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ABSTRACT

This study focused on coastal region subsistence farming under critical natural situation.
Interviews conducted with a sample of 100 participants. This interview showed that coastal
region people of West Bengal, India sustain farming through their indigenous knowledge.
Coastal region people continue subsistence farming in their kitchen gardens and agriculture
fields through their indigenous knowledge and climate forecast. Basically this practice
involves improvement of soil fertility, structure, crops, selection of seeds and storage for
future purpose. Knowledge of rainfall calculation is helpful for the showing season. These
indigenous knowledge practices could be helpful in the achievement of the food security,
which is important of nutritionally safe food supply at family levels.
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INTRODUCTION
Various social scientists and other scholars have sought to define, describe and
expressed the concept of indigenous knowledge, throwing light on various aspects of
it and its relation to man, society, culture, environment, other kind of knowledge and
concepts. Waage et al.1 point out that these indigenous knowledge are not primitive,
left over from the past but on the contrary, are systems of finely tuned and adopted,
both biologically and socially, to counter the process of what are often harsh and
inimical environment and often represents hundreds, sometimes thousands of years of
adaptive evolution in which vagaries of climate, the availability of land, water, the basic
needs of people and their animals for food, shelter and health have been amalgamated
in a system which has allowed society to exist and develop in the face of tremendous
odds. Indigenous knowledge pertains to various cultural norms, social roles or physical
conditions. Their efficiency lies in the capacity to adapt to changing circumstances2. The
terms ‘indigenous knowledge’, 'local knowledge' and 'traditional knowledge' have been
used in the literature interchangeably. Traditional knowledge is gathered over a period
of time and transferred from generation to generation. It is synonymous to Local
Knowledge (LK) and is defined as "a sum total of knowledge and practices based on
acquired knowledge and experience of people in dealing with problems and typical
situation in different walks of life"3. Local knowledge or traditional knowledge is highly
localized and restricted and is generally governed by local environmental factors  and
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cultural conditions. It varies between countries, regions and
even from farm to farm4. Indigenous knowledge may also be
defined as the sum total of knowledge and practices, which
are based on people’s accumulated experience in dealing with
situations and problems in various aspects of life and such
practices are special to a particular culture5. Ulluwishewa6

defined Indigenous Knowledge (IK) as "Local knowledge"-
knowledge that is unique to a given culture or society. This
knowledge was the information base of the society, codified
in the language of the society and it facilitates communication
and decision-making. Technically, indigenous knowledge was
defined as knowledge originating in and characterizing a
particular region or country. The quantum and content of
indigenous knowledge, however, vary across space and
change over the time. Also the indigenization of knowledge
originating outside a region often involves adoption to suit
the specific characteristics of the region. Consequently, the
knowledge embedded in the prevailing practices or
technology, its users and innovators in a region at any point of
time may not necessarily be whole. Indigenous knowledge
continuously interacts with non-local knowledge and
changing socio-economic, ecological conditions of the region.
Consequently, indigenous knowledge should not be seen as
a static pool of knowledge. The quantum and content of
indigenous knowledge change continuously and probably this
dynamics of indigenous knowledge is more important from
the point of view of policy relating to research and
development7. It was the knowledge, which has been
accumulated by the people over generations by observation,
by experimentation and by handling of old people's
experiences and wisdom in any particular area of human
behavior8. Indigenous knowledge (IK) or wisdom is the
product of trial and error, natural selection and keen
observation through centuries. This may come from various
areas covering social, religious taboos, beliefs and customs,
ecology, vegetation, climate, etc.9. Indigenous knowledge was
unwritten, untapped and largely unutilized knowledge that is
unique to a given culture and society. The importance of
documenting IK was to widen and accelerate research,
planning and development10. Over years, human experience
with agriculture has given rise to paramount knowledge to the
farmer who constantly was in interaction with various aspects
of farming. This knowledge might have led him to invent or
adopt certain practices in their own farms, which may be
peculiar, unique and suit his own conditions over past many
years11. IK was the actual knowledge of a given population
that reflects the experience based on tradition and includes
more recent experience with modern technology. Indigenous

