whole – and with it knowledge – has become more mobile and prone to mix-

ing and exchange.212

212 This results in what research commonly denotes as ‘postmodern hybridization’ (for ‘hybridity’ cf. chapter 6.3.6).
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Related to (11), the concept of globalization/glocalization also contributes to inform the 

(12) influx/response dimension of locality. While on the overall, global interconnected-

ness doubtlessly increased, the reactions to this process were highly disparate, ac-

counting for the many diverse local reactions to globalizing influences. In certain re-

gions and domains, globalization managed to prevail or was actively welcomed; this led 

to  putting  an end,  or  at  least  weakening,  spatially  segregated  spaces  with  distinct 

mores and customs and relatively little exchange with the surrounding world. Without 

doubt, this process entailed at the same time a decreasing and/or vanishing of specifi-

cally defined links of humans to national frontiers, towns, villages and, on the overall, 

results in social relationships being less and less bound by spatial location. At the same 

time, globalization led to quite the opposite and caused a counter-reaction, i.e. an in-

tensification of local cultural traditions and the local in general, resulting in a so-called 

‘new localism’. As an opposition to global processes stemming from Western countries, 

emphasis is thereby set on local culture, leading to the discovery of a new cultural self-

confidence and self-determination.  Regardless of the degree to which globalization is 

actively integrated in a local culture, there is no such thing as one single glocalization – 

rather, the term underlines that globalization dynamics are always re-interpreted locally, 

leading  to  countless  context-  and  setting-dependent  outcomes  and,  consequently, 

countless versions of the specific glocalization phenomena.

6.3.4 Global cultural flows
As far as the next spatial contribution is concerned, I again start by summing up its the-

oretical contributions to the overall spatial debate (chapter 6.3.4.1) before analyzing to 

what extent the five dimensions of locality listed earlier (cf. chapter 4.4.2) are informed 

by it (chapter 6.3.4.2).

6.3.4.1 Theoretical contributions
The cultural dynamics of globalization and related effects on locality are also at the 

core of the work of Arjun Appadurai, a cultural anthropologist both interested in the rela-

tion between local places and global forces and aware that locality was in the process 

of  increasingly becoming  differentiated  from  a  physical  site or place  (Roudometof 

2005). Interested in the production of locality under the conditions of modernity, he set 
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out to study the “nature of locality, as a lived experience, in a globalized, deterritorial-

ized213 world” (Appadurai 1996b:52).214

Relying on a theoretical background in Marxist cultural studies, Appadurai’s work finds 

itself within a theoretical framework that builds on the idea of an increasingly borderless 

global economy  (Robinson 2011). While Marxist  approaches principally gravitate to-

wards concentrating on connections and similarities, Appadurai chooses an alternative 

approach and focuses on disjunctures and disjunctions. He unveils how many of the re-

lations among different contemporary so-called ‘global flows’ do not fit  and at which 

points various processes or logics are not compatible, leading to ruptures, tensions and 

conflicts.

Laying out what he thought of as meta theory of disjuncture in his much recognized es-

say “Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy”  (1996a), he argues 

that deterritorialization along with the breaking-down of existent territorial connections 

represent central characteristics of the modern world. According to him, one not longer 

lives one’s life in locally imagined communities, but in more aggregated entities that are 

globally imagined, all involved in a constant global exchange of ideas and information, 

whereby media and migration are the main drivers of this process (Appadurai 1996c).

On the background of the above mentioned borderless global economy he deems a 

“complex,  overlapping,  disjunctive  order”  (1996a:32),  Appadurai  suggests  his  often 

cited  model  of  ‘global  cultural  flows’  (1996a:33–36).  He argues that  the  above de-

scribed  contemporary ‘order’  is  made  up  of  distinctive  interrelated,  yet  disjunctive 

global cultural flows. His model sorts the various global processes or flows into five cat-

egories  or,  in  his  terminology,  'scapes',  i.e.  ethno-,  techno-,  finance-,  media-  and 

ideoscapes and posits that these scapes are integral in establishing what he calls a 

‘worldwide connectedness’. The first three '-scapes' – ethnoscape, technoscape and fi-

nancescape – are all closely interrelated and shift in relation to each other, forming the 

ever-moving global landscape.

213 In Appadurai’s understanding, ‘deterritorialization’ entails a “systematic subversion of the principle of territoriality” 
(Berking 2003:250) that is formative for states, local cultures and collective identities. According to him, it signifies 
that spaces are progressively no longer restricted in territorial terms (but with respect to the cultural flows or ‘-
scapes’, cf. below) and display non-territorial forms of sociation such as diasporic public spheres and translocalities 
(Appadurai 1996d).

214 Appadurai distinguishes between the two terms ‘locality’ and ‘neighborhood’ whereby the latter is defined as “life-
worlds constituted by relatively stable associations, by relatively known and shared histories and by collectively tra-
versed and legible spaces and places” (1996e:178–79). Accordingly, ‘neighborhood’ refers to the actually existing 
social forms in which locality is expressed.
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Appadurai’s ethnoscapes215 encompass groups of people in motion or “[...] the land-

scape of persons who constitute the shifting world in which we live”  (1996a:33) – a 

characteristic and ever-amplifying phenomenon of (post-)modernity as short- and long-

distance transportation became, by and large, increasingly available and affordable. 

Against this background, Appadurai argues that the fluid and open concept of 'global 

ethnoscapes' is better suited to describe phenomena linked to the globalization of cul-

ture than the idea of locally bounded cultures and ethnic groups (Nieswand 2009). The 

term 'ethnoscape' refers to the migration of people across cultures and borders and un-

derlines the notion of the world and its many communities as fluid and mobile instead 

of static and sedentary. These groups of people in motion comprise a broad range of 

'travelers' including seasonal workers, refugees, migrants, but also tourists and explor-

ers of different kinds. Their motivations are equally diverse and range from traumatic 

and dramatic reasons (war, displacement, natural disasters, famine etc.)216 to hope-in-

stilling ones (as in the case of those looking for a better livelihood elsewhere)217 and fi-

nally to leisure-oriented ones (as in the case of tourists). To their new homes, they take 

their familiar cultural characteristics, traditions, norms and values, whereas after their 

return their old homes come into contact with newly imported ideas, perspectives, cus-

toms, along with the new currency earned elsewhere  (Ruotsala 2008). This ongoing, 

habitual exchange bears an influence on the people whose lives are coined by con-

stant movements between local settings. Correspondingly, they display much less often 

fixed imaginary  identities compared to sedentary groups of  people.  In  this  respect, 

ethnoscapes  represent  “deterritorialized  spaces  of  ethnic  group  identity  formation” 

(Wonneberger 2011:130) or, in Appadurai’s words, “the many displaced, deterritorial-

ized, and transient populations that constitute today's ethnoscapes are engaged in the 

construction of locality, as a structure of feeling, often in the face of the erosion, disper-

sal and implosion of neighborhoods as coherent social formations” (1996e:199). Promi-

nent examples of research on ethnoscapes encompass the study by Aaron Koh on 

“Global flows of foreign talent: Identity anxieties in Singapore’s ethnoscape” (2003) or 

the one by Paul Watt on “East London Mobilities: The ‘Cockney Diaspora’ and the Re-

making of the Essex Ethnoscape” (2014) .

215 Kokot points to the great similarity of Appadurai's notion of 'global ethnoscapes' with Brah's concept of 'diaspora 
space' (Brah 2005), arguing that both approaches follow the basic assumption that certain nodes of concentration 
exist in which “different types of networks (or 'cultural flows' in Appadurai's terms) do interconnect” (2007:19). In her 
view, it is exactly in these nodes where the transnational practice of creating locality takes place.

216 In this context, Appadurai speaks of “diaspora of terror” and “diaspora of despair” (1996c:6).
217 Appadurai refers to this phenomenon as to “diaspora of hope” (1996c:6).
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Technoscape218 describes the 'space' established by scientific and technological devel-

opments. By this term, Appadurai denotes the “global configuration, also ever fluid, of 

technology”  (1996a:34) or, in other words, the flow of technology, mechanical goods, 

software goods etc. in a boundless environment. Technoscapes result from the power 

of technology and profit from its rapid diffusion across national boundaries. They arise 

once technical devices, artifacts, experimental materials and related social practices 

become more and more comparable or connectable, allowing linking different entities in 

almost no time (Powell and Steel 2011). According to Appadurai, this manifold move-

ment of technology leads to new forms of cultural interaction and exchange that be-

come  increasingly  complex  and  multi-directional.  He  underlines  the importance  of 

speed and velocity for technoscapes: Regardless of whether the technology in question 

is  high-  or  low-level,  mechanical  or  informational,  it  moves  at  unprecedented  high 

speeds across a range of hitherto impassible boundaries  (Appadurai 1996a). Next to 

the common characteristic of high speeds, Barry (2007) argues, the technoscapes are 

characterized by a number of varying parameters such as the points of access to the 

technoscapes (more or less clearly marked), the gateways (more or less well-defined 

and  functioning)  or  the  ownership  structure  (privatized  or  some  form  of  open  ac-

cess).219 Finally,  Appadurai emphasizes that the movement of technology within the 

technoscapes is driven by the multifarious relationships between “money flows, political 

possibilities, and the availability of both un- and highly skilled labor” (1996a:34), under-

lining  the close relation  between techno-  and  financescapes.  Research on techno-

scapes includes the study by Mallan et al. on “Navigating iScapes:  Australian Youth 

Constructing Identities and Social Relations in a Network Society” (2010), Bucholzki’s 

research on “Surveillance and Sousveillance on Facebook:  Between Empowerment 

and Disempowerment” (2016) or, on a more general level, Sue Peters’ research on “In-

formation Mobility: the Behavioural Technoscape” (2004).

Appadurai’s  financescape describes the space(s) created by  the cross-border move-

ments of money or, as Powell  (2011) details, of loans, equities, direct and indirect in-

vestments, securities and currencies transcending the power of the nation state. Ap-

padurai sheds light on the fact that “currency markets, national stock exchanges, and 

commodity  speculations  move  megamonnies  through  national  turnstiles  at  blinding 

speed” (Appadurai 1996a:330). As such, financescapes emerge from the ever increas-

ingly fast financial flows and the related global political economy that builds on what he 

218 There are similarities between Appadurai’s notion of 'technoscape' and the notion of 'technological zones of circula-
tion' suggested by Haraway (2007).

219 Barry (2007) underlines the role of technoscapes with respect to the formation of Europe, stating that the unification 
of Europe entailed to a significant degree an effort to build a more or less homogeneous European technological 
zone.
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sees as the ongoing decline of the nation-state. In fact, according to Appadurai, the 

logic of this financial hegemony consists in cutting government expenditures and state 

interventions  through privatization  and  contracting  out.  Thus,  financescapes  do  not 

come without perils for society as a whole; in fact, Appadurai views them as the imperi-

alism of global flows of finance in which unrestrained and fast movements of capital 

might have the potential to destabilize entire national economies  (Powell 2012). The 

fact that the economy is constantly in flux and remains widely unpredictable, regardless 

of all attempts to manipulate it, has significant effects on the financescapes. Given the 

scale of the world and its omnipresent interconnectedness, money is even harder to 

track than ever, notwithstanding all technological innovations. In this respect, Powell 

describes  that  financescapes  greatly  facilitate  a  corporation's  capacity  to  have  its 

money 'exit' a given nation, thereby bypassing corporate responsibility and/or taxation. 

Examples for research on financescapes encompass the publication by Cátia Ferreira 

on “Second Life: The Emergence of a New Moneyscape” (2015) or the one by Kimber-

ley Kai Hoang entitled “Flirting with Capital: Negotiating Perceptions of Pan-Asian As-

cendency and Western Decline in Global Sex Work” (2014).

The other two '-scapes', mediascapes and ideoscapes, deal with the national and inter-

national creation and dissemination of information, ideas, concepts and related repre-

sentations, images and sound.

Mediascapes can be understood as the movement of media around the world or as the 

flow of images and information. In Appadurai’s conceptualization, the function of medi-

ascapes consists in providing “large and complex repertoires of images, narratives, and 

ethnoscapes to viewers throughout the world”  (1996a:35).  This global movement of 

media includes the contributions by traditional media outlets (newspapers and maga-

zines (print and on-line), television and radio stations, film studios) as much as, more 

recently, the content produced by countless individuals on the internet in general and 

on social media platforms in particular. As such, mediascapes rely on many players 

around the world having acquired two core competences (or one of the two as they do 

not have to be necessarily combined in the same actor): the ability to both produce me-

dia images and to spread them (Appadurai 1996a) – a development that got acceler-

ated over the last years due to the widespread diffusion of internet access and the 

ready availability of mobile devices. This movement of media around the world allows 

distant cultures and ethnicities to view each other (or at least the representations of 

each other), thereby shaping the ‘imagined world’ as narratives and images are quite 

often the only way to form an opinion about unfamiliar places or cultures. At the same 

time, these representations run the risk of portraying the place, ethnicity or culture in 
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question in a narrow-sighted or even skewed manner (Appadurai 1996a). According to 

him, the potential of media to transform the world cannot be underestimated. The main 

influence is generated by the massive degree of instability in the creation of viable 

selves and identities (Szeman 1997) – an instability Appadurai deems positive and pro-

ductive. He argues that the almost global access to images and narratives by individu-

als at all social levels has led to a democratization of the imagination itself. While it was 

formerly by and large restricted to artistic and/or intellectual elites, the widespread ac-

cess to images and narratives turned imagination into a daily activity accessible by ev-

eryone interested with access to media (Appadurai 1996c). It allows for the creation of 

new identities or, more generally, for the “dreaming of dreams that were previously un-

available to ordinary people” (Szeman 1997:4). As a result of the conjunction of media 

and migration and of the inherent democratization, ‘the imagined’ ceases to represent 

the ‘imagined community’ of the nation-state, but rather a larger number of “diasporic 

public  spheres”220 (Appadurai  1996c:4).  Examples of  research focusing on medias-

capes include the PhD by Rajakulasingam Chelliah entitled “Between two time zones 

and places: A study on how media habits shape a sense of belonging among Tamils in 

Norway” (2012) or the publication by Daya Thussu on “Media on the Move: Global Flow 

and Contra-Flow” (2006).

Ideoscapes concern the global spread of ideas and values, denoting the movement of 

political ideas from one area to another. They center on the ideologies of governments 

and counter-ideologies of opposing movements around which “nation-states have orga-

nized  their  political  cultures”  (Powell  and  Steel  2011:79).  Appadurai  outlines  that 

ideoscapes are frequently constructed from variants of Enlightenment ideas that are 

adapted and introduced as ‘keywords’ in local ideologies, representing a kind of global 

flow of ideological Western views: “These ideoscapes are composed of elements of the 

Enlightenment worldview, which consists of a chain of ideas, terms, and images, in-

cluding  freedom,  welfare,  rights,  sovereignty,  representation,  and  the  master  term 

democracy.”  (1996a:36) However, these shared basic assumptions and values do not 

entail a process of global rapprochement, on the contrary. As Strassoldo underlines in 

the context of Appadurai’s ideoscapes, an increasing number of groups view their cul-

ture and lifestyle as a political right, which leads them to emphasizing their own culture, 

not seldom to the detriment of alternative ideoscapes. Subsequently, and in combina-

tion with the phenomena of global migration and mass media, it became easier to es-

tablish  and  promote  global  cultural  differences  (Strassoldo  1992).  Examples  of  re-

220 As an example for such diasporic public spheres, Appadurai mentions e.g. Pakistani cabdrivers in Chicago listening 
to sermons recorded in Iranian mosques (1996c).
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search  exploring  ideoscapes  encompass  the  study  on  “The  internationalization  of 

Higher Education with Chinese Characteristics: Appadurai’s Ideas Explored” by Suvi 

Jokila  (2015), Katy Sian’s study on the topic “Losing my Religion: Sikhs in the UK” 

(2013) or Cobus Staben’s research on “Chewing on Japan: Consumption, Diplomacy 

and Kenny Kunene’s Nyotaimori Scandal” (2015).

These five ‘-scapes’ outlined above share a number of characteristics in their effort to 

suggest an “alternative spatial rendering of the present, one that is not ‘fixed’ as a typi-

cal landscape might be [...]” (Szeman 1997:4).

First  , ‘-scapes’ are formative on all scales:   The ‘-scapes’ apply and extend to a broad 

scale, covering both the local specificity and extending far beyond regional and national 

boundaries. Looking at political formations, ethnic groups and sectarian movements, 

Appadurai observes that these groups tend to transcend territorial borders and identi-

ties in their operations. Their movements occur on a world scale, but equally on na-

tional and regional levels. With respect to migrant labor, Korff (2003:3) exemplifies the 

broad scale from global to regional effects: “Migrant labor is not only heading towards 

the Middle East, North-America and Western Europe, but as well to Malaysia (migrants 

from Indonesia,  India,  Bangladesh,  Pakistan,  Myanmar,  Bosnia),  Thailand (migrants 

from Myanmar, Laos, Cambodia), Korea and other places.”

Second  , ‘-scapes’ are fluid, irregular and in constant change:   A second distinctive char-

acteristic of all '-scapes' is their fluidity and variability, resulting from them being in con-

stant change, adaptation and re-construction: “The suffix  -scape allows us to point to 

the fluid, irregular shapes of these landscapes, shapes that characterize international 

capital  as  deeply  as they  do international  clothing style.”  (Appadurai  1996a:33) As 

Powell and Steel (2011) illustrate, ethnoscapes change as people move, technoscapes 

change as technology is invented and diffused, financescapes change along with the 

capital moving around globe and shaping the global economy, mediascapes change as 

a result of the extension and changes in the reach of media from different places and, 

lastly, ideoscapes change along with the exchange and the spreading of ideas.

Third  , ‘-scapes’ are relational and actor-centered:   ‘Actor-centeredness’ and ‘relational-

ity’ are at the core of Appadurai’s understanding of ‘locality’. According to him, locality 

does not relate to a specific place, size or definition (Ruotsala 2008). Rather, he views 

locality “as primarily relational and contextual rather than scalar or spatial, […] as a 

complex phenomenological quality, constituted by a series of links between the sense 

of social immediacy, the technologies of interactivity and the relativity of contexts” (Ap-

padurai 1996e:178). Consequently, his notion of locality refers to relationships with lo-
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cality and locality’s relationship with others. He considers the local level to amount to 

significantly more than just being a site where global processes are reflected or have 

effects (Kokot 2007). He in fact argues that global interconnectedness is created by ex-

actly these face-to-face interactions and by the daily practice of local actors (Appadurai 

1996e). Consequently, the ‘-scapes’ imply that they do not represent objectively given 

relations that look the same regardless of the respective perspective. Rather, these ‘-

scapes’ are “deeply perspectival constructs, inflected by the historical, linguistic, and 

political situatedness of different sorts of actors” (Appadurai 1996a:33).221 On the back-

ground  of  this  relationality,  Appadurai  deems  locality  an  “inherently  fragile  social 

achievement” (1996e:179) in need of careful maintenance: “Even in the most intimate, 

spatially confined, geographically isolated situations, locality must be maintained care-

fully against various kinds of odds.” (1996e:179) While these odds vary depending on 

place and time, Appadurai considers rituals, in first place ‘rites de passage’ to be crucial 

in the production of locality, both as the very spatial construction and as a way of em-

bodiment through the production of local subjects: “They [the rituals] are ways to em-

body locality as well as to locate bodies in socially and spatially defined communities” 

(1996e:179). Alternative influential means to produce localized subjects and neighbor-

hoods are, in his view, agricultural practices that structure the seasonal work in rural 

contexts (Appadurai 1996e:179–81).

Forth  , ‘-scapes’ are polyphonic:   The forth characteristic – polyphony – is a direct conse-

quence  of  the  preceding  characteristic  of  actor-centeredness  and  relationality.  The 

polyphony and diversity inherent to the ‘-scapes’ relativize the widespread concern that 

globalization inevitably leads to cultural homogenization. Appadurai posits that global-

ization does not translate into cultural imperialism, notwithstanding all equalizing ten-

dencies.222 He argues that given that an idea or image can change in its interpretation 

depending on the context or the spectator, there exist multiple realities within each of 

these types of flows. Comparable to real landscapes, Appadurai’s ‘-scapes’ look differ-

ently depending on the perspective, namely depending on who is looking and how one 

looks at the ‘-scape’ in question (Powell and Steel 2011). As a result, unambiguousness 

is hardly available, if at all, given that the meaning of notions and ideas depend on the 

person ingesting them. For Appadurai, this signifies that we live in a world of “imagined 

worlds”  (Appadurai 1996a:33) in which one’s reality is no more real than somebody’s 

else’s.

221 This explicit perspectivity led to significant criticism among the scholars who take a critical stance towards construc-
tivism in general.

222 On the contrary, he identifies the very interaction between global forces and local places as constitutive in terms of 
contemporary global relations: “The central problem of today’s global interactions is the tension between cultural 
homogenization and cultural heterogenization.” (1996a:33)
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Fifth  , imagination plays a central role in building of the ‘-scapes’:   The fifth characteristic 

relates to the central aspect of imagination. In Appadurai’s perception, the different ‘-

scapes’ represent “building blocks of what […] [he] would like to call imagined worlds, 

that is, the multiple worlds that are constituted by the historically situated imaginations 

of persons and groups spread around the globe” (1996a:33). He considers imagination 

a social practice and a “key component of the new global order” (1996a:31):

”No longer mere fantasy (opium for the masses whose real work is elsewhere), no longer simple 

escape (from a world defined principally by more concrete purposes and structures), no longer 

elite pastime (thus not relevant to the lives of ordinary people), and no longer mere contemplation 

(irrelevant for new forms of desire and subjectivity), the imagination has become an organized 

field of social practices, a form of work (in the sense of both labor and culturally organized prac-

tice), and a form of negotiation between sites of agency (individuals) and globally defined fields of 

possibility.” (1996a:31).

Accordingly, imagination plays a central role in Appadurai’s understanding of the overall 

organization of social life. As new ideas transported via migration and mass media led 

and still lead to a huge diversification, particular attention is paid to the distinctive open-

ing up of new possibilities for self-determination and agency: “Lives today are as much 

acts of projection and imagination as they are enactments of known scripts or pre-

dictable outcomes.”  (Appadurai 1996b:61) As a result of, individual values, behaviors 

and lifestyles increasingly differ from local cultural traditions and frameworks  (Lauser 

2005; Schuerkens 2003b).

6.3.4.2 Summary of the dimensions of ‘locality’ informed
Analyzing the theoretical contributions by Appadurai’s concept of global cultural flows 

against the backdrop of the locality dimensions described in chapter 4.4.2 shows that it 

contributes to informing three of the five dimensions, namely the (10) actor dimension 

of locality, the (11) network dimension of locality and, lastly, the (13) relevance dimen-

sion of locality (cf. illustration 36 for an overview).

Appadurai’s approach stresses and thereby informs the (10) actor dimension of locality 

–  on the one hand by emphasizing individual imagination and actor-centeredness as 

fundamental characteristics and on the other hand by postulating that the production of 

locality is inextricably linked to the five global cultural flows.  These interrelated global 

cultural flows, Appadurai’s ‘-scapes’, turn out to be highly diverse and include living ac-

tors (humans, animals, plants etc.) and non-living ones (objects, ideas, practices etc.) 

moving  through  space.  Appadurai  enumerates  five  such  spaces,  namely  ethno-, 

techno-, finance-, media- and ideoscapes, structuring the movement of people, tech-

nology, money, media and ideas/values respectively. These ‘-scapes’ represent what 
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Appadurai calls the basis components of imagined worlds of past and present genera-

tions around the world. As such, these ‘-scapes’ have to be thought of as of deeply per-

spectival constructs, shaped through context, perspective and individual imagination.

The approach also informs the (11) network dimension of locality, given that according 

to Appadurai, human interactions are organized along the above described five interre-

lated ‘global cultural flows’. In addition, migration and movement in general play a piv-

otal role in the concept of global flows and 

are said to be formative in the alternative 

spatial rendering postulated by Appadurai, 

together with media. As a consequence, a 

spotlight is on the network that results from 

the  interconnections  established  through 

the  diverse  global  cultural  flows  and  the 

omnipresent  phenomena  of  migration/

movement. Whether it is living objects (e.g. 

humans,  animals,  plants)  or  non-living 

ones  (e.g.  objects,  ideas,  practices  etc.) 

migrating  is  of  little  importance –  in  both 

cases a network is established connecting 

thematically related ‘dots’ across space. 

Lastly,  Appadurai’s  concept  also  contrib-

utes to informing the (13) relevance dimen-

sion of locality whereby the so-called  ‘de-

mocratization  of  the  imagination’  plays  a 

crucial  role  in  attending  to  the  functional 

and  symbolic  layers.  According  to  him, 

imagination became democratized once individuals  at  all  social  levels  could almost 

globally access images and narratives, without any major problems provided they had 

a reasonably viable internet access. Thus, individual imagination fueled by the ongoing 

global stream of images and narratives turned into a daily activity that is no longer re-

served merely to artistic and/or intellectual elites, but allows everybody to create new 

identities, dream previously unavailable dreams and envision an alternative future.
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6.3.5 Multi-sited ethnography
In parallel to the preceding chapters, I start by first summarizing the theoretical contri-

butions to ‘multi-sited ethnography’ (chapter  6.3.5.1) before analyzing to what extent 

these contributions contribute to informing the five dimensions of locality outlined ear-

lier (chapter 6.3.5.2).

6.3.5.1 Theoretical contributions
The analysis of globalization processes, along with the related consequences for the 

notion of culture led George Marcus to suggesting what he called ‘multi-sited ethnogra-

phy’.223 In his seminal article “Ethnography in/of the World System: the Emergence of 

Multi-Sited Ethnography” (1995), Marcus laid out his idea of a contemporary approach 

to ethnography striving for adequately taking account of the phenomena of modernity 

and globalization  (Coleman and von Hellermann 2011). He suggested the theoretical 

and methodological foundations of what could be called a  multi-local and multi-per-

spective field research. This entailed a break with the way ethnography was conven-

tionally conducted224, i.e. with the approach of single-site ethnography, aiming at pro-

viding a comprehensive representation  of  more or  less  clearly  circumscribed,  fairly 

small social groups (Nadai and Maeder 2005; Pierides 2010). In fact, engaging in con-

ventional ethnographic research implied, at least in theory, a relatively long-term stay in 

the research field site, in general several months upwards, ideally at least one year 

(Falzon 2009; Nadai and Maeder 2005). The actual research site itself was perceived 

as setting or  scenery,  mostly static  and not  too interesting in and by itself.  Conse-

quently, the site in question was mostly considered representing “the container of a 

particular set of social relations” (Falzon 2009:1) that were up to examination and po-

tential comparison with the contents of other places’ containers. In addition, it was as-

sumed that these contents might allow for generalization, thus providing area, regional, 

or even universal/global knowledge (Falzon 2009).

In contrast to these perceptions, multi-sited ethnography does not aim at eventually 

picturing  a  portrait  of  the  global.  Rather,  it  starts  from  the  assumption  that  every 

ethnography of a culture is already an ethnography of the entire system, given that the 

global influences the cultural and culture is not bound to a specific place, but unfolds in 

translocal spaces. On this background, Marcus argues that “any ethnography of a cul-

223 Although being more of a contribution to methodology than to theory development, Marcus’ approach forms part of 
this analysis due to the relevance of his perspective for crystallizing the modifying characteristics of ‘locality’ against 
the backdrop of the overarching topic of ‘understanding local knowledge’.

224 An alternative approach to understanding local dynamics and the plurality of experiences of diverse actors consists 
in the so-called ‘iterative ethnographic research’ that builds on systematic re-visits to research sites (cf. Burawoy 
(2003); O’Reilly (2005)).
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tural formation in the world system is also an ethnography of the system, and therefore 

cannot be understood only in terms of the conventional single site ‘mise-en-scène’ of 

ethnographic research [...]" (Marcus 1998:83). In other words, it is ethnography in and 

of the world system (Marcus 1995) or in Minowa et al.’s words, “it is ‘in’, since it helps 

locate the local within the global; it is ‘of’, since the multiplicity of observation sites stim-

ulates the researcher for tracing links among sites and representing the global as an in-

terconnected system of the localities.” (2012:483)

As such, multi-sited ethnography aims at providing an approach that allows for ethno-

graphically  researching  transnational  and  global  life-worlds.  Rather  than  opting  for 

studying single sites and locales225, Marcus suggests that researchers concentrate on 

“multiple sites of observation and participation that cross-cut dichotomies such as the 

global and the local, the life-world and the system” (Marcus 1995:95). The objects of 

the research are mobile and multiply located (meaning in different locations) which in 

turn implies that the researcher tracks them across spatial and temporal boundaries. 

The aim thus consists in relating these multiple localizations to each other – localiza-

tions of the research interest that are often perceived as separate worlds, creating a 

fake impression of  segregation and topical  detachment.  Correspondingly,  under  the 

paradigm of multi-site ethnography, interdisciplinary approaches to fieldwork opened 

up, accommodating methods from other disciplines such as e.g. science and technol-

ogy studies, media studies and cultural studies.

According to Marcus’ central tenet, multi-sited ethnography follows the object of its in-

terest; even more, the very act of following is what defines the object of the study. In 

this respect, he proposed six strategies he considers useful in facilitating a linking of 

the fields according to multi-sited ethnography:  (a)  follow the people,  (b)  follow the 

thing, (c) follow the metaphor, (d) follow the plot/story/allegory, (e) follow the life/biogra-

phy and (f) follow the conflict (Marcus 1995, 2005). 

(a) ‘Follow the people’ implies orienting the ethnographic research towards the move-

ments of specific people and groups, e.g. in the course of migration processes. Promi-

nent examples of studies under this perspective include Gallo’s research on gender re-

lations among Malayali migrants in Italy (2005, 2006), Riccio’s research on Senegalese 

migrants in Italy and Senegal  (2001) and or Kassaye’s study on transnational grand-

parenting among Ethiopian migrant families in the USA and Ethiopia (2015).

225 According to Marcus, conventional ethnographic field research in the (pure) sense of Malinowski or Geertz is hardly 
feasible any longer, given that the symbols and narratives take on differing meanings while traveling over the globe 
and, consequently, are being interpreted divergently (2005, 2007:4).
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(b) ‘Follow the thing’ involves focusing on the circulation and movements of specific 

things such as goods, gifts, money flows or art. A classic example of this type of ‘follow-

ing’ is Sidney Mintz’s historico-cultural analysis of sugar (1985) or Tsing’s research on 

‘matsutake’ (2009), a highly prominent mycorrhizal mushroom characteristic for Japa-

nese cuisine.

(c)  ‘Follow  the  metaphor’  signifies  concentrating  on  mental  constructs,  i.e.  objects 

within discourses and ways to think. In this setting, the circulation of signs, symbols 

and metaphors is crucial and has the potential to inform the constitutions of a field. 

Martin’s study entitled “Flexible Bodies” (1994) takes up the task of depicting the ways 

how people in different life-worlds within the American society think about the human 

immune system, thereby relating the perspectives of  science,  mass media and the 

common public, including alternative therapeutic approaches. Another example of ‘fol-

lowing the metaphor’ is Cohn’s study on gender and US national security discourses 

(2006).

(d) ‘Follow the plot/story/allegory’ implies taking stories and narrations learned in a field 

research site as starting point. Marcus suggests in this respect “reading for the plot and 

then testing this against the reality of ethnographic investigation that constructs its sites 

according to a compelling narrative” (Marcus 1995:109).226 He concedes that following 

the plot/story/allegory is a somewhat more challenging sub-type, which might also con-

tribute to it representing a “virtually untried mode of constructing multi-sited research" 

(1995:109).227

(e) ‘Follow the life/biography’ means that the focus is set on the autobiography of a per-

son. It serves to relate various locations and ethnographic fields to each other and to 

follow the life story across these different fields. A widely discussed example of this per-

spective is Kanwal Mand’s study of the biographies of Sikh women (2005, 2006), fol-

lowing them from London to Tanzania or Lauser’s research on Philippine marriage mi-

gration (2004, 2005).

(f) ‘Follow the conflict’ entails following the different parties in conflicts228, thus relating 

the fields to each other. Fynes’s research on the abortion debate in an American com-

munity (1998) represents a telling example of this sub-type.

226 Critical voices question whether there is a strong categorical difference between (c) ‘follow the metaphor’ and (d) 
‘follow the plot/story/allegory’ (Burger 2017, personal communication) – a question that cannot be solved here and, 
in fact, does not require a solution with respect to this project’s research focus, i.e. understanding local knowledge.

227 The research by Willis (1977) on how working class kids end up in working class jobs already implemented this 
idea, several years ahead of Marcus’ publication of the concept of multi-sited ethnography.

228 This perspective has already been elaborated in the context of the ‘extended case method’ (Burawoy 1998, 2009; 
Kempny 2005).
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All  in  all,  multi-sited ethnography may follow as many as six  ‘leads’,  i.e.  (a)  ethnic 

groups, (b) things and objects, (c) metaphors, (d) stories surfacing in multiple locations, 

(e) biographies of individuals or groups moving through space and time, and/or (f) con-

flicts that surpass boundaries. Often, in the actual research practice, several of these 

aspects occur  together  as expressions of  the same topic.  A prominent  example  is 

Scheper-Hughes’s study on the international black market for the trade of human or-

gans  (2002, 2004) where she follows not only the organs in their transfer across a 

number of legal and illegal networks, but also the rumors and urban legends about 

child kidnapping and organ theft that are being bandied around in poor and needy com-

munities.

By proposing multi-sited ethnography as a methodology, Marcus focuses on the poten-

tial that results from a systematic (inter-)relation of differing and geographically and so-

cially distant fields. He argues that by means of such an approach, a greater under-

standing can be attained when studying the impact of world-systems on local communi-

ties and vice-versa. He is seconded by a number of researchers supporting his ap-

proach and claiming that  it  bears the potential  to yield a better  understanding of  a 

range of perspectives around a specific topic/object/idea/procedure, thereby allowing 

for  valuable  generalization  (Horst  2009;  Nadai  and  Maeder  2005;  Vossoughi  and 

Gutiérrez 2010; Wylie and Albright 2014). Following a research interest through multi-

ple spaces can, they argue, potentially reveal additional layers behind what was visible 

at the onset. Instead of e.g. studying a commodity in only one place, the researcher en-

gaging in multi-sited ethnography follows its research interest as it  moves over the 

globe, thereby uncovering its overall impact across the world. In addition, this approach 

also allows for comprehending the role of power and gaining an understanding of the 

ways in which power structures of apparently separated spaces eventually impact a 

specific population or group  (Vossoughi and Gutiérrez 2010). Last, multiple research 

sites permit collecting multiple data sets for comparison, triangulation and contrast229 

during analysis, providing a broader and more accurate picture of the research object 

(Nadai and Maeder 2005).

6.3.5.2 Summary of the dimensions of ‘locality’ informed
Analyzing Marcus’ theoretical contribution against the backdrop of the locality dimen-

sions described in chapter 4.4.2 reveals that multi-sited ethnography indeed contrib-

utes to informing a whole range of dimensions, namely the (9) physical-material dimen-

229 Nadai and Maeder (2005) underline that multi-sited ethnography is more than mere contrasting; rather, it adopts 
the principle of theoretically based contrasting as suggested by ‘grounded theory’ (cf. Glaser and Strauss (1967)).
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sion of locality, the (10) actor dimension of locality, the (11) network dimension of local-

ity and, lastly, the (12) influx/response dimension of locality (cf. illustration  37 for an 

overview).

Multi-sited ethnography informs the (9) physi-

cal-material dimension of locality in acknowl-

edging the sheer existence and relevance of 

multiple real-world spatial  locations with re-

spect to a single given research interest. In 

contrast  to earlier  approaches,  the physical 

places where research is conducted are no 

longer seen as largely static containers that 

would  not  undergo  any  modifications  while 

being researched.  Rather,  they came to be 

understood  as  a  network  of  interconnected 

locations  that  shape  and  influence  each 

other, from the local to the global level and 

vice-versa. The theory’s explicit emphasis on 

the existence and relevance of this set of in-

terconnected places/localities  amounts to, in 

a first step, taking notice of the physical-ma-

terial dimension of locality in the first place (next to also informing the network dimen-

sion of locality, cf. below).

In addition, Marcus’ approach also takes into account and informs the (10) actor dimen-

sion of locality. The term ‘actor dimension’ extends to and covers all the living and non-

living actors that come into contact with a specific locality, thereby influencing it while at 

the same time being shaped by the locality itself. As outlined in chapter 4.4.2, the cate-

gory of actors includes in this project both living entities (e.g. humans/animals/plants) 

and non-living/material ones (e.g. objects/ideas/practices) and denotes everything, to 

use Marcus’ vocabulary, that is on the move and can be followed. This comprises not 

only the category of people Marcus suggests that one follows, but also the remaining 

non-living  ‘leads’  that  require  following,  that  is  things  (e.g.  goods/gifts/money), 

metaphors, plot/stories/allegories, lifes/biographies and, eventually, conflicts.

Moreover, Marcus’ multi-sited ethnography also contributes to informing the (11)  net-

work dimension of locality. Given that movement through space plays such a pivotal 

role in multi-sited ethnography, a focus is automatically set on understanding how the 
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different geographical locations relevant for a specific research question are interre-

lated and interact. Thus, following the research interest in its movement across locali-

ties provides one with an insight into the spatial interrelatedness of locations and the 

various degrees of interconnectedness. In this vein, multi-sited ethnography facilitates 

locating the local within the global and, at the same time, representing the global as an 

interrelated system of localities. Importantly, it additionally allows taking into considera-

tion power structures in different locations that impact the lives of people over poten-

tially long distances. This in turn permits to provide a more considered and layered pic-

ture  of  contemporary  life-worlds  that  is  able  to  cross-cut  the  usual  dichotomies  of 

‘global/local’ or ‘life-world/system’ and, as last characteristic,  allows for comparisons 

and triangulation to substantiate the research findings.

Lastly, multi-sited ethnography with its explicit focus on following the research object in 

its movement through space stresses – seen from the perspective of the localities – the 

aspect of moving into a locality, interacting there and moving out of it again. With re-

spect to the dimensions of locality introduced in chapter 4.4.2, this informs the (12) in-

flux/response  dimension of  locality and  sensitizes  to  the  influential  potential  of 

ephemeral phenomena emerging and impacting on the locality in question and disap-

pearing or moving on again. As such, multi-sited ethnography is interested in uncover-

ing the overall impact a specific research interest has across the world, i.e. the specific 

responses of a given number of places/localities on a specific influx.

6.3.6 Hybridity
In the vein of the preceding chapters, I begin by first recapping the theoretical contribu-

tions to ‘hybridity’ (chapter 6.3.6.1) before analyzing which of the five dimensions of lo-

cality  described  earlier  (cf.  chapter  4.4.2)  are  informed  by  the  literature  discussed 

(chapter 6.3.6.2).

6.3.6.1 Theoretical contributions
As introduced in  chapter  6.2.1,  hybridity  is  considered to represent  a  slippery and 

highly controversial, however emblematic notion of our era, given that in its current un-

derstanding, it resonates with central ideas of globalization and multiculturalism (Burke 

2009; Kraidy 2005; Young 1995b). It celebrates “cultural difference and fusion” (Kraidy 

2005:1), advocating the idea that all cultures will inevitably be transformed, foremost 

due to the myriad of free, unhampered economic exchanges. Correspondingly, the con-

cept also displays an interesting and diverse history of utilization, from biology, racial 

theory and linguistics to contemporary applications across numerous academic disci-
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plines and debates, including the discourses of post-colonialism, identity,  race, anti-

racism, diaspora, multiculturalism and globalization. In its most basic meaning, ‘hybrid’ 

and ‘hybridity’ refer to mixture of at least two elements that were previously considered 

standing alone and ‘being pure’ in their original states – a central conceptual tenet of 

hybridity and at the same time the main point of criticism (cf. chapter 6.2.1). Hybridity 

has  overlapping  semantic  ranges  with  related  concepts  such  as  ‘multiculturalism’, 

‘métissage’, ‘syncretism’, ‘mestizaje’ and ‘creolization’ (Brettell and Nibbs 2009; Burke 

2009; Kraidy 2005; Pieterse 2001; Prabhu 2007) (for a detailed discussion of ‘hybridity’ 

and ‘mestizaje’ cf. e.g. Alonso  (2004), on ‘hybridity’ and ‘creolization’ cf. e.g. Boswell 

(2005)).

