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Kester Reid questions our Western 
obsession with science and champions 
the Indigenous way of an intuitive 
knowledge based on wholism

Evolution is a process of adapting to an environment. 
It is environmentally driven: a reaction to and 
reflection of the living environment. Culture evolves 
as an interpretive map of human experience, and is 

inescapably tangled with this thing we call knowledge. 
In Britain, our co-evolution with the natural environment 

stopped when our forests were cut, and the pagans and 
herbalist witches enflamed. Economic, religious and other 
forces destroyed not only our traditional knowledge 
systems, but also the very means of their evolution – the 
wild environments. In other areas of the Western world, 
even where wild areas remain, traditional communities, and 
traditional knowledge, have been irreparably altered by the 
cultural dominance of our industrial ideals. 

In the tropical forests of the world, however, Indigenous 
peoples continue to co-evolve with a complex natural 
environment, retaining traditional knowledge systems 
from which we might learn new, or perhaps old, ways to 
humanly experience. The medicinal practices of Indigenous 
forest peoples, for example, o!er a helpful illustration. 

Some "#% of drugs on the commercial market are 
extracted directly from plants, and $#% are derived 
originally from plants. Nature really has the answers. 
Native groups of these forests know too, indeed knew first, 
that plants have the power to heal. They know which plants 
have the power to heal, and they know how to combine 
plants in what were subsequently found to be very specific 
chemical relationships, such as the ayahuasca mixture 
that ingeniously marries an understorey shrub containing 
the active compounds with a climbing vine containing the 
necessary enzyme-inhibitors to allow absorption of the 
remedy through the gut. 

The Indigenous people also know that preparation is 
critical, simmering some remedies for hours, whereas boiling 
would denature the active components. And treatment is 
highly particular: in many cases plants are not ingested, but 
rather applied as a poultice, or infused and inhaled or bathed 
in. From an estimated $#,### to %##,### plant species in a 
forest such as the Amazon, each producing a complex mixture 
of metabolically a!ecting compounds, native societies extract 
a multitude of remedies for almost every conceivable ailment. 
Their evolved knowledge is of a depth and complexity no 
chemist could ever hope to obtain. In practical terms they 
understand the chemistry, and yet without knowledge of 
chemistry. The question remains, how?

The routine answer cites a millennial process of trial and 
error. Indeed, such explanation seems axiomatic, but it 

is challenged by the mystifying complexity of Indigenous 
medicinal knowledge. To look beyond our presumptions 
for a moment, what the people themselves say is that the 
knowledge is imparted to them directly via powerful ‘teacher 
plants’, with whom shamans are able to communicate on 
the spiritual level. 

Shamanic cultures believe a continuum exists between the 
natural and the supernatural, each element of the physical 
world having a spiritual existence in the other realm. The 
shaman, assisted by teacher plants such as ayahuasca, 
can inhabit both realms to maintain balance between the 
two. He, or often she, consults the spirit world to learn 
the supernatural origin of diseases, and the spirits tell, or 
he/she simply ‘sees’, which plants or other treatments to 
prescribe. This is the way they profess to learn of medicine, 
but we disregard the explanation because it contradicts the 
very axioms of our particular cultural routine for attaining 
knowledge. That routine constitutes external observation, 
measurement, causal isolation, theory, and prediction; 
ultimately the existence of these spirits cannot be proved, 
and so the idea is ridiculed by our rationalist culture. 

To discredit their knowledge through reasoning that their 
spirits are simply ‘not real’ is insu&cient, however, for 
belief in them clearly delivers a very real knowledge. Real 
in its application to not just physical but also psychological 
and spiritual illness – for millennia shamanic cultures have 
practised relaxation and massage, aromatherapy, hypnosis, 
visualisation and dietary prescription, yet to us these curative 
therapies have only recently started becoming ‘acceptable’. 
Such practices indicate a long-held understanding of the 
great power of the mind over the body, which we are 
only now beginning to accept in the West (and this despite 
consistently documented hints such as the placebo e!ect).

The reality of Indigenous medicinal knowledge is further 
supported by the fact that, contrary to popular belief, these 
societies are actually some of the healthiest anywhere in the 
world. If su&ciently isolated from outside contact, cause of 
immature death among forest peoples is rarely illness, but 
traditionally animal attack or warfare. Life expectancy can 
be low due to these factors, but mature death commonly 
occurs in the nineties or upwards, the elder generations 
remaining strong and healthy until an astounding age. 

