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Aim

• Combining insights from social-ecological 
systems and biocultural diversity and heritage

• How may we critically study, recognize and 
nurture biocultural systems and biocultural 
connections as “seeds of the good 
Anthropocene”?

• What can we learn from the dynamics of 
biocultural systems to facilitate recovery and 
re-connection for stewardship of landscapes?



Outline of session I 

Background: 

• Maria Tengö: Linking and navigating social-ecological 
systems – the role of local and traditional knowledge 

• Michelle Cocks: Biocultural approaches to neotraditional
human-nature interactions 

• Stephan Barthel: Biocultural refugia and social-ecological 
memory 

Case studies/applications: 

• Vanessa Masterson: Connections to rural “home” 
landscapes  of the former Transkei homeland, South Africa, 
Eastern Cape, South Africa 

• Jamila Haider: Response diversity in biocultural systems: A 
case from the “Roof of the World”



Outline of session II

Discussion: 

- 10 minutes small group discussion

- 20 minutes plenary discussion

3 questions



Working definition: 

Biocultural systems 

Governance systems that are dynamic and 
complex and embrace and addresses social-
ecological feedbacks, mediated by culture(s) 
that is(are) embedded in a specific landscape 
(place-based), and that have a strong 
component of local/traditional ecological 
knowledge

(see Berkes and Folke 1998 and Gavin et al. 
2014)

�Biocultural connections



Recent attention

Biocultural approaches to conservation: 
conservation action made in service of sustaining 

the biophysical and sociocultural components of 

dynamic, interacting, and interdependent social-

ecological systems (Gavin et al. TREE 2015)

Identity/Cultural identity as an important part of 
social-ecological dynamics and resilience 

(Rotarangi and Stephenson 2014, Berkes and Ross 
2013, von Heland and Folke 2014)



Social-ecological systems perspective

Berkes and Folke 1998

Berkes, Folke and Colding, 

2003



Social-ecological systems perspective

• Ecological knowledge as a key link

• Traditional knowledge as a knowledge-practice-

beleif complex

• Tight feed-back loop – what are the biocultural 

connections?

• Co-evolution � knowledge is embedded in 

management practices and institution

(Berkes and Folke 1998, Berkes et al 2003, and others)



Tengö et al. 2007, von 

Heland and Folke 2014



Drivers
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Where are we heading?

• Co-evolved, tightly connected social-ecological systems
� complexity (e.g. Lansing et al), 

� social-ecological systems (e.g. Berkes and Folke et al), 

�on common pool resource governance (e.g. Ostrom et al). 

• Source of diverse visions and innovation, more 
synthesic and holistic approaches to conservation and 
governance in social-ecological systems (Gavin et al. 
2014)

• How interact with cross-scale drivers and develop and 
evolve in the Anthropocene?

• In the session, we will present and discuss further 
theorethical tools and methodological approaches for 
understanding and studying biocultural systems. 
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Questions for discussion

1. Critical reflection on biocultural systems as a concept: 
how does it relate to social-ecological systems? What are 
key differences and complementarities? How is it 
valuable?

2. What ontologies and methodologies are useful for 
studying biocultural systems? What are their benefits and 
limitations in understanding cross-scale interactions? 

3. Biocultural leverage points: how can these potential 
seeds of the good Anthropocene be better understood 
and framed for use in policy and interventions? How can 
development proceed without eroding the biocultural 
diversity that is the engine of innovation in these 
landscapes?





Summary