Conceptionally, the development of the term’s utilization depicts the development of hy-

bridity rhetoric from biological to cultural discussions and, according to Orlove (2007), 

can be divided into three major stages. The 1st stage refers to hybridity against the 

backdrop of biology and racial mixing while the 2nd stage discusses hybridity from a 

postcolonial perspective, critically examining the effects of hybridization on culture and 

identity. The 3rd stage is characterized by both a broadening of the field and, in parallel, 

a critical stance towards the concept itself and its general validity.

1st stage: Hybridity in biology & hybridity as racial mixing

In the 1st stage, hybridity was first and foremost perceived of as a biological phenome-

non and discussed in the context of, initially, genetic theory and, later and much more 

extensively, racial mixing (Acheraiou 2011). While originating in the early 17th century 

from botany/biology, the word ‘hybrid’ and its derivative ‘hybridity’ came into regular use 

only in the course of the 19th century to denote “the offspring of two plants or animals of 

different species”230 (Young 1995b:5). Young adds that once the difference between the 

two original species became too significant, such offspring was generally considered 

being  unable  to  produce  own  offspring  that  was  fit  to survive,  if  procreation  was 

deemed possible at all.

By the mid 1800s, however, in parallel to the biological usage of the term where hy-

bridization was considered an entirely desirable goal, especially in the context of horti-

cultural endeavors  (Arditti  1984; Kingsbury 2009; Nelson and Oliver 2004; Palladino 

1993), the notion gained an additional, more problematic meaning. It was adopted by 

what would today be called Victorians’ extreme right to label the offspring of humans of 

different races – races that were believed at that time to belong to different species that 

230 Acheraiou points to the fact that according to the ‘Oxford English Dictionary’, the word ‘hybrida/hibrida/ibrida’ de-
noted the “offspring of a tame sow and a wild boar, child of a free man and a slave” (2011:88).
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should in theory not be able to produce offspring at all. In accordance with the zeitgeist 

of that period, discussions about hybridity were grounded in racist assumptions about 

the human species to the extent that the very notion of hybridity became critical in cre-

ating an emotionally agitated and fearful debate around racial mixing (Acheraiou 2011). 

This inherent emotionality was further fueled by the fact that the debates about human 

hybrids revolved around highly contested and value-laden cultural topics such as fertil-

ity, sexuality, desire and power (Young 1995c).

Although over time, arguments of infertility had to be given up in face of growing mixed-

race populations, scholars of both social and natural sciences invested significant work 

into adjusting theories of biology that sustain ideologies of racial hierarchy and differ-

ence (Bakraina 2008; Young 1995b). Based among others on pseudo-scientific models 

of anatomy and craniometry, European scientists built a case to substantiate what was 

called the racial inferiority of Africans, Asians, Native Americans and Pacific Islanders 

to Europeans. On the background of this postulated inferiority of other races, the fate of 

hybrids was even worse: Considered to be of even less value than inferior races, hy-

brids were seen as straightforward aberrations. Carlyle, e.g., described them in his arti-

cle “Occasional Discourse on the Negro Question” from 1849, as “[…] dark extensive 

moon-calves, unnameable abortions, wide-coiled monstrosities, such as the world has 

not seen hitherto!” (1849:531). Societally speaking, racial interbreeding was considered 

a serious threat to racial purity and was expected to eventually lead to a dilution of the 

European race, if unmanaged (Acheraiou 2011). Consequently, sexual unions between 

different races (in first place between blacks and whites) were met with great anxiety. 

Such an attitude clearly depicts that notwithstanding the backdrop of the humanitarian 

Age of Enlightenment, the existing social hierarchy was readily accepted and, conse-

quently, the position at the hierarchy’s summit was almost exclusively attributed to Eu-

ropeans, as the following summary statement from 1863 shows:

“If there be various species of mankind, there must be a natural aristocracy among them, a domi-

nant white species as opposed to the lower races who by their origin are destined to serve the no-

bility of mankind, and may be tamed, trained, and used like domestic animals, or may, according 

to circumstances, be fattened or used for physiological or other experiments without any com-

punction. [...] Wherever the lower races prove useless for the service of the white man, they must 

be abandoned to their savage state, it being their fate and natural destination. All wars of extermi-

nation, whenever the lower species are in the way of the white man, are not only excusable, but 

fully justifiable.” (Waitz and Collingwood 1863:13)

Unveiling the underlying cultural and racial arrogance, the colonial powers of the 19 th 

and 20th centuries showed great reluctance to acknowledge the cultural influence from 

the colonies, conceptualizing hybridization only as a one-way process. Consequently, 
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the  local  population  was  not  seen  “as  agents  of  knowledge  and  enlightenment” 

(Acheraiou 2011:63) and non-European contributions to modernity were dismissed or 

marginalized.

2nd stage: Post-colonial studies

The 2nd perspective on ‘hybridity’ is strongly shaped by broader socio-political factors 

that came into effect in the last decades of the 20th century: Economic liberalization, in-

creasing immigration, a growing multi-cultural  awareness and the social  transforma-

tions ensuing the termination of colonial mandates significantly transformed the use 

and understanding of the term ‘hybridity’. In contrast to earlier approaches, it is now uti-

lized by theorists to not only depict cultural forms that originated from colonial encoun-

ters between the ‘colonizers’ and the ‘colonized’, but to also analyze forms of resis-

tance to colonialism (Scott 2005; Yazdiha 2010). This double perspective on hybridity 

became widely accepted in the course of the 1990s and is intrinsically interlinked with 

the surge of post-colonial studies and their critical stance towards cultural imperialism 

(Orlove 2007).

For the subsequent use of the term ‘hybridity’ in postcolonial studies, linguistic models 

were decisive in their perspective on culture as a process and a site of contestation. 

The work of Mikhail Bakhtin, a pioneering Russian literary theorist working on the politi-

cal effects of hybridity in language, was particularly influential  (Burke 2009). He used 

the notion ‘hybridity’ to refer to the way in which language, within a single utterance, 

can be double-accented – that is, can contain two styles, belief systems, or social lan-

guages (Bakraina 2008), thereby functioning as a challenging act of resistance against 

a dominant cultural power (Young 1995a). In this respect, he distinguishes between two 

kinds of hybridity, i.e. organic and intentional hybridity. The first one is defined as the 

permanently ongoing, unconscious hybridization while the latter one, intentional hybrid-

ity, is conceptualized as a “deliberate dialogical juxtaposition of different languages, dis-

courses and points of view within the same semiotic/textual space without fusing them” 

(Acheraiou 2011:36). In this context, hybridity serves to describe the ways in which the 

power of colonial discourses “is disrupted in and through its very attempts to deny other 

knowledges, the traces of which shape colonial discourse and render it inherently dou-

ble-voiced” (Bakraina 2008:2).

Generally speaking, principal post-colonial social theorists such as Homi Bhabha, Stu-

art Hall and Paul Gilroy are foremost concerned with exploring and studying the effects 

of mixture upon identity and culture. Accordingly, the majority of publications takes a 

critical stance by focusing on the post-colonial context, i.e. the “patterns of domination 

279



and resistance” (Orlove 2007:631) and the “relations of inequality and homogenization” 

(Brettell and Nibbs 2009:680) in the colonies and, soon afterwards, independent na-

tions. The focus was set on the strategies that subaltern peoples recurred to in order to 

“subvert[..]  the endeavors of dominant groups to establish firm identities and hierar-

chies, usually centered on race” (Orlove 2007:631).

In the same vein, Lowe understands hybridity as “the formation of cultural objects and 

practices that are produced by the histories of uneven and unsynthetic power relations” 

(1996:67). Against this backdrop and drawing on post-structuralist theory, the studies 

on hybridity of the 2nd stage studied and acknowledged numerous types of cultural per-

formance that undermined “hegemonic systems of categorization”  (Orlove 2007:631). 

Such research was directed at questioning not only the political systems eager to se-

cure the boundaries between populations and cultures, but also academia with its long 

history of devaluing hybrid social categories and cultures as inauthentic. As Orlove suc-

cinctly summarizes it, “[the] single greatest act [of the debate on hybridity] was to evoke 

and  celebrate  the  previously  devalued  and  marginalized  figure  of  the  hybrid” 

(2007:631).

Summarizing, the theorists of the 2nd stage draw the attention to the productivity of cul-

tural performance for scrutinizing the mixing of categories and, thereby, to hybridization 

in action, all the while taking into account power structures and relations. Aware of the 

basic difficulty to maintain boundaries between categories and displaying an intimate 

understanding of the political importance of boundaries, researchers of the 2nd stage re-

curred to hybridity as a means to work against the traditional (imperialist) academia 

that insists on culture flowing in one single direction, thereby devaluing other cultures 

on principle.

3rd stage: Contemporary approaches

The third perspective on ‘hybridity’231 – especially prominent among scholars working 

on topics such as globalization, diaspora, migration and transnationalism – displays 

two distinct characteristics.  First, the debate on ‘hybridity’ itself is significantly  broad-

ened in terms of the topics discussed and second, the concrete implementation of hy-

bridity is critically reflected, i.e. the link between ideology and action.

With respect to specifying and broadening the debate, more recent studies do not limit 

themselves to the traditional racial and ethnic categories of colonial and postcolonial 

rule. Orlove (2007) underlines that the main aim of 3rd stage research on hybridity no 
231 Most scholars identify only two main phases in the debate on hybridity, usually summarizing the here-described 2nd 

and 3rd stage into a single one. The perspective by Orlove (2007), however, stands out as an exception in that it 
opts for a tripartite classification.
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longer consists in challenging present dominant hierarchies and power structures. Ac-

cording to him, it rather aims at exploring a variety of diverse forms of hybridity under a 

broader notion, including considering categories other than racial and ethnic ones (e.g. 

biological categories of humans and animals232). In addition, he outlines, 3rd stage re-

search on ‘hybridity’ strives for expanding the field by taking into consideration new top-

ical sections such as law and science. This includes e.g. studies on ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ law 

(Trubek, Cottrell, and Nance 2005), on the hybridity of law and new governance  (De 

Búrca and Scott 2006) or on intersectional discrimination against the backdrop of hy-

bridity (Grabham 2006)j; for the realm of science, a focus is set on phenomena of hy-

bridity in the context of science education (cf. e.g. Brown and Spang (2008); Hanrahan 

(2006); Taylor (2006)).

In addition to broadening the debate thematically, more recent studies display a differ-

ent approach to time, namely an explicit emphasis on the future. According to Orlove, 

studies of the preceding 2nd stage are likely to concentrate on the present, either exclu-

sively or by juxtaposing it with precolonial or early colonial times. Consequently, poten-

tial future developments such as e.g. a destabilization of existing ruling systems are 

only marginally analyzed. In contrast, research from the 3rd stage is clearly set on the 

future and closely observes and depicts the tensions between differing conceptions of 

it, revealing “the multiple and uncertain possibilities of the future”  (Orlove 2007:631). 

Thus, the debate on hybridity evolved from a mostly backward-oriented study of colo-

nial times and relations into a debate characterized by its explicit orientation towards 

the future or,  in Drichel’s words, towards a “radical futurity”  (2008:608). Next to the 

strong analytical  focus on the future,  the overall  perspective of the most  recent  re-

search on hybridity is generally significantly less celebratory and self-convinced than 

earlier approaches.

As sketched earlier, another difference to earlier approaches consists in how ideology 

and action are linked. Orlove describes how earlier research postulated a direct relation 

between the ideologies bolstering colonial domination and the agency of resistance in 

the form of hybrid cultural productions and performances. In contrast, he argues, newer 

research  on  hybridity  acknowledges  the  “presence  of  multiple  ideologies,  multiple 

forms of agency, and more complex relations between them”  (Orlove 2007:632). As 

such, this change in focus is not  singular,  but can be observed in anthropology as 

much as in other disciplines where the debate moves away from the simple dichotomy 

232 For a consideration of human-ape hybrids or chimeras and a discussion of the challenges linked to upholding the 
boundary between humans and animals cf. the study by Alter (2007).
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between domination and resistance to rather explore the “forms of action within social 

hierarchies” (Orlove 2007:632).

6.3.6.2 Summary of the dimensions of ‘locality’ informed
Notwithstanding the scholarly criticism against  underlying ideas of  purity,  there is  a 

wide agreement on the substantial influence of hybridity and its central notion of ‘in-be-

tweenness’. Reviewing the theoretical contribu-

tions to hybridity with regard to the locality di-

mensions  from chapter  4.4.2 reveals  that  the 

concept in fact contributes to informing two out 

of the five dimensions, namely the (10) actor di-

mension of locality and the (12) influx/response 

dimension of  locality  (cf.  illustration  38 for  an 

overview).

First, ‘hybridity’ sheds light on and, thus, informs 

the (10) actor   dimension   of locality; this includes 

the actors (e.g. humans/animals/plants) living in 

and shaping a given locality as much as the co-

existing  non-living  actors  (e.g.  objects/goods/

ideas/practices) that also affect the overall con-

stellation in a given place. Dealing on a basic level with processes of cultural contact, 

fusion, intrusion and disjunction – namely with the dissolution of definite and rigid cul-

tural boundaries between individuals and/or groups and with the actual intermixture of 

diverse identities – the concept of hybridity as applied in this research draws the atten-

tion to the actors of a given locality. It investigates to what extent they result from an in-

termixture of local and, initially, non-local influences (be they of colonial origin or not). 

Inspired by more recent research on hybridity, this also entails deliberations on all kinds 

and types of intermixtures (e.g. racial, ethnic, religious, biological etc.). As a matter of 

fact,  ‘hybridity’ is  often utilized to underline that ‘something hybrid’ is recognized as 

challenging essentializations,  i.e.  as calling into question essentialist  perceptions of 

complex notions such as culture, race, nation and identity233, not seldom in an unex-

pected way. In addition, research on hybridity is not only interested in studying intermix-

ture to understand past encounters between differing entities, but also strives to realize 

233 For the sake of conceptual clarity and delimitation, this research does not invest in detailing these complex and 
highly controversial notions (for a first approach cf. Appiah (1996)). Even more so than the notion of ‘knowledge’, 
the terms of ‘identity’ and ‘race’ are political constructs transporting normative assessments. This represents an ad-
ditional reason for not elaborating on these terms, given that this research does not focus on studying issues of 
power and domination, but invests into identifying a conceptual-analytical approach to local knowledge.
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change over time and anticipate potential effects of future intermixtures. Whereas the 

rejection of racial mixing among humans typical for the 1st stage of ‘hybridity’ research 

is as factually untenable as morally repugnant, the aspect of double-accentedness in 

the creation of hybrid forms as discussed during the 2nd stage of ‘hybridity’ merits atten-

tion. It denotes the potential of hybrid forms containing two styles, belief systems or so-

cial languages as an expression of resistance to power hierarchies and structures.

Second, the concept of hybridity also serves to informing the (12)  influx/response di-

mension of locality. As state of intermixture, hybridity genuinely relies on at least two 

entities (living and/or non-living ones) being mixed, whereas the two entities have to 

differ  qualitatively,  which is easiest achieved if  they originated in different locations. 

Once such hitherto alien influences arrive at a given location, intermixture takes its 

course. This in turn allows studying the influx itself and subsequent reactions by the lo-

cal setting (namely the degrees of adaptation or rejection) as well as the more general 

effects of this intermixture upon identity and culture. In specific cases,  the mixture of 

two entities, styles, belief  systems or languages is intentionally used to challenge a 

dominant power entity in an act of resistance (cf. Bakhtin’s so-called ‘intentional hybrid-

ity’). Moreover, special consideration is given to studying the influences and effects of 

all entities involved in the intermixture to ensure that hybridization is not conceptualized 

as a one-way process hiding specific racial, ethnic or otherwise coined preferences.

6.4 Summary of the multi-disciplinary foundations of 
‘locality’

Recapping the theoretical approaches discussed in chapters 6.3.1–6.3.6 shows that in 

its current understanding, ‘locality’ and other spatial notions have evolved into complex 

and polyphonic concepts. Over the last decades, the global interdependency has sig-

nificantly increased and rendered many static notions and conceptions obsolete, in-

cluding former spatial concepts. These proved to be too over-simplifying in their ap-

proach and unsuitable for adequately describing the complexity of spatial phenomena.

Nowadays, spatial notions are seen as amounting to relational and/or contextual cate-

gories, in addition to being spatially defined through their characteristic physical proper-

ties. Thus, locality is understood as a form of  ongoing complex social configuration 

characterized by the permanent negotiation and (re-)construction of space. Against the 

backdrop of such a broad perspective on ‘locality’, the literature analysis of the theoreti-

cal contributions in chapters 6.3.1–6.3.6 provided ample substantiation for the five con-

cepts of locality, as displayed in illustration 39:
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Against the backdrop of this overview, I proceed to summarizing the main insights from 

the literature discussed earlier. In addition, I outline how these selected theoretical con-

tributions contribute to grounding and informing the five dimensions of locality. In this 

vein, the following paragraphs relate the spatial insights from the theoretical contribu-
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tions in chapters  6.3.1–6.3.6 to the five basic dimensions of locality as suggested in 

chapter 4.4.2; an overview on the topical insights is provided in illustration 40.

Analyzing  the  characteristic  elements  of  ‘multilocality’ (chapter  6.3.1)  against  the 

backdrop of the locality dimensions outlined led to informing four of the five dimen-

sions. First, ‘multilocality’ acknowledges the very existence of a set of relevant physical 

locations where people reside and live their daily lifes, thereby informing the (9) physi-

cal-material dimension of locality. Second, multilocality contributes to informing the (10) 

actor dimension of locality in emphasizing that a person can be present and active in 

more than one place, even at the same time. Third, ‘multilocality’ contributes to eluci-

dating the (11) network dimension of locality by allowing for comparative or contingent 

analyses of a system of interconnected places arrive at an understanding of what hap-

pens different  places simultaneously  and how these events relate to and influence 

each other,  taking into account both intended and unintended consequences of this 

network of actions and places.  Forth, ‘multilocality’ also details the (13)  relevance di-

mension of locality by emphasizing the multivalency of localities: Places are generally 

seen as having the potential to embody at the same time multiple functions and sym-

bolic  attributions and to carry  polysemous meanings for  different  actors.  In  this  re-

search project, reflexive relationships with places leading to mental re-constructions of 

unattainable places from the past in new physical environments for the sake of estab-

lishing meaning and belonging are seen as a special case of this relevance dimension 

of locality.

As far as  ‘translocality’ (chapter  6.3.2) is concerned, a recapitulation of the insights 

gained showed that the concept serves to inform four of the five locality dimensions 

from chapter 4.4.2. First, in parallel to ‘multilocality’, ‘translocality’ contributes to inform-

ing the (9)  physical-material dimension of locality by emphasizing that people have a 

strong tendency of living their life in more than one physical place. The concept advo-

cates that such connections between the multiple localities relevant in a person’s life 

rest on a multitude of everyday practices and decisions of countless actors. In addition, 

special attention is paid to the situatedness of (primarily) people while traveling be-

tween the diverse localities.  Second,  ‘translocality’ elucidates the (11) network dimen-

sion of locality,  i.e. the multifarious interactions between places, actors and objects/

ideas across various forms of borders (national and other ones). In this process, the 

global and local are not seen as isolated, but as interpenetrating forces, resulting in 

them  being  simultaneously  co-situated.  Third,  ‘translocality’  also  informs  the  (12) 

influx/response dimension of locality. In this case, the interaction involves any given in-

flux entering a specific locality and the locally specific response to said influx. In gen-
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eral, this interaction can have two results: Either the influx is locally adapted and recon-

structed, resulting in an increased overall interconnectedness, or it is rejected, leading 

to disparity and increased fragmentation.  Fourth,  the concept also contributes to in-

forming the (13) relevance dimension of locality by means of so-called ‘translocal imag-

inaries’ that represent mental constructions, especially frequent among people who are 

far from home as e.g. in the case of migrants or refugees. Instead of a physical dis-

placement, these constructions rely solely on the subjective dimension of one’s imagi-

nation and serve a functional-symbolic purpose.

With respect to the twin concept of ‘globalization/glocalization’ (chapter 6.3.3), the lit-

erature analysis showed that it contributes to informing two of the five locality dimen-

sions, namely the (11) network dimension and the (12) influx/response dimension of lo-

cality.  First, ‘globalization/glocalization’ emphasizes the (11)  network dimension of lo-

cality by exploring the decidedly increased interconnectedness of today’s world as con-

densed in the notion of ‘the world as global village’. Despite certain particularizing and 

localizing tendencies, one can observe an overall shift from a nation-state oriented and 

territorialized understanding of space to a more interconnected, fluid and globally ori-

ented one. This shift leads to a significantly higher degree of overall interrelatedness, 

connection and, consequently, interdependence. Second, and related to (11), the twin 

concept also elucidates the (12) influx/response dimension of locality. Whereas global 

interconnectedness certainly increased, globalization is by no means a uniform process 

given that it has to build upon local re-interpretation: The specific local responses to the 

influx can highly differ depending on the particular local context, leading to countless 

context-dependent outcomes. Where globalizing influences are willingly taken up and 

adapted, spatially segregated spaces with little exchange with the surrounding world 

begin to weaken or disappear altogether, along with the characteristic links of humans 

to national frontiers, towns, villages; as a result, social relationships are also decreas-

ingly bound by spatial location. In contrast, globalizing influx can also be rejected, lead-

ing to an intensification of local culture and the local in general, culminating in a new 

cultural self-confidence and self-determination (so-called ‘new localism’).
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Analyzing the characteristic elements 

of Appadurai’s  ‘global cultural flows 
and  the  production  of  locality’ 
(chapter  6.3.4)  against  the  backdrop 

of the locality dimensions led to the in-

sight that the theory contributes to in-

forming  three  dimensions.  First,  it 

grounds and informs the (10) actor di-

mension of locality by positing that the 

production  of  locality  is  inseparably 

linked to five so-called ‘global cultural 

flows’ (in  my terminology understood 

as ‘actors’) that create their own kind 

of ‘space’.

These  so-called  ‘-scapes’  are  highly 

diverse and include living actors (hu-

mans,  animals,  plants etc.)  and non-

living  ones  (objects,  ideas,  practices 

etc.) moving through space. There are 

five such spaces,  namely (a)  ethno-, 

(b)  techno-,  (c)  finance-,  (d)  media- 

and  (e)  ideoscape  that  structure  the 

movement  of  people,  technology, 

money,  media  and  values/ideas  re-

spectively.  These  ‘-scapes’ represent 

what  Appadurai  calls  the  ‘building 

blocks of […] imagined worlds’ of past 

and  present  generations  and  are 

deeply  perspectival  constructs, 

shaped through context and individual 

imagination. In contrast to earlier con-

ceptions that deemed locality to be a 

spatial  or  scalar  category,  Appadurai 

considers locality to be a genuinely re-

lational  and  contextual  one.  Second, 

the  approach  also  informs  the  (11) 
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network dimension of  locality.  In Appadurai’s understanding,  human interactions are 

highly entangled, given that they are organized along the five -scapes. Consequently, 

special attention is paid to the network and the interlinkage ensuing from the alternative 

spatial rendering, i.e. from the interconnections established through the five flows. In 

this respect, it is irrelevant whether the migrating elements are living entities (humans/

animals/plants etc.) or non-living ones (objects/ideas/practices etc.).  Third, the theory 

also contributes to informing the (13) relevance dimension of locality whereby what Ap-

padurai calls ‘democratization of the imagination’ is decisive in combining both func-

tional and symbolic aspects. According to him, this democratization of the imagination 

comes happens once people all over the world have access to images and narratives 

via the internet on an (almost) global scale. The exposition to the continuous global 

media stream resulting thereof entailed and still entails a certain mental individuation in 

many individuals in that imagination is not longer considered an artistic or intellectual 

undertaking reserved for the upper classes, but is now understood as a (potentially) 

daily activity open to everybody wishing to engage in it.

Analyzing ‘multi-sited ethnography’ (chapter 6.3.5) against the backdrop of the local-

ity dimensions from chapter 4.4.2 reveals that it contributes to informing four of the five 

locality dimensions. First, ‘multi-sited ethnography’ elucidates the (9) physical-material 

dimension of locality by recognizing that multiple real-word spatial locations might exist 

with respect to a single research interest. It advocates that the research interest – re-

gardless of whether it involves a living or non-living entity – is by no means static, but  

more often than not  on the move.  Consequently,  it  requires to be followed through 

space for proper exploration, which also includes taking notice of the (potentially) multi-

ple locations that might be involved.234 Second, the theory also grounds and informs 

the (10) actor dimension of locality, namely by taking notice of all the actors present in 

a given location or moving through it and by paying attention to how they influence the 

locality and/or are being influenced by it. The category of actors includes living actors 

(humans/animals/plants etc.) as well as non-living ones (objects/ideas/practices etc.). 

The latter also comprises all  the so-called ‘leads’ Marcus considers worth following 

(next  to  following  humans),  namely  things  (goods/gifts/money),  metaphors,  plot/

stories/allegories, lifes/biographies and, eventually, conflicts. Third, ‘multi-sited ethnog-

raphy’ also informs the (11) network dimension of locality. In view of the central role of 

movement through space, special attention is paid to understanding how the different 

234 This new perspective on the research topic itself has potentially far-reaching consequences for the academic disci-
plines concerned: Under the conditions of modernization and globalization, conventional ethnography entailing a 
long stay in a confined site is no longer considered representing necessarily the adequate instrument for exploring 
contemporary life, experiences and mindsets. (Nieswand 2009)
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geographical locations relevant for a specific research interest are interrelated and in-

teract. The very act of ‘following the research interest’ furnishes one with an under-

standing of the spatial interrelatedness of relevant locations relevant and the various 

degrees of  interconnectedness between these locations.  Such an approach is  also 

helpful  when analyzing the power structures that unfold on this spatial background. 

Forth, Marcus’ approach also elucidates the (12) influx/response dimension of locality 

through its explicit emphasis on the act of following the research. Marcus underlines 

the importance of paying close attention to the overall impact the research object has in 

its movement through space (=influx) and to the various reactions to its presence in a 

given locality (=response).

Analyzing the insights on  ‘hybridity’ gained in chapter  6.3.6 against the backdrop of 

the five locality dimensions demonstrates that two dimensions are informed, namely 

(10) the actor dimension and (12) the influx/response dimension of locality.  First, by 

concentrating on the various actors in a given place and their respective degrees of pu-

rity or mixture and ‘in-betweenness’, ‘hybridity’ contributes to informing the (10)  actor 

dimension of locality. Recapitulating all three stages of the hybridity debate shows that 

the category of actors is a broad one in that it includes living entities such as people, 

animals or plants as much as non-living entities such as objects, goods, ideas, stories 

and practices. Correspondingly, the potential types of intermixtures between these mul-

tifarious actors is equally diverse and covers next to the racial mixing among humans 

all kinds of ethnic, religious, biologistic etc. intermixtures. Their common feature con-

sists in challenging essentialist  conceptions of complex ideas such as race,  nation, 

identity, culture etc. and in advocating for acknowledging the lot of possible outcomes 

from any kind of intermixture, next to studying them prospectively in terms of their fu-

ture potentials instead of focusing on ‘coming to terms with the past’. Second, ‘hybridity’ 

also contributes to informing the (12) influx/response dimension of locality by empha-

sizing the broad array of potential reactions (=responses) to a given actor (=influx) en-

tering a locality. The responses by the local setting can be manifold and result in vary-

ing degrees of integration/adaptation or rejection whereby all the entities involved in a 

given locality need to be taken note of to make sure that certain entities are not priori-

tized over others. On a more general level, such intermixtures have their own effects 

upon culture and identity that are worth studying. In specific cases, intermixture/hybrid-

ity is intentionally sought after and created to question and test dominant power struc-

tures and/or hegemonic systems of categorization in an act of resistance through the 

very combination of two styles, belief systems or social languages.
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7 Developing the framework for ‘understanding local 
knowledge’

Don’t mistake your own lack of imagination for
deficiencies in other people’s worldviews

Juan Pablo Sarmiento Barletti (2013)

Drawing on the results of the extensive literature reviews on knowledge (cf. chapter 5) 

and on locality (cf. chapter 6), chapter 7 focuses on elaborating the actual framework 

for understanding local knowledge. This takes place in four subsequent steps that build 

on each other: Chapter  7.1 starts by describing the framework specifics, i.e. its pur-

pose, characteristics and the concept-based method applied for developing the frame-

work itself. The following chapters 7.2–7.4 concentrate on developing the conceptional 

structure constituting the framework, i.e. twelve concepts of knowledge (chapter  7.2), 

five concepts of  locality (chapter  7.3) and,  lastly,  three concepts of  reflexive under-

standing (chapter 7.4). The concluding chapter 7.5 integrates these three conceptional 

parts elaborated in chapters 7.2–7.4 into the framework for understanding local knowl-

edge.

7.1 Framework specifics
For the theoretical insights from the literature analyses in chapters 5 and 6 to be pro-

ductive with respect  to developing a framework for  understanding local  knowledge, 

they need to be arranged and set into relation to each other in a transparent and sys-

tematic way. Chapter 7.1 describes how I intend to tackle this task. More specifically, 

chapter 7.1.1 outlines the framework’s purpose along with a number of functions I ex-

pect the framework to fulfill. Chapter  7.1.2 describes the basic characteristics of the 

framework type applied in this research, i.e. the  conceptual-analytical framework ac-

cording to Jabareen (2009), Dowding (2001) and Stanley (2012). This includes the un-

derstanding of the structure and functions of concepts as understood by Deleuze et al. 

(1994), given that they represent the fundamental building blocks of the framework. 

Chapter  7.1.3 prepares the ground for the following chapters 7.2–7.4 by detailing the 

methodology applied in construing the framework and elaborating these concepts – 

from identifying to describing and relating the concepts to each other in the overall 

framework for ‘understanding local knowledge’.
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7.1.1 Purpose of the framework
Against the backdrop of traditional approaches to local knowledge focusing primarily on 

measurable, tangible facts related to ecological issues (cf. chapter 2.4), the framework 

to be elaborated here is expected to fulfill a complementing role. More specifically, I  

see three specific functions that I briefly describe in the following.

First, I expect the framework to potentially accommodate any form of local knowledge. 

In view of this, I consider it crucial to conceptualize the heuristic in as broad a manner  

as possible. This automatically entails conceptualizing the two formative notions ‘local-

ity’ and ‘knowledge’ in equally broad terms. While both terms are discussed in great de-

tail in various academic disciplines, it might not surprise that the inter-disciplinary ex-

change on the topics is relatively modest, at least among disciplines with no priorly es-

tablished form of cooperation235 or with a record of going to some length to distinguish 

themselves from one another in the past, not at least to justify their respective exis-

tence236.

The historically grown academic landscape and the related power dynamics lead to the 

situation that insights gained in specific disciplines run the risk of being overlooked by 

other domains of academia. Hence, this framework aims to bring together and integrate 

the troves of insights from the various disciplines and schools of thought that individu-

ally deal with the concepts of ‘knowledge’ and ‘locality’. This way, I expect to arrive at  

the comprehensive perspective on ‘local knowledge’ I strive for. More specifically, I en-

vision the heuristic to go beyond existing approaches in that it not only covers rather 

evident characteristics of ‘knowledge’ such as the actual knowledge content and re-

lated procedures or, for ‘locality’, the physical-material characteristics of the geographi-

cal location in question. Rather, I expect the framework to allow for a more complex 

and comprehensive characterization. Applying a broad understanding of knowledge dif-

ferentiates the framework from other approaches in terms of the number of topical ar-

eas and interconnections included.  This  in  turn facilitates capturing the multidimen-

sional character of the knowledge phenomenon as embedded in a specific local reality 

frame in as broad a sense as possible.

Second and related to the heuristic’s inner methodological workings, it  shall  provide 

and allow for a conceptual-analytical approach to local knowledge. This implies a cate-

235 Generally, habitual cooperation among different disciplines seems to be best established in the natural sciences.
236 An example for this constellation relevant for this research is the relationship between sociology and anthropology 

and their handling of the topic of knowledge forms that distinguish themselves from scientific knowledge: Though 
local knowledge forms are a relevant societal factor in industrialized countries too, sociology focuses almost exclu-
sively on scientific knowledge in the context of science and technology studies, leaving the study of local knowl-
edge forms largely to anthropology.
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gorial and generic understanding of local knowledge forms and goes beyond a purely 

descriptive, itemizing and enumerative approach. The reason therefore is that I see 

substantial potential in a more structured, systematic and encompassing approach for 

advancing the debate on ‘local knowledge’. On the one hand, it can serve to distinguish 

the heuristic from other local knowledge conceptualizations by facilitating a more nu-

anced and complete understanding of  a given local  knowledge form.  On the other 

hand, the theoretical, structured and systematic character of the framework also bears 

the  potential  to  increase  overall  comprehensibility  of  and  accessibility  to  the  topic 

across disciplines and establish a reliable basis for comparative studies on local knowl-

edge issues.

This, in turn, leads to the third, rather long-term purpose: The framework is meant to 

provide a structured, solid and theoretically sound basis upon which practical applica-

tions  and  instruments  for  investigating  and  understanding  specific  local  knowledge 

forms can be developed in the wake of this project.237

7.1.2 Theoretical characteristics of the framework
The framework to be developed in chapters  7.2–7.4 is conceptual-analytical in that it 

combines characteristics attributed to both conceptual and analytical frameworks. Fol-

lowing Jabareen's  (2009) notion of conceptual frameworks, the framework elaborated 

here is conceptual in a number of ways: (1) It results from “qualitative processes of the-

orization”  (Jabareen 2009:50) that (2) establish “a network, or 'a plane', of interlinked 

concepts  that  together  provide  a  comprehensive  understanding  of  a  phenomenon” 

(Jabareen 2009:51). Furthermore, this network of interlinked concepts (3) displays “key 

factors, constructs or variables, and presumes relationships among them”  (Miles and 

Huberman 1994:440), as the concepts forming the framework support one another and 

build on each other. Another characteristic of conceptual frameworks consists in what 

Jabareen calls (4) the inherent “ontological,  epistemological and methodological as-

sumptions”  (2009:51). According to Guba and Lincoln  (1994:108), the ontological as-

sumptions “relate to knowledge of the 'way things are', 'the nature of reality' […]”, while 

the epistemological assumptions “relate to [...] 'how things really work'”, always in what 

Jabareen denotes as “an assumed reality” (2009:51). Methodological assumptions, the 

last of the triplet of assumptions, detail the process of developing the conceptual frame-

work and of determining what “it can tell us about the 'real' world'” (Jabareen 2009:51). 

Lastly, a conceptual framework (5) does not strive for “knowledge of so-called hard 

237 The adaptation of the theoretical framework into a practical tool applicable in concrete field situations goes beyond 
the scope of this project, given its theoretical orientation, and therefore represents a separate undertaking.
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facts”  (Levering  2002:6),  but  intends  to  provide  “soft  interpretations  of  intentions” 

(2002:6), resulting in (6) a conceptual understanding rather than precise predictions 

(2002:6). As such, conceptual frameworks do not aim at furnishing a causal chain or a 

causal  setting,  but  provide  an  “interpretative  approach  to  social  reality”  (Jabareen 

2009:51).

Complementing these conceptual characteristics, the framework also features certain 

features typical for an analytical framework. In this respect, I follow the theoretical ex-

planations by Dowding (2001) and Stanley (2012). According to them, analytical frame-

work are on the one hand meant to be applicable to a broad variety of contexts through 

the processes of simplification and typification that are said to represent characteristic 

procedural traits of such frameworks  (Dowding 2001:10). On the other hand, frame-

works of this type aim at generating what Stanley calls “an underpinning prism for the 

construction of explanations” (2012:474). In his view – and very fittingly for the purpose 

of this project – the goal of such frameworks does not consist in providing an exact rep-

resentation of reality, but rather in providing support for “categoris[ing] and reduc[ing] 

its inherent complexity” (2012:476).

In terms of the internal structure, frameworks of this conceptual-analytical type consist 

of  interlinked concepts as central constituents. These concepts build on each other, 

thereby constituting a framework for explaining the phenomenon in question in its di-

verse dimensions. With respect to theoretically capturing the idea of concepts as such, 

I follow Deleuze et al.  (1994), while slightly adapting their approach for the context at 

hand, as described below.

In their understanding, concepts are seen as incorporating the following three proper-

ties238: (1) They are made of several components – later referred to as 'elements' – and 

are in content specified and defined by those. (2) Concepts are linked to problems or 

issues239 that  are  significant  to  and  characteristic  for  the  overall  phenomenon  the 

framework addresses. In fact, concepts result from these problems or issues as their 

role consists in contributing to providing solutions and explanations to the questions 

arising from these problems/issues. (3) Concepts are interlinked and therefore relate to 

other concepts, within and outside the framework. By building on each other, they take 

238 These properties are also reflected in the three-step method applied for the description of concepts in chapters 
7.2–7.4 and described in detail in the following chapter 7.1.3.

239 Deleuze et al. (1994) propose to use for this purpose the expression ‘problem addressed’. For the sake of this 
project, I complement the expression to the more allowing and neutral notion of ‘problem/issue addressed’ in order 
to make room for research questions that do not address actual problematic situations or phenomena in need of 
concrete solutions, but focus on gaining as broad as possible an understanding of the relevant characteristics of a 
given local knowledge form.
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up and imply issues formulated in related concepts, establishing a network of intercon-

nected meaning.

Importantly, the relations among the concepts do not illustrate temporal sequences in 

the sense that the concepts are set in any chronological succession or other sequence. 

Rather,  these  relations  represent  conceptual  dependencies outlining  what  concept 

stands on what concept's shoulders in terms of their thematic interconnectedness and 

dependence. To illustrate this with an example: A hypothetical concept B building on a 

hypothetical concept A does not depend on any output from concept A that is taken up 

and further processed. Rather, concept B builds on the terms and understandings that 

characterize concept A and integrates these in the sense that they form part of the pre-

supposed basis of concept B without, however, being made explicit a second time. Im-

portantly, 'building' in this sense implies that the elements characterizing one concept 

occur only once and are not repeated in other concepts. Thus, to understand a con-

cept,  it  is  indispensable  to  study  the underlying concepts  that  inform it.  Thus,  this 

method centers on the one hand on the framework's inner logic striving to capture the 

phenomenon in question and on the other hand on the interrelations between the con-

cepts. This interrelatedness extends to concepts already developed within the frame-

work and to theoretical conceptual input from outside the framework.

A concluding distinction needs to be made: Conceptual-analytical frameworks reveal 

the  ideas a  given concept  consists  of  and  builds  on.  They,  however,  must  not  be 

equaled to conceptual models, as Dowding (2001:91) emphasizes. The latter strive for 

simplified representations of phenomena of the real world and use for this purpose vari-

ables or take measurements to later determine the model’s accuracy. In the case of 

conceptual-analytical frameworks, no such approximate quantifications and measure-

ments are made (cf. Jabareen (2009:51)). On the contrary, they rather aim at expound-

ing a specific understanding of a given phenomenon in detail.

7.1.3 Method for developing the concepts constituting the 
framework

The framework for understanding local knowledge results, as described earlier, from an 

integration of three specific conceptual components, namely the eight concepts of ‘ana-

lyzing knowledge’ (chapter  7.2), the five concepts of ‘analyzing locality’ (chapter  7.3) 

and the three concepts of ‘reflexive understanding’ (chapter  7.4). As explained in the 

methodological comments (cf. chapter  1.3.2), these components have differing roles: 

‘Knowledge’ is attributed a key position while ’locality’ serves as modifier for ‘knowl-

edge’ and ‘understanding’ has the auxiliary function of supporting the framework user in 
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realizing and reflecting upon his/her own basic assumptions and biases and their influ-

ence on research process and outcome. The following illustration 41 depicts this basic 

structure.