The real consequences of their supernatural beliefs 
warrant a reassessment of our customary dismissal of such 
notions. I would not claim that trial and error was not a 
factor in the development of this knowledge, but I would 
claim that it is not its basis. It is, literally, not that simple. 
Shamans continue to discover medicinal uses for plants 
previously unknown to their cultures, and undescribed by 
ours, and their ongoing discovery is still explained in terms 
of spiritual conference. Regardless of millennia past, what 
we observe today is that ‘trial and error’ is not the tradition, 
but that a real practical intelligence is apparently derived 
from non-rational levels of experience.

We are faced with a problem of cultural incompatibility: 
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two perspectives, each self-supporting within its respective 
structure of logic, and yet together, seemingly contradictory. 
Perhaps we might propose that each is a valid interpretation 
of things, but neither complete; would we only view the 
contrast this way we might learn a great deal. 

The Indigenous perspective represents a completely 
di!erent experience of the tropical forest environment 

from that which a Westerner would undergo. It also 
represents an alternative and deeper understanding of 
the forest. Indigenous people’s understanding includes 
supernatural elements – their ‘spirits’ – which represent, as 
a facet of culture, an evolved system of interpretation, but 
what this indicates is some felt expression of the animate 
Earth, an a!ecting energy ceremoniously apparent amongst 
the abundance of life in a tropical forest. 

Such beliefs might be termed ‘esoteric’, but so were 
meditation, acupuncture and even Freud’s idea of the 
unconscious before the very real benefits of each became 
accepted in academic terms. There are indeed areas of science 
that may one day overlap with esoteric notions of energies: 
vibrational resonance, for instance, or electromagnetism. 
The point is merely to demonstrate that there is more to 
this physical reality than what we can see, measure or as yet 
prove. The Indigenous people in the forest, those who are 
most in touch with the living environment, feel something 
more, and they interpret it as spirits.

A cultural predisposition to denying such abstract felt 
experience prevents us from taking seriously this ‘something 
more’, whether we feel it or not. The rationalist foundation 
of our intellectual culture invalidates the experience of so 
much we cannot explain, and yet we agree there remains 
much to be explained! It is peculiar that we would admit our 
model of reality to be incomplete, whilst maintaining that 
our method for its interpretation is not. But the method is 
fragmentary – splitting phenomena into supposedly isolate 
parts in a bid to eventually piece together the whole. And 
what we find is that it is impossible to know the whole of 
any phenomenon this way. 

In physics we discover the very nature of matter to be empty 
space, in chemistry that compounds have properties completely 
unrelated to those of their constituent elements, and in biology 
we find a level of complexity that simply grows and grows as 
we delve into the bacterial, fungal and microbial relationships 
interconnecting every natural system. Either we hit brick 
walls with our method, or we discover there is exponentially 
more that we cannot explain. The analogue of this tragedy is 
the academic community itself, in which a scientist must be 
so specialised as to render him or her an expert in the very 
narrowest of fields, often absurdly so. 

Our scientific method isolates and decontextualises a 
billion parts of a given phenomenon, which add up to far 
less than the whole. And this is the critical point – to focus 
so specifically on any one aspect of anything denies the 
observer experience of the whole. “But how can we know 
a ‘whole’?” the indignant mind screams. And truly, it does 
not seem to make sense – we cannot measure, or explain 
simply ‘the whole’. We can know the whole of something 

only by experience of it, and it is in this experience that true 
understanding lies. 

We think, rationally, that we cannot take something in 
‘all at once’ like this, being so conditioned to conceive of 
understanding as strictly linear – through interminable lines 
of print, algebra, code and time. But when we interact with 
our environment we really do experience it all at once. And 
a familiar experience, such as a view out of a bedroom 
window, or a favourite painting, we can truly know in this 
way – if something is out of place, we sense it at a glance, 
without even knowing what it is that is di!erent. Such is the 
nature of experiential knowledge. It is intuition, it is feeling, 
not the technical theory into which science abstracts reality, 
but the very substance of reality: experience itself. Such 
understanding is not by facts, but by a&nity – the di!erence 
between knowing about something, and knowing it. 

This is the knowledge by which the Indigenous person 
knows the forest. She or he knows by being, by simply 
existing in the environment, and not by the removed study 
of any particular aspect of it. The knowledge of Indigenous 
people is deep, exemplified by their medicine, and it does 
well to note that their knowledge includes many of the 
‘parts’ over which we so obsess, only each part is regarded 
in the context of the whole. 

To ask natives of the Amazon the name of a fruit lying 
below a tree would typically precipitate the volunteering 

of not only its name, but which tree it falls from, which 
animals come to eat it, which time of year it falls, what its 
flowers look like, the medicinal properties of the tree, and 
so on. Culturally, everything makes sense to them by nature 
of the unity of the whole. And critically, this whole includes 
themselves as one part. 

