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Local Knowledge (LK) has been receiving increasing attention over past few 

decades for its potential to inform environmental management and development. Although this 

theoretical promise of LK has been given recognition in the international arena, its application 

for development, particularly at the national and local scales, has been both slow and far from 

straightforward.  

 

My paper speaks to this conundrum by exploring the application of LK within a novel context. 

While literature on LK has largely dealt with pre-modern or modernizing contexts, this paper 

investigates its (re)emergence within the hegemonic landscape of post-green revolution 

agriculture in the Southern Indian state of Tamilnadu. Focusing on the cultivation of traditional 

rice varieties (TVs), it positions LK as a vehicle of alternative development and explores how 

LK is used to inform agriculture as embedded within the socio-political systems governing 

agriculture in Tamilnadu.  

 

Using ethnographic methods, this exploration is done from three points of entry. First, the socio-

environmental considerations in cultivating TVs are assessed at the level of the household. 

Second, interactions between key stakeholders in this return to TVs are mapped as a means to 

understand how this alternative mode of development is operationalized. Third, the re-emergence 

of TVs is approached as a cultural phenomenon and its interactions with the changing consumer 

culture in the state are examined. A theoretical framework of Political Ecology and Actor-

Network Theory is used in exploring the pragmatic, political and cultural return of TVs as above.  

 

Scholars of alternative development have predominantly characterized the adoption of such 

traditional approaches as a) market-averse and b) incompatible with state-led development. This 

paper finds that the cultivation of TVs in Tamilnadu comprises largely of, and is made possible 

by, farmers’ strategic engagements with the market, often via state-provided channels. Studies on 

LK and its agricultural applications can thus benefit by remaining open to the possibility of its 

multiple, dynamic and unprecedented interactions with modalities of mainstream development.  

Doing so is a vital step for the effective harnessing of LK to address developmental challenges in 

the contemporary.