Correspondingly,  chapter  7.2 in-

vests into translating and, where 

necessary, complementing the in-

sights gained in the course of the 

literature analysis on ‘knowledge’ 

(cf. chapter 5) into corresponding 

concepts  of  ‘analyzing  knowl-

edge’. In the same vein, chapter 

7.3 elaborates  the  concepts  of 

‘analyzing’ locality,  based on the 

insights from the literature analysis on ‘locality’ (cf. chapter 6). To conclude the triplet, 

chapter  7.4 translates  the insights  on ‘understanding’ gained from the literature  on 

‘knowledge ‘ (cf. chapter 1.3.2 for the rationale) into corresponding concepts of ‘reflex-

ive understanding’ that aim at guiding the user in reflecting on the influence of his/her 

own mental biases and presuppositions on this research. Lastly, chapter 7.5 merges all 

concepts  elaborated  in  chapters  7.2–7.4 into  the  ‘concept  for  understanding  local 

knowledge’.

Three-step method for elaborating concepts

The concepts of analyzing knowledge, of analyzing locality and of reflexive understand-

ing are all generated according to the same three-step method that reflects the central 

tenets of Deleuze et al. (1994) as outlined in chapter 7.1.2.

The three-step method is organized as follows: First, the problem or issue addressed 
by the concept is outlined, along with the quasi-control question of what would be miss-

ing if this specific aspect expressed in the concept at hand did not enter the characteri-

zation of the overall topic.240

Second,  the  elements detailing and characterizing the respective concepts are de-

scribed. On the overall, the majority of elements is grounded in the theoretical concepts 

discussed earlier in chapters 5 and 6 that stem from philosophy, sociology, anthropol-

ogy and the various disciplines involved in studying spatial issues such as e.g. geogra-

phy, area studies, anthropology, history or development studies.

240 For questions of terminology cf. footnote 239.
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However, to complement the notions in view of their specific contributions to the overar-

ching composite concept of ‘understanding local knowledge’, it turned out to be produc-

tive and necessary to add a number of distinct elements such as e.g. the temporal di-

mension. Importantly, I would like to stress that the inspirations for these complement-

ing elements did no stem from theoretical contributions, but go back to personal experi-

ences I made when working in rural settings in developing countries with a collection of 

practice-oriented methods and related tool-boxes241 designed to foster participatory de-

velopment processes.242

The exact provenience of the elements – whether they are obtained from the theories 

discussed in chapters 5 and 6 or whether I added them for complimentary reasons – is 

specified in the respective paragraphs under the section ‘elements’. In addition to this 

complementation, another sub-division turned out to be useful for the task at hand: In 

the case of two particularly complex concepts from the knowledge domain, namely the 

concept of the structural aspects of knowledge (chapter 7.2.3) and the concept of the 

social aspects of knowledge (chapter  7.2.4), I saw the need to subdivide these ele-

ments into facets to adequately outline the complexity of the issues.

Third,  the  relations  of  the  concept  to  other  concepts are  illustrated.  Generally 

speaking, there are two types of relations that I decided to name ‘incoming relations’ 

and ‘outgoing relations’ respectively. Under  incoming relations I subsume those con-

cepts whose function consists  in  informing and grounding the concept  in  question. 

Given that by doing so, these concepts become part of the overall framework following 

the logic of conceptual-analytical frameworks, they are also called ‘adopted concepts’. 

Adopted concepts come in two variations: Either the incoming relation is grounded on 

one of the theoretical inputs outlined in chapter 5 (on knowledge) or chapter 6 (on lo-

cality) – in these cases, the adopted concept is written in lower cases to indicate that it 

is grounded in a theory discussed earlier in this research. Alternatively, the incoming re-

lation is founded and informed by an already elaborated concept from within the frame-

work243 – in these cases, the adopted concept is written in upper cases to mark that 

they do not base on an external theoretical input, but refer to a concept from within the 

241 For development cooperation, this includes among others the following participatory approaches: Rapid Rural Ap-
praisal (RRA), Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA), Participatory Poverty Assessment (PPA), Participatory Action 
Research (PAR) and Appreciative Inquiry (AI) (for a detailed account cf. Duraiappah et al. (2005); Garg (1995)). For 
the context of sustainable development, it entails the Capability Approach (CA), the Sustainable Livelihoods Ap-
proach and Sustainability Assessments (SA), the latter with the many related tools including life-cycle assessment, 
ecosystem-services valuation, sustainable impact assessment, ecological foot-printing, benefit-cost analysis and 
present and future scenario tools (for a detailed account cf. Koroneus et al. (2013); Rennie (1996); Robèrt (2000)).

242 Such real-world situations have the invaluable benefit of giving instant feedback as to what kind of approaches are 
productive and appropriate when attempting to gain an understanding in and of an alien local context.

243 In fact, conceptual-analytical frameworks allow for priorly described concepts informing and grounding subsequent 
concepts.
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framework. As far as the second type of relations, outgoing relations, is concerned, its 

function consists in building the groundwork and informing other concepts within the 

framework for  understanding local  knowledge.  Correspondingly,  these concepts are 

called ‘informed concepts’ and are always written in upper case to underline that they 

do not directly link back to a theoretical input from chapters 5 or 6.

Summarizing,  the description of  each concept  in  the following chapters  7.2–7.4 in-

cludes three paragraphs: one paragraph on the problem/issue addressed, one para-

graph on the elements constituting the concepts and a final one on the relations of the 

concept with other concepts in the framework, whereby I distinguish between ‘incoming 

relations’/'adopted concepts' and ‘outgoing relations’/'informed concepts'.

Exemplary illustration of a ‘concept card’

Illustration 42 shows a graphical representation of such a concept in the form of a ‘con-

cept card’. There, the elements detailing the concept are listed in the rectangle while 

the concepts’ relations to other concepts are summed up at the bottom and top of the 

rectangle. The latter two places denote the two types of relations, i.e. incoming and 

outgoing relations.

Incoming  relations are  so-called  ‘adopted 

concepts’ that inform and ground the concept 

in question and are always listed at the bot-

tom of the rectangle. In case they stem from 

the theory body outlined in chapters 5 and 6, 

they are written lower cases (e.g. multi-sited 

ethnography); in case they are priorly devel-

oped  concepts  of  knowledge  that  feed  the 

concept in question, they are written in upper 

cases  (e.g.  CONCEPT  OF  KNOWLEDGE 

SOURCES).

Outgoing relations are concepts that are be-

ing informed by the concept in question and are called  'informed concepts'. For the 

sake of clarity, they are listed at the top of the rectangle. In contrast to incoming rela-

tions, the actual notation remains the same: They are consistently written in capital let-

ters as they do not go back to an external theoretical input, but are developed as a re-

sult of this research (e.g. CONCEPT OF NETWORK DIMENSION OF LOCALITY).
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7.2 Concept of analyzing knowledge
The extensive literature review on knowledge (cf. chapter  5) forms the basis for the 

construction and elaboration of  the concept  of  analyzing knowledge in chapter  7.2. 

However, 'forming the basis' does not imply that all perspectives from philosophy, soci-

ology and anthropology discussed are necessarily integrated nor does it entail that the 

concepts of knowledge are exclusively informed by these theories. Rather, the eventual 

set of twelve concepts of knowledge described in chapters 7.2.1–7.2.12 results from a 

combination of two approaches: While the concepts are in fact predominantly informed 

by the theoretical  foundations from chapter  5 and relate to the eight dimensions of 

knowledge from chapter 4.4.1, I saw the need to complement them given the aim of ar-

riving at a bird-view perspective on knowledge that is productive with respect to the 

overarching topic, namely ‘local knowledge’.244

Before outlining this complementation in more detail, I briefly recapitulate the theoreti-

cal basis for ‘knowledge’, as elaborated in this project. In this vein, the following table 5 

recapitulates  the eight  dimensions  of  knowledge  together  with  their  respective  key 

questions (cf. chapter 4.4.1):

Dimensions of knowledge Key questions

1. epistemic: content of knowledge 1. What is being known (knowledge content/items, 
facts of the world)?

2. procedural: processes and skills 2. What are the related skills, recipes and 
processes?

3. actor-related: knowledge holders 3. Who has the knowledge?

4. in terms of social issues: social organization of 
knowledge

4. How are access, generation and transmission of 
knowledge organized?

5. contextual: context of the life of the knowledge 
holders

5. What is the broader context (cultural, economic, 
political, environmental, religious etc.)?

6. ontological: sources of knowledge 6. Where does the knowledge originate from 
initially?

7. legitimational: legitimation of knowledge 7. Who or what justifies the validity of the 
knowledge?

8. representational: representation of knowledge 8. Through what material forms (media) is the 
knowledge presented?

Table 5: Relationship between the knowledge dimensions and the related key questions

In terms of the method followed in the elaboration of the concepts, most of these di-

mensions (1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8) have been taken up thematically without major modifica-

tions. Minor changes were made in two respects: First with regard to dimension 4 (di-

mension of the social organization of knowledge) which has been split into three con-
244 Importantly, I do not aim at providing a comprehensive concept of knowledge in itself, but of knowledge with re-

spect to local knowledge, the core topic of this research.
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cepts given its depth and complexity and  second in terms of introducing three addi-

tional, previously unmentioned concepts, namely the concept of the structural aspects 

of knowledge, the concept of the social aspects of knowledge and, lastly, the concept 

of accepted knowledge – all of which I consider to be crucial in complementing the pic-

ture. This results in a total  of  12 chapters (7.2.1–7.2.12) that conceptually describe 

knowledge in a broad and inclusive way.

Broken down to the level of the chapter, the eight dimensions of knowledge have been 

transferred into 12 concepts of knowledge (cf. chapters 7.2.1–7.2.12) by means of the 

following conjunctions and, where necessary, modifications: Chapter  7.2.1 on  knowl-

edge content is inspired by the epistemic dimension and deals with issues related to 

the actual knowledge items. Similarly, chapter  7.2.2 on knowledge processes reflects 

the procedural dimension discussed in chapter 5 and focuses on skills and processes 

related to specific knowledge items. Chapter 7.2.3 on the structural aspects of knowl-

edge and chapter 7.2.4 on the social aspects of knowledge do not refer to dimensions 

detailed earlier, but represent additional concepts that have been added to summarize 

a range of fundamental theoretical insights from the literature review that do not fit into 

the other concepts that proved to be topically more specific. Chapter  7.2.5 on knowl-

edge legitimation takes up the insights from the legitimational dimension from chapter 5 

and concentrates on the principles and processes that render knowledge valid in a spe-

cific social context. Chapter  7.2.6 on the  knowledge sources is inspired by what has 

been  earlier  discussed  as  ontological  dimension  and  focuses  on  the  knowledge 

sources identified by the knowledge holders themselves. The following chapter  7.2.7 

on accepted knowledge represents the third additional category. It is introduced to de-

lineate on the framework level knowledge that is socially legitimized from heretic or 

'new' knowledge that, at least so far, lacks the respective social legitimation. Chapter 

7.2.8 on the knowledge holders is founded on the actor-related dimension from chapter 

5 and centers on the knowledge holders themselves. Similarly, chapter  7.2.9 on the 

life-world context of the knowledge holders is inspired by the contextual dimension dis-

cussed in chapter  5 and deals with the manifold facets characterizing the knowledge 

holders' everyday lives. Finally, the concluding chapters  7.2.10,  7.2.11 and  7.2.12 on 

access to knowledge, generation of knowledge and transmission of knowledge elabo-

rate on three different aspects of what has been detailed earlier in the context of the 

social organization of knowledge, with transmission of knowledge additionally building 

on the representational dimension of knowledge.
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The following illustration depicts these concepts and their relations to each other, ex-

pressed by arrows (the relations are explained in more detail in the respective chap-

ters):

At  the  same  time, 

this  illustration 

sketches  the  se-

quence  in  which 

the  concepts  are 

outlined  in  the  fol-

lowing  chapters, 

which  corresponds 

to their place in the 

overall  framework 

(cf.  illustration  43). 

Reading  the  illus-

tration  from  top  to 

bottom,  it  starts 

with the two funda-

mental  concepts 

when analyzing any 

knowledge  form  – 

knowledge  content 

and knowledge pro-

cesses  –  and  pro-

ceeds  to  the  simi-

larly basic concepts 

of  the  structural 

and  the  social  as-

pects of knowledge respectively. The remaining seven concepts build on this basis as 

displayed in illustration  43 where their interrelations are mapped by means of arrows 

connecting the respective concepts.245 These interrelations are explained in detail in 

the following chapters.

245 In order not to overload illustration 43, it does not include the many contributions by philosophical, sociological and 
anthropological theories to the 12 concepts (cf. chapter 5). However, as the contributions by the different disciplines 
are crucial in grounding the concepts theoretically, they are made explicit as 'adopted concepts' and outlined in 
their functions in the descriptions of the respective concepts.
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7.2.1 Knowledge content
The concept of knowledge content refers 

to what has been labeled as 'propositional 

dimension'  in  philosophy  (cf.  chapter 

5.2.1.1)  or  as  'corpus of  assertions  and 

ideas' in Barth’s anthropological perspec-

tive  on  knowledge  (cf.  chapter  5.4.1.2). 

Representing what is called 'propositional 

knowledge'  or  'declarative  knowledge'  in 

epistemology, it covers the actual informa-

tion basis of a given knowledge form. Be-

ing  conscious  knowledge  mostly  explicit 

enough to be verbalized, it represents the 

dimension of knowledge that is tradition-

ally and commonly covered in great detail in many research studies.

Problem/Issue addressed: Knowledge content represents one of the two core as-

pects of knowledge, encompassing the very facts. If knowledge were devoid of content, 

it would lack in substance and could no longer be called knowledge as such.

Elements: The four  elements comprised in the concept of knowledge content all ad-

dress this factual dimension of knowledge with the aim to broadly capture the knowl-

edge content. The first element is inspired by the epistemological debate on proposi-

tional knowledge, by Polanyi's contribution to explicit knowledge and by Berlin’s ‘stock 

of knowledge I’. It inquires what themes and topics are covered by the knowledge form 

in question.246 The second element adds a temporal dimension to the epistemological 

discussion and to Polanyi's perspective, exploring the general mutability of the knowl-

edge in question. It asks whether the content is by design meant to undergo changes 

and be modified if  deemed appropriate or whether it  is  supposed to remain,  to the 

greatest extent possible, stable and unaltered. The following two elements are influ-

enced by Barth's anthropologically coined concept of knowledge and his suggestion 

that the aspect of the material circumstances should be included into the analysis of 

knowledge forms. In this vein, the third element examines the relevance of the knowl-

edge content in terms of its potential contribution to covering subsistence needs. It ad-

dresses, in other words, whether the topics covered by said knowledge are to be con-

246 This element refers to the type of information on which most conventional studies on local knowledge predomi-
nantly focus in their quest to collect knowledge items, next to assembling data on related knowledge processes, cf. 
chapter 7.2.2.
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sidered indispensable for upholding livelihoods. Related to this, the forth element shifts 

the attention to another aspect crucial to local knowledge forms, i.e. the cultural dimen-

sion, and inquires whether the themes covered are relevant for the cultural identity of 

the knowledge holders and if  so in what respects. The anthropologically coined ap-

proach to knowledge is also reflected in the perspective from which the third and forth 

element are studied: They both strive for as emic a perspective as possible; what mat-

ters for this purpose is the insider perspective while the etic one of observer or re-

searcher comes second.

Relations: The position of the concept of knowledge content in the framework is basal 

and so are its relations to other concepts. In terms of the incoming relations ('adopted 

concepts'), it is informed by the concept of propositional knowledge (chapter 5.2.1.1), 

by Polanyi's idea of explicit knowledge (chapter 5.2.1.2) and, lastly, by Berlin’s ‘stock of 

knowledge I’ (chapter 5.4.3.2/5.4.3.3). In addition, it draws on Barth's concept of knowl-

edge outlined in chapter  5.4.1.2, more specifically on his deliberations regarding the 

content of knowledge. With respect to the outgoing relations (‘informed concepts’) and, 

thus, the contribution to the overall framework, the concept of knowledge content in-

forms the basic characteristics of knowledge, namely the structural and social aspects 

of knowledge (chapters  7.2.3 and  7.2.4) as well as the concept of the generation of 

knowledge (chapter 7.2.11).

7.2.2 Knowledge processes
The concept of knowledge processes relates 

to what I referred to as 'procedural dimen-

sion' in chapter  5.2.1.2 on the philosophical 

foundations. It covers the procedural knowl-

edge of  how to perform or  operate  some-

thing  and  relates  to  skills,  techniques  and 

methods. In contrast to knowledge content, 

knowledge processes are often transmitted 

not with the aid of explanations and cogni-

tive processing, but through direct observa-

tion and imitation. As a result, the very ac-

quisition  and  structure  of  knowledge  pro-

cesses are often unconscious and therefore 

not considered in detail. They amount to what can be called 'body knowledge' or 'tacit 

knowledge'. As such, they are only hardly explicitly available to the subject (if at all) 
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and, therefore, potentially difficult to put into words. Knowledge processes can be cor-

related and linked to knowledge content; in these cases, explicit and implicit knowledge 

aspects complement each other and can be thought of as two sides of a coin, covering 

the same issue from different perspectives.

Problem/Issue addressed: Knowledge processes represent the second core aspect 

of knowledge, covering the skills, methods and techniques related to a given knowl-

edge form. If knowledge were devoid of this procedural side, it would lack the practical, 

pragmatic and implementation-related character needed to render it into something one 

can apply and act on it in the world.

Elements: The elements contained in the concept of knowledge processes detail the 

procedural side of knowledge and are, given the intrinsic linkage between knowledge 

processes and knowledge content, similar to those specifying knowledge content in the 

preceding chapter 7.2.1, except for one additional element. Based on the literature con-

sulted, describing knowledge processes comprehensively entails paying attention to 

five different elements. The first element draws on the epistemological debate on pro-

cedural knowledge, on Polanyi's ideas on tacit knowledge, Barth's approach to what he 

calls 'embodied skills' and Berlin’s ‘stock of knowledge II’. It focuses on analyzing what 

methods, techniques and skills are critical for a given knowledge form and are, poten-

tially, linked to knowledge content that has been identified by means of the concept of 

knowledge content.247 The second element zooms in on Barth's 'embodied skills' and 

on the tacit nature of knowledge processes detailed by Polanyi that render a verbaliza-

tion,  and  therefore  transmission,  potentially  challenging  to  impossible.  Against  this 

backdrop, it investigates whether and to what extent the skills and techniques identified 

can be verbalized and conveyed to outsiders. The third element adds temporality to the 

epistemological deliberations and to Polanyi's and Barth's perspectives on ‘tacit knowl-

edge’ and ‘embodied skills’ alternatively. For this purpose, it addresses the issue of mu-

tability and studies whether changes and modifications of processes are in principle 

considered appropriate or whether they should remain unaltered, to the greatest extent 

possible. In parallel to the description of the elements characterizing knowledge con-

tent in the preceding chapter 7.2.1, the following elements four and five are shaped by 

Barth's concept of knowledge in general and by his suggestion to paying close atten-

tion to material circumstances in concrete empirical cases. Moreover,  elements four 

and five are influenced by the anthropologically inspired emphasis on the emic per-

spective, favoring the viewpoints and explanations of the knowledge holders over those 

247 More recent studies on local knowledge lay more emphasis on examining the aspect of knowledge processes 
when studying knowledge content.
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of external observers or researchers. Against this backdrop, the forth element inquires 

the relevance of  the knowledge processes in  question for  contributing to upholding 

livelihoods by covering (at least a part  of  the) subsistence needs of the knowledge 

holders.  Supplementing this perspective,  the  fifth element introduces a cultural  per-

spective and clarifies whether the knowledge processes identified earlier have any rele-

vance for the cultural identity of the knowledge holder such as e.g. playing a role in rit -

ual contexts.

Relations: The position of the concept of knowledge processes in the framework and 

its relations to other concepts in the overall framework are fundamental: Concerning 

the incoming relations ('adopted concepts'), the concept is informed by the concept of 

procedural knowledge stemming from epistemology (chapter  5.2.1.2), along with the 

idea  of  tacit  knowledge  suggested  by  Polanyi  (chapter  5.2.1.2).  In  addition,  it  is 

founded on Barth’s concept of knowledge and his notion of embodied skills (chapter 

5.4.1.1), next to being informed by Berlin’s ‘stock of knowledge II’ (chapter 5.4.3.2). In 

terms of the  outgoing relations (‘informed concepts’), the concept of knowledge pro-

cesses informs, in parallel to the concept of knowledge content, the basic characteris-

tics of knowledge, i.e. the structural aspects of knowledge (chapter 7.2.3) and the so-

cial aspects of knowledge (chapter 7.2.4), in addition to grounding the concept of the 

generation of knowledge (chapter 7.2.11).

7.2.3 Structural aspects of knowledge
The concept of the structural aspects of knowledge captures the structural organization 

of the phenomenon of knowledge in a comprehensive manner.248 This includes the in-

tegration of a number of crucial characteristics of knowledge derived from the literature 

review in chapter 5.

More precisely, such a description of the structural aspects of knowledge covers three 

aspects: It extends (1) to the actual components constituting the knowledge form ex-

amined, (2) to the way the knowledge is stratified in layers and (3) to the distribution of 

knowledge within a social entity, indicating how evenly a given knowledge is spread 

within a social group.

248 Procedural comment: This concept comprises characteristic elements representing independent categories that are 
not suited for integrating into concepts directly derived from the dimensions discussed in chapter 5 (for a detailed 
account of the relationship between concepts and dimensions refer to chapter7.1.2).
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Problem/Issue addressed: The concept of the structural  aspects of  knowledge in-

structs the observer and/or researcher as to what constitutive aspects need to be taken 

into account in the analysis of a given knowledge form. Such an encompassing struc-

tural perspective counteracts the rather widespread approach to single out specific se-

lected aspects and to deduce from them overall statements on the structural design of 

a given knowledge form.

Elements: The three elements of this con-

cept outline these structural issues in more 

detail.  ‘Knowledge  components’,  the  first 

element, studies the basic constituents of 

a given knowledge form. ‘Knowledge lay-

ers’,  the  second  element,  explores  the 

stratification  of  an individual's  knowledge 

body with  respect  to  whether  the  knowl-

edge  holder  can  consciously  access  it. 

Lastly, ‘knowledge depth’ specifies the dis-

tribution  of  knowledge  within  a  group  of 

people,  i.e.  the  varying  degrees  of  com-

prehensiveness in terms of what different 

knowledge  holders  know  on  a  specific 

topic.  In  the  following  paragraphs,  I  de-

scribe these three elements and their vari-

ous facets in more detail.

First element: Knowledge components

In terms of its theoretical foundation, the  first element draws on the distinction stem-

ming  from epistemology  between propositional  and  procedural  knowledge  (chapter 

5.2.1) and on Barth's broad and anthropologically inspired notion of knowledge that in-

cludes emotions as basic parts of knowledge (chapter  5.4.1.1).  In addition, it  is  in-

formed by Berlin’s ‘stocks of knowledge I and II’ (chapter  5.4.3.2) that provide a per-

spective on concepts and categories as well as procedures and processes characteris-

tic for a given social group (chapter 5.4.3.2). Thematically, the knowledge components 

encompass the following three facets: knowledge content, knowledge processes and 

emotions related to knowledge content and/or processes. The first two facets (knowl-

edge content and knowledge processes) represent concepts that have already been 

detailed in the preceding chapters 7.2.1 and 7.2.2. The third facet, namely emotions re-
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lated to knowledge content and/or processes, represents the actual novelty. This facet 

builds on Barth's notion of knowledge and is best described by outlining its basic three 

characteristics.  A first  one  entails  the  identification  and  understanding  of  emotions 

linked to a specific knowledge content and/or processes and the apprehension of re-

lated basic positions, assessments and valuations. A second characteristic extends to 

gaining an understanding on how these emotions shape and color the assessment and 

valuation of the knowledge content and/or processes in question. A third characteristic 

addresses the issue of mutability, studying whether the knowledge holders consider the 

emotional disposition vis-à-vis knowledge content and/or processes as relatively stable. 

In case he/she reports significant changes in the past, the ensuing question would ad-

dress the reasons for these changes.

Second element: Knowledge layers

The three facets representing the knowledge layers as conceptualized in this research 

include (1) the basic ideas and assumptions, (2) the working knowledge and (3) the po-

tential knowledge. With respect to the theoretical foundation, this tripartite classification 

is inspired by Schutz division of what he calls 'subjective stock of knowledge' into four 

elements (chapter 5.3.1.2). Additional theoretical contributions formative for the elabo-

ration of these facets are described in the following paragraphs.

The first facet – basic ideas and assumptions – represents a condensation of the first 

two elements of Schutz's concept of the 'subjective stock of knowledge', namely of 'ba-

sic  elements  of  knowledge'  and  'routine  knowledge'.  According to  him,  condensing 

these elements is justifiable given that these two elements cannot be strictly delineated 

and therefore remain somewhat blurry. On top, it is this project’s overarching topic of 

‘understanding local knowledge’, along with its inherent complexity that suggests opting 

for a condensation rather than for a more granular distinction.

In addition to being influenced by Schutz notion of the 'subjective stock of knowledge', 

this first facet draws on the theoretical considerations on the influence of socialization 

on  knowledge  formation  expressed  by  Schutz  (chapter  5.3.1.1),  Goffman  (chapter 

5.3.2.1) and Bourdieu (chapter  5.3.3.1). In addition, it is based on Schutz's notion of 

'natural attitude' (chapter 5.3.1.2) and on his concept of ‘typifications’ and ‘relevances’, 

in  the  first  place  the  'in-order-to'-motives  and  'because'-motives  (chapter  5.3.1.1). 

Moreover, it draws upon Bourdieu's concept of ‘doxa’ (chapter 5.3.3.1) and upon Goff-

man's concept of ‘frames’ (chapter 5.3.2).

Thematically, this first facet covers a set of cognitive and emotional dispositions that 

have been learned and embodied during socialization, which, in turn, established a 
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common and shared sense of reality. It is shaped by a collection of shared relevances 

and interpretational patterns. They represent first-order categories supporting the indi-

vidual in perceiving, interpreting and simultaneously construing reality in accordance 

with his/her social environment. These relevances and patterns demonstrate how indi-

vidual consciousness is structured and on what categories intersubjective assumptions 

held by many individuals are based. These deep-founded beliefs and values form the 

basis of the knowledge body of any given knowledge holder upon which he/she builds 

all subsequent cognitive processes, makes sense of and acts in the world. Given that 

these basic ideas have been absorbed very early in childhood, they remain to a large 

extent unconscious and guide the actor's actions and thoughts on a very fundamental 

level. Although these basic ideas may e.g. manifest in differing assessments of external 

issues by knowledge holders stemming from a similar context, it goes without saying 

that they are very hard to inquire or determine, given the many facets of motivations. It  

is nevertheless helpful to keep this somewhat ephemeral basic stratum in mind, espe-

cially with respect to differing assessments and valuations of situations or issues by ac-

tors from comparable backgrounds.

The  second facet  – working knowledge – theoretically builds on the third element of 

Schutz's 'subjective stock of knowledge', namely on what he calls 'explicit' knowledge 

(chapter  5.3.1.2). Thematically, it  refers to what knowledge holders have available to 

deal with in their daily life. It includes the parts that refer to content and can be verbal-

ized as much as the parts that  relate to processes and can be demonstrated and 

shown.

The  third facet  – potential knowledge –  corresponds to Schutz's forth element of the 

same name in his concept of the 'subjective stock of knowledge' (chapter 5.3.1.2). The-

matically, this facet comes in two forms: The first type describes knowledge that is po-

tential in character in that it has not yet been acquired by the knowledge holder. For ob-

vious reasons, such knowledge does not enter the game. The second type is potential 

in that it has been known at an earlier point in time, but has either been forgotten in the 

meantime or mixed with newer knowledge parts.249

Third element: Knowledge depth

In this research the three facets detailing knowledge depth are 'common knowledge', 

'specialized knowledge' and 'expert knowledge'. Theoretically, this classification is in-
249 With respect to addressing potential knowledge in a concrete research design, studies have shown that an immer-

sion into a stimulating context can be helpful in evoking additional, previously forgotten knowledge in knowledge 
holders. In other words, ‘potential knowledge’ (the third facet) is about finding out whether the knowledge holders 
might be able to recall more information when exposed to a thematically stimulating experience, such as e.g. being 
shown pictures displaying the knowledge items in question or taking a walk through a territory associated with the 
knowledge in question (e.g. so-called ‘transect walks’, cf. e.g. Hunt and Berkes (2003) or Akerreta et al. (2010)).
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spired by Schutz’s deliberations on the ‘social stock of knowledge’ (chapter  5.3.1.2) 

and on the 'granularity of knowledge' (namely Schutz's differentiation into 'knowledge 

about', 'knowledge by acquaintance' and 'dimensions of mere belief' (chapter 5.3.1.2)). 

Essentially, it represents a combination of these two approaches with the difference of 

dividing what Schutz calls 'specialized knowledge' into two categories distinguishing 

between differing grades of specialization and expertise (for the detailed explanations 

cf. the respective paragraphs below).

The  first facet –  common knowledge – corresponds to Schutz's idea of 'generalized 

knowledge' (chapter 5.3.1.2), i.e. of knowledge that is not only widespread, but also rel-

evant to all members of a social entity and therefore potentially transmitted from every-

body to anybody. At the same time, the facet integrates the idea of both 'knowledge by 

acquaintance' and 'dimensions of mere belief', as conceptualized by Schutz (chapter 

5.3.1.2);  it  does so by not determining on what justificatory basis someone accepts 

knowledge as plausible. Thematically, common knowledge refers to knowledge that is 

intimately linked to daily life and is usually shared in daily activities, without any specific 

and intended transmission mechanisms. It describes the knowledge on a number of 

topics a person generally acquires while growing up in and adapting to a specific envi-

ronment. Importantly, such knowledge is generally not related to one’s gender or social 

role. An example for common knowledge from the health domain is knowledge on poi-

sonous animals, which is generally held by many if not all members of a specific social 

group.

The second facet – specialized knowledge – takes up Schutz’s notion of 'specialized 

knowledge' (chapter 5.3.1.2), with the difference of conceptualizing it here such that it 

leaves room for an even more specified layer of knowledge (cf. the third facet below). 

Specialized knowledge as understood in this context is more extensive than common 

knowledge and more exclusive in the sense that the people holding it  have specific 

characteristics in common such as age or gender, which delineates them from other 

members of the social group who do not have access to said knowledge. A health-re-

lated example for this knowledge type is general knowledge related to pregnancy, birth 

and post-natal care commonly often shared exclusively or foremost by women.

The third facet – expert knowledge – is theoretically inspired by a fusion of what Schutz 

termed as 'specialized knowledge' and as 'knowledge about' (chapter 5.3.1.2), in addi-

tion to integrating the idea of ‘cultural capital’ forwarded by Bourdieu (chapter 5.3.3.2). 

According to Schutz, 'knowledge about' represents the most specialized form of knowl-

edge in regard to knowledge depth. For this research, this implies that expert knowl-
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edge is conceptualized as the most comprehensive version of the three. In general, it is 

relatively systematized compared to the other two versions and is usually held by only 

a few people, not seldom related to specific roles in the social group. Its transmission is 

more formalized and occurs through specific culturally-shaped knowledge exchange 

mechanisms where specialists – often elders, but not exclusively – share it with a few 

selected (mostly younger) people within the social group with these people often as-

suming their expert roles at a later stage in their lives. Importantly, such knowledge can 

be institutionalized in the form of titles attributed to the holders of expert knowledge or 

find an expression in specific objects associated with this type of specialized knowl-

edge. A health-related example of this knowledge type is knowledge held by midwifes 

or medicinal plant specialists whose expertise goes transcends the popular and gener-

ally relatively widespread knowledge on household remedies.

Relations: The relations of the concept of the structural aspects of knowledge to other 

concepts in  the overall  framework are manifold.  In  terms of  the  incoming relations 

('adopted concepts') the first element –  knowledge components – is informed by two 

'own' concepts developed earlier,  i.e. by the concept of knowledge content (chapter 

7.2.1)  and  the  concept  of  knowledge  processes  (chapter  7.2.2).  It  is  additionally 

grounded in Barth's anthropologically coined notion of knowledge (chapter 5.4.1.1) and 

in  Berlin’s  ‘stocks of  knowledge I  and II’ (chapter  5.4.3.2)  .  The second element – 

knowledge layers – is informed by Schutz’ concepts of the ‘subjective stock of knowl-

edge’ and the ‘social stock of knowledge’ and by his notions of ‘natural attitude’, ‘typifi-

cations’ and ‘relevances’ (chapters 5.3.1.1/5.3.1.2), by the concept of ‘doxa’ suggested 

by Bourdieu (chapter  5.3.3.1) and by the deliberations on the role of socialization on 

knowledge formation by Schutz (chapter 5.3.1.1), Goffman (chapter 5.3.2.1) and Bour-

dieu (chapter 5.3.3.1). The third element – knowledge depth – rests upon the concept 

of the ‘social stock of knowledge’ and the idea of the 'granularity of knowledge'250 advo-

cated by Schutz (chapter 5.3.1.2) and upon the concept of ‘capital forms’ by Bourdieu, 

namely on ‘cultural  capital’ (chapter  5.3.3.2).  In terms of  the  outgoing relations (‘in-

formed concepts’), the concept of the structural aspects of knowledge informs the con-

cept of accepted knowledge described in chapter 7.2.7.

250 Procedural comment: Schutz does not use the collective term of 'knowledge granularity' I employ here, but speaks 
of its three components 'knowledge about', 'knowledge by acquaintance' and 'dimensions of mere belief' (cf. chap-
ter 5.3.1.2).
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7.2.4 Social aspects of knowledge
The concept of the social aspects of knowledge comprehensively details the phenome-

non of knowledge in terms of its social conditionality and embeddedness.251 Describing 

the social aspects of knowledge involves two aspects, namely (1) the social formation 

of the fundamental knowledge base during socialization and (2) the shared core value 

base.

Problem/Issue  addressed: The  con-

cept of the social aspects of knowledge 

informs  the  researcher  and/or  practi-

tioner on the various social factors that 

need  to  be  taken  into  account  when 

striving  to  understand  knowledge  as  a 

social phenomenon in its many ramifica-

tions. The absence of such a bird-view 

approach harbors the risk of  partial  in-

sights  potentially  not  being  recognized 

as such, leading to hasty and incomplete 

statements on the social conditionality of 

a knowledge form observed.

Elements: The two elements of this con-

cept outline these social issues in more 

detail.  The  first  element –  formation of 

the  knowledge  base  through  socializa-

tion – explores the effects of the socialization phase on developing the ability to com-

municate and interact intersubjectively and, importantly, on establishing a core knowl-

edge base. The second element – shared core value base – describes the set of val-

ues and assessments shared with the social group one belongs to. As such, these two 

elements, along with the facets detailing them, represent highly aggregated categories. 

To outline their inherent characteristics and functions, I specify them in the following 

paragraphs.

251 Procedural comment: In parallel to the concept of the structural aspects of knowledge (cf. chapter 7.2.3), this con-
cept consists of characteristic elements representing independent categories that do not lend themselves to being 
integrated into concepts directly derived from the dimensions discussed in chapter 5 (for a detailed account of the 
relationship between concepts and dimensions refer to chapter 7.1.2).
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First element: Formation of the knowledge base via socialization

This element underlines the historicity of knowledge. Building on Schutz's argument 

that the world existed before one's birth and will continue to do so after one's death 

(chapter 5.3.1.2), it underlines that knowledge did not emerge out of nowhere, but has 

a 'history' of thousands of years. In truth, knowledge has evolved over the course of hu-

man history and has continually been expanded, diversified, refined and transmitted to 

subsequent generations. With respect to the individual, this stresses the relevance of 

socialization for the process of knowledge formation. In line with the positions of Schutz 

(chapter 5.3.1.1), Goffman (chapter 5.3.2.1) and Bourdieu (chapter 5.3.3.1) on social-

ization, this element stresses that a significant part of the knowledge base is internal-

ized during (primary) socialization. This also includes a basic understanding of how so-

cial situations have to be interpreted, as exemplified in Goffman's concept of ‘frames’ 

(chapter 5.3.2.1). However, this element also acknowledges the limitations of what can 

be transmitted through socialization, taking into account Bourdieu's concept of ‘habitus’ 

(chapter 5.3.3.1): As much as the social setting provides one with a general knowledge, 

it also demarcates one's knowledge base by means of promoting the perspective on 

the world that is characteristic for the social group one was born into. While these per-

spectives transmitted by one's social group are not unalterable per se, they still define 

the first categories of perception that guide all subsequent experiences in terms of in-

terpreting them. Following Schutz, this shared perspective – regardless of all its limita-

tions described above – is also at the base of what he calls the ‘general thesis of the al-

ter  ego’ (chapter  5.3.1.1),  which  allows  building  on  intersubjectivity  for  transmitting 

meaning and creating sense in communicative processes. In line with Schutz' perspec-

tive on 'understanding the other', intersubjectivity is not seen as a merging of perspec-

tives, but is conceptualized as an indirect understanding: One has to rely on the inter-

pretation of signs and indications without being ever fully certain whether the intersub-

jective process of creating sense and meaning culminates in a successful communica-

tion, given the approximate character of these processes.

Against this backdrop, the two facets detailing the first element focus on the social set-

ting of the knowledge holders. A first  facet explores their social background and in-

quires as to who were the main reference persons during childhood. Related to this, it 

studies whether there were any additional mentors during childhood or adolescence 

who had a lasting impact on the knowledge holder's knowledge base and, more gener-

ally,  on  his/her  life.  A  second  facet addresses  the  issue  of  change  and  explores 

whether the social setting the knowledge holder grew up has undergone significant 
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changes. If it did, this facet explores in what respects, with what kind of consequences 

and how the knowledge holder assesses this change.

Second element: Shared core value base

Theoretically,  the  second  element  draws  upon  the  contribution  by  Kluckhohn  and 

Strodtbeck on value orientations (chapter  5.4.2.1) and on the further development of 

their theory by Hills (chapter 5.4.2.2). This element encompasses the value judgments 

of the knowledge holders on a number of domains. Such judgments – in this project 

called ‘core values’ – are transmitted during socialization, are central for a meaningful 

interaction and, consequently, are shared with the surrounding social group, at least to 

a certain extent.

Based on the literature, nine facets are suggested to characterize this core value base: 

A first facet extends to the way how people in the knowledge holder's group relate to 

each other. It asks whether the organizing principle is rather hierarchical, consensus-/

group-oriented or individualistic. The  second facet details the first one in specifically 

concerning gender relations and exploring whether women are considered to be gener-

ally subordinate or superior to men or whether an egalitarian approach is prevalent. In 

the case of the latter, it would be interesting to examine out whether the two genders 

are responsible for specific domains or whether all domains of life are shared and man-

aged together. A third facet relates to the relationship between the generations and ex-

amines whether elderly persons are allocated a special position in the social hierarchy, 

acknowledging and appreciating their life experience and wisdom or whether elderly 

persons do not experience any special age-related veneration. A forth facet involves 

the dominant conceptualization of human activity and explores the beliefs with respect 

to appropriate human goals and motivations. It examines whether the emphasis is gen-

erally set on living in the present moment and according to one's own motivational 

structure or whether the individuals seek to achieve specific goals and accomplish-

ments that are externally determined and approved. In case of a mixture of both, it is 

interesting to learn which attitude is displayed in what contexts of life. A fifth facet deals 

with the conception of human nature in general, studying the prevalent beliefs as to 

whether human nature in its core is considered to be good, evil or a mixture of both. In 

addition, this facet explores whether human nature is regarded as mutable in principle, 

meaning that one can learn and adapt or whether one is considered to be born with a 

specific stable disposition, leaving no room to adjust and mature. A sixth facet extends 

to the man-nature relation and explores its conceptualization in the social group, asking 

whether man should dominate nature, live in harmony with it or subjugate to it. A sev-
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enth facet relates to the predominant relation to time and explores whether the deci-

sions of the individuals or the social group are primarily influenced by the past, present 

or future.252 An eight facet deals with the prevalent conceptions of space and explores 

whether  it  is  considered to be mainly  public,  i.e.  accessible  for  all  and everybody, 

mainly private with exclusive rights of use or any sort of mixture in between. In other 

words, this facet examines how space is treated in the respective social group as to 

who owns it and who has the right to occupy and use it. A ninth facet involves the con-

ception of  and relation  to the super-natural.  In  case the social  group to which the 

knowledge holders belongs forms a concept of the super-natural, this facet examines 

the characteristics of the super-natural in place and studies the group's relationship to it 

and the consequences of this relation that are observable in daily life.