knowledge system may appear simple to outsiders but they
represent mechanisms to ensure the minimal livelihoods for
local people12. Indigenous practices may help in increasing the
knowledge of formal science and also give clues to the
scientists in designing newer and newer experiments. Besides,
many of such practices may well be recommended for
adoption in the farming situations having similar agro-
ecological conditions13. Indigenous knowledge was the local
knowledge that was unique to a given culture or society
where its knowledge passes from generation to generation. It
was the knowledge that people have gained through
inheritance from their ancestors. It was a people derived
science and it represents people's creativity, innovations and
skills6. In trying to clear up the confusion or entanglement in
the interchangeable was the use of the terms "indigenous
knowledge" and "traditional knowledge”. Devi14 put forth the
view that all indigenous knowledge are traditional by nature
but not vice versa.  The knowledge was transmitted down
from generation to generation, which may after some years be
given status of tradition or considered as traditional
knowledge. Indigenous knowledge was the information base
for a society, which facilitates communication and decision-
making. Indigenous information systems were dynamic and
were continually influenced by internal creativity and
experimentation as well as contact with external systems15.
The unique, traditional, local knowledge existing within and
developed around the specific conditions of man and women
indigenous to a particular geographic area16. In contrast to the
process of synthesized acquisition of knowledge through
theories and methods, Indigenous knowledge was acquired
know how and wisdom by observation of specific natural and
social phenomena connected with the experience of
supernatural powers that influence life. Rather than being
replaced by scientific knowledge, indigenous knowledge
remains strong throughout developing countries, particularly
in rural areas and also to form a, holistic, more often than not
scared, world view and a valuable source of self reliant cultural
persistence in a period of rapid social change. This study
examined community-based mechanisms of ongoing
subsistence farming under poor environmental conditions.

METHODS
Study area: The study was conducted in four villages of South
24 Parganas districts of West Bengal. Salient features of the
district have been presented in the following Table 1.
As per 2011 census the total number of literates in three
villages Bali1, Bali 2, Pathankhali of Gosaba CD Block was
172,781 (78.98% of the population over 6 years) out of  which
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Table 1: Salient feature of villages
Village name Block name District State Division
Bali-1 Gosaba 24 Paraganas South West Bengal Presidency
Bali 2 Gosaba 24 Paraganas South West Bengal Presidency
Pathankhali Gosaba 24 Paraganas South West Bengal Presidency
Dhablatlalpur Sagar 24 Paraganas South West Bengal Presidency

96,642 (56%) were males and 76,139 (44%) were females
(Table 1). As per 2011 census, literacy in South 24 Parganas
district was 77.51. Literacy in West Bengal was 77.08% in 2011.
Literacy in India in 2011 was 74.04%. As per 2001 census;
Gosaba block had a total literacy of 68.93% for the 6+ age
group. While male literacy was 80.74% female literacy was
56.60%. South 24 Parganas district had a total literacy of
69.45%, male literacy being 79.19% and female literacy being
59.01%. As per 2011 Census of India Gosaba CD Block had a
total population of 246,598, all of which were rural. There were
125,901 (51%) males and 120,688 (49%) females. Population
below 6 years was 27,841. Scheduled Castes numbered
154,484 and Scheduled Tribes numbered 23,343. As per 2001
census, Gosaba block had a total population of 222,764, out of
which 113,827 were males and 108,937 were females. Gosaba
block registered a population growth of 11.10% during the
1991-2001 decade. Total growth of a decade for South is 24
parganas where total West Bengal growth rate 17.84%.
Scheduled castes at 146,060 formed more than one-half the
population. Scheduled tribes numbered 22,561.