Even isolated communities have been shown to share 
our understanding of complex biological processes 
such as pollination, not through putting flowers under a 
microscope, but by intuiting that we are life, we reproduce, 
and of course every expression of life does the same thing 
by some means. Intuition is too often mistaken for the 
frivolous presumption so misguided by our unconscious, 
but it is rather a deep wisdom that stems from living laws 
of existence to which we are privy by the very act of being. 
It is a real intelligence indeed, but in misinterpreting Nature 
as a mechanical set of deterministic processes, we deny her 
inherent creativity, denying ourselves her intelligence.

Forest people recognise that they are just one part of 
their system, subject to it, and in so doing they understand 
themselves in reflection of the whole. They are subject 
physically to the viper and the jaguar, but more critically, 
in their spiritual beliefs, they place themselves existentially 
subject to their environment. They recognise themselves, 
therefore, as a fundamental part of everything, intrinsically 
connected to the natural and supernatural. This is what 
allows not only the basic survival of these peoples, but real 
flourishment in their particular environment as healthy, 
happy societies. 

It is the converse to this holistic view, our distinctly 
Western anthropocentrism, that has allowed our society to 
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overplay humanity’s part in the global system, attempting to 
dominate it, and so cutting a swift path to self-destruction. 
This perspective is both symptom and cause of the gross 
disconnection with Nature that has occurred in our 
societies, to the point now that we most value the Earth in 
monetary terms. 

We forget even that we are natural beings, and thus sex 
becomes twisted pornographic fantasy, almost every natural 
process becomes taboo, and it is even strange to see women 
breastfeeding publicly. We do not feel this connection to 
the sensuous world around us, we do not feel a part of 
any natural system, and so we blindly destroy. This is not 
success and we are not flourishing, which is very clear if 
one looks at even the most immediate consequences of our 
unsustainable way of life. 

Indigenous forest peoples feel a connection with the 
world around them, an energetic a&nity that is expressed 
and maintained in the supernatural aspects of their cultures. 
It is this recognition that is pertinent to their unprecedented 
understanding of and flourishing in their environment. In 
the West we have conceptually and physically separated 
ourselves from the wild Earth, just as we separate all things 
to understand what is irreducibly unified. In this way we 
limit our experience of existence to what is rational, and 
verifiable, and we destroy the very means of our survival.

Rational enquiry is undoubtedly a useful tool, but its 
doctrinaire claim to an unsettlingly religious monopoly 
on truth renders it flawed. It condemns my own field of 
conservation to the desperate realm of mitigation, lagging 
forever behind the fundamentally damaging attitude we 
have towards the biosphere. The damage will only continue 
until we deprioritise rationalist methods of knowing, and 
acknowledge our sacred a&liation with the natural world. 

This way a deeper experience presents itself, and a truer 
understanding in which we feel that environmentally 

considerate behaviour simply makes sense. 
Beyond the political implications, we must assess whether 

our ‘science’, so institutionalised and universal, really is a 
sound method for finally understanding this world. Perhaps 
it is only separating us from the world, distancing us from 
true understanding. It challenges the revelatory nature of 
pure experience, by fragmenting it and transmuting it into 
abstract theory, damaging our capacity to ‘experience the 
whole’ of anything. And this is surely what life ought to be 
about, the full experience of experience.

The goal of science is understanding; the goal is not flawed: 
only the method is. We are caught up in explanation, which 
is merely the communication of understanding. But true 
understanding is intuitive, and true experience subjective – 
it ultimately cannot be shared. Its conclusions can, however, 
such as environmental consideration, starting with basic 
protection. We must divest ourselves of the fear that there 
be unknowable things, for there are not: only inexplicable 
things, and those we must leave as they are; such is their 
nature, and our own.

To engage these ideas, only go out and find beautiful 
things. Encounter a natural beauty and explore the feeling 
this entails. ‘Beauty’ is, after all, only a word, a symbol 
that becomes limiting as soon as it is uttered, but what 
it represents is a feeling, a raw sensing perhaps, of the 
connection we have with the world around us, particularly 
the natural world. It is the feeling of communion with the 
sacred. Therein lies the full experience of humanity, therein 
the understanding, therein the guidance. The idea of human 
beings as an embedded part of Nature is self-evident; we 
must only, if we have forgotten, start remembering how 
that feels. 

Kester Reid is a tropical conservationist and writer. 
kspreid.wordpress.com
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