Relations: The relations of the  concept of the social aspects of knowledge to other 

concepts in the overall framework is complex, given that it is one of the two concepts 

constituting  the  basic  characteristics  of  knowledge.  On the  overall,  the  concept  of 

knowledge content (chapter  7.2.1) and the concept of knowledge processes (chapter 

7.2.2) inform the concept of the social aspects of knowledge as much as they inform 

the concept of the structural aspects of knowledge (cf. chapter 7.2.3). This is due to the 

temporality of knowledge described above: Existing knowledge content and processes 

transmitted via socialization influence by definition the following generations in the for-

mation of their conception of knowledge, and thereby, of the world. Apart from this gen-

eral statement, the elements described above are based on specific concepts adopted 

from the literature, resulting in the following incoming relations ('adopted concepts'): In 

the case of the first element – formation of the knowledge base via socialization – it is 

Schutz's idea on the temporal dimension of knowledge (chapter 5.3.1.2), along with his 

conception of the crucial role of socialization in the knowledge formation process and 

his thesis of  the ‘alter  ego’ and of  what  he calls 'understanding the other'  (chapter 

5.3.1.1).  In  a  same  vein,  the  internalization  of  knowledge  during  the  socialization 

process is  also  advocated by  Goffman (chapter  5.3.2.1)  and  by  Bourdieu (chapter 

5.3.3.1). Finally, the element is influenced by Bourdieu's concept of ‘habitus’ (chapter 

5.3.3.1) and by Goffman's notion of ‘frames’ (chapter 5.3.2.1). The second element – 

shared core value base – is informed by the concept of value orientations suggested by 

Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck (chapter 5.4.2.1) and later detailed by Hills (chapter 5.4.2.2). 

252 Studies conducted so far point to the following tendencies: In the case of an orientation towards the past, individu-
als tend to seek to maintain and preserve traditions, longstanding beliefs and teachings while respecting and ven-
erating elderly persons and ancestors. An orientation towards the present entails focusing not only on immediate 
needs but also on integrating changes in beliefs and traditions to the extent sensible. Lastly, an orientation towards 
the future involves a focus on future prospects and needs that are planned ahead as much as the readiness to re-
place old structures by new ones in case they seem more suitable for attaining relevant goals.
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As far as the outgoing relations (‘informed concepts’) are concerned, the concept of so-

cial aspects of knowledge informs the concept of accepted knowledge (chapter 7.2.7).

7.2.5 Knowledge legitimation
The  concept  of  legitimation  describes 

the justificatory basis of a given knowl-

edge  form,  as  reported  by  the  knowl-

edge holders themselves. It outlines the 

general emic substantiations as to what 

justifies  the  specific  knowledge  and 

what renders it true, delineating it from 

mere belief.

Problem/Issue addressed: The  con-

cept  of  knowledge  legitimation  covers 

the rationale provided for the very foun-

dation of the knowledge in question. If 

knowledge  was  studied  without  taking 

into  account  its  specific  legitimational 

basis, it would not be possible to generically and structurally understand the range and 

limits of what is perceived as valid knowledge by the knowledge holders.

Elements: The three elements contained in the concept of knowledge legitimation out-

line the foundation on which a given knowledge form is based, drawing on Barth's no-

tion that all  knowledge forms inherently possess criteria of validity (chapter  5.4.1.2). 

More specifically, the  first element is based on the epistemological discussion on the 

criteria for the validity of knowledge (chapter  5.2.2) and on the theories of epistemic 

justification (i.e. the positions advocated by evidentialists/reliabilists and internalists/ex-

ternalists, cf. chapter 5.2.1.1). It inquires the very legitimation of knowledge and of what 

is true, asking how this legitimation is organized and conceptualized. In this context, 

several  approaches are imaginable,  some of  which are suggested in  the following, 

bearing in mind that, depending on the knowledge form, other conceptions are likely 

possible. One such approach to legitimizing knowledge inspired by correspondence ap-

proaches to truth (chapter  5.2.2.1) requires concrete evidence for the knowledge in 

question, evidence that links it to the outer world and thereby to a reality that can be 

perceived and understood by other human beings. By contrast, legitimation by means 

of coherence approaches to truth (chapter  5.2.2.2) grounds knowledge in the inner 
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worlds of the knowledge holder, namely in his/her mind. In addition, it requires that the 

processes leading to the knowledge in question are coherent, reliable and reproduce-

able.  Lastly,  legitimation  reached  through  consensus  approaches  to  truth  (chapter 

5.2.2.3) does not invest in determining whether the knowledge corresponds to the outer 

reality or coherently fits into an already existing web of meaning, but only focuses on its 

usability and applicability in the context of daily life. For this approach, knowledge is 

considered legitimized if it supports the knowledge holder in handling his/her live and 

solving daily challenges. The  second element takes up Schutz's idea of motivational 

relevance and his distinction into 'in-order-to'-motives and 'because'-motives (chapter 

5.3.1.1) and relates it to the issue of knowledge legitimation. It explores on a somewhat 

more concrete level whether the legitimation is organized around past events – either 

to repeat well proven traditional patterns or to react to past events – or around future 

outcomes, with the desire to shape the future according to one's own choices. A third 

element adds a temporal dimension and questions whether from the perspective of the 

knowledge holder the legitimational basis underwent changes and modifications over 

time or whether it remained relatively stable.

Relations: The relations of the concept of knowledge legitimation to other concepts in 

the overall framework are as follows: Concerning the incoming relations ('adopted con-

cepts'), the concept is grounded on the concept of the structural aspects of knowledge 

described in chapter  7.2.3 (which includes Schutz's notion of ‘relevances’) and, on a 

general  level,  on  Barth's  conception  of  knowledge  that  includes  criteria  of  validity 

(chapter 5.4.1.2). In addition, it builds on the theories of truth (chapter 5.2.2) and draws 

from the theories of epistemic justification, more precisely from internalism, external-

ism, evidentialism, reliabilism (chapter 5.2.1.1). With respect to the outgoing relations 

(‘informed concepts’), it informs the concept of knowledge sources (chapter 7.2.6) and 

the concept of accepted knowledge (chapter 7.2.7).

7.2.6 Knowledge sources
The concept of knowledge sources describes the various origins of a given knowledge 

form, as perceived and described by the knowledge holders themselves. The emer-

gence or 'coming-into-existence' of knowledge can occur in a number of ways and is 

heavily linked to the way how the respective knowledge is legitimized.

Problem/Issue addressed: The concept of knowledge sources covers the emergence 

modes of knowledge and clarifies which of the potential ways listed below are consid-

ered a valid source for a given knowledge form. Given that the origin of knowledge is a 
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fundamental issue, having a solid understanding of the knowledge sources considered 

legitimate within a specific context ensures that one draws the correct conclusions with 

respect to other dimensions of knowledge. An example of such a dimension contingent 

on the knowledge source is the aspect of knowledge transmission: Depending on the 

very source(s) the knowledge of a social group is deemed to stem from, knowledge 

transmission can be symbolically prestructured and turn out to be everything from rela-

tively straightforward to highly contingent if not impossible on principle253.

Elements: Three  elements  determine  this 

concept: The first element builds on the vari-

ous sources of knowledge discussed in epis-

temology (chapter  5.2.3). It details the vari-

ety  of  knowledge  sources  and  inquires 

where the knowledge holders  consider  the 

knowledge  in  question  to  have  originated 

from.  This  variety  includes  the  following 

types of sources:

Perception/senses (cf. chapter 5.2.3.1): This 

knowledge source entails that knowledge is 

foremost generated through the use of one's 

senses,  i.e.  through  repeated  observation 

and experimentation that may also include iterated trial-and-error processes. In any 

case, the knowledge source is intrinsically linked to the outer reality and knowledge is 

attained by dealing with specific objects of the world.

Reason/reasoning (cf. chapter 5.2.3.2): This knowledge source makes in the first place 

use of reasoning processes inside one's mind through which knowledge is either de-

duced or, alternatively, induced from already existing knowledge. Such knowledge gen-

eration processes may culminate in an experimental phase in which the product of rea-

soning is tested, however without recurring to actual experimentation as is the case for 

the above described ‘perception/senses’.

Intuition (cf. chapter  5.2.3.4): This knowledge source is also grounded in one's inner 

world and amounts to an immediate cognition that does not involve – in contrast to rea-

253 To illustrate this with an example: Knowledge transmission is relatively unproblematic in case the knowledge con-
cerned is derived either from the senses (trial-and-error) and/or is handed down through testimony. It turns out to 
be more challenging if the source is intuition in view of it requiring the apprentice to train and develop his/her own 
intuition. Knowledge transmission can prove to be even impossible in case the knowledge source is intuition (un-
derstood as communication with supra-natural beings, spirits or other entities) and the knowledge holder does not 
receive the permission to transmit his/her knowledge as the potential successors are not accepted by the spirits or 
deities (Shanley 2008, personal communication).

316

Illustration 49: Concept of knowledge
sources



son/reasoning – the use of conscious rational thinking processes. Intuition (as concep-

tualized for this context) mostly comes in the form of spontaneous insights and instinc-

tive perceptions. In the case of a religious or spiritual conception of the world, intuition 

is perceived as an intimate communication and interaction with divine or supra-natural 

entities. Often, intuition is not the exquisite source of knowledge as its development to 

a large part builds on preceding real-world experiences and therefore on an active in-

volvement with the world.

Testimony (chapter  5.2.3.6):  This knowledge source builds on transmission as knowl-

edge is being passed from one individual to another through testimony. This type best 

shows the collective nature of knowledge acquisition, as it includes in its base knowl-

edge that has been generated before one's lifespan and outside one's immediate phys-

ical neighborhood. It is, however, not 'new knowledge' in the sense that is has been 

newly generated, but it serves as a source for preserving knowledge over time spans. 

The transmission of knowledge in the form of testimony can be oral and/or written.

A second element describing the concept of knowledge legitimation relates the knowl-

edge sources to each other and focuses on whether different sources coexist and if so, 

whether there is a rank order detailing the relative importance of the different sources 

or assigning them to differing fields of  application or  functions.  A  third element ad-

dresses the issue of temporality and explores whether the favorite knowledge source(s) 

remained the same over time or whether there were changes in the sources of knowl-

edge commonly considered valid, recently or at an earlier point in time.

Relations: The relations of the concept of knowledge sources to other concepts in the 

overall  framework are as follows:  In terms of  the  incoming relations ('adopted con-

cepts'), it is informed by the concept of knowledge legitimation described in the preced-

ing chapter 7.2.5. In addition, it draws on the various sources of knowledge discussed 

in the frame of the epistemological foundations (chapter 5.2.3). In terms of the outgoing 

relations (‘informed concepts’), it informs the concept of accepted knowledge described 

in the following chapter 7.2.7.

7.2.7 Accepted knowledge
The concept of accepted knowledge outlines the knowledge body considered viable 

and compatible with the prevalent conception of the world by a specific social group liv-

ing in a specific locality. It has to be differentiated from what could be called ‘unortho-

dox knowledge’, i.e. knowledge surpassing what can be reconciled with locally existing 

and generally approved knowledge.
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Problem/Issue addressed: The concept of accepted knowledge addresses the validity 

of knowledge in terms of its social acceptance. If a discussion of knowledge was de-

void of the deliberation regarding what counts as accepted knowledge, it would lack the 

information as to what kind of knowledge is socially legitimized. Conversely, it would 

also miss covering the kind of knowledge that transcends this scope and might there-

fore not be as readily shared and communicated.

Elements: The three elements charac-

terizing the concept of accepted knowl-

edge describe the specific knowledge 

that is socially legitimized in the social 

group  in  question.  The  first  element 

builds  on  the  structural  aspects  of 

knowledge elaborated earlier in chap-

ter  7.2.3. It  refers to those aspects of 

knowledge  that  encompass  not  only 

knowledge  content  and  knowledge 

processes, but also a range of aspects 

related to e.g. knowledge depth and its 

distribution (for  a detailed account  cf. 

chapter  7.2.3). The  second element is 

founded on the concept of knowledge 

legitimation  developed  in  chapter 

7.2.5. It addresses the issues of legitimation itself and outlines its social conditionality 

and the related epistemological criteria for validating the knowledge adopted by the so-

cial group in question (for a detailed account cf. chapter 7.2.5). The third element adds 

a temporal dimension and explores the mutability of what qualifies as accepted knowl-

edge, asking whether from the perspective of the knowledge holders changes have oc-

curred over time with respect to what is generally considered representing accepted 

knowledge.

Relations: The relations of the concept of accepted knowledge to other concepts in the 

overall framework are the following: In terms of the incoming relations ('adopted con-

cepts'), it builds on the concepts of the structural and social aspects of knowledge de-

veloped in chapters  7.2.3 and  7.2.4 and on the concepts of knowledge legitimation 

(chapter  7.2.5) and knowledge sources (chapter  7.2.6). As for the  outgoing relations 

(‘informed concepts’), it informs the concept of knowledge holders (chapter 7.2.8), the 

concept of access to accepted knowledge (chapter 7.2.10), the concept of generation 
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of  knowledge  (chapter  7.2.11)  and,  lastly,  the  concept  of  transmission of  accepted 

knowledge (chapter 7.2.12).

7.2.8 Knowledge holders
The  concept  of  knowledge  holders  de-

scribes the actual persons possessing the 

knowledge in question. It underlines that lo-

cal  knowledge  –  given it  is  explored in  a 

broad, inclusive manner that not only con-

centrates  on  content  and,  maximally,  pro-

cesses – is embodied and shaped by a hu-

man being who in turn is part of a specific 

social  setting  and  network  tat  influences 

him/her. 

Problem/Issue addressed: The concept of 

knowledge holders covers the social condi-

tionality of knowledge: It guides the researcher in taking into account the knowledge 

bearer, counteracting through this inclusive approach certain tendencies to solely focus 

on what is being known while leaving out the person who processes, structures and in-

terprets the knowledge.

Elements: The five elements254 determining this concept circle around the persons em-

bodying the knowledge in question. The first element tackles the central issue of who in 

a given social group are in fact the holders of the knowledge studied. Depending on the 

research scope and the targeted granularity of knowledge, this may include everything 

from a wide range of people to a few experts. A second element positions the first ele-

ment into a temporal perspective and inquires whether the number of knowledge hold-

ers has significantly in- or decreased in the course of a time span that is considered rel-

evant for the knowledge in question. The third element draws upon Schutz's concept of 

the ‘social stock of knowledge’ (chapter 5.3.1.2). It focuses on the knowledge distribu-

tion in the social group surrounding the knowledge holder and asks whether the knowl-

edge in question is about evenly distributed or rather stratified in graduations from gen-

eralized to specialist knowledge. A forth element is inspired by a specification of Barth's 

notion of  knowledge variation suggested by Caulkins (chapter  5.4.1.2).  It  examines 

whether differing knowledge sub-cultures exist in the knowledge holder's social group, 

254 Procedural comment: The first two elements of this concept are not founded in the literature discussed in chapter 5 
as they are too fundamental and at the same time too obvious to have been tackled theoretically in more detail.
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including potentially mutually excluding 'counter-cultures'. A fifth element draws upon 

Barth's  notion  of  knowledge  variation  (chapter  5.4.1.2)  and  looks  at  a  knowledge 

holder's individual knowledge base and asks whether – from an emic perspective – it 

changed over his/her lifetime or whether it remained relatively stable.

Relations: The relations of the concept of knowledge holders to other concepts in the 

overall framework are the following: In terms of the incoming relations ('adopted con-

cepts'), it is based on the concept of accepted knowledge discussed in chapter  7.2.7 

and on the concept of access to accepted knowledge that I discuss later in chapter 

7.2.10. In addition, it is grounded on the idea of variations in knowledge as proposed by 

Barth and complemented by Caulkins (chapter  5.4.1.2) as well as on the concept of 

‘capital forms’255 brought forwarded by Bourdieu (chapter 5.3.3.2). In terms of the out-

going relations (‘informed concepts’), it informs the concept of the generation of knowl-

edge (chapter  7.2.11)  and  the concept  of  the  transmission  of  accepted knowledge 

(chapter 7.2.12), in addition to representing the base for a third concept, i.e. the con-

cept of the life-world context of the knowledge holder (discussed in the following chap-

ter 7.2.9).

7.2.9 Life-world context of the knowledge holders
The concept of the life-world context of the knowledge holders describes the circum-

stances and settings in which the key actors live. This covers a broad range of factors: 

On the one hand, it includes economic, social, environmental, institutional and political 

aspects; on the other hand, it encompasses a set of culturally shaped core values and 

assumptions about the world in general that characterize the respective perspective on 

how to handle reality and address everyday challenges.

Problem/Issue addressed: The concept of the life-world of knowledge holders con-

centrates on the actual life-world context of the knowledge holder. Taking into account 

the numerous life-world dimensions influencing and shaping the knowledge holder in 

his/her perspective on reality is highly relevant for understanding how he/she interprets 

and makes sense of the world such that it allows him/her to act in it.

Such a broad approach counteracts the tendency to focus on specific knowledgeable 

individuals while not recognizing the extent to which they are members of a specific so-

cial group – or of more than one for that matter – that influences them in their basic 

ideas, opinions and beliefs. In addition, the concept stresses the influence externalities 

255 Procedural comment: In contrast to chapter 7.2.3 on the structural aspects of knowledge where ‘cultural capital’ is 
described to inform the concept, all four capital forms – ‘economic’, ‘social’, ‘cultural’ and ‘symbolic’ – are formative 
in grounding and informing the concept of the knowledge holders.
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can exercise on a given knowledge form; examples include the political and economic 

situation, the institutional setting or the very state of the natural environment the knowl-

edge holder and his/her community live in.

Elements: The eleven elements describing this concept illustrate the diverse dimen-

sions of the life-world context of the knowledge holders. Theoretically, they are broadly 

informed  by  ‘Berlin’s  stock  of  knowl-

edge III’ (chapter 5.4.3.2) and held to-

gether by Schutz's basic notion of the 

‘life-world’  (chapter  5.3.1.2).  In  addi-

tion, the elements 7-11 are specifically 

inspired  by  theoretical  concepts  dis-

cussed  earlier  in  chapter  5 and  re-

ferred to in more detail below. In con-

trast  to this,  the elements 1-6 lack a 

theoretical  foundation  in  the  theories 

discussed earlier as they do not elabo-

rate  on  the  characteristics  of  life-

worlds in the necessary depth.

The  first  element addresses the eco-

nomic situation of the knowledge hold-

ers and of his/her primary social group 

in general,  studying the overall  distri-

bution  of  wealth  and  assets  in  the 

knowledge  holder's  social  environ-

ment.  The  second element examines 

the infrastructure in place, including e.g. public buildings, telecommunication systems, 

sanitary infrastructure, roads and transport systems. The third element studies the insti-

tutional setting such as facilities for schooling or healthcare. The forth element explores 

the educational background(s) of the knowledge holder(s) and compares it/them to the 

backgrounds of members of his social group. The  fifth element relates to the overall 

state of the natural environment and asks a number of questions, including whether the 

natural environment supports the knowledge holder and his/her social group in ensur-

ing their livelihood, whether the (potential) environmental wealth contributes to overall 

income generation256, whether there are any restrictions or management rules imposed 

on the use of natural resources, how the land rights are organized in general and, fi-
256 This includes among others the selling of timber or non-timber forest products (NTFPs) as main income sources.
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nally, whether the knowledge holder's social group is responsible for managing natural 

resources, be it on a customary basis or commissioned by official authorities. The sixth 

element explores the social group's endogenous ideas and suggestions about future 

development paths, studying the people's respective hopes and fears and their per-

spective on potentials and constraints they expect to potentially face in the future.

The  seventh  element is  inspired  by  Bourdieu's  concept  of  ‘fields’ (chapter  5.3.3.1) 

whereby ‘fields’ are broadly understood as themes and topics pivotal in terms of struc-

turing social groups. Specifically, this element refers to the history of the knowledge 

holder's social group and explores whether there were any significant events in that 

past that had a lasting impact on the group. Potentially related to this and equally draw-

ing on Bourdieu's concept of ‘fields’ (chapter  5.3.3.1), the  eighth element focuses on 

the topics and issues preoccupying and, possibly, burdening the knowledge holder's 

social group. The ninth element is grounded in Schutz's notion of the 'world within ac-

tual reach' as opposed to the 'world within potential reach' (chapter  5.3.1.2). It looks 

into the relation of the knowledge holder and his/her social group to the world outside 

their community, studying the existing contacts to the 'outside world'257, the interests of 

third parties in the communities' knowledge, territory or other assets and the general 

power relations outside the social group that directly influence the social group's surviv-

ing and thriving. The  tenth element is inspired by one of Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck's 

value orientation, i.e. the ‘relational orientation’ (chapter 5.4.2.1). It concentrates on the 

general power structures in the knowledge holder's social group. In a first step, it exam-

ines how the group is structured on a continuum from highly hierarchical to individualis-

tic and studies how decision-making processes are structured and organized on the 

level of the group. In a second step, it  explores a number of specific dimensions in 

which the aspects of power and domination come into play, including gender, genera-

tional cohort, religion, family/clan structures, professions, education and wealth. The 

eleventh element integrates Schutz's notion of ‘sub-worlds’ (chapter 5.3.1.2), along with 

his conception of the ‘multiple provinces of meaning’ (chapter 5.3.1.2) – a conception 

that  has  been taken up and commented by Goffman (chapter  5.3.2.1).  It  explores 

whether other spheres and realms of life such as e.g. dreams or imaginations play a 

role in the social group's approach to dealing with reality and if so, how much impor-

tance the group members attribute to this/these realm(s).258

257 This is particularly relevant in the case of social groups living in remote places or in relatively closed communities.
258 Procedural comment: In addition to these eleven elements, the life-world context of a social group is significantly 

structured by its conception of (a) the human nature, (b) human activity, (c) space, (d) time, (e) the relation to the 
super-natural and (f) the man-nature relation. As these aspects have already been discussed in the context of the 
concept of the social aspects of knowledge (chapter 7.2.4, cf. element 'shared core value base'), they are therefore 
already part of the framework, in line with the framework's premise that the concepts have to build on one another.
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Relations: The relations of the concept of life-world of the knowledge holders to other 

concepts in the overall framework are the following: In terms of the incoming relations 

('adopted concepts'), it is on the one hand based on the concept of knowledge holders 

(cf. chapter 7.2.8). On the other hand and with respect to the theoretical contributions 

from chapter 5, it is informed by the Schutz's idea of the life-world (chapter 5.3.1.2), the 

‘sub-worlds’ and his differentiation between the ‘world within actual reach’ as opposed 

to the ‘world within potential reach’, in addition to his conception of the ‘multiple prov-

inces of meaning’ (cf. chapter  5.3.1.2). It also grounds on Goffman's interpretation of 

the ‘multiple provinces of meaning’ introduced by Schutz (chapter  5.3.2.3), on Bour-

dieu's concept of ‘fields’ (chapter 5.3.3.1) and on Berlin’s ‘stock of knowledge III’ (chap-

ter 5.4.3.2). In terms of the outgoing relations (‘informed concepts’), the concept of the 

life-world of the knowledge holders contributes to informing the overarching concept of 

analyzing knowledge (chapter 7.2).

7.2.10 Access to accepted knowledge
The concept of the access to accepted 

knowledge details the question of how 

exactly access to a given knowledge 

is socially organized. The organization 

of  this  access  can  vary  significantly: 

Knowledge  can come in  the form of 

'common knowledge' open to whoever 

comes into contact  with and is  inter-

ested  in  it;  at  the  other  end  of  the 

spectrum,  it  can  also  refer  to  highly 

specialized knowledge that is only ac-

cessible to few preselected persons.

Problem/Issue addressed: The con-

cept of the access to accepted knowl-

edge  covers  a  central  aspect  of  the 

social organization of knowledge in discussing the circumstances under which knowl-

edge can be accessed. Reasoning on knowledge without addressing the related issues 

of access would result in an incomplete picture – incomplete in the sense that it ignores 

that access to knowledge cannot be simply assumed, but is always subject to a specific 

social organization that can include as much as exclude specific groups or individual 

persons.
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Elements: The three elements describing the concept of access to accepted knowl-

edge circle around the issue of the social organization of access to knowledge. The 

first element is inspired by Schutz's notion of the ‘social stock of knowledge’ (chapter 

5.3.1.2) and Bourdieu's concept of ‘habitus’ (chapter 5.3.3.1)259. It studies to whom the 

knowledge in question is accessible. On the basis of the first element, the second one 

examines the criteria regulating the access to knowledge. It explores whether potential 

restrictions are due to access socially being restricted (as e.g. in the case of knowledge 

separation between genders) or due to one's individual dispositions not allowing the 

handling of such knowledge (as e.g. in the case of physical restrictions or age). The 

third element addresses the temporality  and investigates  whether  there have been 

changes over time in the regulation of access to accepted knowledge or whether it re-

mained relatively stable.

Relations: The relations of the concept of access to accepted knowledge to other con-

cepts  in  the  overall  framework  are  the following:  Regarding the  incoming  relations 

(‘adopted concepts’), it is informed by Schutz's notion of the ‘social stock of knowledge’ 

(chapter  5.3.1.2)  and Bourdieu's  concept  of  ‘habitus’ (chapter  5.3.3.1),  Moreover,  it 

grounds in the concept of accepted knowledge (chapter 7.2.7), next to being inspired 

by Barth's concept of knowledge, more specifically by the aspect of the social organiza-

tion of knowledge (chapter 5.4.1.2). In terms of the outgoing relations (‘informed con-

cepts’), it informs the concept of knowledge holders (chapter 7.2.8) and the concept of 

the transmission of accepted knowledge (chapter 7.2.12).

7.2.11 Generation of knowledge
The concept of the generation of knowledge outlines the very process and the related 

circumstances accompanying the creation of new knowledge. It refers to a prospective 

dimension of knowledge by focusing on the knowledge that is added to the existing 

knowledge body.

Problem/Issue addressed: The concept of the generation of knowledge describes the 

ways in which new knowledge is created and ‘coming into existence’. If a reflection on 

knowledge waived considering the aspect of its own generation, it would limit itself to 

only taking into account already existing knowledge. As a result, such a static approach 

to a given knowledge form would fixate it in its current form and therefore be incom-
259 Procedural comment: Following the logic of the framework with the concepts building on each other, the two theo-

retical concepts inspiring the first element are not listed in the following paragraph as they already entered the 
framework in the theoretical foundation (cf. illustration 32 and 71). In the case of Schutz's contribution, it is already 
reflected in the foundation of the concept of the structural aspects of knowledge (chapter 7.2.3), which is linked to 
the concept discussed here via the concept of accepted knowledge. As for Bourdieu's concept of habitus, it contrib-
uted to informing the concept of the social aspects of knowledge (chapter 7.2.4, which in turn is linked to the con-
cept discussed here via the concept of legitimation and the concept of accepted knowledge.
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plete with respect to the knowledge form's potential to develop and adapt to changing 

external circumstances and necessities resulting thereof.

Elements: The three elements260 de-

scribing this  concept  discuss  a num-

ber  of  issues  related  to  the  process 

and  the  circumstances  of  generating 

new knowledge.  The  first  element is 

based  on  Barth's  concept  of  knowl-

edge,  namely  its  social  organization 

(chapter  5.4.1.2)  and  explores  the 

very process itself. It studies the social 

processes,  approaches  and  methods 

in  place  when  it  comes  to  creating 

new knowledge and inquires whether 

new knowledge arises impromptu or is 

actively sought for, potentially even to 

counter-prove  existing  knowledge. 

The  second  element is  inspired  by 

Bourdieu's concept of ‘fields’ (chapter 5.3.3.1), whereby 'fields' are understood as top-

ics relevant to the respective social group and therefore formative in shaping new ar-

eas of knowledge. In addition, it builds on the concept of knowledge content (chapter 

7.2.1) and the concept of knowledge processes (chapter 7.2.2) and examines the ac-

tual content and the related processes of the newly created knowledge.261 The third el-

ement explores the very creators of the new knowledge, i.e. the 'knowledge genera-

tors', and studies who they are and whether they somehow distinguish themselves from 

other  knowledge  holders.  The  forth  element introduces  a  temporal  dimension  and 

questions whether the knowledge holders consider the actual generation of new knowl-

edge to have undergone changes and modifications over time or whether it remained 

relatively unaltered.

Relations: The relations of the concept of knowledge generation to other concepts in 

the overall framework are the following: In terms of the  incoming relations (‘adopted 

concepts), it grounds on the concept of knowledge content (chapter 7.2.1), the concept 

260 Procedural comment: Knowledge generation processes (first element) and the actual actors generating knowledge 
(third element) are not covered in the theoretical discussions outlined in chapter 5 and consequently, these two ele-
ments cannot be informed by the literature cited earlier.

261 Procedural comment: In parallel to the case discussed in footnote 259, the concepts of knowledge content and 
knowledge processes are not listed as incoming relations/’adopted concepts' as they are already part of the frame-
work and inform the concept discussed here (cf. illustration 32).
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of knowledge processes (chapter 7.2.2) and the concept of knowledge holders (chapter 

7.2.8). In addition, it is informed by the concept of ‘fields’ proposed by Bourdieu (chap-

ter 5.3.3.1) and Barth's concept of knowledge, namely by the notion of the social orga-

nization  of  knowledge (chapter  5.4.1.2).  With  respect  to  the  outgoing relations (‘in-

formed concepts’), the concept of the generation of knowledge informs the overarching 

concept of analyzing knowledge (chapter 7.2).

7.2.12 Transmission of accepted knowledge
The concept of the transmission of ac-

cepted  knowledge  describes  the  pro-

cesses of  passing knowledge on from 

one person to another or  to  an entire 

group.

Problem/Issue  addressed: The  con-

cept of transmission of accepted knowl-

edge  describes  the  actual  process  of 

transferring  knowledge  and  specifies 

the actors involved as much as the ac-

companying circumstances. Were a de-

bate on knowledge devoid of discussing 

its transmission, it would lack this inter-

personal dimension and underestimate 

the significance of the social processes 

related  to  organizing  the  transfer  of 

knowledge. On a very fundamental level, transmission of knowledge is pivotal for hu-

man development as knowledge would be bound to vanish with its holders if there were 

no transmission.  As such, knowledge transmission is one of the key dimensions of 

knowledge preservation in general.

Elements: The seven elements constituting this concept all depict different aspects of 

the social process of transmitting knowledge.262 The first element refers to the 'teacher' 

and describes the person who transmits the knowledge in question. The second ele-

ment addresses the object of transmission, i.e. the actual knowledge content and re-

lated skills. The  third element studies how the process of knowledge transmission is 
262 Procedural comment: The topic of knowledge transmission is only very marginally covered in the theoretical contri-

butions outlined in chapter 5. As a result, all elements but one (the fifth element) are informed by practical guide-
lines and related publications cited in footnote 241. Interestingly, the topic of knowledge transmission with respect 
to local/traditional/indigenous contexts is in general relatively seldom studied as focal research interest, looking at 
the sheer number of publications available.
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socially organized and outlines the approaches and methods applied in its course. The 

forth element relates to the temporal dimension of the transmission and details when 

transmission takes place, i.e. at what kind of occasions knowledge is generally being 

transmitted and over what period(s) of time. The  fifth element – the only one directly 

grounded in the literature discussed in chapter  5 – is inspired on the one hand by 

Barth's conception of knowledge postulating that all knowledge forms entail a range of 

media and representations to communicate and transport meaning (chapter  5.4.1.2). 

On the other hand, it builds on Bourdieu's concept of ‘capital forms’, more precisely 

what he calls 'objectified cultural capital' (chapter 5.3.3.2). On this background, the ele-

ment focuses on the cultural representations prevalent in and characteristic for trans-

mitting the knowledge in question. This includes studying what kind of media and other 

forms are used to represent the specific knowledge in the transmission process. It also 

involves studying a) whether there is any kind of rank order among the representation 

forms and/or functional allocation of a specific representation to specific situations, b) 

whether these representations play a symbolic role in a ritual context and, finally, c) 

whether there were changes or modifications with respect to the representation forms 

over time.  The  sixth element addresses the issue of  contact  and exchange among 

knowledge holders. It investigates whether knowledge holders are in contact with their 

equals (be they from the same community or from other places) and whether these 

contacts are used to discuss and exchange their knowledge, resulting in knowledge 

transmission not only taking place between teacher and apprentice, but also among 

equals on an expert level. The seventh element introduces temporality and questions 

whether from an emic perspective the modes of knowledge transmission underwent 

changes and modifications over time or whether they remained relatively unaltered.

Relations: The relations of the concept of the transmission of accepted knowledge to 

other concepts in the overall framework are as follows: In terms of the incoming rela-

tions (‘adopted concepts’), it is informed by the concept of accepted knowledge (chap-

ter 7.2.7), the concept of knowledge holders (chapter 7.2.8) and the concept of access 

to accepted knowledge (chapter 7.2.10). In addition, it is grounded on the concept of 

knowledge proposed by Barth, namely on his perspective on representation as a piv-

otal element of knowledge and on his emphasis on the social organization of knowl-

edge (chapter 5.4.1.2)263. In terms of the outgoing relations (‘informed concepts’), the 

263 Procedural comment: In regard to the representations relevant in the transmission process, the concept is also in-
spired by Bourdieu ‘capital forms’, more precisely by what he referred to as 'objectified cultural capital' (chapter 
5.3.3.2). Due to the framework logic with the concepts building one on another, there is no reference to Bourdieu's 
capital forms in the description of the relations given that ‘cultural capital’ is listed as ‘informing concept’ for the con-
cept of structural aspects (chapter 7.2.3) (cf. illustration 32). The structural aspects in turn inform the concept of ac-
cepted knowledge (chapter 7.2.7), which again informs the concept of the transmission of accepted knowledge.
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concept of the transmission of accepted knowledge informs the overarching concept of 

analyzing knowledge.

7.3 Concept of analyzing locality
In parallel to chapter 7.2 on ‘knowledge’, the construction and elaboration of the set of 

concepts of locality is grounded on the extensive literature analysis in chapter 6. I ini-

tially  started from a set  of  three tentative dimensions of  locality  (cf.  chapter  6.2.2), 

which were then substantially refined and complemented in the course of the literature 

analysis to a final set of five locality dimensions in total (cf. chapter 4.4.2).

The development of this concluding set was heavily influenced by the literature con-

sulted  or,  more  precisely,  by  a  common theme throughout  the  literature  analyzed, 

namely the emphasis on the need to fundamentally revise and adapt the conceptions 

of locality, space and spatiality. Instead of picturing space, places or localities in the 

customary, traditional manner as static containers providing stable and static canvas-

like settings for events to unfold in them, it was recognized that spatial units have to be 

thought  of  as dynamic,  fluid-like  and ever-changing,  ‘quasi-living’ entities,  equipped 

with porous boundaries and often shaped by exchange processes with their environ-

ment. In this context, ‘quasi-living’ is used strictly metaphorically and does not refer to a 

locality having an independent life on its own, but to displaying what could be perceived 

of as a kind of agency, which, in turn, results from the combined agencies of all the var-

ious living actors and non-living,  human-made artifacts264 present  in  the location in 

question or moving through it.

Against the backdrop of such an agency-oriented approach to locality that takes ac-

count of the influences of living and non-living actors, I conceptualize ‘locality’ by focus-

ing on the aspects of movement, exchange and change, asking a set of fundamental 

questions that are likely to occur when one is confronted with an unfamiliar territory. An-

ticipating the literature analysis resulted in the identification of five basic, interrelated di-

mensions of locality (as anticipatorily listed in chapter 4.4.2) that characterize ‘locality’ 

generically and in broad terms.

264 In order to prevent any erroneous attributions in terms of this research’s theoretical inspiration and foundation, I 
would like to reiterate what I already outlined in chapter 4.4.2: Although the actor dimension bears resemblance to 
Bruno Latour’s notion of ‘actants’ that equally denotes human and non-human actors (1994, 1996), it was not in-
spired by his contribution nor do I in any form commit to it or its implications. On the contrary, integrating the entity 
of the non-living actors and relating them to the living ones in one single dimension represents one of the funda-
mental initial decisions of mine. It is motivated by the often observed tendency of researchers and practitioners to 
exclusively attribute a steering influence to humans or, at the utmost, to animals or plants, overlooking the para-
mount influence inanimate objects/stories/practices/ideas can exert such as e.g. mobile devices or the omnipresent 
debate on terrorism.
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For the sake of clarity, I briefly recapitulate these five dimensions of locality in table 6 

together with the related key questions.

Dimensions of locality Key questions

1. physical-material dimension 1. What are the physical, material and resource-related characteristics 
of the locality in question?

2. actor dimension 2. What kind of living actors (humans/animals/plants etc.) and what 
kind of non-living actors (artifacts in general/structures/objects/ 
stories/practices/ideas etc.) are characteristic for the respective 
locality and constitute its basic configuration? Are these actors 
physically present in the locality in question, do they move through it 
and/or do the encounters take place on an imaginary/virtual plane?

3. network dimension 3. How is the locality in question interconnected with other localities 
and what are the characteristics of this network?

4. influx/response dimension 4. What kind of influencing factors from the outside – living actors 
(humans/animals/plants etc.) as much as non-living ones (artifacts/ 
objects/stories/ideas/practices etc.) – enter the locality in question 
(=influx) and what is the locality’s reaction to the influencing factors 
(=response)? Are the reactions rather receptive or defensive and 
does the language usage show signs of resistance through the 
occurrence of counter-marking double-accentedness?

5. relevance dimension 
(functional-symbolical)

5. What is the relevance structure of a given locality, i.e. what kind of 
different functions does a given locality embody for the different 
actors in it and what different symbolic meanings are attributed to it 
by the various actors?

Table 6: Relationship between the locality dimensions and the related key questions

On the basis of the five locality dimensions 

listed  above,  I  describe  in  the  following 

chapters  7.3.1–7.3.5 the five  concepts  of 

locality that in turn constitute the overarch-

ing  concept  of  analyzing  locality.  These 

five interrelated concepts  characterize  lo-

cality in as broad a sense as possible. The 

sequence in  which I  describe them is  as 

follows: I start with the concept of the phys-

ical-material dimension of locality (chapter 

7.3.1) and continue with the concept of the 

actor  dimension  of  locality  (cf.  chapter 

7.3.2).  I  then discuss the concepts of the 

network  dimension  of  locality  (chapter 

7.3.3) and of the influx/response dimension 

of locality (cf. chapter 7.3.4) and close with 

the concept of the relevance dimension of 
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locality,  detailing both the functional and symbolic layers (chapter  7.3.5).  These five 

concepts of locality and their interrelationships are shown in illustration 56.

As for the specific method to elaborate the concepts of locality, I recur to the approach 

chosen for the development of the concepts of knowledge and described in detail in 

chapter  7.1. As outlined there, I follow the methodology and structure suggested by 

Deleuze et al.  (1994) for elaborating such concepts in a structured and transparent 

way. They underline the need to characterize each concept along three aspects or key 

questions that I recall at this point for reasons of clarity, as they structure the following 

discussion:

1. Problem/Issue addressed: What is the problem addressed by the concept? 

What substantial aspect(s) would be missing in the overall framework if the con-

cept was left out altogether?