Study design: This study was conducted to examine
sustainable production of subsistence crops. Data were
collected through focused group discussion with villagers.

Participants: Fifty villagers were purposely selected. Semi-
structured interviews were conducted aged between 25 and
70 years. They were 30 males and 20 females.

Data collection: Data was collected by asking questions about
the indigenous knowledge used to continue subsistence
farming. Data analysis was affected through a computerized
SPSS software package and content analysis.

Quality criteria: Comprehensiveness and trustworthiness of
collected data were attained through reviews of data with the
participants. The participants were able to provide corrections
to the inconsistencies, contradictions and data gaps.
Consultations were made to validate and clarify data.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Subsistence farming: Subsistence farming reflect the
community members provide food or their families through

production of indigenous crops in the kitchen-gardens or
others surrounding the compound and ploughing fields
allocated to each household by the chief-in-council.

The use of indigenous knowledge to sustain subsistence
farming: According to questionnaire participants asked
questions relating to the indigenous knowledge of coastal
region use to sustain subsistence farming. The responses
provided show that community members use their
indigenous farming practices such as planting on different soil
types, soil fertilization, selection and storage of seeds and
maintenance of crops. In addition to these knowledge systems
the participants mentioned the use of knowledge of rainfall
forecast. These indigenous knowledge systems are produced
by local people based on their lived experiences. 

Rainfall forecast: During the study period it was established
that the sprouting tree leaves and flowers, to predict rainfall.
The rural people knowledge of rainfall prediction corroborates
Speranza et al.17 findings that local farmers possess knowledge
on the use of some local indicators, such as plants, birds,
insects and astronomy, in prediction of rainfall. Kijazi et al.18

show that people use the behavior of animals and plants to
predict the coming agricultural Season. Chang’a et al.19 show
that this type of indigenous knowledge is very important in
farm decision-making to respond to poor yields. The farmers
predict rainfall through the moon’s shape and colour. They
predicts about the rainfall patterns for the specific season of
the year through the movement of stars to make inferences20.

Knowledge of soil types: According to survey black clayey soil
is very good for cultivation of pumpkin, gourd and maize this
type of soil are very rich nutrients. Sandy soil is good for
melon, beans and sweet reed. There was another type of soil
mixture of sandy and clayey soil, which was good for all crops.
In general, knowledge of soil varieties through the soil colour
and soil texture.

Mulching: According to Buthelezi et al.21 after the harvesting,
the residue was tilled with the soil to improve moisture
preservation and fertility of the soil. Straw, dried beans, nut
plants were the best for the mulching.

Multiple cropping: By hand, sowing of seeds was done
randomly. All seed varieties were sown equally in the field.
Through multiple cropping practices the growth of all crops at
the same time in the same field. Through multiple cropping
systems productivity per unit of area was higher than in
mono-cropping systems with the same level of management.
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The farmers include a variety of crops with different growth
habits in the same field to maximize the chances for
production of multiple crops22.

Storage of seeds and crops: The crops were stored and
disallowed from attack by weevils after harvesting and
threshing. The crops remain fresh until they were all
consumed. The most useful preservation practice mentioned
by the participants was by hanging the maize, sorghum and
millet. Sometimes the seeds were mixed with the ash and
stored into clay-pots and baskets. The seeds stored during five
seasons. To preserve the harvested cowpea in storage was by
Chili pepper (Capsicum annum)23.

CONCLUSION
These results show that indigenous knowledge was still
precious for the community level. The study concludes that
subsistence farming was constant by indigenous farming
practices and rainfall calculation. These practices involve the
improvement of soil, preservation of crops and the collection
and storage of seeds for replanting. Rainfall calculation helps
coastal region members plan the showing time. This
indigenous knowledge could be helpful towards the
achievement of food security at the household level. The
knowledge could also make contributions to the development
of sustainable adaptation policies to assist rural based
communities which were weak to climate change hazards.
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