2. Elements: What are the elements constituting and characterizing the concept?

3. Relations: What are the relations of the concept with other concepts – in two 

respects: a) What is the concept informed by (so-called ‘incoming relations’) 

and b) What other concepts does the concept in question inform subsequently 

(so-called ‘outgoing relations’)?265

7.3.1 Physical-material dimension of locality
The concept of the physical-material dimension of locality relates to the corporeal and 

tangible basis of locality and concerns the realm of the actual bio-geographical physi-

cality. It refers to the measurable bio-physical properties and features of the place, area 

or region under study. Moreover, it characterizes the locality in terms of its abiotic and 

biotic environment and, consequently, covers a broad range of aspects studied in nu-

merous disciplines of the natural sciences – including e.g. ground topography, the gen-

eral landscape formation, soil  types/quality, annual rainfall and sunshine hours, type 

and quantity of natural resources available and seasonal events such as floods or mon-

soons.266

265 In terms of structuring the incoming and outgoing relations of a concept, I choose the following notation described 
in chapter 7.1.3: Theoretical inputs adopted from ‘outside’, i.e. from the respective academic literature outlined in 
the literature reviews in chapters 5 and 6, are written in lower case (e.g. ‘multi-sited ethnography’) while concepts 
developed in the frame of this research are written in capital letters (e.g. ‘CONCEPT OF THE NETWORK DIMEN-
SION OF LOCALITY’). While it can be argued that the latter are initially also grounded in the literature reviews on 
‘knowledge’ and ‘locality’, I opt for this distinction as it facilitates the understanding and transparency of how the 
framework was construed.

266 Given the unchallenged primacy and expertise of the natural sciences in this field, this research cannot provide a 
comprehensive description of the physical-material dimension of locality nor is this considered a desideratum as 
extensive studies on this topic exist in the respective academic disciplines.
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Problems/Issues addressed: The physical-material dimension of locality addresses 

the actual physical foundation upon which all  subsequent spatial considerations are 

based. Its existence is pivotal: If a locality were devoid of its physical-material dimen-

sion, it would lack the fundamental rooting in the fabric of reality, whereby its very exis-

tence would be called into question.267 In view of this, the physical-material dimension 

of locality forms the foundation of the overall concept of analyzing locality as spatial 

modifier of knowledge, together with the second basic concept of the actor dimension 

of locality (cf. chapter 7.3.2).

Given the basic  position  of  the issues 

addressed, all remaining dimensions of 

locality necessarily depend on and build 

upon  these  two  basic  concepts,  more 

precisely on a) there being a physical-

material  place  in  time  and  space 

equipped with a distinct set of artifacts 

to begin with and on b) there being a 

range of diverse actors (living and non-

living)  populating  and  shaping  said 

place in time and space (cf. next chap-

ter).  To  this  end,  the  concept  of  the 

physical-material  dimension  provides 

the categories for assessing the oppor-

tunities and potential restraints a given 

locality  might  naturally  encompass, 

which covers the fundamental physical-material factors characterizing it.

In modern times, however, the advent of the internet led to a significant change: The 

longstanding truth about the necessary material foundation of localities began to erode 

in view of the multitude of virtual localities formed and entertained on numerous social 

platforms and discussion groups on the internet. While it still technically true that Infor-

mation and Communications Technology (ICT) in general bases on some kind of physi-

cal hardware being located at a specific geographic location, the relevance of this truth 

rapidly decreased over the last two decades, mainly for reasons inherent in the devel-

opment of ICT.268

267 An exception to this are virtual localities, cf. below.
268 By and large, the decreasing relevance of the actual physical location of hardware goes back to two issues: On the 

one hand, performance or user experience of a platform are usually not influenced by the location of the physical 
hardware the platform is running on. (The hardware's location can, however, have legal implications, as different 
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Elements: Without any claim to comprehensiveness269, most of the nine elements con-

tained in the concept of the physical-material dimension of locality detail the material 

basis of locality. It might not come as a surprise that only the last one is directly in -

formed by the literature analyzed in chapter 6, given that in respective spatial theories, 

the materiality of localities is explicitly conceptualized as mere starting point for explor-

ing additional realms beyond. In view of this, the first eight elements below are mainly 

are inspired by the practice-oriented methods and related tool boxes I am familiar with 

from field research stays in rural areas.270

The first element – (annual) temperature and sunshine duration – provides an indica-

tion to the type of environment in question. The second element – (annual) precipitation 

levels – clarifies the picture in regard to what kind of vegetation and, consequently, 

what type(s) of agricultural practice can be expected. The third element – ground to-

pography (upland/lowland) and soil types/conditions – informs about the material con-

stitution of the place in terms of the landscape formation (ground topography) and of 

the physical-mineral qualities of the soil itself (soil types/conditions). The forth element 

– the local animal and plant world – provides information about the surrounding biotic 

world. The  fifth element – available and relevant natural resources – indicates what 

types of natural resources are locally available and meant to be used. These resources 

can stem from the plant or animal world or have an abiotic provenience (e.g. mineral 

resources). Special attention is paid to the main crops for local subsistence. The sixth 

element – cultivation techniques and land use intensity – gives an indication as to how 

the local population proceeds in terms of securing their livelihoods against the back-

drop of the locally effective physical-material conditions, expressed in the above ele-

ments 1-5. Strictly speaking, ‘cultivation techniques’ is no feature of the physical-mate-

rial world, but an expression of human social organization with respect to cultivating the 

land. I nonetheless subsume it under the concept of the physical-material dimension 

countries have different regulations when it comes to ownership, privacy and legality of different types of data and 
services.)
On the other hand, the last connection between a physical location and the service provided is severed when an in-
ternet service is not provided by a particular piece of hardware but rather by a network of devices shifting tasks and 
work load across the globe, depending on global utilization rates. This phenomenon goes back to the fact that large 
internet players own and operate huge, intercontinental, dynamic networks of devices where their services are pro-
vided from, while many smaller players use those location-less services to provide their own services to their cus-
tomers. Due to the dynamic character of the network, the provision of a service for one individual can shift across 
the world without the service provider explicitly causing or the customer even noticing it. When several such (or 
even conventional) services are combined into one service, the question of where the service is provided from has 
definitely moved past geographical locations into virtual ones. (Frecè 2017, personal communication).

269 These following eight elements describe the basic physical-material setting of any given locality, without claiming to 
be an exhaustive list. Comprehensiveness cannot be reached here nor is it aimed at, given that decade-long disci-
plinary and interdisciplinary research has been conducted in the natural sciences on the physical materiality of lo-
calities that cannot be adequately covered here. I do, however, not consider this to be problematic given that this 
research focuses on the aspects describing locality that explicitly compliment the much researched material as-
pects of places.

270 Cf. footnote 241 for more detailed account of the instruments consulted.
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given that farming activities have ever since strongly contributed to shaping the land-

scape, rendering it  difficult  to distinguish between human and ‘natural’ influences in 

forming the landscape. The seventh element – local/regional stressors – specifies the 

preceding element in that it inquires whether there exist(s) or have existed any kind of 

negative impact(s) affecting the locality in question (environmental damage, pollution, 

degradation etc.). This also includes natural phenomena in process such as floodings 

or volcanic eruptions. The eighth element – changes over time – addresses temporality 

and inquires whether there were any changes to the material, physical and resource-

related  basis  of  the  locality  in  question,  tanking  into  consideration  both  short-term 

changes and changes over longer periods of time.

The ninth element stands out in that it transcends the purely physical description and is 

informed  by  three  theories  consulted  for  this  project,  namely  multilocality  (chapter 

6.3.1), translocality (chapter 6.3.2) and multi-sited ethnography (chapter 6.3.5). These 

three contributions emphasize the importance of ‘modern networks of interconnected-

ness’, underlining the parallel existence and relevance of multiple real-world spatial lo-

cations in one person’s life that need to be taken into account in one’s analysis.

Relations: The position of the concept of the physical-material dimension of locality in 

the framework is fundamental and so  are its relations to other concepts: Concerning 

the incoming relations (‘adopted concepts’) the concept is on a very general level in-

formed by the multitude of contributions from the natural sciences, foremost from geog-

raphy, geology, mineralogy, hydrology and meteorology that for decades described the 

reality of the physical world in increasingly greater detail and precision.271 With respect 

to the literature selected for this project and discussed in chapter  6, three theoretical 

approaches contribute to informing one of its elements, namely multilocality (chapter 

6.3.1), translocality (chapter 6.3.2) and multi-sited ethnography (chapter 6.3.5). In addi-

tion to these external theoretical inputs, the concept is also informed by two concepts 

of locality elaborated here, i.e. the concept of the actor dimension of locality (chapter 

7.3.2) and the concept of the relevance dimension of locality (chapter 7.3.5). In terms 

of the outgoing relations (‘informed concepts’), the concept of the physical-material di-

mension of locality informs the overall concept of analyzing locality (chapter 7.3), next 

to also grounding the concept of the actor dimension of locality (chapter 7.3.2) and the 

concept of the relevance dimension of locality (chapter 7.3.5).

271 Consequently, the physical materiality of a location was for a long time the aspect best researched – if not even the 
exclusive one.
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7.3.2 Actor dimension of locality
Complementing  the  concept  of  the 

physical-material dimension of locality 

(chapter 7.3.1), the concept of the ac-

tor dimension of locality draws the at-

tention  to  another  decisive  category 

that defines and shapes any given lo-

cality,  namely the entities in  a given 

locality that either act in it or are just 

present  and  by  doing  so  influence, 

structure and shape the locality, cov-

ering it with a web of meaning. Impor-

tantly, this includes in this project both 

living beings of all scales including hu-

mans, animals and plants as well as 

non-living things or so-called artifacts. 

The latter refer in this context to any 

material  object  that  did  not  emerge 

naturally from the web of life, but has 

been created and introduced through 

human activity or presence. It covers 

such diverse elements as infrastructure (roads, bridges, public buildings etc.), commu-

nication networks (mail, telephone, internet etc.), consumer goods including technical 

and electronic devices of all sorts, but also more ephemeral factors such as locally rel-

evant ideas, myths, practices or stories.

Problem/Issue addressed: The actor dimension of locality represents the second ba-

sic characteristic of any given locality, next to the physical-material dimension. As a 

matter of fact, the material dimension is complemented by the actor dimension. Any de-

scription of a locality that neglects the agency-laden actor dimension and only focuses 

on the bio-physical aspects while striving for an informed understanding of the locality 

as a whole has to be considered incomplete. In fact, there is a need to include the per-

vasive and often lasting impact of these living and non-living actors into one’s consider-

ation – possibly except for a few remaining regions that have purportedly remained 

largely untouched by both living and non-living actors from the outside world.272

272 Whether it is justifiable to conduct research or development interventions in such remote locations at all is a whole 
subject of its own.
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Elements: The four elements contained in the concept of the actor dimension specify 

the categories and types of influences affecting a given locality. Thereby, the category 

of actors is conceptualized as broadly and encompassingly as possible to account for 

the plurality of  influencing elements in  the contemporary world,  including living and 

non-living  ones.  It  is  important  to  keep  in  mind  that  this  influence can be exerted 

through specific actions from human or animal actors as much as through the sheer 

(potentially context-changing) presence of non-living,  human-made artifacts such as 

e.g. physical structures, material artifacts, ideas, practices or stories.

The first element is informed by ‘multilocality’ (chapter 6.3.1) and emphasizes the pres-

ence and activity of actors in multiple locations, often also referred to as ‘multilocated-

ness’. The  second element is inspired by Appadurai’s ‘global cultural flows’ (chapter 

6.3.4),  next  to  being informed by  ‘multi-sited  ethnography’ (chapter  6.3.5).  Building 

mainly on the latter, the element refers to the six strategies of ‘following one’s research 

object’. The element highlights the diversity of potential living and non-living actors and 

specifies them categorically, grouping them into four sub-types: a) ‘people’, b) ‘material 

things and objects’, c) ‘ideas, stories and practices’ and, lastly, the special type of d) 

‘conflicts’. ‘People’ represents the most obvious and familiar category, whereby special 

attention is paid to exploring whether there are any specific biographies that are or 

were formative for the locality in question. ‘Material things/objects’ is an utterly broad 

category and encompasses any material object that might be present in a location or 

moving through it. This includes all objects that traditionally exist in such localities as 

e.g.  specific  natural  resources or  cultural  artifacts.  Reflecting the complexity  of  the 

modern world, ‘things’ additionally also extends to all artifacts related to the realm of 

technology (e.g. instruments, electronic devices), finance (e.g. modern means of pay-

ment, new financing models) and media (e.g. social media, social networks). ‘Ideas/

stories/practices’ represents the third sub-category and denotes all non-material influ-

ences that are present or move through a locality including all ideologically motivated 

influences  such  as  ideas,  stories,  metaphors,  practices,  methods  and  procedures. 

Lastly, ‘conflict’ stands for all kinds of contentions that influence and shape a given lo-

cality, whatever their reason or origin may be. With respect to all these four categories 

of actors, it is important to keep in mind that there cannot be any concluding and objec-

tively valid compilation of actors that shape a given locality. The reason therefore lies in 

the plurality of local (emic) perspectives involved, in addition to the etic perspective of 

the researcher or practitioners who to the best of his/her abilities aims to make sense 

of the set of actors locally present, living and non-living ones. Gaining an understand-

ing of the overall relevancies in a given locality would therefore require questioning a 
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significant part of the local population in order to be able to draw any valuable conclu-

sions. The  third element  273   addresses the temporality and investigates whether there 

have been any changes in the composition of the living and non-living actors in a given 

locality, be these changes of recent date or already more long-standing. The forth ele-

ment is grounded on the theoretical basis of ‘hybridity’ (cf. chapter  6.3.6) and under-

lines the aspect of mixture with respect to the various types of actors mentioned above 

and focuses on all kinds of hybrid forms resulting from such inter-crossing, including 

and going beyond the familiar racial, ethnic, religious and political hybridizations. Spe-

cial attention is paid to issues related to domination and power and to acts of resis-

tance by means of double-accentedness in the aftermath of such hybridizations.

Relations: In terms of the  incoming relations (‘adopted concepts’), the concept is in-

formed  by  four  of  the  theoretical  approaches  to  spatiality  discussed  in  chapter  6, 

namely by multilocality (chapter 6.3.1), global cultural flows (chapter 6.3.4), multi-sited 

ethnography (chapter 6.3.5) and hybridity (chapter 6.3.6). In addition to these theoreti-

cal inputs, it also builds on concepts of locality developed in this chapter, namely on the 

concept of the physical-material dimension of locality (chapter 7.3.1), next to being also 

informed by the remaining three concepts of locality, i.e. the network dimension of lo-

cality  (chapter  7.3.3),  the  influx/response  dimension  of  locality  (chapter  7.3.4)  and, 

lastly, the relevance dimension of locality (chapter 7.3.5). With respect to the outgoing 

relations (‘informed concepts’), the situation is rather straightforward as the concept in-

forms all others given its crucial role: Next to grounding the overall concept of analyzing 

locality (chapter 7.3), it contributes to informing the concept of the physical-material di-

mension of locality (chapter  7.3.1),  the concept of the network dimension of locality 

(chapter 7.3.3), the concept of the influx/response dimension of locality (chapter 7.3.4) 

and the concept of the relevance dimension of locality (chapter 7.3.5).

7.3.3 Network dimension of locality
The concept of the network dimension of locality is a central one in that it reflects piv-

otal insights from the theoretical advancements of the last decades. Where ‘locality’ 

was previously understood as a passive, immutable, singular and functionally fairly un-

ambiguous container for the subsequent unfolding of social processes and relations, 

more recent studies have proved that such an understanding is inadequate in a num-

ber of ways. With respect to the network dimension of locality, it concerns foremost two 

aspects, i.e. the image of the container itself and the aspect of singularity: First, instead 

273 The second element represents an addition from my part instilled by the practical instruments and tool boxes in use 
in applied development research, cf. footnote 241.
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of ‘enclosed containers’, localities came to be seen as having open, porous borders 

that allow and predestine for permanent exchange with the surrounding world. Second, 

it was understood that given these porous borders localities are far from being singular, 

shielded or detached entities.

Problem/Issue addressed: The concept of the network dimension of locality is indis-

pensable in situating locality in a broader context by emphasizing that in contrary to 

earlier understandings, any given locality does not stand alone, but is an intrinsic part 

of a network of places, regardless of where it is geographically located. An understand-

ing of ‘locality’ void of this aspect would re-conceptualize ‘locality’ along the traditional 

idea of the detached and immovable container that proved to be an inadequate per-

spective on contemporary spatial phenomena.

Elements: The four  elements consti-

tuting the concept of the network di-

mension  invest  into  detailing  crucial 

aspects  of  this  interconnectedness. 

The first element builds on a range of 

theories  discussed  in  chapter  6, 

namely on multilocality advocating for 

analyzing space as a ‘system of inter-

connected places’ (chapter  6.3.1), on 

translocality with its notion of ‘simulta-

neous  situatedness  across  different 

locales’ (chapter 6.3.2) and on global-

ization/glocalization  with  its  idea  of 

the  ‘global  village’  (chapter  6.3.3). 

Lastly, it is also informed by the con-

cepts  of  global  cultural  flows  and 

multi-sited  ethnography  (chapters 

6.3.4 and  6.3.5),  more  precisely  by 

their broad range of living and non-liv-

ing actors that shape a given locality, next to emphasis in both theories on the crucial 

network dimension of locality. 

On this broad theoretical foundation, the first element emphasizes the ever-present in-

terconnectedness between locales, most succinctly characterized in the expression of 

the ‘global village’. By postulating this persistent interrelationship of literally everything 
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there is, the network dimension of knowledge argues against the wide-spread, but out-

dated ideas of a) ‘untouched locales’ and b) a distinct separation between the local and 

the global. Instead, the first element points to the necessity of observing a broad range 

of categories of actors – living beings and non-living things – in their movement be-

tween locales and, subsequently, analyze them in their interconnectedness (including 

the so-called flows of people, material things, ideas/stories/practices and conflicts, cf. 

chapter 7.3.2). Importantly, paying attention to the actual movement of living and non-

living actors between localities or, more abstractly, between the local and the global is 

crucial as culture and knowledge turn out to be inspired and produced in such states of 

simultaneous situatedness across different locales.

In contrast, the remaining three elements do not relate specifically to one of the theo-

ries presented, but were inspired by practice-oriented methods and tool boxes com-

monly in use in applied development research274. In this vein, the second element ex-

plores the potentials that can result from these interconnections. Complementing it, the 

third element studies the potential risks stemming from this interrelatedness whereby 

both intended and unintended consequences of the multifarious interconnections have 

to be taken into account. The  forth element draws the attention to the temporal per-

spective and inquires whether there were any changes in the network structure, be 

they recent or already more long-standing.

Relations: In terms of the incoming relations (‘adopted concepts’), the concept of the 

network dimension of locality is informed by a number of the theoretical contributions to 

spatiality from chapter  6.3, namely multilocality (chapter  6.3.1), translocality (chapter 

6.3.2), globalization/glocalization (chapter  6.3.3), global cultural flows (chapter  6.3.4) 

and, lastly, multi-sited ethnography (chapter  6.3.5). Moreover, it is grounded on con-

cepts developed in this chapter, namely on the concepts of the actor dimension of lo-

cality (chapter 7.3.2) and the concept of the influx/response dimension of locality (chap-

ter  7.3.4). Concerning the outgoing relations (‘informed concepts’), the concept of the 

network dimension of locality informs on the one hand the overall concept of analyzing 

locality (chapter  7.3), next to the concept of the actor dimension of locality (chapter 

7.3.2) and the concept of the influx/response dimension of locality (chapter 7.3.4).

274 For more information cf. footnote 241.
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7.3.4 Influx/Response dimension of locality
The concept of the influx/response 

dimension  of  locality  is  distilled 

from  contemporary  theoretical 

contributions that go beyond tradi-

tional  conceptualizations  of  local-

ity.  Taking  up  the argument  from 

chapter  7.3.3 on  the  network  di-

mension,  the  traditional  under-

standing of  locality as a  passive, 

immutable,  singular  and function-

ally  fairly  unambiguous  container 

came to be seen as unable to ac-

commodate its dynamic character-

istics.  The  novel  perspective  ac-

centuated  two  aspects:  First,  in-

stead of being considered passive 

containers  and,  thus,  ‘things’,  lo-

calities came to be seen as active 

players.  It  was  understood  that 

they not only respond to external influxes by varying degrees of adaptation and rejec-

tion, but also ‘actively’ prestructure and -shape the range of potential social processes 

and relations possible by means of their specific material and actor-related constella-

tion. Second, localities proved to be in a permanent process of change and transforma-

tion and therefore far from any static or immutable state.

Problem/Issue addressed: The influx/response dimension is pivotal in conceptualiz-

ing locality as an ‘entity’ that is able to ‘identify’ external influences, to process and to 

react to them in its specific way, either with some degree of integration and adaption or, 

alternatively,  of  rejection  and exclusion.  Conceptualizing  ‘locality’ without  taking ac-

count of this dynamic system of influx/response would amount to reducing it to some-

thing that is either completely cut and shielded off from external influences (which is to 

be considered unrealistic) or, at the other extreme of the scale, something that tends to 

be fully inundated by whatever enters the locality in question, given that no form of dis-

cerning and structuring agency is attributed to locality.
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Elements: The five elements encompassed in the concept of the influx/response di-

mension of locality focus on the various modes of reaction a given locality can display 

when confronted with outside influences.

The first element refers to the dichotomy of adaptation vs. rejection in the local reaction 

to new influences from the outside, thus reflecting key insights discussed in the context 

of translocality (chapter  6.3.2), globalization/glocalization (chapter  6.3.3) and hybridity 

(chapter 6.3.6). The element can express itself on a spectrum between reservedness, 

fueled by a felt threat to the locality’s characteristics, and openness, often nourished by 

a renewed self-confidence that stems from value recently attributed to local cultures 

through their global spread. The second element is closely related to the first one and 

grounded in the same theoretical considerations listed above. It explores the actual ac-

tions and attitudes that follow from this initial, general reaction and can lead to either 

universalizing or particularizing tendencies. In the case of universalizing tendencies, 

external influx is accepted and/or adapted, leading to higher interconnectedness, mix-

ture,  hybridity  and,  consequently,  increased  overlaps.  Particularizing  tendencies,  in 

contrast, result in a general resistance and a specific rejection of the influx, prompting a 

heightened overall fragmentation. The third element is based on the theory of global-

ization/glocalization (chapter  6.3.3) and underlines that despite the apparent greater 

impact of the global influx, the local is, eventually, the leading force in ‘deciding’ over 

adaptation or rejection of global imports. The global trends and dynamics are received 

and re-interpreted locally or, in other words, it is the local reality against which the ex-

ternal influx is selected,  processed, assessed and, consequently,  adapted and con-

sumed or, alternatively, rejected. Such way, the local culture assigns meaning to global 

influences, giving the global a specific ‘local flavor’. Building on the theory of hybridity, 

especially  the 3rd stage of  the debate (chapter  6.3.6),  the  forth element specifically 

draws the attention to patterns of resistance to what is interpreted as acts of external 

domination and underlines to control for effects of the intermixture on all entities in-

volved. A special form of resistance to be taken into account is a double-accented lan-

guage that allows counter-marking official versions and perspectives. The fifth element 

is inspired by practice-oriented methods and tool boxes275 and addresses the relent-

lessness of the incoming external influx by adding a temporal perspective. It queries 

how the locality in question reacted to earlier influxes and whether there are any no-

table recent or earlier changes in the local response patterns.

Relations: With respect to the  incoming relations (‘adopted concepts’),  the concept 

builds on four of the theoretical approaches described in chapter  6.3, namely on the 
275 For more information cf. footnote 241.
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concept of translocality (chapter 6.3.2), the concept of globalization/glocalization (chap-

ter 6.3.3), the concept of multi-sited ethnography (chapter 6.3.5) and the concept of hy-

bridity (chapter 6.3.6). In addition, it is grounded on already established concepts, i.e. 

the concepts of the actor dimension of locality (chapter 7.3.2) and the network dimen-

sion of locality (chapter 7.3.3). In terms of the outgoing relations (‘informed concepts’), 

the concept of the influx/response dimension of locality is crucial in informing the actor 

dimension of locality (chapter 7.3.2), the network dimension of locality (chapter 7.3.3) 

and, lastly, the overarching concept of analyzing locality (chapter 7.3).

7.3.5 Relevance dimension of locality (functional-symbolical)
The concept of the relevance dimension that focuses on the functional and symbolic 

aspects of locality reflects central theoretical advancements in the spatial debate of the 

last decades. As for the network dimension described in chapter 7.3.3 and the influx/re-

sponse dimension outlined in chapter 7.3.4, the accustomed understanding of locality 

as a  passive,  immutable,  singular  and  functionally  (fairly)  unambiguous  container 

turned out to be too limited. It was unable to integrate the aspect of functional or sym-

bolic relevance that people tend to attribute to localities they live in for a longer period 

of time. In fact, functional and sym-

bolic aspects are not or very only 

marginally  taken  into  account.  In 

the above formulation, it is not only 

the  aspect  of  ‘relative  functional 

unambiguity’  that  collides  with 

more  contemporary  perspectives 

on spatiality, but also the complete 

omission  of  the  symbolic  dimen-

sion  carrying  the  meanings  and 

connotations residents and visitors 

attribute to their localities.

Instead of thinking of localities as 

having a (relatively) stable and de-

termined set  of  functions for  their 

inhabitants,  more  recent  studies 

emphasized that – quite to the con-

trary – a locality’s set of functions can not only easily change and adapt to the needs of 

the actors shaping it, but is also accompanied by a layer of corresponding symbolic 
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meanings attributed to the place in question. The actual changes in relevance can take 

place in the form of functions and symbolic layers being added, replaced or dropped al-

together, whereby social agreement is only needed for functions and symbolic attribu-

tions that concern the entire group. Symbolic layers of locality that either concern per-

sonal imaginations or mental re-constructions of familiar places from the past in a new 

landscape are highly personal and therefore not in need of any broader consensus. 

Against this backdrop, it is no longer easily possible to establish a (relatively) compre-

hensive list of a locality’s functions and symbolic layers as the personal ones resulting 

from mental reconstructions have a high probability of escaping conventional survey 

approaches.

Problem/Issue addressed: The relevance dimension of locality is significant in point-

ing out that localities have, on the one hand, multifarious functions and symbolic layers 

at all, an aspect hardly mentioned in the traditional understanding. On the other hand, it 

also underlines that these relevancies are not conclusively determined, but in continu-

ous change as they result from ongoing social re-configurations. Conceptualizing local-

ity without such a relevance-related element runs the risk of missing another dynamic 

characteristic that plays into the motivational structure as to why people remain in cer-

tain places or frequent them at certain times.

Elements: The five elements involved in the concept of the relevance dimension of lo-

cality specify the ways and modes of functional and symbolic interconnectedness.

The  first element is founded in the theory of multilocality (chapter  6.3.1) and estab-

lishes that people often have multiple relevant localities in their lives that fulfill specific 

functions and carry specific symbolic meanings, contradicting the old-standing assump-

tion that on the overall people have one pertinent locality that represents their center of 

life. The second element – equally building on ‘multilocality’ (chapter 6.3.1) – covers the 

aspect of polysemy of localities by underlining that not only can people have multiple 

relevant, functionally and symbolically specified places in their lives (cf. first element) – 

likewise, places themselves can combine multiple relevancies, i.e. different people can 

attribute various functions and symbolic meanings to one and the same specific physi-

cal-material  locality.  The  third element draws on the theory of  translocality (chapter 

6.3.2) and refers to an additional specific group of places, namely intermittently inac-

cessible localities (mostly) from the past that are reflexively re-constructed in a new lo-

cality by means of translocal imaginaries. This form of symbolic attribution is mostly 

found with people that were forced to leave their localities of origin and is fueled by a 

desire to create meaning through affiliation in an unfamiliar environment. The forth ele-
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ment builds on Appadurai’s ‘global cultural flows’ discussed in chapter 6.3.4 and is re-

lated to the third element. It underlines that next to arising in situations of displacement, 

symbolic attributions such as imagined localities can also directly result from the sheer 

access to the ceaseless stream of media importing countless images and narratives 

from all over the world. Once such access is established and maintained, the ongoing 

flow of media facilitates a number of interlinked processes. On the one hand, it allows 

for viewing other people over big distances and for forming first opinions. Moreover, 

given the medial role models, the constant flow of media also encourages recurring to 

imagination as a personal activity to create new identities and dream dreams that were 

previously unattainable. As such, the so-called ‘mediascape’ described by Appadurai 

allows for the symbolic constitution of multiple localities, if not worlds, by imagination. 

The fifth element goes back to practice-oriented methods and tool box from develop-

ment cooperation276 and refers to the temporal dimension, examining whether there 

were any recent changes in the set of functionalities and symbolic layers of a given lo-

cality.

Relations: In terms of the incoming relations (‘adopted concepts’), the concept of the 

relevance dimension of locality builds on a number of theoretical approaches on spa-

tiality described in chapter 6.3, namely on the concept of multilocality (chapter 6.3.1), 

the concept  of  translocality  (chapter  6.3.2)  and the concept  of  global  cultural  flows 

(chapter 6.3.4). Furthermore, it is grounded on concepts of locality already elaborated, 

namely the concepts of the physical-material dimension of locality (chapter 7.3.1) and 

the actor dimension of locality (chapter  7.3.2). In terms of the  outgoing relations (‘in-

formed concepts’), the concept of the relevance dimension of locality directly informs 

the overarching concept of analyzing locality itself (chapter 7.3), next to also grounding 

the physical-material dimension of locality (chapter  7.3.1) and the actor dimension of 

locality (chapter 7.3.2).

276 For more information cf. footnote 241.
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7.4 Concept of reflexive understanding

“Seldom, very seldom, does complete truth
belong to any human disclosure; seldom

can it happen that something is not a
little disguised, or a little mistaken.”

Austen (1983:971)

In contrast to the preceding concepts of ‘analyzing knowledge’ (chap. 7.2) and of ‘ana-

lyzing locality’ (chap. 7.3) that are central to this research, the concept of reflexive un-

derstanding is elaborated only along general lines. This is in accordance with the initial 

decision to invest in this project in the first place in clarifying the factual dimension. This 

implied establishing a solid basis for the analysis of the two terms constituting the com-

posite term local knowledge, i.e. ‘knowledge’ and ‘locality’. Having said that, I consider 

it at the same time paramount to adopt a reflexive mindset as general attitude when en-

gaging in local knowledge matters (cf. chapter 1.3.2). This led me to integrating a gen-

eralized notion of ‘understanding’ into the framework approach as a reflexive layer to 

take account of a range of factors external and internal to the person interacting with lo-

cal knowledge that color,  influence and potentially distort  his/her process of  ‘under-

standing’.

In terms of the procedure applied in developing the notion of ‘understanding’, the litera-

ture analysis on ‘knowledge’ served a second purpose, namely to also identify general 

characteristics, so-called ‘dimensions’, for ‘understanding’ – a procedure I consider ad-

equate in view of ‘understanding’s’ auxiliary function in this project and the semantic 

closeness of the two terms (for a more detailed account cf. chapter 1.3.2). Anticipating 

the result, the literature analyses led to the identification of three interrelated basic di-

mensions of understanding (as anticipatorily listed in chapter  4.4.3) that characterize 

‘understanding’ in very broad terms and that should be applicable to all situations. For 

the sake of clarity, I briefly recapitulate these three dimensions of understanding in ta-

ble 7 together with the related key questions.
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Dimensions of understanding Key questions

1. dimension of the uncertainty of 
gaining an adequate 
understanding

1. Does the research or development initiative in question show 
any awareness of the inherent uncertainty related to attempting 
to understand unfamiliar knowledge environments? Is there an 
awareness of the epistemological complexity of the undertaking 
and the possibility of failing to reach an adequate 
understanding?

2. dimension of structural and 
organizational constraints 
influencing understanding

2. Are there any biases resulting from external factors such as 
structural and organizational constraints and if so, what are they 
and how can their influence be assessed in the overall picture?

3. dimension of personal biases 
influencing understanding

3. Are there any biases resulting from factors internal to the 
subject involved in the research or development project and if 
so, what are they and how can their influence be assessed in 
the overall picture?

Table 7: Relationship between the dimensions of understanding and the related key questions

Against the backdrop of the above listed dimensions of understanding, I elaborate in 

chapters 7.4.1–7.4.3 the three concepts of understanding constituting the overarching 

concept of reflexive understanding. These three interrelated concepts serve to charac-

terize ‘understanding’ in a generalized matter and underline the most fundamental cha-

racteristics. The concepts are described in the following sequence: In chapter 7.4.1, I 

start by outlining the concept of the uncertainty of gaining an adequate understanding 

and continue in chapter  7.4.2 with the concept of structural and organizational con-

straints influencing understanding before closing with the concept of personal biases 

influencing understanding (chapter  7.4.3).  These three concepts of  reflexive under-

standing and interrelationships are shown in illustration 62:

In methodological terms, I again apply the 

approach  introduced  by  Deleuze  et  al. 

(1994) for elaborating these three concepts 

in a structured and transparent way (cf. a 

detailed description of the methodology in 

chapter 7.1). According to them, each con-

cepts  needs  to  be  characterized  along 

three lines or key questions that I reiterate 

here for reasons of clarity:
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1. Problem/Issue addressed: What is the problem addressed by the concept? 

What substantial aspect(s) would be missing in the overall framework if the con-

cept was left out altogether?

2. Elements: What are the elements constituting and characterizing the concept?

3. Relations: What are the relations of the concept with other concepts – in two 

respects: a) What is the concept informed by (so-called ‘incoming relations’) 

and b) What other concepts does the concept in question inform subsequently 

(so-called ‘outgoing relations’)?277

7.4.1 Concept of the uncertainty of gaining an adequate 
understanding

The  concept  of  the  uncertainty  of 

gaining an adequate understanding 

when dealing  with  local  knowledge 

describes the frame conditions that 

underlie  all  human  communication, 

but which are especially pronounced 

in cross-epistemological contexts. It 

informs  researchers  and  practition-

ers that gaining an adequate under-

standing of a given local context is 

neither a straightforward, nor a guar-

anteed  undertaking,  given  the  nu-

merous potential cross-epistemolog-

ical  barriers  that  may  impede  the 

formation of such an understanding. 

The concept underlines that any un-

derstanding reached in local knowl-

edge contexts should be viewed as preliminary and should be taken for what it is – an 

attempt at comprehending an unfamiliar situation from an etic point of view.

Problem/Issue addressed: The concept of the uncertainty of gaining an adequate un-

derstanding has the function of pointing to the potential limits of one’s processes of per-

277 In terms of structuring the incoming and outgoing relations of a concept, I choose the following notation described 
in chapter 7.1.3: Theoretical inputs adopted from ‘outside’, i.e. from the respective academic literature outlined in 
the literature reviews in chapters 5 and 6, are written in lower case (e.g. ‘multi-sited ethnography’) while concepts 
developed in the frame of this research are written in capital letters (e.g. ‘CONCEPT OF THE NETWORK DIMEN-
SION OF LOCALITY’). While it can be argued that the latter are initially also grounded in the literature reviews on 
‘knowledge’ and ‘locality’, I opt for this distinction as it facilitates the understanding and transparency of how the 
framework was construed.
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ceiving, processing and interpreting situations. The latter are even more challenged in 

cross-epistemological contexts, given the absence of reliably shared mental models to 

make sense of reality. If a discussion on the workings of ‘understanding’ lacked this di-

mension, it would run the risk of overlooking that understanding does not happen read-

ily and naturally. Thus, this element underlines that local realities can very well be mis-

interpreted and conclusions  and findings  be premature,  which is  problematic  as in 

leads to a distorted representation and notion of the local reality, the consequences of 

which can be detrimental.

Elements: The three elements characterizing the concept of the uncertainty of gaining 

an adequate understanding describe various facets of the challenges potentially related 

to making sense of unfamiliar contexts. The first element is inspired by Bourdieu’s con-

cept of ‘reflexivity’ (understood as a means to arrive at unadulterated insights into the 

actual object of study) (cf. chapter  5.3.3.3). Building on his tenet that human actions 

are largely rooted in ‘doxa’ (understood as elementary, deep-founded beliefs, values 

and principles of classification, taken as unquestionable universals), the element un-

derlines that in view of their omnipresence, any attempt at gaining an understanding of 

unfamiliar contexts is to a significant degree a semi-conscious activity that must not be 

taken for granted, but rather scrutinized for potential internal and external biases.278

The second element builds on Goffman’s notion of ‘social frameworks’, which represent 

an intrinsic part of human interaction. More specifically, the element refers to the sub-

type of so-called ‘secondary frameworks’ that are intentionally used to mislead such as, 

in Goffman’s terminology, ‘modulations’ and ‘keyings’ (cf. chapter  5.3.2.2) that repre-

sent a threat to the normality assumption. The element stresses that applying interpre-

tative frameworks is a risky undertaking in itself and can lead to fundamentally misinter-

preting situations, thus underlining that any understanding achieved remains on princi-

ple uncertain, all the more so in cross-epistemological contexts.

Against the backdrop of first two elements describing the fundamental uncertainty re-

lated to the process of gaining an understanding, the  third element details a specific 

constellation in and for research. It takes up Berlin’s critique of the methodology ap-

plied in interpretative anthropology (cf. chapter 5.4.3.1) and underlines the impossibility 

of gaining an understanding of the innate cognitive structures and the emic organiza-

tion of local knowledge if one is equipped with an unsuitable conceptual-analytical lens. 

Thus,  it  underlines  that  understanding  is  contingent  on  choosing  the  appropriate 

278 In Bourdieu’s understanding, this also applies to the professionalized domain of scientific research.
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methodological approach, which, among others, entails for local contexts allocating a 

central role to the local perspective throughout the whole process.

Relations: With respect to the incoming relations (‘adopted concepts’), the concept is 

informed by Bourdieu’s theory of ‘reflexivity’ and, specifically, by his notion of ‘doxa’ (cf. 

chapter 5.3.3.3), by Goffman’s concept of ‘secondary frameworks’ (cf. chapter 5.3.2.2) 

and, lastly, by Berlin’s critique of the methodology underlying interpretative anthropol-

ogy (cf. chapter  5.4.3.1). In terms of the  outgoing relations (‘informed concepts’), the 

concept informs all three concepts of understanding, given that it covers the fundamen-

tal category of uncertainty inherent to all attempts at understanding. This includes the 

overarching concept of reflexive understanding (chapter 7.4), the concept of structural 

and organizational constraints influencing ‘understanding (cf.  chapter  7.4.2) and the 

concept of personal biases influencing understanding (cf. chapter 7.4.3).

7.4.2 Concept of structural and organizational constraints 
influencing understanding

The concept of  structural  and organiza-

tional constraints influencing understand-

ing is the first of two concepts that specif-

ically  address  the role  and influence of 

the persons involved,  here with respect 

to  the  effects  of  internalized  structural 

and organizational constraints that guide 

one’s perspective on reality and, conse-

quently,  one’s  actions.  There exists two 

main  types  of  constraints  –  organiza-

tional ones that result from the organiza-

tional agenda and setting and structural 

ones  that  stem from one’s  professional 

background and cover the mental models 

and  methods  internalized  during  one’s 

training or studies.

Problem/Issue addressed: The concept of structural and organizational constraints 

covers a rather rarely addressed factor that bears a significant influence on how re-

search and development projects are carried out and insights and findings are gener-

ated. If discussing ‘understanding’ abstained from integrating this significant aspect, it 

would lack a reflexive layer that provides minimal guidance in critically assessing the 
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ways in which the actual approach might already have contributed to determining the 

process and, thus, the outcome of the project in question.

Elements: The concept of structural and organizational constraints consists of two ele-

ments. The  first element is founded on Bourdieu’s call for critically scrutinizing one’s 

own research activities279 as formulated in the frame of his theory on ‘reflexivity’ (cf. 

chapter 5.3.3.3). It discusses the need for a close examination of potential biases and 

constraints that might result from the so-called ‘professional entanglement’ with the re-

search object in question. It stems from one’s professional training and related mental 

model and from constraints related to one’s organizational background and specific 

setting. These factors consequently prestructure the perception of reality and the ensu-

ing research practice. Against this backdrop, this element addresses the need to criti-

cally  examine one’s  professional  relationship with the research object.  Recurring to 

Bourdieu, this includes two dimensions specifically that are both covered in this ele-

ment. On the one hand, it entails the need to analyze one’s own position in the profes-

sional field, the power attached to it280 and, in addition, one’s position in the organiza-

tion one is affiliated. Additional attention needs to be paid to underlying and pre-struc-

turing patterns and structures in the institution in question such as preferences for spe-

cific theories, discourses and methodologies that are considered especially suitable or 

worthy of further attention.

On the other hand, it stresses the need to look out for what Bourdieu calls an ‘intellec-

tualistic bias’ or, in other words, an (often unconscious) primary focus on constructs 

and discourses that have little practical application, but are used to advance the aca-

demic discourse itself. They, however, also shape and determine the conceptual-ana-

lytical lens through which the world is studied, not necessarily providing a suitable per-

spective. In addition and complimenting the above, the element also emphasizes the 

importance of opting for theories and constructs that are grounded in a practical under-

standing and therefore can potentially provide approaches to tackling practical issues.

The second element elaborates on the aspect of the influence of underlying inner struc-

tures. It is inspired by Berlin’s critique of the interpretative approaches in anthropology 

(cf. chapter 5.4.3.1), which in his view too heavily rely on intuition and lead to non-veri-

fiable research findings of questionable reliability. In this light, the element emphasizes 

the  considerable  influence  –  and  potential  detrimental  effects  –  of  methodological 

schemes  or  approaches  internalized  during  the  academic  or  professional  training. 

279 While Bourdieu only discusses the field of academia, I deem his considerations to equally apply to the broader field 
of applied development studies as well as to concrete development interventions.

280 This also covers the topic of potential power imbalances between the researcher and the subjects researched.
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These schemes tend to provide a basic guidance in making sense of the world, thereby 

de facto pre-structuring and informing one’s  research or work practice.  Against  this 

backdrop, the element addresses not only the importance of opting for methods that al-

low for clarity and transparency, but also the need to pay close attention to constraints 

potentially unnecessarily limiting one’s perspective – regardless of whether these con-

straints were acquired through one’s professional training or result from a specific insti-

tutional setting.

Relations: With respect to the incoming relations (‘adopted concepts’), the concept of 

structural and organizational constraints influencing understanding builds on Bourdieu’s 

concepts of ‘reflexivity’ and ‘doxa’ specifically (chapter 5.3.3.3) and on Berlin’s critique 

of interpretative anthropology (chapter  5.4.3.1),  in addition to being informed by the 

concept of the uncertainty of gaining an adequate understanding (chapter  7.4.1).  In 

terms of the outgoing relations (‘informed concepts’), it informs the overarching concept 

of reflexive understanding (chapter 7.4).

7.4.3 Concept of personal biases influencing understanding
The concept of personal biases in-

fluencing  understanding  comple-

ments the preceding concept  7.4.2 

in  drawing  the  attention  to  factors 

influencing one’s perspective on the 

world, this time with respect to per-

sonal  biases  of  the  individuals  in-

volved in research or development 

projects tackling local knowledge is-

sues.

Problem/Issue  addressed: The 

concept  highlights the second type 

of potential limitations directly linked 

to  the  people  involved  in  dealing 

with local knowledge matters. It en-

tails the domain of personal inclina-

tions,  preferences  and  aversions 

that steer one’s individual way of framing and interpreting reality and, in consequence, 

of acting in the world, be it in the role of a researcher or a development practitioner.
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If a discussion on ‘understanding’ missed integrating the aspect of personal biases, it 

would exclude the central human factor involved in the formation of said understanding, 

namely the actor with his/her individual background. Unlike the institutional and profes-

sional  constraints  discussed  above,  personal  biases  constitute  much  earlier  during 

one’s life and therefore remain largely unconscious if no particular attention is paid to 

them. Thus, integrating the actors’ personal perspective is all the more advisable, given 

that the framework engages in building bridges across epistemologies, which is in itself 

an undertaking with an uncertain outcome that requires an awareness of all sorts of 

factors that potentially bear an influence on how unfamiliar contexts are perceived and 

interpreted.

Elements: The concept of personal biases consists of two elements. The first element 

is inspired by Goffman’s notion of ‘social frameworks’ that according to him are learned 

and  embodied  during  socialization.  Social  frameworks  also  include  so-called  ‘sec-

ondary frameworks’, which are central for this element (cf. chapter  5.3.2.2). They are 

applied in social interactions to intentionally mislead or deceive, in good or bad faith. 

Goffman underlines that given their early formation, they remain, at least to a certain 

extent, unconscious and what he refers to as a mainly ‘bodily experience’. This, in turn, 

renders them potentially more influential und underlines the need to control for these 

influences, to the greatest extent possible.

The second element builds on the proposition formulated by Bourdieu in his research 

on ‘reflexivity’ (cf. chapter 5.3.3.3) to engage in critically examining one’s ‘personal en-

tanglement’ with the research object in question as part what he calls a ‘full objectiva-

tion’. Such an entanglement stems from one’s social background and upbringing and is 

deep-rooted.  Next  to  value judgments  and deep-held  beliefs  and convictions,  it  in-

cludes the specific way of thinking and the respective patterns of perception, interpreta-

tion and classification. These in turn determine one’s individual perspective and specific 

interests, preferences and aversions, in addition to the inner structures and biases that 

result from professional or institutional contexts (cf. chapter  7.4.2). Against this back-

drop, this element stresses the need to closely observe oneself in one’s way of doing 

research or, alternatively, designing and implementing development projects with a dis-

tinct emphasis on the unintended transfer of all kinds of personal constraints and bi-

ases.

3. Relations: With respect to the incoming relations (‘adopted concepts’), the concept 

of personal biases builds on Goffman’s notion of ‘secondary frameworks’ applied in hu-

man interactions to deceive and mislead, in good or in bad faith (chapter 5.3.2.2) and 
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on the concept of ‘reflexivity’ proposed by Bourdieu (chapter 5.3.3.3), more precisely on 

his call for scrutinizing one’s ‘personal entanglement’ with the research topic. Further-

more, it is informed by the concept of the uncertainty of gaining an adequate under-

standing (chapter  7.4.1), given the comprehensive and fundamental character of the 

latter. In terms of the outgoing relations (‘informed concepts’), it informs the overarching 

concept of reflexive understanding (cf. Chapter 7.4).
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7.5  Framework for understanding local knowledge
After having discussed the concepts of ‘analyzing knowledge’, ‘analyzing locality’ and 

‘reflexive understanding’, this chapter focuses on the framework itself and on the ad-

vantages resulting from the approach chosen,  namely  from the combination of  the 

three notions of knowledge, locality and understanding into one single framework for 

understanding local knowledge. I  first  present the framework approach in its aggre-

gated form (chapter 7.5.1) before analyzing the ways in which the modifying and auxil-

iary terms of ‘locality’ and ‘understanding’ specify the concept of ‘knowledge’ (chapters 

7.5.2 and 7.5.3), thereby contributing to providing a comprehensive and balanced per-

spective  on  the  topic  of  ‘understanding  local 

knowledge’.

7.5.1 The aggregated framework 
approach

Recapitulating the steps of the framework devel-

opment, I started with identifying three sets of di-

mensions in the interdisciplinary body of academic 

and applied literature selected for this project that 

saliently characterize the central notions of this re-

search, namely ‘knowledge’, ‘locality’ and ‘under-

standing’.  This  resulted  in  three  sets  of  dimen-

sions,  as  anticipatorily  listed  in  chapters  4.4.1–

4.4.3 and recapitulated in illustration 66.

On the basis of these sets of dimensions and re-

curring  to  the methodology introduced  by  Jaba-

reen  (2009),  Dowding  (2001) and  Stanley 

(2012) for the development of conceptual-analyti-

cal frameworks (cf. chapter 7.1.2), I proceeded to 

elaborate  the  concepts  constituting  the  frame-

work,  namely the twelve concepts of  knowledge 

(chapter 7.2), the five concepts of locality (chapter 

7.3) and three concepts of understanding (chapter 

7.4), as aggregated in illustration 67.
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This process entailed two steps: On the one hand, it included establishing the relations 

among the concepts of the same type, i.e. among the concepts of knowledge, locality 

and understanding. This step was crucial in defin-

ing how the concepts build and depend on each 

other,  thus determining the inner structure of  the 

framework  sections  (cf.  chapter  7.1.2 for  the 

methodology applied). It led to three sets of inter-

nally structured, overarching concepts for  ‘knowl-

edge’, ‘locality’ and ‘understanding’, as displayed in 

illustrations 68–70. In the case of the notion of ‘un-

derstanding’, the structure is still relatively straight-

forward (cf. Illustration 68), while the internal struc-

ture of the overarching concept of locality is more 

intertwined (cf. illustration 69):
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the framework approach

Illustration 68: Interrelations between the concepts of 
understanding



The structure displaying the interrelations for the 

term ‘knowledge’ demonstrates even more com-

plexity, which is not too surprising, given that the 

long-standing  debate  in  applied  and  academic 

contexts  provided ample  material  for  informing 

the main term of this project (cf. illustration 70):

On the other hand, the development of the framework also included construing the con-

cepts such that they are solidly informed by and grounded in the literature consulted. 

The manifold relations between theoretical constructs from the literature and the con-

cepts they inform also entered the framework, resulting in a complex overall structure 

as shown in the following overview illustration 71:
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Illustration 71: Framework for understanding local knowledge

Illustration 71 is additionally uploaded to the open data repository Zenodo 
and can be found under https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.7526296 
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7.5.2 Specification of the framework by the modifying term ‘locality’
First, I condense the main insights from the debate on ‘locality’ with respect to how they 

modify the main term of ‘knowledge’ in general. Second and zooming in, I analyze the 

specific ways how this modification takes place by relating the overarching concept of 

‘locality’, more specifically the five dimensions constituting it, to the twelve concepts of 

‘knowledge’ to discuss their interplay.

General comments on modifying ‘knowledge’ with ‘locality’

Analyzing ‘locality’ in its function as modifier of ‘knowledge’ serves the purpose of em-

phasizing the significance of the spatial dimension, and of locality in particular, for initia-

tives that engage with knowledge types generally referred to as ‘local’, ‘traditional’ or 

‘indigenous’, to only name the most frequently used terms. All these knowledge types 

share the common characteristic  of  representing localized forms of  knowledge,  i.e. 

types that are highly adapted to the local environment and evolved along with it, often 

over generations, which significantly contributed to the multitude of diverse forms still 

existing today. They all represent specific responses to the local environment and spe-

cific adaptations to and expressions of the place in question. On the basis of the argu-

ment that everything is somewhere localized, knowledge forms could be seen as intrin-

sically linked to their environment and at the same time reflecting it. As such, the spatial 

dimension can be considered the lowest common denominator overarching the multi-

tude of localized knowledge forms covering the world and ranging from Amazonia to 

the Arctic.

Given the pervasive role of the spatial dimension in ‘non-scientific knowledge types’ (for 

the sake of a better word), I consider opting for specifying knowledge in regard to ‘lo-

cality’ to be a pertinent and promising approach. As a first consequence, the term’s 

broadness would allow integrating basically all  ‘non-scientific’ knowledge forms and, 

thus, allow upholding the claim to elaborate a framework for potentially all  forms of 

what I refer to as ‘local knowledge’ in this project.

Importantly, however, I understand and conceptualize ‘local’ in this project as ecological 

and cultural  situatedness, building on the complex concept of place and space dis-

cussed in the contemporary spatial debate (cf. chapter 6). Thus, in my understanding, 

‘local’ does not only refer to a defined, relatively limited location – as the notion is often 

used –, but opens up a much more complex and encompassing perspective on the 

spatial dimension. Among others, it also takes account of the social relations shaping 
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the space and integrates factors such as migration, multilocatedness and the influence 

of media on the spatial configuration.

In fact, choosing to specify knowledge with respect to the spatial dimension allowed me 

to take advantage of the extensive interdisciplinary debate of  the last decades, the 

main  insights  of  which  I  condense  with  respect  to  their  contributions  to  modifying 

‘knowledge’. A literature analysis that the notion of ‘locality’ has evolved into a polyva-

lent concept. In contrast to earlier notions that understood ‘locality’ as a static container 

enclosing knowledge forms, cultures and entire groups of people in a specific, delimited 

and unchanging physical territory, contemporary notions account for the variability and 

complexity inherent to the spatial dimension.

In fact, spatial notions are nowadays seen as amounting to relational and/or contextual 

categories, in addition to being spatially defined through their characteristic physical 

properties. They came to be understood as a metaphor for a social space or as a form 

of social enterprise under given physical-material conditions (geographical location, soil 

type/quality, precipitation rates etc.). The emphasis was set on the social conditionali-

ties of localities; consequently,  they were characterized as a form of meeting place 

where something occurs as a result of the interweaving of relationships, connections 

and translocal movements.

In this process, the actual material, physical space is not denied existence nor rele-

vance. Rather, it is complemented by the subjects’ socially and culturally shaped men-

tal perceptions and constructions of space. It is an interrelationship: On the one hand, 

social relations are significantly spatially organized with the spatial structuring bearing a 

major influence on issues of power and domination. On the other hand, localities are 

seen as socially constituted and permanently up to re-negotiation; this renders them 

fragile social achievements in need of preservation against other localities through de-

liberate social practices of performance and representation such as e.g. rituals or tradi-

tions.

In addition, technological innovations of the postmodern era, foremost social media and 

the internet, have further diluted the concrete, physical place-boundedness of social in-

teractions in that people no longer need to be physically familiar with specific places on 

the globe for being able to interact. Rather, the contributing actors can be spatially dis-

persed or even no longer be human, but technological as in the case of virtual worlds 

created by online games. Thus, under the conditions of such a technologically enabling 

post-modernity, the assumption of unified local and social boundaries turned out to be 

problematic. Correspondingly, it was understood that (a) social relationships are able to 
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surpass the borders of nation states, (b) identities do not need a reference to a con-

crete place for their construction and (c) communities can form based on social net-

works as starting point en lieu of a shared physical locality.

Summing up the above, locality is nowadays no longer seen as a static geographical 

locale, but as a form of ongoing complex social configuration characterized by the per-

manent negotiation and (re-)construction of space. In regard to this project, the notion’s 

broadness and complexity  render  it  particularly  suitable  for  modifying the notion of 

knowledge towards localized forms of knowledge. In the following, I briefly describe 

how this is expressed at the level of the heuristic itself.

Relating ‘locality’ to the concepts of knowledge

In terms of analyzing the specific ‘localization’ of the notion ‘knowledge’ by means of its 

modifier ‘locality’, I propose to relate the overarching notion of ‘locality’ to the individual 

dimensions of knowledge and to discuss the resulting effects, namely which of the five 

concepts of locality constituting the overarching notion of ‘locality’ have in fact an influ-

ence on the concepts of knowledge. I consider such an approach to be pertinent on the 

basis of the argument that a modification takes place as soon as one of the five con-

cepts of ‘locality’ influences one of the concepts of knowledge. In other words, I do not 

deem it necessary for all five concepts of locality to have an effect on a given individual 

concept of knowledge for it to be spatially modified in the sense of this project. Having 

said that I analyze in the following the influence of ‘locality’ on each of the twelve con-

cepts of knowledge and sketch the main interrelations.281

An analysis  of  the influence on the first  concept  of  knowledge,  the concept  of  the 

knowledge content, shows that at least four concepts of locality contribute to its specifi-

cation: The physical-material dimension determines what kind of knowledge items are 

present in the first place and thus available for interaction; it includes tangible and cru-

cial elements such as the local animal and plant life, the topography of the landscape 

or local precipitation levels determining the availability of water. In a similar vein, the 

actor dimension of locality underlines the relevance of the range of the living and non-

living actors for the elaboration of the knowledge content; in other words, the content-

related knowledge body considered locally relevant is heavily influenced by the hu-

mans present, but also by the existence of artifacts such as education and health facili-

ties  or  modern communication  devices.  The  concept  of  knowledge  content  is  also 

281 Given the diversity of existing local knowledge forms and the myriad of local constellations influencing the respec-
tive knowledge bodies, I assume there must be cases in which additional interrelations exist, i.e. in which the local-
ity in question influences ‘knowledge’ in ways not described in the following. In fact, to keep the argument clear, I 
limit myself to describing the most formative ones.
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highly likely dependent upon the network dimension of locality; it describes whether a 

given locality finds itself in a network, which allows for more access to diverse knowl-

edge contents or whether networks are rather poorly developed, which in turn leads to 

a situation where the specific knowledge content can be expected to be rather homo-

geneous and specific to the place in question. Related to this, the knowledge content 

prevalent  in  a  given place also  depends on  the  influx/response  dimension,  i.e.  on 

whether the locality in question generally tends towards integrating and adapting new 

influences  from  the  outside,  which  leads  to  an  increase  in  knowledge  content,  or 

whether such an influx is rather rejected, which in turn leads to a rather stable knowl-

edge basis. Lastly, the relevance dimension of locality has an impact on the concept of 

the content  of  knowledge in determining functional  and symbolic levels  of  meaning 

prevalent in the locality in question; these layers of meaning in turn determine what 

kind of knowledge content is considered deserving closer attention.

The various influences of ‘locality’ on the concept of the knowledge processes are very 

similar to the ones described for the concept of knowledge content with all five dimen-

sions of locality modifying the concept. More precisely, the physical-material dimension 

determines what kind of actions and interactions are by all means possible. Similarly, 

the actor dimension of locality specifies the potential range of knowledge-related pro-

cesses and procedures against the backdrop of the central entities (living and non-liv-

ing) that shape the course of events and thereby also the possibilities for action. The 

influence of the network dimension and the influx/response dimension on the concept 

of knowledge processes entails in both cases the question of how much a given locality 

is part of an overarching knowledge network and to what extent new influx is welcomed 

and adapted or, respectively, rejected. In both cases, the locality’s reaction determines 

whether procedural aspects of knowledge tend to be revised and complemented or 

whether the locality’s procedural knowledge basis is preferably kept stable. Lastly, the 

concept of knowledge processes is also modified by the relevance dimension of locality 

in that the latter can shape the way how things are being done in the concrete local 

context.

The concept of the structural aspects of knowledge is specified by two of the concepts 

of locality. The actor dimension is influential in providing an understanding not only of 

the specific community, the actual knowledge holders and the characteristics of their in-

dividual knowledge body, but also of potential artifacts involved in processes of knowl-

edge retention and transmission and significant for understanding the ‘knowledge land-

scape’.  The  relevance dimension determines what kind of  knowledge is considered 

providing additional functional and/or symbolic value.
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The concept of the social aspects of knowledge is modified by all the five concepts of 

locality.  The  physical-material  dimension determines  the  specific  environment  one 

grows up and upon which one’s primary knowledge base is built; in addition, this di-

mension matters to the process of forming and upholding a shared value base (e.g. 

through rituals at specific locations). The actor dimension of locality is topically close to 

the concept of knowledge and emphasizes the need for paying close attention to the 

representation of the spatial dimension in the overall social structure. The network di-

mension specifies the social aspects of knowledge by determining whether a given lo-

cality considers interconnectedness with other communities (and their knowledge) to 

be compatible with and part of their shared valued base. The  influx/response dimen-

sion provides an idea on whether the locality can be expected to generally react rather 

openly or rather adversely to novel influences and change in general. Lastly, the rele-

vance dimension specifies functional and symbolic connotations that matter locally on a 

fundamental level and can be expected to be transmitted during socialization, next to 

also being expressed in the shared value base.

As for the modifying effects of locality on the concept of knowledge legitimation, I con-

sider four dimensions to be involved. The  actor dimension is decisive in determining 

the range of living and non-living entities that have an influence on determining what is 

generally considered legitimate knowledge; this includes not only human actors with 

the social standing to provide certainty in legitimational issues, but also artifacts such 

as the sheer existence of e.g. a community health center in the locality in question. The 

network dimension of locality is essential for defining the locality’s overall interconnect-

edness and thus, the range of potential ways of providing legitimation that are locally 

accepted; the influx/response dimension is thereby crucial in determining whether new 

perspectives  in  regard  to  knowledge  legitimation  are  welcomed  or  rather  rejected. 

Moreover and lastly, the relevance dimension of locality can potentially also contribute 

to  limiting  the range of  potential  ways  of  legitimating  knowledge,  in  the  first  place 

through its functional and symbolic layers.

The concept of the knowledge sources is influenced by four concepts of locality. First, 

the actor dimension is decisive for determining what types of living and non-living ac-

tors are considered valid sources of knowledge. This includes on the one hand human 

actors that are attributed a position within the community that allows them to introduce 

new knowledge items (such as in the case of e.g. local curanderos proposing novel 

healing methods). It also includes artifacts such as medical centers, churches or edu-

cational institutions that not seldom come along with a specific way of knowledge legiti-

mation. The network and influx/response dimensions of locality are influential in defin-
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ing the potential range of knowledge source considered (assuming that more intercon-

nectedness might correlate with a broader total range of sources) and the local willing-

ness of potentially considering novel sources for knowledge generation. Lastly, the rel-

evance dimension prestructures what types of knowledge sources might be considered 

at all, depending on the functional and/or symbolic meaning attached to the sources in 

question.

The concept of accepted knowledge is specified by ‘locality’ in four different ways. The 

actor dimension determines the group(s) that have the influence to legitimize parts of 

the local knowledge while excluding other parts from the official canon. In addition, it in-

cludes the influence of artifacts, foremost communication devices, on the social negoti-

ation of what counts as accepted knowledge, potentially even allowing for interventions 

from outside the specific locality. The network dimension of locality provides an idea of 

whether interconnectedness with other knowledge perspectives represents a factor in 

the local process of knowledge legitimation. In a similar vein, the  influx/response di-

mension gives an idea of whether novel items tend to be easily integrated into existing 

knowledge bodies or rather risk being classified as ‘unorthodox’. Lastly, the relevance 

dimension points  to  functional  preferences  and  important  symbolic  aggregates  of 

meaning that need to be addressed by knowledge for it to turn into ‘accepted knowl-

edge’.

In terms of modifying the concept of the knowledge holders, the dimensions of locality 

bear an influence in three different ways. The actor dimension specifies the concept’s 

overall notion by underlining that in distinct local contexts, not only human actors act as 

knowledge holders (although they represent the large majority), but potentially also arti-

facts such as e.g. local libraries and collections. The network dimension of locality de-

termines the extent to which knowledge holders of a given place are connected to like-

minded people outside their  locality  that  share their  specific  interests  and skill  set. 

Complementing, the influx/response dimension provides an idea of the readiness and 

willingness of the knowledge holders to engage in partaking in such a network.

The concept of the life-world of the knowledge holders is informed by multiple concepts 

of locality. More precisely, the physical-material dimension of a locality determines the 

very basic features of a knowledge holders’ life-world, i.e. the landscape structure, the 

natural resources present, precipitation levels, access to water etc. The  actor dimen-

sion describes the actors relevant for a given locality, including living beings (people, 

plants and animals) and non-living beings that structure and shape the life-world (such 

as e.g. material artifacts, infrastructure, practices, ideas, stories etc.). The network di-
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mension gives an indication of how connected the respective life-world is to other life-

worlds surrounding it. In this respect, the influx/response dimension of locality specifies 

the extent to which a given life-world shows the tendency to actively embrace other life-

worlds or whether such endeavors tend to be rejected. Lastly, the relevance dimension 

determines the functionalities and symbolic meanings attributed to a specific life-world.

In terms of influencing the concept of access to accepted knowledge, ‘locality’ does so 

in three ways. The actor dimension provides an idea about the individuals involved in 

the processes of granting or denying access to what is generally considered accepted 

knowledge. This not only describes the conditions that need to be met for somebody to 

be granted knowledge, but also addresses the issue of e.g. modern artifacts pre-struc-

turing and, thus, shaping the access to certain parts of the knowledge body. The net-

work dimension specifies whether the given degree of interconnectedness also bears 

an influence on whether outsiders are more easily granted access to knowledge. The 

influx/response dimension determines whether the negotiation on the question of ac-

cess to accepted knowledge is likely to be influenced by factors that originated outside 

the community.

The influences of ‘locality’ on the concept of the generation of knowledge are manifold. 

The physical-material dimension is decisive in determining the potential knowledge that 

can be generated locally (assuming that the large majority of local knowledge involves 

the natural environment in some way or another). The actor dimension of locality points 

to the range of potential actors that engage in knowledge generation, in this case hu-

man beings. The  network dimension of locality addresses the spatial interconnected-

ness of knowledge forms and the consequences resulting thereof while the  influx/re-

sponse dimension specifies the readiness of a given locality or place to adopt new in-

fluences. Lastly, the  relevance dimension determines in what ways novel knowledge 

needs to provide functional benefits for tackling real world problems (functional rele-

vance) and/or has to provide a form of symbolic meaning valued by the knowledge 

holders and their community (symbolic relevance).

The concept of the transmission of knowledge is influenced by all five dimensions of lo-

cality. The  physical-material dimension of locality is relevant in providing the tangible 

basis for most of the knowledge content; thereby, especially its physical absence or 

complete disappearance can considerably restrict and limit knowledge transmission by 

impeding a solid grounding of knowledge content in the outer world282. The  actor di-

282 ‘Physical absence’ as seen from the perspective of people who do not live in their original local communities and, 
thereby, in their familiar natural environments. ‘Complete disappearance’ refers to those cases where the total de-
struction of an area (e.g. forest clearings, floodings, ecological disasters etc.) deprives the inhabitants of their for-
merly familiar natural environment, which also includes the local flora and fauna on which significant part of local 
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mension of locality determines the range of people to whom knowledge can be trans-

mitted according to the local rules governing this process; in addition, the set of locally 

available artifacts such as e.g. mobile phones or computers provide an idea how espe-

cially the procedural side of knowledge transmission could be facilitated by integrating 

modern means of communication. The network dimension of locality gives an indication 

to  the  locality’s  degree  of  interconnectedness  with  other  knowledge  forms  when it 

comes to the knowledge content transmitted and the ways this process occurs. Com-

plementing this aspect, the influx/response dimension gives an idea of a locality’s prob-

ability of integrating new knowledge content or modes of transmission. Lastly, the rele-

vance dimension of a locality determines what kind of knowledge is locally considered 

to be of a functional and/or symbolic value to the degree that it is considered worth 

transmitting.

7.5.3 Specification of the framework by the auxiliary term 
‘understanding’

In parallel to the preceding chapter, I start by outlining the key insights from the debate 

on ‘understanding’ and discuss them in terms of their contributions to specifying ‘knowl-

edge’, the main term of this research. In a second step, I describe the specific ways in 

which the auxiliary concept of ‘understanding’ modifies the twelve concepts of knowl-

edge.

General comments on modifying ‘knowledge’ with ‘understanding’

Discussing ‘reflexive understanding’ with respect to ‘knowledge’, even solely in the gen-

eralized manner of this project, serves the purpose of emphasizing its significance for 

projects that involve local knowledge matters. It additionally underlines the importance 

of  paying attention not  only  to knowledge itself,  but  also to the ways it  is  compre-

hended. In contrast to the component of ‘locality’, the notion of ‘understanding’ was not 

attributed an individual literature analysis and, subsequently, the insights do not reflect 

the current state of the art of the academic debate, but entail broader, more general 

considerations regarding the interplay of ‘understanding’ and ‘knowledge’.283

Against this backdrop, I made the following observations: While it can be expected that 

numerous academic and applied studies might benefit in general from critically reflect-

ing on how specifically new knowledge is generated, it is especially pronounced in the 

case of projects that involve attempts at reaching a cross-epistemological understand-

ing. There, it becomes apparent that understanding in the sense of successfully ‘estab-

knowledge is founded.
283 This is in line with the concept’s overall role in the project (cf. chapter 1.3.2).
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lishing bridges across epistemologies’ is more likely to take place if two main conditions 

are met: First, the parties involved need to be aware of the fact that gaining an under-

standing is not guaranteed in itself,  but is rather fundamentally uncertain for all  hu-

mans, regardless of whether someone tries to make sense of an epistemologically fa-

miliar or unfamiliar context. It can therefore easily fail – all the more if the parties in-

volved do not refrain from making their perspective into an absolute – and put the un-

dertaking as a whole at risk (cf. the concept of the uncertainty of gaining an adequate 

understanding in chapter 7.4.1). Second, the likelihood for a successful co-construction 

of reality across epistemologies is significantly higher if the researchers or practitioners 

see themselves as part of the social world they are researching and thoroughly exam-

ine their relationship with the research object. This involves analyzing one’s disposition 

with respect to external and internal influences and trying to manage them to the great-

est extent possible. External influences result from structural and organizational con-

straints that are grounded in one’s institutional background and setting (cf. the concept 

of structural and organizational constraints influencing understanding in chapter 7.4.2). 

Internal influences, in contrast, stem from beliefs, values and convictions internalized 

during early socialization (cf. the concept of personal biases influencing understanding 

in chapter 7.4.3).

In a nutshell, the integration of ‘understanding’ into the framework structure and thus 

the relation of ‘understanding’ to the main term ‘knowledge’ has a double benefit: On 

the one hand, it facilitates promoting the idea of the fundamental uncertainty inherent to 

attempts  at  cross-epistemological  understanding.  On  the  other  hand,  it  advocates 

adopting a critical attitude towards one’s own research practice and draws the attention 

to various internal and external influences that might unnecessarily shape and, poten-

tially, distort the process and outcome of one’s project.

In sum, I do not consider refraining from integrating ‘understanding’ into the overall ap-

proach a viable course of action. Not only would it leave the framework incomplete – it 

could even entail unintended consequences as the more graspable potential of the far 

more conceptualized notions of ‘knowledge’ and ‘locality’ could tempt one into overesti-

mating the accuracy of the observations and perceptions made – and thereby the accu-

racy of one’s perspective on a given local knowledge form. As matter of fact, I consider 

the comprehensively elaborated concepts of  knowledge and locality to be in  actual 

need of some form of accompanying reflexive layer to make sure that as valid as possi-

ble an approximation to local realities can be reached.
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Relating ‘understanding’ to the concepts of knowledge

In contrast to ‘locality’, I refrain from separately relating the generalized concept of ‘un-

derstanding’ and its three components to the twelve concepts of ‘knowledge’ – for the 

simple reason that  the three individual  concepts of  ‘understanding’ are intentionally 

construed such that they are expected to bear an overall generic relevance for all con-

cepts of ‘knowledge’.

This compatibility is on the one hand linked to the semantic closeness of the two no-

tions of ‘knowledge’ and ‘understanding’ discussed earlier, which facilitates a meaning-

ful and straightforward relation of the two types of concepts. On the other hand and 

more importantly, if is founded on the initial decision to complement the central notion 

of ‘knowledge’ by the perspective on how this knowledge in fact constitutes, i.e. the 

processes of making sense and of actually comprehending the knowledge acquired. 

While such a cautious, reflexive approach to knowledge can potentially be advanta-

geous for many forms of scientific research, I consider it to be vital in the context of  

projects that  tackle cross-epistemological  topics and aim at  gaining a broad under-

standing of unfamiliar context where little own prior knowledge exists.

As such, the concepts of ‘understanding’ represent less of an in-depth analysis of the 

related academic debate or  the intricacies of  the workings of  ‘understanding’ them-

selves. In fact, the three concepts are best characterized as a generalized guidance on 

how to contextualize any knowledge acquired in  cross-epistemological  contexts.  As 

such, ‘knowledge’ is mediated in this project through the reflexive layer of ‘understand-

ing’. This also explains why the three concepts have a similar influence on the com-

plete set of concepts of knowledge, regardless of whether they tackle such varied mat-

ters as e.g. knowledge legitimation, generation or transmission.

In all cases, the twelve concepts of knowledge are modified along the same three-step 

process: In a first step, the concept of the uncertainty of gaining an adequate under-

standing recalls the fundamental fact that knowledge acquired is a social construction 

mediated through a layer of ‘understanding’ – a fact that is almost generally true284, but 

especially pronounced in cross-epistemological contexts. Knowledge of this type repre-

sents an attempt at making sense of potentially fundamentally diverging perspectives 

on the world. The concept underlines that such attempts can fail at any time and even if 

they seem to be successful, the knowledge generated in the process does not amount 

to a direct representation of the world, but remains a model and, thus, interpretation of 

reality.

284 Cf. footnote 100.
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Against the backdrop of this underlying attitude of reflexive contextualization, the two 

remaining concepts of understanding modify the concepts of knowledge by drawing the 

attention to two types of factors that can further impede attempts at analyzing knowl-

edge, in addition to the fundamental uncertainty discussed above. On the one hand, 

the  concept  of  structural  and  organizational  constraints  influencing  understanding 

stresses the potentially detrimental influence of external constraints on processes of 

knowledge acquisition. In doing so, it points to potential sources of these constraints 

that consist either in a set of organizational preferences and/or necessities or, alterna-

tively, stem from one’s professional background and concern potentially limiting mental 

models and methods internalized during one’s professional training and/or studies.

The third concept – the concept of personal biases influencing understanding – com-

plements the picture by emphasizing a number of factors internal to the person in-

volved in a cross-epistemological undertaking that also bear an influence on the actual 

way how reality is perceived and, as a consequence, local knowledge is approached 

and analyzed. These so-called ‘personal biases’ cover the domain of personal prefer-

ences, inclinations and aversions that inform one’s individual way of framing and inter-

preting reality, often rather unconsciously, unless addressed.
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8 Discussion and outlook
Before entering the discussion, I would like to briefly recall this research’s main aim, 

namely to develop a structured and interdisciplinary-based heuristic for understanding 

local ways of knowing in the context of industrialized as well as industrializing coun-

tries. In addition, this heuristic needs to be normatively specified towards sustainable 

development and to allow for a critical reflection on the uncertainty inherent in cross-

epistemological attempts at gaining an understanding. I argued earlier that such an ap-

proach to local knowledge bears the potential of providing a more comprehensive and 

balanced basis for the undertaking of cross-cultural understanding, be it in rural or ur-

ban settings. Furthermore, it could represent a means for counteracting the current ab-

sence of systematic, theory-based and interdisciplinary approaches to local knowledge 

in both academia and development cooperation.

In view of this initial aim and against the backdrop of the heuristic developed in chapter 

7, I discuss in this chapter research process and results along general lines, in addition 

to examining to what extent the framework elaborated is able to meet the claims and 

expectations formulated at the onset of the project. As my project is conceptual in char-

acter (as opposed to empirical) and aims at developing a heuristic for interdisciplinary 

application, I do not discuss in the following what factually has been found to be the 

case, but rather the potentials inherent to the framework approach elaborated.

With this in mind, I structure the following discussion into three sections: In chapter 8.1 

I start with a chapter-by-chapter review of the insights from the various in-depth litera-

ture analyses carried out; this also entails listing the related shortcomings, called here 

‘knowledge gaps’.285 Against the backdrop of the chapter-by-chapter review, chapter 

8.2 engages in reviewing and analyzing to what extent the framework approach devel-

oped here matches and responds to the initial research intention and contributes to 

countering the lack of theoretical, interdisciplinary and localized approaches to the phe-

nomenon of ‘local knowledge’. In subsequent chapter 8.3 I discuss the topic of episte-

mological challenges related to any undertaking striving for building bridges across cul-

tural and language barriers – challenges that thus also apply to this research project. 

Lastly, in concluding chapter 8.4 I relate the heuristic developed here to its wider con-

text and discuss further research opportunities. The latter is based on the understand-

ing that notwithstanding the heuristic representing a significant qualitative change in 

285 As argued earlier, these knowledge gaps are not only of theoretical value, but are directly translated into and re-
flected in the actual framework in the form of five so-called ‘specifications’ that determine fundamental characteris-
tics the heuristic is expected to fulfill (cf. chapter 2.4.3).
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how the topic of local knowledge is tackled, it is only the first step in the process of con-

solidating alternative ways for advancing the topic.

8.1 Discussion of the chapter-by-chapter contributions
For recapitulating the understanding gained in the different key chapters of  this re-

search, I start in chapter 8.1.1 with providing an overview on the insights from the intro-

ductory analysis of the terms ‘local knowledge’, ‘sustainable development’ and their in-

terrelationship (cf. chapter 2). In chapter 8.1.2, I provide a recap of the extended litera-

ture analysis on ‘knowledge’ before summarizing in chapter  8.1.3 the insights gained 

on ‘understanding’ (for both terms cf. chapter  5). In chapter  8.1.4, I conclude with a 

summary on ‘locality’, the last element of the triplet (cf. chapter 6).

8.1.1 Literature reviews of core concepts (chapter 2)

Local knowledge

The literature analysis showed that one of the most prominent features of ‘local knowl-

edge’ is its manifoldness and locally situated character; as a result, local knowledge is 

not systematized nor universal. In contrast to what is often assumed, it is far from ho-

mogeneously distributed in local communities and, lastly, can hardly be elicited in its 

entirety, not least because of local people not being familiar with expressing all of their 

knowledge in words.  This  overall  situation is  reflected in  academic and applied re-

search where a plethora of diverse notions and application instances of ‘local knowl-

edge’ exist, resulting in the observed multifacetedness and complexity of the debates.

The complexity concerns many aspects and starts with the actual wording where nu-

merous expressions exist  to  denote  specific  accentuations286 for  what  I  call  in  this 

project ‘local knowledge’. The existence of these variations is in fact noteworthy as they 

represent  underlying  inclinations  and interests  that,  in  turn,  coin  the respective  re-

search projects, all the more as it is commonly accepted that there is no neutral way of 

approaching the topic. 

Another expression of the high variability in perspectives on ‘local knowledge’ entails 

the question of where to position it among the many ways of knowing. In effect, it ad-

dresses most often the relation with or position vis-à-vis ‘scientific knowledge’, the con-

temporary gold standard of knowledge. In this respect, scholars studying the topic dis-

agree on whether it is useful at all to relate, compare and assess local knowledge to 

and against scientific knowledge in the sense of a binary opposition. Despite critical 

286 Such as e.g. indigeneity in the case of ‘indigenous knowledge’.
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voices, the review showed that the majority of earlier studies and certain strands of 

contemporary research opt for working with the opposition pair. As critics mourn, this 

tends to come along with (often implicit) assessments of the value and relevance of lo-

cal knowledge with it not seldom being understood as inferior to scientific knowledge. 

Another contested aspect is directed at whether knowledge is deemed to be socially 

construed, which is indicative of how much the aspect of ‘power’ is taken into account.

In terms of value judgments, analyzing the literature on local knowledge also revealed 

that certain strands display an ideologically-colored orientation amounting to advocacy. 

While this is all but understandable in view of the ever-continuing marginalization, in-

strumentalization and erosion of local knowledge, it  might hamper an analytical and 

balanced approach to the topic for both academia and development cooperation.

In  addition,  the  literature  analysis  highlighted  local  knowledge’s  relevance  for  both 

academia and applied development studies with multiple academic disciplines being in-

volved in the discussion. However, it also revealed that despite many potential applica-

tion opportunities identified in development contexts and a collection of successful im-

plementation cases, the role and change potential of local knowledge for development 

purposes remains ambiguous and contested.

Furthermore, the literature showed that with a few exceptions, most studies do not ap-

proach ‘local knowledge’ in analytical or conceptual way. Rather,  in the characteristic 

attempt to investigate specific, often ecologically-based questions within distinct local 

knowledge settings, the majority of studies are descriptive and enumerative in charac-

ter. As a result, there is in the meantime a vast and ever-increasing amount of case 

studies from all over the world with very little emphasis on identifying overarching theo-

retical perspectives. Methodologically speaking, this descriptive approach is indicative 

of the emphasis on the epistemic dimension of knowledge central to most studies, i.e. 

the focus on specific knowledge items, their distribution, variation and in- or decrease, 

often supported by the use of quantitative methods to gain comprehensive data sets.

In addition to the quite narrowly captured epistemic dimensions, one can observe a dis-

tinct focus on ecological questions. In fact,  academic and applied projects reveal a 

strong tendency to center on ecological issues specifically, mostly in the form of prag-

matic case studies with a conservationist orientation. While the focus on the natural 

world indeed reflects the communities’ undisputed dependency from natural resources, 

it is problematic in so far as it misses to adequately take into account additional dimen-

sions characterizing local knowledge. Examples include the question of how the knowl-

edge in question is generated and transmitted, where it originates from or how newly 
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generated knowledge is legitimized locally. Moreover, a focus on knowledge related to 

the natural world also fails to include into the overall picture the human development 

perspective; such a perspective aims at poverty alleviation and includes considerations 

on social or economic activities to foster local development.

In sum, the analysis shows that the complexity of ‘local knowledge’ is only selectively 

understood and appreciated in academic and applied research. Notwithstanding its al-

leged exotic nature, scientists and practitioners do not seem to invest on a larger scale 

into investigating its character to understand it thoroughly and independently of specific 

cases. In fact, research approaches abound that aim at understanding specific forms of 

local knowledge in detail; often, they come with the expectation that the insights can be 

extrapolated and generalized at a later stage. However, in doing so, they miss that the 

locally  situated  character  of  local  knowledge  defies  generalizations.  Accordingly, 

projects of this type tend to produce partial or unbalanced results and primarily reflect 

outsiders’ preferences instead of actually representing local realities in their complexity.

Sustainable development

There  is  a  widespread  consensus  in  the  literature  that  sustainable  development’s 

prominent  role  in  international,  national  and regional  development  strategies  stems 

from it introducing a novel perspective to the debate. The novelty consists in its plural-

istic approach to solving interrelated and multi-dimensional problems whereby a key 

operation consists in systematically integrating a whole spectrum of potentially compet-

ing issues from the environmental to the human and economic spheres. However, re-

gardless of sustainability’s potential to function as societal role model, related research 

and implementation projects tend to remain in a certain conceptual void. In the follow-

ing, I briefly discuss reasons for this phenomenon.

The literature showed that the concept’s broad applicability comes with an inherent 

open-  and  vagueness  regarding  its  actual  definition  and  operationalization,  leaving 

room for many interpretations and ways of implementation. This is in itself not problem-

atic as long as the scholars or development practitioners working with sustainability in-

vest in clarifying both aspects at the onset of their projects to safeguard transparency 

and accountability standards.

However, the analysis also highlighted that such specifications are rare. More often 

than not, projects lack a clear definition of what sustainability encompasses in the spe-

cific instance, how it could best be operationalized given the specific project’s charac-

teristics and how the weighting of the often contradicting dimensions is planned to take 
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place. Instead, the majority of projects in both academia and development cooperation 

operate with a vague notion that cannot do justice to the concept’s analytical potential.

As a result, sustainability notions of this type tend to lack the necessary complexity, 

leading to an insufficiently sophisticated conception that limits itself to a temporal or, al-

ternatively, an ecologically-oriented notion of sustainability whereby socio-economic is-

sues are hardly taken into account. Quite often, these studies are content with tackling 

‘sustainability’ by a brief and often rather isolated reference to either the Brundtland 

definition or, in recent years, the SDGs (cf. chapter 2.2.1). Additional shortcuts include 

a reduction of the overarching concept to a specific area, often reflected in the use of 

the qualifying adjective ‘sustainable’ (e.g. ‘sustainable management’ or, for a stronger 

topical focus, e.g. ‘sustainable fishery’’) or its equation with development as such in 

general. In any case, these approaches lack what could be called an ‘integrated under-

standing’ able to incorporate the various dimensions constituting the concept (i.e. ecol-

ogy, society, economy and potentially additional dimensions, cf. chapter 2.2.3).

In addition to the lack of clarity, the literature analysis also revealed that the concept is 

hardly ever critically reflected in terms of limitations and problematic connotations such 

as the potential perpetuation of power and development inequalities between industrial-

izing and industrialized countries or the potentially problematic impact of sustainability 

policies on local culture and knowledge.

The interplay between ‘local knowledge’ and ‘sustainable development’

Analyzing the interrelationship between the academic and applied debates on ‘local 

knowledge’ and ‘sustainable development’ amplifies a number of characteristics that 

could already be observed in the individual debates. 

First, it reveals an imbalance in how the two concepts are related to each other with lo-

cal knowledge being attributed a subordinate or auxiliary function in the large majority 

of cases. In this vein, most research focuses on how local knowledge contributes to ad-

vancing sustainable development and, thus, on the numerous applications and roles of 

local knowledge for sustainable development of which I identified seven main ones (cf. 

chapter 2.3.1). These applications turned out to be rather pragmatic and mostly man-

agement-related (extending from single resource management to the management of 

whole habitats or regions) and at times oversimplifying in their generalizations such as 

the idea that all holders of local knowledge necessarily act as true stewards of nature, 

regardless of the management practices actually in place (cf. debate on ‘noble sav-

ages’).
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However, as mentioned initially, corresponding research on the potential of sustainable 

development for fostering and strengthening local knowledge proved to be rare. In fact, 

it seems as though the concept’s usefulness or appropriateness for strengthening local 

knowledge is not critically assessed or challenged. This in turn implies that it remains 

unclear for whom sustainability is to be attained and whether local interests are taken 

into account in this process. The reasons therefore are most likely, I assume, political in 

character rather than related to the intricacies of the scientific discourse.

Second,  and despite all differences, the debates on both concepts resemble one an-

other in that they display a clear emphasis on, it not a bias towards the environmental 

dimension and related issues: Most research focuses on studying either specific local 

knowledge instances in regard to their potential for furthering environmental protection 

or specific management practices that are thought to strengthen ecological adaptation 

and resilience. This distinct emphasis on the ecological dimension is grounded in local 

communities’ livelihoods and stands for their undeniable dependency from natural re-

sources. It, however, comes at the risk of overlooking other aspects that need manag-

ing such as the human development perspective for which the integration of economic 

or social activities to advance local and regional development is crucial.287

Third, the literature analysis also underlines that not only is there a hierarchy in the in-

terplay of the two concepts, this hierarchy does not seem to be critically reflected in it -

self. As a consequence, the power configurations resulting thereof are not discussed 

either. A prominent example of this phenomenon are the contradictions between the 

goal of environmental protection and the goal of preserving the physical and social in-

tegrity of the local people living of the same land.

In sum, the literature analysis shows that the two debates are only marginally inte-

grated and seem to largely remain within their disciplinary borders and traditions. In 

fact,  the interplay between the two concepts is characterized by an imbalance with 

‘sustainability’ having the upper hand and ‘local knowledge’ playing a subordinate role, 

at times bordering on being instrumentalized. However, despite all differences, the two 

concepts share one trait when it comes to their real-world application: In their focus on 

producing mostly descriptive-enumerative case studies with an emphasis on ecological 

concerns, they both seem to rather shy away from engaging in overarching conceptu-

ally-driven and theoretical studies. 

287 This can e.g. take place by means of instruments such as micro financing, fair trade schemes or cooperative orga-
nization forms (von Hauff and Claus 2012).
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8.1.2 Literature analysis of the main term ‘knowledge’ (chapter 5)
The literature analyses across philosophy, sociology and anthropology aimed at com-

piling as broad as possible a set of structural-analytical insights into how to generically 

conceptualize ‘knowledge’, the main term of this research, and, to a lesser extent, ‘un-

derstanding’. These insights served to inform the tentatively postulated dimensions of 

knowledge  (cf.  chapter  4.3),  in  addition  to  revising  and  complementing  them  –  a 

process that resulted in the concluding set of dimensions of knowledge formative for 

this research (cf. chapter 4.4.1).

In the following, I briefly recapitulate how the specific structural-analytical insights into 

‘knowledge’ provided by the academic literature inform the dimensions of knowledge. 

To this end, I start with philosophy, proceed to sociology and conclude with anthropol-

ogy.

The literature from philosophy contributed to informing four of the eight dimensions 

of  knowledge, more precisely the (1) epistemic dimension, the (2) procedural dimen-

sion, the (6) ontological dimension and the (7) legitimational dimension.

As for the individual disciplinary insights, the (1)  epistemic and the (2)  procedural di-

mensions of knowledge are informed by the distinction between knowledge content 

and knowledge processes or between  propositional  and  procedural knowledge.  With 

respect to the (2) procedural dimension, the literature emphasized the relevance of its 

implicit part.

The philosophical literature also contributed to informing the (6) ontological dimension 

of knowledge by providing an overview on the potential sources of knowledge that can 

be considered acceptable, depending on the specific social and cultural context. They 

include perception/senses, reason/reasoning, introspection, intuition, memory and testi-

mony.

Lastly, the (7) legitimational dimension of knowledge is informed by the broader debate 

on the so-called Gettier case that underlined the importance of the justificatory element 

for understanding knowledge per se, with four specific ways outlined as to how to ques-

tion the justifications of knowledge content (cf. chapter 5.2.1.1). The dimension is fur-

ther informed by the debate on the different approaches to truth by means of criteria for 

the validity of knowledge (also called ‘criteria of truth’); these approaches entail corre-

spondence approaches, coherence approaches and consensus approaches and are 

understood to result in different modes of justifying knowledge.
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The literature from sociology contributed to informing the concept of ‘knowledge’ by 

covering the following six dimensions: the (1) epistemic dimension, the (3) actor-related 

dimension, the (4) social organization, the (5) contextual dimension, the (7) legitima-

tional dimension and the (8) representational dimension of knowledge.

As for the individual disciplinary insights, the (1) epistemic dimension of knowledge is 

informed by Goffman’s notion of ‘frames’ that denotes culture-specific expectations as 

to how a given situation will most likely play out, including the actions of the people in-

volved and their degree of participation. These frames include so-called primary frame-

works’ (natural and social ones) and ‘secondary frameworks’, together with their typical 

modulations or ‘keyings’ both of which provide conceptual orientation for interpreting 

social situations.

The (3) actor-related dimension of knowledge is informed by two sources in the socio-

logical literature selected for this research. First, it is  Schutz’s distinction between an 

actor’s ‘social and subjective stock of knowledge’ and his focus on the granularity or 

depth of an actor’s knowledge that stress the significance of an actor’s specific knowl-

edge configuration. Second, it concerns Bourdieu’s notion of ‘cultural capital’, namely 

his three forms of cultural capital – incorporated, objectified and institutionalized cul-

tural capital – all of which represent resources an actor can draw on.

The (4)  social organization of knowledge is informed by all  three sociologists. First, 

Schutz underlines the crucial role of socialization for knowledge transmission. Second, 

taking up the aspect of knowledge transmission, Goffman specifies that in social con-

texts knowledge is transmitted by means of so-called ‘frames’ that are internalized dur-

ing socialization. Lastly,  Bourdieu details the dimension of the social organization of 

knowledge in four different ways, namely a) by stressing the importance of socialization 

for  knowledge transmission,  b)  by underlining the relevance of  the capital  forms at 

hand, foremost of ‘institutionalized cultural capital',  for attesting knowledge to some-

body, c) by accentuating that a person’s habitus is decisive for access to knowledge 

and d) highlighting the need for identifying counter-strategies against so-called ‘doxic 

knowledge’ that facilitate the generation of new knowledge.

In a similar vein, the (5) contextual dimension of knowledge is informed by all three so-

ciological theories. Schutz determines fundamental categories typical for the construc-

tion and stratification of all life-worlds. They encompass a) the division of the world into 

four sub-worlds (cf. chapter 5.3.1.2) and b) a set of multiple provinces of meaning with 

reality being the central reference point and other provinces forming secondary refer-

ence points (e.g. world of dreams or of religious experience). Goffman shares Schutz’s 
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notion of  multiple provinces of  meaning,  yet  rejects the idea of  everyday reality as 

‘paramount reality’ as he considers all provinces of meaning to be equally pertinent. 

Bourdieu underlines the significance of examining power structures that he considers 

to significantly shape social life. In this vein, he introduces two concepts: a) the concept 

of ‘capital forms’ whereby he considers capital and power to be closely linked and dif -

ferentiates between four capital forms (economic, social, symbolic, cultural capital) and 

b) the concept of ‘fields’, understood as structured social spaces of struggle where con-

frontations are decided according to the actors’ positions and the means employed.

The (7) legitimation dimension of knowledge seems to be less of a topic for sociological 

considerations. Only Schutz contributes by discriminating in his concept of motivational 

relevance between two types that inform on the underlying legitimational orientation; 

they include 'in-order-to motives' focusing on the future and 'because-of motives' cen-

tering on the past.

Lastly, the (8) representational dimension of knowledge is informed by Bourdieu’s no-

tion of capitals, more precisely by the specific notion of ‘objectified cultural capital’ for 

which books, performances and collections represent salient examples.

The literature from anthropology contributes to informing the concept of ‘knowledge’ 

by grounding and informing all but one of the knowledge dimensions, namely (1) the 

epistemic dimension, the (2) procedural dimension, the (3) actor-related dimension, the 

(4) dimension of social organization, the (5) contextual dimension, the (7) legitimational 

dimension and, lastly, the (8) representational dimension.

The (1) epistemic dimension of knowledge is informed by two of the anthropological ap-

proaches presented in chapter 5.4. On the one hand, Barth contributes to informing it 

by means of his notion of the ‘corpus of assertions and ideas’ that denotes the facts of 

the world or the actual knowledge content and forms part of his tripartite approach to 

knowledge. In a similar vein,  Berlin stresses the importance of identifying the specific 

way a culture is organized on a factual-conceptual level, namely its mental and verbal 

dispositions, concepts, categories and classifications or the culturally overarching pat-

terns of thinking in general.

The (2) procedural dimension of knowledge is underpinned by the same two theories, 

namely by Barth’s notion of ‘embodied skills’ as much as by Berlin’s emphasis on un-

derstanding overarching patterns, this time related to knowledge processes, i.e. the lo-

cal procedures and methods defining how things are generally done.
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With respect to the (3) dimension of social organization of knowledge, it is only Barth’s 

tripartite approach, more specifically the notion of the ‘social forms of organization’ that 

contributes to grounding the idea that knowledge is socially organized in the literature.

In terms of informing the (4) actor-related dimension of knowledge, Barth highlights the 

generally uneven distribution of knowledge – be it between and within communities, 

populations or individual lifespans.

The (5) contextual dimension of knowledge, understood as the cultural context where a 

given knowledge form is ‘at home’, is informed by two of the approaches introduced. 

On the one hand, it is Berlin’s inclination towards and interest in the overall mental or-

ganization of life-worlds, namely the surrounding context that contributes to informing 

this dimension. His focus on the unconscious set of assumptions and beliefs linked to 

any given context is thereby decisive. On the other hand, it concerns Kluckhohn and 

Strodtbeck’s value orientations approach and its later extension by Hills. In their view, 

cultures differ on six value orientations that are linked to six basic and value-laden is-

sues all social groups need to take a stand on (cf. chapter  5.4.2.1 and  5.4.2.2). The 

variations in the value orientations are considered to be at the basis of the overall cul-

tural diversity and correspond to different solutions for resolving the above-mentioned 

value-related issues; understanding these variations is said to be crucial in facilitating 

cross-cultural understanding.

The (7)  legitimational dimension of knowledge is only informed by  Barth’s criteria for 

validating knowledge;  these criteria  stem from the tripartite  approach or,  more pre-

cisely, from the interplay between ‘corpus of assertions and ideas’, ‘social forms of or-

ganization’ and ‘modes of communications’.

Lastly, the (8) representational dimension of knowledge is also exclusively informed by 

Barth’s tripartite approach in that he stresses that the modes of communication applied 

are crucial for characterizing any given knowledge form on a material level.

8.1.3 Literature analysis of the auxiliary term ‘understanding’ 
(chapter 5)

Given the role of understanding in this research (cf. chapter  1.3.2) and the semantic 

overlap between ‘knowledge’ and ‘understanding’,  the literature  analysis  on ‘knowl-

edge’ also served to inform the notion of ‘understanding’ and its dimensions in a gener-

alized way (cf. chapter 4.4.3). However, only part of the sociological and anthropologi-
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cal contributions provide insights for ‘understanding’; philosophy has nothing to offer in 

this respect, at least int terms of the literature selected for this project.

The literature from sociology  contributes to informing all  three generalized dimen-

sions of understanding, namely the (14) dimension of the uncertainty of gaining an ade-

quate understanding, the (15) dimension of structural and organizational constraints in-

fluencing understanding and the (16) dimension of personal biases influencing under-

standing.

As for the individual disciplinary insights, two sociologists elaborate on the (14) dimen-

sion of the uncertainty of gaining an adequate understanding.288 Goffman does so by 

introducing the notion of ‘social frameworks’ and, particularly, ‘modulations’ and ‘key-

ings’ by which he discusses so-called ‘secondary frameworks’ that  are intentionally 

used to mislead. According to him, applying interpretative frameworks comes for indi-

viduals in general with the inherent risk of misinterpretation, be it in the form of threats 

to the normality assumption or of attempts at deliberately deceiving. In a similar vein, 

Bourdieu doubts to what extent unadulterated insights into objects are feasible in sci-

ence and daily life, given that human actions largely amount to unconscious activity. As 

a counter-measure, he argues for adopting a critical attitude towards one’s own per-

ception, research practice and potential power imbalances involved and elaborated the 

concept of ‘reflexivity’ that he considers facilitating a more adequate understanding of 

objects of the outer world. In view of the inevitable effects of this unconscious activity, 

Bourdieu stresses the importance of consciously analyzing one’s own dispositions on a 

number of levels whilst being in the process of sense-making.

Such a focus on counteracting the challenges inherent to understanding is at the root 

of the two remaining concepts of understanding, which discuss external and internal 

constraints and biases that further hamper a robust and realistic understanding of a 

given local context. In terms of external constraints,  Bourdieu contributes to informing 

the (15) dimension of structural and organizational constraints influencing understand-

ing by proposing to scrutinize one’s relationship with the object of study in two ways. 

First, he suggests that one critically assesses one’s specific position in one’s academic 

sub-field, the power attributed to it and how this position is contingent on a favorable 

selection of theoretical constructs. This assessment extends to the whole fabric of tra-

ditions, mental structures and patterns, problems and shared convictions determining 

the perception of what merits to be researched, at the expense of other subject-mat-

ters. Second, Bourdieu calls for paying attention to what he denotes as intellectualistic 

288 Schutz does not provide any insights to ‘understanding’ in the publications selected.
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bias – a notion describing a mental bias that blocks one from perceiving and focusing 

on the practical problems in the world that need solving. Instead, the attention is fo-

cused on theoretical constructs, concepts and agglomerates of meaning or what Bour-

dieu calls the ‘collective scientific unconscious’. As a result, science runs the risk of not 

only imposing its theoretical tools on real world issues that would necessitate more 

customized approaches, but of also failing to see the social world as it is.

The complementing aspect, i.e. the (16) dimension of personal biases influencing un-

derstanding is informed by two of the sociological approaches discussed. First,  it  is 

heavily relies on Bourdieu’s concept of reflexivity in which he calls on (social) scientists 

to try to objectify themselves to the greatest extent possible. Next to an awareness of 

structural  and organizational constraints,  this also extends to one’s personal biases 

and one’s own entanglement in the social world. The latter is expressed through a par-

ticular set of interests and a specific mode of reasoning and perceiving the world (one’s 

so-called habitus), all of which is directly linked to one’s social background and posi-

tions one in terms of class, culture, gender, age, nationality. In a similar vein, Goffman 

stresses the importance of paying close attention to personal biases in view of their in-

fluence on the process of understanding. In his view, the so-called ‘social frameworks’ 

are construed during socialization, i.e. in the early years of one’s life, and therefore 

evade a conscious analysis. In fact, he considers them to be more of a bodily experi-

ence than a process of conscious deliberation.

The anthropological literature selected for this research is somewhat less fruitful in 

terms of informing the generalized concepts of understanding as only Berlin’s perspec-

tive contributes to informing them theoretically. His contribution grounds on a deep mis-

trust vis-à-vis basic principles and methods applied in interpretative anthropology, a 

renowned disciplinary standard at his time. In his search for alternative methodologies 

for  discovering  the  mental  organization  of  the  respondents’ world  and letting  them 

speak for themselves, he turns to cognitive techniques. He implements them to support 

the local population in systematically describing content, structure and characteristics 

of a given knowledge domain on their own, without any expert outsider imposing his/

her perspective. In line with this, Berlin’s mistrust also extends to the actual results pro-

duced by studies under the paradigm of interpretative anthropology. In fact, he does 

not consider such etically produced knowledge to be trustworthy given the conditionali-

ties and circumstances of its production – a statement that contributes to informing the 

(14) dimension of the uncertainty of gaining an adequate understanding. His reserva-

tion vis-à-vis interpretative approaches also contributes to grounding the (15)  dimen-

sion of structural and organizational constraints, which discusses concrete factors that 
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impeding understanding, in addition to the underlying general uncertainty. In this re-

spect, Berlin underlines that the influence of one’s professional or academic training on 

one’s perspective of the world should not be underestimated and extends from basic 

concepts to inherent key assumptions and methodological preferences.

8.1.4 Literature analysis of the modifying term ‘locality’ (chapter 6)
The multi-disciplinary literature analyses strove to compile as broad as possible a set of 

structural-analytical insights into how to generically conceptualize ‘locality’. In this re-

spect, I concentrated on identifying how a specific locality influences the knowledge of 

the people living there or moving through it, or, in other words, how a specific locality is 

reflected and expressed in a given local knowledge form. The insights from the multi-

disciplinary literature then served to inform, revise and complement the tentatively pos-

tulated dimensions of locality (cf. chapter 4.3). This process lead to the concluding set 

of five dimensions of locality formative for this research (cf. chapter 4.4.2).

In the following, I briefly recapitulate how the specific structural-analytical insights into 

‘locality’ provided by the academic literature inform the dimensions of ‘locality’. In fact, 

the literature selected turned out to ground all five dimensions of locality, namely the (9) 

physical-material dimension of locality, the (10) actor dimension of locality, the (11) net-

work dimension of locality, the (12) influx/response dimension of locality and, lastly, the 

(13) relevance dimension of locality (functional-symbolical). In the following I briefly out-

line which theories contributed to informing what dimensions of locality.

The (9) physical-material dimension of locality is informed by three of the theories se-

lected: Multilocality contributes the idea that in a person’s life there can exist a number 

of relevant localities where he/she is present and active, at times also simultaneously. 

This thought is taken up by  translocality whereby a special emphasis is set on the 

movement between the various localities and on analyzing not only the multiple locat-

edness  and  movement  of  people,  but  also  of  goods/objects  and  ideas.  Multi-sited 

ethnography takes up the theme and relates it to the research context, underlining that 

in most cases, a given research interest is related not only to a single, static research 

location, but rather to a whole network of interconnected locations that influence each 

other, from the local to the global level and vice-versa.

The (10) actor dimension of locality is equally informed by three of the theories intro-

duced earlier. The approach of global cultural flows conceptualizes actors as both living 

entities (humans/animals/plants etc. ) and non-living ones (objects/ideas/practices etc.) 

and postulates the existence of five global cultural flows or ‘-scapes’ (ethno-, techno-, 
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finance-,  media-  and  ideoscapes  structuring  the  movement  of  people,  technology, 

money, media and ideas/values). These cultural flows are crucial for allowing the actors 

to move around the world and produce locality in this process. Multi-sited ethnography 

also conceptualizes actors as living and non-living entities and considers basically ev-

erything that is on the move and can be followed to be actors, including things (e.g.  

goods/gifts/money), metaphors, plot/stories/allegories, life/biographies and, eventually, 

conflicts. Hybridity in its modern approach focuses on the actors of a given locality with 

the aim to examine issues of intermixture, i.e. the mixture of local and non-local influ-

ences,  and  to  challenge  related  essentializations.  In  colonial  times,  hybridity  was 

largely concerned with examining racial intermixture, a problematic focus that opened 

up with the study of other types of intermixture such as ethnic, religious or biological in-

termixture and the introduction of critical perspectives such as the aspect of double-ac-

centedness in the creation of hybrid forms.

The (11) network dimension of locality is informed by five theories outlined earlier. Mul-

tilocality starts from the idea that specific human activities (e.g. markets) arise from in-

dividual  residing  and  acting  in  multiple  places,  i.e.  from a  network  of  actions  and 

places, and stresses that in order to understand these activities, it is crucial to consider 

what takes place in different localities simultaneously, checking for both intended and 

unintended consequences.  Translocality stresses the interpenetration of the local and 

the global that takes place in the countless interactions between places, actors and ob-

jects/ideas across the many types of borders, including but not limited to national bor-

ders.  Globalization/Glocalization draws the attention to the massively increased inter-

connectedness of today’s world (‘world as a global village’) and underlines that regard-

less of certain tendencies towards particularization, a change is taking place from a 

more territorialized and nation-state-oriented world to a more translocal, interconnected 

and globally-oriented one. This, in turn, leads to a disconnection of cultural practices 

and knowledge from their traditional embeddedness and is said to render them more 

prone to intermixture. Global cultural flows underlines that human interactions are orga-

nized along five interrelated so-called ‘-scapes’ and points to the network that results 

from the interconnections established through the diverse global cultural flows, which is 

fueled by a constant  movement  and migration  of  living  actors and non-living  ones 

across the globe.  Multi-sited ethnography concentrates on understanding the ways in 

which the different geographical locations relevant for a specific research question are 

interrelated and interact.  Thus, it  facilitates locating the local within the global while 

viewing the global as an interrelated system of localities. Considerations of this type 
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also extend to power structures in the various locations and their (potential long-dis-

tance) impact on people’s lives.

The (12)  influx/response dimension of locality is informed by four of the theories pre-

sented earlier.  Translocality describes that a given locality can react in two ways to a 

given influx; it can either accept and adapt it, which results in greater interconnected-

ness and entanglement with places outside the locality. The influx can, however, also 

be rejected, leading to disparity, more fragmentation and distancing from other locali-

ties.  Globalization/Glocalization underlines that globalization dynamics are always re-

interpreted and decided locally, resulting in the many context-related outcomes. Where 

globalization is welcomed, spatially segregated places with distinct customs are weak-

ened, links of human to specific localities such as towns and villages decrease and so-

cial relationships end up being less and less bound by spatial location. Where, how-

ever, globalization is opposed, local cultural traditions and the local in general are in-

tensified, leading to a ‘new localism’ and a related cultural self-confidence.  Multi-sited 

ethnography in its distinct emphasis on following a research interest in its movement 

across the globe underlines the potential influence of ephemeral phenomena entering 

and impacting a locality for only a brief time before disappearing again. Hybridity em-

phasizes the various reactions that localities can have to the influx of alien influences 

and distinguishes between adaptive reactions that result in intermixture and adverse 

reaction that counter-act intermixture. In addition, it points to the case when two entities 

are mixed in an act of resistance to challenges existing power dynamics (cf. ‘intentional 

hybridity’).

Lastly, the (13) relevance dimension of locality is informed by three of the theories pre-

sented. Multilocality contributes to this dimension by stressing that a place can simulta-

neously embody multiple function and symbolic attributions for various people; thus, it 

is called ‘multilocal’ if it carries polysemous meanings for different actors. Translocality 

introduces the special form of so-called ‘translocal imaginaries’, i.e. mental figures that 

involve the subjective dimension of one’s imagination and do not require physical dis-

placement. Lastly, the concept of global cultural flows underlines that the functional and 

symbolic dimensions of locality are shaped by a  ‘democratization of the imagination’. 

This goes back to the presence of global mediascapes that, provided a stable internet 

access, allow individuals at all social levels to access the global stream of images and 

narratives and to engage in individual imagination, thereby creating new identities and 

envisioning an alternative future.
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8.2 Discussion of the framework approach
Against the backdrop of discussing the theoretical insights gained at various stages of 

this research in  the preceding chapter  8.1,  I  examine to what  extent  the proposed 

‘framework for understanding local knowledge’ is able to live up to the aspirations and 

expectations formulated initially. To this end, I scrutinize whether it manages to offer al-

ternative  paths  able  to  mitigate  shortcomings  identified  in  existing  approaches  and 

what kind of potential benefits could result from applying the heuristic elaborated here.

In other words, I start by discussing this project’s results against two groups of criteria, 

namely a) the three research questions formulated initially (cf. chapter 1.2) and b) the 

five additional specifications (cf. chapter 1.3.2) that provided basic guidance as to how 

to approach the task. As argued earlier, these specifications are conceptualized such 

that  they  represent  condensed  counter-measures  aimed at  mitigating  shortcomings 

identified in the analyses of the academic and applied literature on ‘local knowledge’, 

‘sustainable  development’  and  their  interrelationship  (cf.  chapter  2.4.3).  Given  that 

these specifications do not add any novel requirements, but specify the overarching re-

search questions, I opt for discussing them along with their corresponding research 

question, as displayed in the overview below (cf. table 8):

Three research questions
(cf. chapter 1.2)

Five specifications A-E
(cf. chapter 1.3.2)

Analysis in 
chapter

1) What are generic and fundamental 
dimensions for analyzing ‘local 
knowledge’ in its inherent complexity 
and how could these dimensions be 
aggregated in a meaningful way into a 
framework? 

analysis of the notion with
A) ‘knowledge’ as main term 

(leaving aside the alternative 
analytical lens of ‘power’) and

B) ‘locality’ serving as modifying 
term

8.2.1

2) For the framework to allow for 
critically reflecting on the process of 
‘understanding local knowledge’: What 
are generalized dimensions for 
sketching ‘understanding’ and how are 
they to be integrated into the 
framework?

C) integration of a reflexive layer 
by

D) clarifying the character of the 
concept of ‘understanding’

8.2.2

3) For the framework to be normatively 
specified with respect to sustainable 
development: What are basic and 
salient principles for defining 
sustainable development as the 
normative reference system with 
which the framework needs to be 
compatible?

E) clarification of the function and 
character of the concept of 
‘sustainable development’

8.2.3

Table 8: Relationship between research questions and framework specifications
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In the following chapters, I argue why I consider the tasks to be completed. To this end, 

chapter  8.2.1 outlines why I  deem the conceptual-analytical  framework approach to 

represent a viable answer to research question 1 and specifications A and B. In chapter 

8.2.2, I argue for why I consider the integration of a generalized approach to ‘under-

standing’ to respond to the need for a reflexive layer, as formulated in research ques-

tion 2 and detailed in specifications C and D. Lastly, I discuss in chapter 8.2.3 how the 

sustainability principles formulated at the onset of this project (cf. chapter 3.2.2) are re-

flected in the heuristic and how I deem this to provide an answer to research question 3 

and specification E.

8.2.1 Analytical-conceptual and interdisciplinary framework 
approach

With respect to  research question 1 and specifications A and B, I considered it para-

mount to build the approach such that it is able to incorporate, to the greatest extent 

possible, the characteristics that were found missing in earlier approaches (cf. chapter 

2.4.2 for the respective ‘knowledge gaps’).

In the first place, this implied opting for a conceptual-analytical approach to counterbal-

ance the wealth of previous studies on local knowledge that are enumerative-descrip-

tive in character and focus on a specific knowledge instance, often with the intent to 

later try to generalize the insights from this instance. Opting for the development of a 

theoretically-inspired approach over a primarily empirically-informed one also entailed 

the need to invest in integrating its components into a framework and in specifying the 

interrelationships between the framework components.

This initial decision led to the formulation of research question 1 (cf. chapter 1.2):

1)  What are generic and fundamental dimensions for analyzing ‘local knowl-
edge’ in its inherent complexity and how could these dimensions be aggre-
gated in a meaningful way into a framework?

The insight that the observed lack of complexity in conceptualizing ‘local knowledge’ 

was foremost  linked  to  under-complex  understandings  of  the  underlying notions  of 

‘knowledge’ and  ‘locality’ (cf.  literature  reviews  and  analyses  in  chapters  5 and  6) 

opened the door to concentrate and ‘zoom in’ on these two terms. Doing so turned out 

to be a fruitful avenue as it allowed me to identify the shortcomings and gaps in the dis-

ciplinary approaches and to relate them to each other in order to, eventually, being able 

to design my heuristic such that these gaps are bridged, to the greatest extent possi-

ble.  However,  consulting the literature was not  only  helpful  in  emphasizing existing 
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gaps. It also allowed me to take advantage of the trove of insights on both ‘knowledge’ 

and ‘locality’ across disciplines that so far had hardly been taken up by the more spe-

cialized debate on ‘local knowledge’ (and related terms) in anthropology, the debate’s 

home discipline.

To structure and organize the analysis of these two terms, I detailed their interrelation-

ship by formulating specifications A and B (cf. chapter 1.3.2) which determined

A) ‘knowledge’ to be the main term289 as well as

B) ‘locality’ to serve as modifier in the composite notion of ‘local knowledge’.

Conceptualizing ‘locality’ as a modifying term that specifies the precise type of knowl-

edge discussed, in this case a form of localized knowledge, allowed me to take advan-

tage of the substantial conceptual advancements on locality, place and space in a num-

ber of academic disciplines that emerged in the wake of the so-called ‘spatial turn’. It 

also allowed me to specify the aspect of localization based on literature without having 

specific local instances in the real world in mind as role models290. This way, I could en-

sure that selected real-world instances would not disproportionally shape the frame-

work structure and the interrelations between the various dimensions. In sum, I argue 

that by highlighting the aspect of ‘locality’, I was able to attribute ‘locality’, or the local 

perspective in general, a decisive role in this research.

In fact, by means of abstracting from individual local knowledge instances and analyz-

ing the notion from an overarching theoretical perspective, I was able to identify a set of 

salient dimensions characterizing ‘local knowledge’ and to understand the interplay of 

these dimensions, thus maximizing the overall inclusiveness of the heuristic. I argue 

that by opting for such an encompassing theoretical approach, the framework devel-

oped here is able to live up to the expectation formulated at the project’s onset, namely 

to embrace and accommodate as many forms of local knowledge as possible all over 

the world, including forms from industrializing and industrialized countries and from ru-

ral and urban areas.

289 This was at the expense of having to leave aside another potential analytical lens to studying the phenomenon of 
local knowledge, namely the dimension of ‘power’.

290 This is in contrast to numerous other approaches that start from specific local knowledge instances in the real world 
(cf. chapter 2.1.7).

387



Thus,  leaving  traditional  ‘one  size  fits  all’-ap-

proaches behind,  I  deem to have designed the 

framework such that it is generic in its broad the-

oretical approach to ‘knowledge’ and at the same 

time  localized  in  its  emphasis  on  an  equally 

generic  local  perspective.  The heuristic  encom-

passes eight concepts characterizing ‘knowledge’ 

and five concepts detailing ‘locality’ as depicted in 

illustration  72 (for  clarity  reasons,  relations  be-

tween the concepts are omitted, for those I refer 

to illustrations 32 and 39).291

In sum, I therefore expect that this framework can 

indeed inform research and development projects 

involving local knowledge, thereby contributing to 

advancing the debate itself. I see the benefits in 

three respects, namely in that the heuristic...

(1) ...provides a ‘framework for (almost) all’ as 
it can be applied in a number of academic 
disciplines and across disciplinary bound-
aries;

(2) ...lends itself to being used not only theoretically in academia, but also in ap-
plied contexts in development cooperation;

(3) ...facilitates comparative research projects within and across academic disci-
plines.

An interdisciplinary framework bridging boundaries in academia (1)

The literature reviews in chapter 2 highlighted that research on local knowledge and re-

lated notions is disciplinary in character with only a small minority of studies explicitly 

combining research perspectives from natural and social sciences. This phenomenon 

is not only limited to research on the exotic topic of ‘local knowledge’; on the contrary, a 

certain lack of integration represents a pattern that can be observed in many research 

constellations. For a substantial part, this is problematic as such research endeavors 

miss the opportunity to integrate qualitatively differing perspectives on the same topic 

into a meaningful whole.

291 The eventual framework consists of a total of 16 dimensions – eight dimensions covering ‘knowledge’, five dimen-
sions describing ‘locality’ and another three dimensions detailing the third auxiliary component of ‘understanding’ 
(cf. chapter 8.2.2).
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While this might not present much of an issue for studies on local knowledge featuring 

a distinct disciplinary orientation, I consider it a decisive disadvantage for adequately 

researching local knowledge in general. Such research could greatly benefit from an in-

tegrated approach that might, in addition, facilitate its acceptance by scholars from vari-

ous backgrounds, provided that they recognize specific elements that originally stem 

from their specific academic field. This recognition effect might contribute to lowering 

the threshold for a successful cross-disciplinary uptake of insights – an issue maybe 

more virulent  in  natural  sciences where quantitative studies abound and qualitative 

ones tend to be rare and are met with a certain reservation regarding their methodol-

ogy and validity. In my view, an integrated approach could thus also contribute to rais-

ing the number of studies in social sciences informed by research from natural sci-

ences and vice-versa and, thus, promoting a certain disciplinary cross-pollination.

In view of this situation, I considered a strong interdisciplinary foundation of the frame-

works’ components to be paramount for a novel approach to the topic. This led me to 

combining and integrating theoretical  insights from diverse academic disciplines, in-

cluding  anthropology,  sociology,  philosophy,  geography,  the  various  ethnosciences 

(ethnobiology, -botany, -ecology, -zoology, -pedology etc.) and area, development and 

cultural studies.  However, despite all these efforts, I concede that there are limits to 

achieving comprehensiveness in an individual research project.  Notwithstanding this 

limitation, I argue all the same that under the given circumstances, I was able to reach 

adequately high a level of coverage. In this vein, I would claim that I managed to tran-

scend the limitations of each of the academic disciplines by identifying their respective 

strengths and relating them to each other, thus fulfilling the requirement to equip the 

heuristic with a strong interdisciplinary foundation.

A heuristic for both academic research and applied contexts (2)

The extensive literature reviews at the start of this project showed that the topic of local 

knowledge is discussed mainly in two contexts – in academic research and in the ap-

plied domain of development studies, with the former generally producing rather theo-

retical approaches and the latter being more firmly rooted in applied contexts. It also 

showed that notwithstanding local knowledge’s relevance for both fields, overarching 

approaches displaying a certain degree of systematization appear to be rare. To coun-

teract this situation, I designed the framework from the beginning such that it is applica-

ble to academic as much as applied contexts292. This, in turn, required grounding it the-
292 Moreover, I also considered so-called ‘gray literature’, i.e. publications and manuals intended for application in the 

field and published by national development agencies such as the Swiss Development Cooperation (SDC), the 
Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA), the Department for International Development (DFID, UK) or 
the German Corporation for International Cooperation (GIZ). Lastly and with respect to methodologies applied in 
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oretically in both bodies of literature. Doing so allowed me to construe the approach in 

a way that it takes account of and covers both ‘realities’. I therefore reason that given 

its foundation in academic and applied realms, the framework indeed lives up to the ex-

pectation of being applicable to both academia and applied contexts, including a variety 

of settings such as e.g. industrialized and industrializing countries as well as in urban 

and rural environments.

In addition, grounding the framework theoretically in both the academic and applied lit-

erature might be helpful in counteracting a certain tendency in academia and applied 

contexts to back away from studying ‘local knowledge’ altogether, reasoning that the 

approaches available do not allow it. In these cases, the existing approaches are con-

sidered unbalanced, namely too theoretical for applied contexts or, alternatively, not 

theoretical enough for academic contexts. Given that the framework proposed here is 

characterized by the combination and integration of both academic and applied per-

spectives, I consider to have provided an instrument for building bridges between the 

academic and applied fields.

A framework facilitating comparative studies (3)

A third advantage of the heuristic developed here is that by means of its structured, 

systematic and theory-guided approach, it facilitates comparative research within and 

across academic disciplines, which remains a rather rare phenomenon, especially with 

respect to projects that combine social and natural sciences. In addition to allowing for 

comparative research designs, the heuristic also harbors the potential of the results be-

ing transferable, both of which represent crucial characteristics of a beneficial interdis-

ciplinary orientation. Moreover, next to the academic context, the structured framework 

approach might also be useful in providing guidance as to how to engage with local 

knowledge in applied contexts such as in development cooperation or environmental 

conservation.

8.2.2 Integration of a reflexive layer into the heuristic
Research question 2 and specifications C and D go back to the insight that the majority 

of existing approaches to local knowledge lack some kind of layer or mechanism that 

allows the researcher or practitioner to take a step back and critically reflect on the 

process of understanding itself.  In view of the construed nature of most knowledge 

generated, such a focus might in general prove beneficial for many research and devel-

opment  contexts.  In  epistemologically  unfamiliar  contexts,  however,  the  situation  is 

the field, consulting ethnographic methods and recalling own experiences in conducting applied development re-
search proved additionally fruitful.
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more pronounced and more frequently experienced, which makes the absence of such 

a layer an astonishing phenomenon – all the more as local knowledge forms are often 

inherently alien and therefore prone to being misunderstood and misinterpreted by out-

siders, as discussed in some detail with reference to the debate on emic and etic re-

search perspectives (cf. chapter 1.3.2).

To counterbalance this situation, I expanded the initial focus from ‘local knowledge’ to 

‘understanding local knowledge’, thus emphasizing that I deem the aspect of ‘under-

standing’ to play a crucial role in any attempt at grasping alien knowledge contexts. 

This goes back to the realization that one cannot and must not presume to have an 

easy and straightforward access to understanding any type of non-familiar knowledge, 

including ‘local knowledge’. Rather, for it to be understood as properly as possible, it  

needs to be contextualized and translated in some way or another that attributes ‘un-

derstanding’ a significant role in the attempt to build bridges across epistemologies. 

Thus, complementing the core term of ‘local knowledge’ by an additional focus on ‘un-

derstanding’ allowed me to design the framework such that the fundamental uncertainty 

involved in studying the topic could be made explicit. In the heuristic, this idea is ex-

pressed along general lines by the underlying concept of the uncertainty of gaining an 

adequate understanding (cf. chapter  7.4.1). In addition and detailing two specific as-

pects of the complex phenomenon, the concept of structural and organizational con-

straints influencing understanding (cf. chapter 7.4.2) examines interfering factors exter-

nal to the person concerned. Complementing the picture, the concept of personal bi-

ases influencing understanding (cf. chapter  7.4.3) emphasizes factors internal to the 

person.

As a matter of fact, I consider integrating a reflexive layer as the right approach in view 

of developing a heuristic that claims to aim for inclusiveness and comprehensiveness. 

In view of this, abstaining from additionally taking into account the person working with 

the framework would be rather contradictory. Thus, emphasizing the influence of the 

processes of perceiving, processing and interpreting on the actual understanding al-

lowed me to add complexity to the framework approach itself – a complexity that I con-

sider only adequate given the multifacetedness of the topic itself (cf. chapter 2.3.1).

This expansion of the initial research intention to include such a reflexive layer trans-

lated into research question 2 (cf. chapter 1.2):

2)  For the framework to allow for critically reflecting on the process of ‘under-
standing local knowledge’: What are generalized dimensions for sketching 
‘understanding’ and how are they to be integrated into the framework?
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In addition, it resulted in specifications C and D which formulated the related require-

ments of integrating a reflexive layer (C) and of clarifying the character of the concept 

of ‘understanding’ (D).

In my understanding, the three general-

ized dimensions of understanding (14)–

(16)  identified  in  the  course  of  this 

project  (cf.  illustration  73)  are  well 

suited to characterize the process of un-

derstanding  in  its  broadest  and  most 

generalized terms – and thus in accor-

dance with the auxiliary function of ‘un-

derstanding’ in this project.

Working  with  a  framework  approach  to  local  knowledge  that  integrates  the  actual 

process of understanding can be expected to have a number of advantages. More pre-

cisely, I see the benefits in two respects, namely in that the layer of reflexive under-

standing…

(4) ...points to the challenges related to gaining an adequate understanding across 
epistemologies or cultures given the construed and thus uncertain character of 
knowledge attained under such circumstances;

(5) ...allows generating more reliable results by providing guidance towards a more 
nuanced understanding of local knowledge.

In the following paragraphs, I briefly describe these two advantages.

Emphasis on the challenges related to a cross-epistemological understanding (4)
The main advantage of proposing a local knowledge approach that incorporates a re-

flexive layer lies in the function this additional layer performs: It  informs the person 

working with the heuristic on fundamental and underlying challenges related to the un-

dertaking  of  engaging  in  attempts  at  cross-epistemological  understanding.  In  the 

heuristic, this idea is expressed in the concept of the uncertainty of gaining an ade-

quate understanding. As discussed in the context of the emic-etic debate (cf. chapter 

1.3.2), this uncertainty underlies any attempt at understanding, but is more vividly ex-

pressed in cross-epistemological contexts. Next to pointing to this underlying current of 

uncertainty, the reflexive layer guides the person along very general lines by highlight-

ing two main factors that can lead to erroneous interpretations. They include on the one 

hand external constraints stemming from one’s professional training and organizational 
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setting and on the other hand internal biases arising from one’s personal background 

and upbringing.

While incorporating such a reflexive approach is no longer considered ‘avantgarde’ in 

social sciences, I learned from experience that this is not necessarily the case in other 

academic disciplines – foremost in those where, for various reasons, the focus is set on 

researching specific  content  with less  emphasis  on simultaneously  scrutinizing  and 

questioning the conditions under which the results have been obtained. Against this 

backdrop, I expect that the reflexive layer might be especially useful for research or de-

velopment initiatives whose proponents are firmly rooted in a technicistic or rationalistic 

mindset.  For development corporation, this involves, among others, technicians and 

engineers while for academia, it concerns mainly natural or engineering scientists. In 

both cases, their professional training does usually not familiarize them with fuzzy top-

ics such as cross-epistemological understanding or intercultural communication.

However, especially for research or development projects bridging epistemologies and 

cultures, I consider the existence of such a layer to be paramount. In these contexts, it 

is crucial that one refrains from turning one’s perspective into an absolute; in fact, one 

needs to refrain from claiming any prerogative of interpretation at all or from engaging 

in other forms of appropriating local knowledge – and be it by means of imprudently 

drawing poorly informed conclusions. I even go as far as pleading that when dealing 

with local knowledge, it is only adequate to bear in mind a distinct awareness of the 

construed nature of one’s own understanding – construed according to the best infer-

ence, but still construed in its very core.

This, however, does not imply that all research on local knowledge needs to necessar-

ily incorporate such a reflexive layer. In specific settings, the respective researcher or 

development practitioner might indeed have good reasons for considering his/her per-

spective and insights to be accurate (such an assessment might result from e.g. a long-

standing familiarity or from shared ethnic backgrounds). However, in my view, a generic 

approach to local knowledge that claims to strive for inclusiveness and broad applica-

bility as does the heuristic developed here is well advised to generally adopt a certain 

reflexive caution. This caution is best combined with what could be called an inquiring 

‘beginner’s spirit’ that pays attention to potential external constraints and internal bi-

ases at work, to the extent epistemologically possible.293

293 Such an attitude is also in line with quality standards in social sciences where, as Denzin (1994:500) put in a nut-
shell, “[…] there is only interpretation. Nothing speaks for itself.”
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Generation of more reliable results by means of providing a more nuanced un-
derstanding of local knowledge (5)
Looking at existing approaches to local knowledge, I argue that the framework pro-

posed here can indeed claim to be built such that it is able to provide a more compre-

hensive and nuanced understanding than earlier approaches. A characteristic and dis-

tinguishing feature of the heuristic is that ‘local knowledge’ and the very act of under-

standing it are intrinsically linked in the framework approach proposed. This reflexive 

motion supports and guides the researcher or practitioner in reflecting on his/her in-

sights in general and on their potential contingency on external and internal factors in-

stead of taking them at face value without further thought. This, in turn, contributes to 

advancing the debate on local knowledge itself – a debate that does not seem to partic-

ularly  emphasize the reflexive assessment of  the insights gained.  In other words,  I 

claim that a critical reflection is crucial for generating more differentiated and, hence, 

more reliable results. Consequently, the reflection encouraged in this framework ap-

proach not only aims at tackling the basic uncertainty inherent in attempts at cross-

epistemological  understanding,  but  also extends to the specific structural,  organiza-

tional and personal constraints and biases that shape the design, course and outcome 

of research or development projects.

8.2.3 Compatibility of the framework with sustainable development 
principles

Research question 3 and specification E go back to my realization that approaches to 

local knowledge preponderantly abstain from integrating a normative layer into their 

considerations. Such a layer would allow to specify the heuristic normatively and deter-

mine the modes in which the topic ‘local knowledge’ can and should be approached, 

namely in line with the underlying value system that guides the respective intervention. 

The near lack of such normative specifications, or their potentially implicit  nature, is 

somewhat surprising as in dealing with local knowledge issues, power issues and dif-

ferentials are known to occur rather frequently. It is equally known that in most cases, 

such power differentials are decided at the expense of local communities, reproducing 

the well-known cycles of  local  knowledge’s  marginalization and demise (cf.  chapter 

1.1.2).

In view of this, I consider it appropriate to include a normative layer, given the genuine 

fragility of the topic at hand. I therefore opted for relating the heuristic to the well-estab-

lished and broad societal concept of ‘sustainable development’ to provide a minimum of 

normative guidance as to how future research and development projects involving local 
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knowledge could and should be designed. I chose sustainable development for two 

reasons specifically:

First, I noticed an initially somewhat astonishing congruence in part of the underlying 

premises, or values, of both ‘sustainable development’ and ‘local knowledge’. ‘Sustain-

able development’ is said to belong to the “holistic approaches to solving complex, in-

terrelated,  and multi-dimensional  problems”  (Brand and Karvonen 2007:24) with  its 

main accomplishment consisting in systematically combining issues that are generally 

treated either separately or as competitors. This pluralistic, inclusive approach to prob-

lem solving is also a characteristic feature of ‘local knowledge’ that departs from the 

premises of interconnectedness and embeddedness whereby humans and their behav-

iors are seen as part of a broader social, cultural, environmental and at times also spiri-

tual whole. Solutions to problems therefore need to necessarily take into account the 

broader context and integrate competing interests to the greatest extent possible.

In addition to this shared focus on the ‘bigger picture’, there was a further, more prag-

matic rationale for choosing sustainability, namely the decision to elaborate the frame-

work in line with existing discourses, i.e.  in line with a normative framework that is 

widely accepted and formative for societal debates on future development paths. ‘Sus-

tainable development’ seemed to fulfill these requirements and, importantly, could also 

be expected to do so for the foreseeable future, as long-term schemes as the SDGs in-

dicate. In a similar vein, opting for ‘sustainable development’ as the normative canvas 

was also guided by the wish to relate ‘local knowledge’ to this broader debate, opening 

up the topic to academic disciplines outside the traditional ‘homeland’ of anthropology.

However, suffice to say that such a normative layer can only do as much as providing 

the background against which subsequent actions are planned. The sheer existence of 

a normative canvas cannot guarantee that the requirements formulated in it are also 

implemented in the specific research or development project at hand. Nonetheless, it is 

my contribution to ensure to the best of my possibilities that the heuristic I propose 

does not deliberately promote and reproduce novel boundaries and, potentially, even 

inequalities.

In addition, I stressed at the onset of this project that the concept of ‘sustainable devel-

opment’ is no direct part of the framework proposed, but has the role of a normative 

background setting against which the framework is construed and with which it has to 

comply. In other words, the heuristic itself does not make any direct reference to sus-

tainability itself; rather, its structure and the interrelationship of concepts is laid out such 

that it is in line with the sustainability principles determined earlier (cf. chapter 3.2.2).
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These considerations resulted in research question 3 (cf. chapter 1.2):

3)  For the framework to be normatively specified with respect to sustainable 
development: What are basic and salient principles for defining sustainable 
development as the normative reference system with which the framework 
needs to be compatible?

The related specification E details the requirement to clarify the character of the con-

cept of ‘sustainable development’ for this research.

In the following, I briefly recall the tripartite sustainability conception formative for this 

research (cf. chapter 3.2.2 and illustration 74) and argue why I consider the three re -

quirements determining this project’s notion of sustainability to be fulfilled in the frame-

work proposed.

The  first  requirement addresses  the 

need for the framework to reflect a cer-

tain normative power to steer action that 

aims to empower the actual process of 

understanding. I argued earlier that this 

could be best reached by elaborating as 

transparent  as  possible  an  approach 

that  allows  to  establish  a  solid  basis 

upon  which  further  action  can  be 

founded. Looking at the framework de-

veloped, I argue that it indeed is struc-

tured, systematic, easily accessible and 

comprehensible – at least for scientifically trained actors (cf. chapter 8.3). In addition to 

having a consistent structure that guides the person working with it, it also opens up a 

comprehensive perspective on the topic of local knowledge that is able to go beyond 

common existing notions. With the aim of covering and integrating as many character-

istics of local knowledge as possible, it provides a comprehensive overview on a broad 

variety of topics that can arise when dealing with it.

The second requirement addresses the need for the heuristic to reflect two basic quali-

ties in the way it is construed: On the one hand this concerns a) a fundamental fairness 

towards all co-humans and on the other hand b) a determination to safeguard the lim-
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ited natural resources with a view to ensure their use for future generations.294 These 

two qualities are briefly discussed in the following:

a) In terms of the fundamental fairness I reason that the heuristic addresses the four 

components constituting the notion of fairness (cf. chapter 3.2.2). More precisely, I took 

account of the components of global view and universality by ensuring that the frame-

work dimensions are conceptualized in such an encompassing and at the same time 

flexible way that they should allow for covering any kind of local knowledge instance, 

regardless of whether it stems from rural/urban or industrialized/industrializing contexts. 

As for the component of intra-generational justice, I argue that this aspect too is consid-

ered in the heuristic I propose, namely in that I ensured that local knowledge is under-

stood as socially construed and negotiated to emphasize the influence of the social 

world on constituting knowledge.  With respect  to the framework proposed,  it  is  ex-

pressed in the inclusion of a whole set of concepts, namely the concept of the social 

aspects of knowledge (cf. chapter 7.2.4), the concept of the knowledge legitimation (cf. 

chapter 7.2.5), the concept of the knowledge sources (cf. chapter 7.2.6), the concept of 

accepted knowledge  (cf.  chapter  7.2.7),  the  concept  of  the  knowledge  holders  (cf. 

chapter 7.2.8), the concept of the life-world context (cf. chapter 7.2.9) and, eventually, 

the three concepts on access to accepted knowledge, generation of knowledge and, 

lastly, transmission of knowledge (cf. chapters 7.2.10–7.2.12).

When it comes to the anthropocentric view, the situation is similar and yet more compli-

cated. While it is true that some local knowledge forms center on humans as the focal 

point of all considerations and thus might be in line with this underlying tenet of sustain-

ability, other local knowledge forms can be expected to strongly reject the idea of an 

exceptional position for mankind. By contrast, they rather understand humans as an in-

tricate, but in no way exceptional part of the web of life. In fact, there are good reasons 

to believe that the feature of the ‘anthropocentric view’ might be the most problematic 

one for integrating the concepts of sustainable development and local knowledge.

b) With respect to the determination to protect and preserve the natural resources for 

future generations, I would argue that the aspect of the limited natural resources is cov-

ered by the inclusion of the concept of the life-world context of knowledge (cf. chapter 

7.2.9) and the concept of the physical-material dimension of locality (cf. chapter 7.3.1). 

From differing perspectives, both concepts detail the state of the art of the natural envi-

ronment, and more specifically, of the resources present in a given location. The com-

294 I reiterate at this point that the framework’s sustainability layer can only inform and guide one’s way of approaching 
the topic in a normatively acceptable way, but has no power to ensure that local knowledge and/or its bearers are in 
fact e.g. treated with a corresponding respect or that the principle of intra-generational justice is observed.
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ponents of inter-generational justice and future orientation are taken account of in the 

concept of the life-world context of the knowledge holders (cf. chapter 7.2.9) which also 

includes local preferences for future development paths and other endogenous devel-

opment aspirations.

The third requirement  details the need for the framework to conceptualize the under-

standing of local knowledge as a collective undertaking, which also includes factoring 

in the range and diversity of individual as well as institutional actors and components 

constituting and shaping this knowledge. Considering the heuristic from this perspec-

tive, I argue that I did, in fact, go to considerable lengths to ensure that as many per-

spectives on ‘local knowledge’ as possible are included. This entailed not only a whole 

set of academic disciplines from the humanities to the natural and social sciences, but 

additionally extended to literature from the applied domain of development studies. Fur-

thermore, I also made an effort to consult additional literature and accounts on local 

knowledge published in countries with a strong local knowledge tradition – to the extent 

my language command allowed it or translations were available.

Recapitulating, I thus reason that I was able to integrate ‘sustainable development’ – 

more precisely the three requirements constituting the concept for this project (cf. chap-

ter 3.2.2 and illustration 74) – as a normative canvas into the framework approach. As 

outlined earlier, this canvas serves to support and guide researchers and practitioners 

in approaching the topic of ‘local knowledge’ in a way that it is compatible with broader 

societal  development goals such as preserving the well-being of today’s and future 

generations based on endogenous development choices or the insight into the fragility 

of social-environmental systems and the finiteness of socio-ecological resources.

Working with a framework approach that incorporates a normative layer oriented to-

wards sustainability can be expected to have a number of advantages. More precisely, 

I identify two main benefits, namely in that the normative layer…

(6) ...guides researchers and practitioners in approaching the topic in a way that is 
compatible with fundamental sustainability principles;

(7) ...allows opening up the discussion on local knowledge and relating it  to the 
broader debate on sustainable development, thus going beyond disciplinary lim-
itations and potentially advancing both debates.

In the following paragraphs, I briefly describe these two advantages.
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Guidance towards approaching local knowledge issues in accordance with basic 
sustainability principles (6)
First, if understood in the sense of this research, the normative layer could support re-

searchers and practitioners in approaching the topic in a way that strives for as bal-

anced and differentiated an understanding as possible. In addition, it  could serve to 

make sure that as little harm as possible is done by monitoring that no broader societal 

development  goals  are  hampered in  conducting  research or  development  projects. 

Thus, the very existence of a normative reference system could contribute to sensitiz-

ing researchers and practitioners working with it to the issues at stake. This might be 

especially beneficial in the case of professionals who in fact wish to adequately contex-

tualize their understanding, but whose subject-specific training did not familiarize them 

with designing interventions such that they do not run the risk of involuntarily engaging 

in promoting the very inequalities and power differentials that sustainability set out to 

tackle in the first place.

Integration of the debates on ‘local knowledge’ and ‘sustainable development’ (7)

A second motivation for opting for an inclusive approach consists in the conviction that 

the overall debate on ‘local knowledge’ could greatly benefit from being led not only in 

the discipline of anthropology, but also in the context of the broader debate on how fu-

ture societal  development could and,  potentially,  should unfold. Complementing this 

perspective, discussing ‘local knowledge’ in the frame of the sustainability discourse 

could also be beneficial in that it allows implementing local knowledge initiatives in the 

‘spirit’ of sustainable development, thus advancing two agendas at the same time. This 

also answers “the call for more research into the viability of local knowledge as poten-

tial  tool  in  sustainable  development”  (Breidlid  2009:140).  Moreover,  systematically 

studying and integrating the two debates could greatly contribute to generating new in-

sights and advancing both debates and to proposing countermeasures against the ex-

isting fragmentation of academic and applied debates.

8.3 Epistemological challenges related to the framework 
development

Developing a framework for understanding local knowledge that claims to cover knowl-

edge forms from all over the world regardless of the respective context amounts to a 

rather substantial, potentially even somewhat daring undertaking rich in challenges.

While I refrain from iterating the set of organizational challenges which I have accepted 

as frame conditions of the present project (cf. chapter  1.3.3), I focus on the type of 
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epistemological challenges. They do not concern the actual project setting or external 

factors, but are inherent to the subject-matter itself, i.e. to the study of alien knowledge 

forms under a scientific paradigm. Accordingly, such challenges also accompanied the 

development of the framework for ‘understanding local knowledge’. In the following, I 

outline four of them, discuss potential criticism that the proposed framework may evoke 

and close by arguing why regardless of these inherent limitations, I believe to have ac-

complished the main tasks I have set out to solve.

The first challenge questions whether framework approaches in general are a useful 

and adequate instrument to tackle the complex topic of understanding local knowledge 

forms or, more general,  other epistemic contexts and whether it  is possible to build 

bridges to connect these epistemological realms. In the scientific debate, several col-

lections of characteristics describing local knowledge have been identified (cf. chapter 

2.1.4), but so far there is no consensus regarding how to definitively conceptualize this 

type of knowledge. This, in turn, renders it significantly more difficult to make general-

izations, the hallmark of scientific knowledge. As Sillitoe (1998b) stresses, local knowl-

edge forms tend to be neither systematized nor universal; rather, the related practices 

work, which, in fact, suffices for the local population.

Indeed, there are good reasons for asking whether addressing local knowledge in all its 

diversity, variation and complexity by means of a systematic and structured heuristic 

does not  run the risk of  oversimplifying matters.  This roots in  the notion that  for  a 

generic framework to be truly generic it has to allow for a certain flexibility in the de-

scription of its components and for subsuming similar, yet not identical phenomena un-

der inevitably simplifying umbrella terms. Both steps go at the expense of conceptional 

unambiguousness. Thus, such concerns question whether transferring highly diversi-

fied complex phenomena into structured and generic, but likely somewhat under-com-

plex frameworks can come close to doing justice to the topic at hand.

The second challenge concerns  epistemological barriers that might prevent outsiders 

from gaining an adequate understanding of local knowledge. In fact, it remains an open 

question whether one can meaningfully describe a topic with which one is not gen-

uinely familiar. An exemplification of this is the thought experiment by the blind neuro-

scientist wondering whether she would be able to adequately describe the color ‘red’, 

i.e. something that lies beyond her own perceptional horizon. Some scholars go even 

further and postulate that the intentional preoccupation with and perception of complex 

issues such as local knowledge cannot suffice to gain an adequate understanding of 
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them.295 Rather, they claim, one needs to reside within the context in question to be 

truly able to genuinely comprehend and appreciate the differences and variations: “You 

know it [i.e. local knowledge] as part of your person”  (Sillitoe 2010:21). This, in turn, 

goes back to the understanding  that from the outside, it can never be fully captured, 

what it truly means to belong to a specific culture. Some scholars are therefore critical 

of the attempt to understand local knowledge forms through instruments of other knowl-

edge traditions. In their view, the challenge results mainly from the differing ways of or-

ganizing the world that manifest in differing mental categories. It might also explain why 

locals might be rather unfamiliar with thinking in terms of abstract, aggregated notions 

such as sustainability or environmental conservation brought up by scientifically-trained 

researchers or development practitioners. In view of this, it is at times argued that due 

to differing epistemic contexts, mutual understanding and a meaningful communication 

cannot be expected to be straightforward or potentially even feasible at all, given the 

limitations inherent to the outsider perspective.

The  third challenge related to working with ‘local knowledge’ refers to the domain of 

‘adequate translation’ of one’s insights. Provided that one considers local knowledge to 

be in itself epistemologically accessible if adequately approached, there remains the is-

sue of how to translate what has been understood into foreign words and concepts. It is 

said that in this process of translating, one cannot help but run the risk of “further mis-

constru[ing] what it is that we manage to comprehend about other’s views and actions” 

(Sillitoe 1998b:229). This starts with the very choice of theories and strands of literature 

consulted to try to advance one’s understanding of the alien knowledge form. At the 

same time, there is no alternative for scientifically-trained individuals, as their intellec-

tual tradition is a literate one and therefore expects them to “trade in words, and written 

words largely”  (Sillitoe 2010:21–22). This,  in turn,  renders the understanding of  the 

practical aspect of knowledge even more difficult, as “such knowledge cannot be re-

duced to words, certainly not that non-practitioners can appreciate” (Sillitoe 2010:21–

22). It therefore is not surprising that the transmission of local knowledge among gener-

ations takes place not primarily by means of structured language, but rather through 

myths, symbols and rites. Thus, in conclusion,  passing on what has been understood 

poses its own challenges, not the least due to frame conditions imposed by the scien-

tific perspective.

295 These proponents argue that the various forms of knowledge involve ways of apprehending the world that differ too 
significantly to allow for cross-epistemological understanding (cf. e.g. Escobar (1998)). Other scholars consider the 
emic perspective to be more relevant than the etic one for the interpretation of a culture and question the practice 
of defining local knowledge from an external perspective (cf. e.g. Battiste and Youngblood Henderson (2000); Olive 
(2014)).
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The forth challenge is possibly the most consequential one in that it deals with power 

issues  related to  working across  epistemologies.  It  condenses the  preceding three 

challenges into the question whether projects on local knowledge can be conducted 

under truly ethically responsible conditions. The latter implies that such research or de-

velopment interventions not only do no harm, but contribute to advancing the topic of 

‘local knowledge’ – not only for outside interests, but primarily for the local population 

building this knowledge trove for decades, if not centuries.

Next to a number of promising studies that adequately engage with local knowledge, 

there are, regrettably, numerous examples for unethical approaches. Generally, they 

feature one or more of the following characteristics: They tend to impose their own per-

spectives and concepts of local knowledge onto the local population, not seldom with-

out going as far as consulting the locals, but rather trusting fully in the accuracy of their 

external perspective. Unfortunately, such approaches have a high likelihood of display-

ing a simplified perspective by dissecting the notion of knowledge into unrelated parts 

that are no longer meaningful to the local population. At this point, the door is wide 

open for a subsequent instrumentalization and appropriation of local knowledge. These 

can take place when scientific and local ideas and practices are matched up within the 

Western paradigm of development. However, ‘matching’ tends to be some-what one-

sided and mostly amounts to local knowledge having to undergo some form of scientifi-

cation, mostly consisting of a combination of de-localization, de-contextualization and 

de-personalization.

Drivers of such processes are on the one hand academia, which is firmly oriented to-

wards positivism and on the other hand development organizations, which aim at iden-

tifying generic and scalable solutions for communities or even entire regions they often 

deem much more homogeneous than they actually are. Regardless of who is actually 

responsible, appropriation is a highly problematic and loaded issue: The phenomenon 

of Westerners taking an interest and engaging in local knowledge traditions can poten-

tially evoke memories from centuries of intercultural contact and colonial-style domi-

nance over people, goods and knowledge. In such cases it is therefore essential to ask 

the question “Cui bono?” to clarify motives and expectations.

Own position vis-à-vis these challenges

In view of the above, I fully acknowledge that research involving local knowledge poses 

its own set of specific challenges, epistemological and ethical ones. I concede that peo-

ple from highly different cultural backgrounds might deviate in their ideas about what 

constitutes knowledge to such an extent that cross-epistemological understanding can 
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be hampered and building bridges to connect these epistemological realms might ap-

pear impossible. In other words, I am aware that researching local knowledge involves, 

at least to a certain extent, traveling in unchartered territories with unknown outcome.

Notwithstanding these objections, I consider working with local knowledge to be a justi-

fied endeavor – given it takes place under certain conditions. In the following, I argue a) 

why I consider refraining from studying local knowledge to be no viable alternative be-

fore b) recalling the rationale of why I consider cross-epistemological understanding to 

be principally possible. I close with c) describing the conditions I would expect research 

or development projects involving local knowledge to observe and meet when engag-

ing in this delicate undertaking.

a) In my understanding, questioning whether cross-epistemological understanding is 

feasible and research on the topic useful at all is a somewhat theoretical undertaking 

and rather detached from reality. As a matter of fact, the interest in local knowledge is 

steady and cannot be expected to vanish any time soon; accordingly, research and de-

velopment projects involving local knowledge will most likely continue to be designed 

and conducted. In all its facets, local knowledge is a reality as much as are ongoing en-

counters between local and scientific knowledge. In fact, intercultural contact can only 

be expected to rise in the future. Thus, in my view, walking away from the topic is no vi-

able alternative as it does not stop already existing, under-complex approaches to local 

knowledge from being re-instated time again. In contrast, I see much more potential in 

proposing a novel approach to understanding local knowledge – an approach that ac-

cepts these challenges as an integral part of the overall parcel or as inevitable charac-

teristics of attempts at inter-epistemological bridging.

b) My conviction that cross-epistemological understanding can be reached is both in-

formed by corresponding literature and supported by a personal propensity: Regard-

less of all cultural relativism, I found convincing references in the literature that sub-

stantial cross-epistemological and -cultural similarities exist. This led me to adopt a so-

called ‘universalistic perspective’296 – both as an expression of my personal preference 

for and interest in shared structures and patterns, but also as a reflection of a crucial in-

sight into the existence of fundamental categories bridging across all kinds of dispari-

ties.

296 A universalistic position assumes among others that regardless of all diversity and particularities, human behavior 
does not vary arbitrarily, but follows certain rules and patterns and therefore can be principally understood. As de-
tailed earlier (cf. chapter 4.1), the universalism I am inclined to is moderate in that it aims at integrating to the great-
est extent possible relativistic positions, thus ensuring that no additional unnecessary boundaries are established.
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c) Having said that, I would like to stress that this does not imply that I consider all re-

search or development projects involving local knowledge to be justified in themselves. 

In my understanding, two main aspects should be observed when engaging in such an 

undertaking.

First,  working with local knowledge requires a specific mental attitude that acknowl-

edges that by engaging with this topic, one leaves the realm of what is epistemologi-

cally familiar and can be grasped by referring to one’s well-proven reference frame. 

Such a cautious,  self-restricting  and somewhat  modest  attitude towards  one’s  own 

mental workings could best be termed by the notion of ‘beginner’s mind’297. It is similar 

to the ‘reflexive understanding’ postulated in this research (cf. chapter 1.3.2) in that it 

too scrutinizes potential external constraints and internal biases to prevent them from 

influencing one’s perspective on the topic – to the extent this is epistemologically possi-

ble. However, going beyond the notion of ‘reflexive understanding’, the beginner’s mind 

denotes a more fundamental attitude of ‘knowing that one cannot conclusively know’ 

when dealing with issues of local knowledge. This way, one’s cross-epistemological in-

sights are taken for what they factually are – preliminary interpretative approaches to 

be tested and potentially refined.

Second and concerning the approach to local knowledge itself, I consider it paramount 

to develop integrated approaches that strive for as much comprehensiveness and cov-

erage of various local knowledge forms as possible. Importantly, seeing knowledge in 

its wider cultural, political and socio-economic context and, at least in a first step, inde-

pendent of a pragmatic focus on the locally available natural resources is paramount. 

In fact, research on local knowledge could benefit greatly if the knowledge in question 

was no longer seen “as dissolvable into bites of information that can be matched up to 

the narrow concerns298 of the development movement” (Sillitoe 2010:15) – or to the dis-

ciplinary interests of the research community, for that matter.

Accordingly, I opted for a conceptual-analytical approach to local knowledge that would 

allow me to encompassingly approach the topic and take account of the many disci-

plinary perspectives on it. This entailed identifying the fundamental dimensions as well 

as their interrelations and resulted in the elaboration of a conceptual-analytical, inter-

disciplinary and theory-based heuristic, able to inform research as much as develop-

ment projects. In other words, I invested in systematically ‘mapping out the topic’ in an 

integrated framework approach to ensure that the perspective on the topic is as wide 

297 This expression is repeatedly mentioned in Zen Buddhist manuals and seems appropriate for the purpose at hand.
298 Such concerns tend to be driven by the development agencies’ own agendas and directed at improving specific, 

potentially isolated aspects of the local livelihood.
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and encompassing as feasible. I consider this to represent a crucial first step in design-

ing a novel approach to local knowledge, namely to provide an encompassing and in-

terdisciplinary framework approach to ‘understanding local knowledge’ to advance the 

debate on the topic.

It, however, cannot be the solution to all the issues one encounters when dealing with 

local knowledge. While I posit to having contributed to clarifying the conceptual level – 

namely the very understanding of what topics can arise in discussing local knowledge, 

how these topics are interrelated, how the framework relates to ‘sustainability’ as its 

normative reference system and,  lastly,  how an additional  layer  of  ‘reflexive under-

standing’ can contribute to contextualize the findings – I acknowledge that in its current 

theoretical form, the framework is foremost a contribution to advancing the theoretical 

academic and applied debates.299

8.4 Further research opportunities
Against the backdrop of having discussed the results of this research, along with a 

number of epistemological challenges encountered along the way, I conclude with out-

lining what I consider representing the most promising research opportunities I came 

upon/identified while elaborating the proposed framework.

First and with respect to the multi-disciplinary body of literature selected for the elabo-

ration of the framework, I consider a complementation of the theoretical basis informing 

the framework development with inputs from additional academic debates and the ap-

plied realm to be a very productive avenue to take – under the premise that these fea-

tures add qualitatively novel and indeed complementing perspectives to the analytical-

conceptual exploration and analysis already conducted in this project. Such a revision 

would extend to the framework dimensions themselves  and their  interrelations and 

might have the benefit of safeguarding that the framework content and structure do not 

end up being imposed on the locals, but make sense to them and are considered an 

adequate and appropriate way.

In an attempt to do justice to the intricacies of the local knowledge debate, I went to 

considerable lengths to ensure that the most salient and fundamental characteristics of 

‘knowledge’, ‘locality’ and, indirectly, ‘understanding’ are integrated into the heuristic. In 

this respect, being able to build upon the extensive literature studies conducted for the 

various preceding PhD projects on loosely related topics (cf. chapter b, preface and ac-

knowledgments) was very helpful in covering all the academic and applied literature. 
299 Among others, I describe in the following chapter 8.4 the steps I consider necessary when aiming at going beyond 

the scientific realm and developing the theoretical framework into a practical tool.
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However, it might not be surprising that such an individual undertaking can hardly en-

sure that the research topic is tackled exhaustively or that the totality of salient contri-

butions to the topic can be identified. Thus, given that the framework aims at providing 

as comprehensive an approach to local knowledge, I see substantial benefits in com-

plementing the set of salient theoretical building blocks.

Second, I propose advancing the debate on ‘local knowledge’ even further by setting 

an emphasis on the component of ‘understanding’. In this project, I only attributed an 

auxiliary role to ‘understanding’, next to designing the component such that it guides 

the person working with the heuristic in critically reflecting on his/her insights and their 

(potential) contingency on external and/or internal biases and constraints. Importantly, 

though, this rather modest role results from having to limit the scope of the research 

and does not reflect its overall relevance or potential for advancing the debate. On the 

contrary, I consider it to be potentially highly beneficial to invest in ‘zooming in’ on the 

notion of ‘understanding’ and in scrutinizing how cross-cultural or cross-epistemological 

understanding comes about and how it could be improved by a more intricate insight 

into the inner workings of ‘understanding’.

Third, I consider it a promising strategy to focus on the methodology applied in studies 

on local knowledge and emphasize the methodological dimension mostly implicit in the 

multifarious academic contributions. This would involve examining how these studies 

are informed methodically, namely under what kind of methodological premises ‘local 

knowledge’ is approached and how these preliminary assumptions, biases and prefer-

ences in and of themselves shape and influence research process and results. More-

over, it would also serve to gain greater clarity as to how to contextualize research ac-

tivities by other scholars by allowing an understanding of whether they deem it ade-

quate or necessary to explicitly address and reflect on their own influence on the re-

search process. Lastly, such a research focus would also entail considering and poten-

tially adapting one’s own position regarding methodological transparency in an attempt 

to reduce one’s own footprint in the research process and outcome. Summing up, an 

emphasis on methodology would have the benefit  of  clarifying the conditions under 

which specific research projects on local knowledge are conducted. It would allow one 

to check the theoretical constructs one is working with for implicit methodological in-

structions. In other words, it has the potential to provide information on what can be ex-

pected to be addressed and examined (for research) or, alternatively, tackled (for de-

velopment interventions). Lastly, it can also provide valuable insights into the mindset 

of the researchers involved and their epistemological disposition by giving an indication 

as to what extent they show an awareness of the construed nature of their understand-
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ing, the contingency of their insights and their position vis-à-vis  the question whether 

there is a need to instruct others in critically reflecting on their own insights.

Forth, the vast scope of the multi-disciplinary literature analyses allowed me to only de-

velop the proposed framework on a conceptual level. While this is fully consistent with 

the originally formulated research questions, I would have thoroughly enjoyed seeing it 

translated into an actual practical instrument. In fact, the application of the framework 

for understanding local knowledge in various empirical settings represents a secondary 

or long-term scope of this project. In this vein, it would be ideal if the framework could 

be applied practically, whereby it would be rewarding for this to happen in diverse set-

tings, including in industrialized and industrializing countries and in rural and urban set-

tings. In any case, a practical  exposition to real world local knowledge would allow 

scrutinizing the heuristic and learning whether it is able to stand the test and what kind 

of potential adaptations need to be taken into consideration.

However, I also acknowledge that several tasks need to be solved before such a trans-

lation could be tackled. In its current form, the conceptual-analytical framework is fore-

most designed along scientific conceptions of the world and related rationales. This 

goes back to the project being a scientific undertaking focused on advancing the theo-

retical and applied debates. This also extends to the methodology applied in develop-

ing the heuristic and includes the genuinely scientific approach applied in this project of 

generating understanding by means of analytically dissecting concepts to rearrange 

them in a more meaningful way. It can only be assumed that such a way of looking at 

the world might be at odds with local worldviews that are said to favor inclusion and 

embeddedness.

In view of this situation, two aspects have to be advanced when aiming at developing a 

practical instrument: On the one hand, I see the need to relate the heuristic proposed 

here  to  existing  policies,  agreements  and  permits  that  are  themselves  generally 

grounded on international  and bilateral  treaties,  the most  important  ones being the 

CBD and the Nagoya Protocol. Establishing such a relation would allow contributing to 

reduce the probability of local knowledge being appropriated by outsiders with an un-

settling ease as it often was the case before the introduction of said policies.300 Ideally, 

such a link should be integrated in some way into the sustainability canvas as this 

would ideally relate these policies to their home debate on where societal development 

should head to. I consider this link to be justified as for most research topics on local 

knowledge, the use of biological resources is by all means as essential as are the cul-

300 There is no doubt that the sheer existence of such policies does not improve the situation in itself; it, however, pro-
vides interested parties salient reference points for promoting an alternative approach.
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tural meanings attributed to these resources. Moreover, relating the heuristic to existing 

and internationally accepted policies, which outline the rights and tasks associated with 

biodiversity at an international level also has the benefit of additionally emphasizing the 

sustainability orientation of the heuristic developed.

On the other hand, there are open questions with respect to how to methodically in-

clude local knowledge and, thus, the local perspective into the heuristic. In fact, the ad-

equate inclusion of the local perspective seems to generally represent the most salient 

challenge in working with local knowledge. This is also reflected in the repeated calls 

by both scholars and practitioners for strengthening local participation in research and 

development endeavors; in this vein, they often emphasize that finding ways to truly in-

tegrate and enhancing appreciation of the local perspective is paramount. Generally 

speaking, necessary methodological adaptations involve primarily researching and ad-

vancing the development of procedures that facilitate the negotiation of envisaged re-

search or development interventions between different epistemic communities (for a 

detailed account cf. e.g.  Bicker et al.  (2004)).301 They could facilitate cross-epistemo-

logical and -cultural understanding in that they prepare the ground for generating ac-

ceptance of the fact that knowledge is construed differently and for acknowledging that 

the reliability, or legitimation, of knowledge is evaluated in differing ways, leading to dif-

fering calls for action and, potentially, development paths. In any case, understanding 

each other’s rationale and, ideally, finding common ground are crucial steps that a revi-

sion of the framework needs to incorporate and promote. By investing in the elabora-

tion of these missing methodological elements, the heuristic proposed here could in 

fact contribute to facilitating a meaningful participation by and integration of local peo-

ple in research and development endeavors, from design to management and evalua-

tion302. In view of this, the broad and inclusive approach elaborated here has the poten-

tial to contribute to tackling contemporary issues, all the more as solutions to pressing 

global issues were understood to lie in the converse of differing ways of knowing. In 

fact, it  can be expected that responses to the complex problems of the 21st century 

such  as  climate  change,  biodiversity  loss,  global  distributive  injustice  or  increased 

global migration flows will build upon knowledge from diverse origins, developed and 

accumulated under various contexts and paradigms.

301 Methodologies of this type have already been identified with respect to the inclusion of local knowledge into formal 
education. There, it proved crucial for them to be as culturally representative as possible; prominent examples for 
the realm of knowledge transmission include field trips, observation and informal instructions (Reyes-García et al. 
(2010)).

302 Such an approach is called for by a number of local knowledge researcher from different disciplines (cf. e.g Car-
valho and Frazão-Moreira (2011); Vandebroek (2011)). It would contrast with earlier applied approaches that did 
not invest as much in getting familiar with the overall livelihood of the local people, their worldview and choices, but 
were prompter to promote perspectives and assessments by Western research or development institutions.
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