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Abstract 

 
The invitation to come to Universitas Sebelas Maret in Surakarta, Central Java to give a talk for a very 

important 1st Conference on Visual Art, Design, and Social Humanities (CONVASH), convened by the 

Faculty of Fine Arts and Design on 2 November 2019, offered an opportunity to return to a subject that I 

believe is central for addressing nearly all issues which challenge us now and will in the future: biocultural 

diversity. In 2017, for the International Conference on Biodiversity convened in Bali by Masyarakat 

Biodiversitas Indonesia and Universitas Sebelas Maret, Surakarta, I urged scientists to work with artists so 

that the arts can be more sufficiently acknowledged, documented and explained in terms of the connections 

between cultural and biological diversity. The present paper puts forth further ideas about how artists can 

work with scientists to develop interdisciplinary practice-based methods for enhancing beneficial human-

nature relationships. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
The invitation to come to Universitas Sebelas Maret in Surakarta, Central Java to give a talk for a very 

important 1st Conference on Visual Art, Design, and Social Humanities (CONVASH), convened by the 

Faculty of Fine Arts and Design on 2 November 2019, offered an opportunity to return to a subject that I 

believe is central for addressing nearly all issues which challenge us now and will in the future: biocultural 

diversity. Actually, the first time that I spoke about the arts and biocultural diversity (Butler, 2017) was for 

the International Conference on Biodiversity themed the Roles of Biodiversity and Conservation Research 

under Global Climate Change convened in Bali by Masyarakat Biodiversitas Indonesia and Universitas 

Sebelas Maret, Surakarta. On that occasion more than two hundred biologists, ethnobiologists, botanists, 

zoologists, ecologists, conservationists, and specialists in ethnopharmacological/ethnomedicine studies, 

natural resource and environmental management systems, and climatology from Indonesia and several other 

Southeast Asian as well as Asian nations presented papers. I felt my task as a dance-movement artist, teacher 

and cultural program director, was to give a keynote address that would stimulate their consideration of 

biocultural diversity. So, I spoke about why the arts are a primary vehicle for the transmission of cultural 

knowledge. I then urged the scientists to work with artists so that the arts can more sufficiently 

acknowledged, documented and explained in terms of the connections between cultural and biological 

diversity. 

 

METHOD AND MATERIALS 

 
This article is based on my keynote talk for the 1st CONVASH held in 2019 (see Universitas Sebelas Maret, 

2020), during which I put forth further ideas about how artists can work with scientists to develop 

interdisciplinary practice-based methods for enhancing beneficial human-nature relationships. First, I will 

briefly describe the concept of biocultural diversity. Then, discuss why the arts are a primary vehicle for the 

transmission of cultural knowledge. Lastly, and most importantly, I will share some ways that artists and 

scientists can collaborate to apply creative know-how in study and practice. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 
From biological to cultural to biocultural diversity 

Sustaining diversity has become a frequent topic since the 1970s; particularly for biologists who have shown 

the impact the loss of biodiversity such as unique plant and animal species, habitats and ecosystems has had 

and will have on the ecological resilience of the Earth. At the same time, scholars and educators of sub-

disciplines within the social sciences and humanities have been concerned about the decline in linguistic 

diversity globally. Also, culture experts have drawn attention to the importance of sustaining cultural 

diversity including “the set of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and emotional features of a society 

or a social group…(encompassing), in addition to art and literature, lifestyles, ways of living together, value 

systems, traditions and beliefs” (UNESCO,1982 see 2001: 12). 

 

An important finding then emerged in the 1980s when ethnobiologist Darrell Addison Posey brought to light 

the “inextricable link” between biological and cultural diversity – now termed biocultural diversity (see 

Posey et al., 1999). I have turned to this concept to better understand how humankind’s creative capacities 

based on local knowledge systems and values contribute to beneficial human-nature relationships (see 

Butler, 2011, 2016a, 2016b, 2017, and 2018). This is particularly applicable for Indonesia, which as one of 

the top twelve ‘megadiversity’ countries in terms of biodiversity richness and the second most linguistically 

diverse (see Table 2.2 by Harmon, 1996 in Posey, 1999: 26), epitomizes a biocultural diversity region. 

 

More and more people know about how human actions have caused accelerated depletion of biological 

diversity in the world’s lands and seas. Yet, for example, while reforestation can rejuvenate terrestrial 

habitats, it is much more challenging to restore extinct languages and unique artistic and cultural expressions. 

So, as participants in the 1st CONVASH at UNS were and are working in the fields of visual art, design, and 

social humanities, I decided to next focus on the cultural knowledge embedded in the arts, its nature and 

functions. 
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Transmission of cultural knowledge via the arts 

Inherent to our discussion on sustaining biocultural diversity is the question of the role of the arts in the 

transmission of cultural knowledge. The Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage 

(UNESCO, 2003) makes clear that “the practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills – as well as 

the instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith – that communities, groups and, in 

some cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural heritage […is…] transmitted from generation to 

generation, [and] is constantly recreated by communities and groups in response to their environment, their 

interaction with nature and their history”.  

 

Another common view is that traditional knowledge and innovations, even recent inventions, has developed 

from experience gained over centuries; and is of a practical nature. Thus far the tendency has been to 

examine the traditional techniques and values of ‘indigenous’ and ‘local’ communities (see UNEP, 1992; 

Cocks, 2006) pertaining to their habitat and surrounding landscape through case studies on agriculture, 

fishery, health, horticulture, and forestry practices. Now more attention is given to the well-being of rural 

communities whose cultural practices have been altered by the homogenizing tendency of urban-based 

modernization and the increasing migration of the younger generation to cities. Yet, in most of these 

academic inquiries the arts are still often treated as a separate and unrelated matter. 

 

Many of us who attended the 1st CONVASH at Universitas Sebelas Maret in 2019 are practitioners of both 

traditional and contemporary arts and have directly experienced the transmission of cultural knowledge and 

skills through art genres such as those stemming from the human body: dance, chants, prayer, music, song, 

poetic recitation, myth narratives, and drama; and those created from the elements: artefacts, symbols, ritual 

offerings, architecture, craft arts, sculpture, imagery, and film among others. In other words, how the arts 

provide experiential learning about the great variety of ways that people interact with the nature of a 

particular place through physical processes, the shapes, colors, textures and sounds of art forms, layout and 

orientation of structures and spaces, and the rhythm, dynamics, and movement of doings. 

 

So, it feels that now is the time to make use of the cultural knowledge embedded in the arts as conveyed by 

both tradition-bearers and contemporary practitioners. It also feels that now is the time for artists and 

scientists to collaboratively develop interdisciplinary practice-based methods for enhancing beneficial 

human-nature relationships. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 
Applying creative know-how in study and practice 

How can artists and scientists mutually apply creative know-how in study and practice for sustaining 

biocultural diversity? One way is to widen the range of options beyond conventional so-called ‘objective’ 

methods based on observation and field notes, surveys and questionnaires, interviews or focus group discussion 

solely for documentation. Rather, interdisciplinary practice-based methods with a community can encourage 

participatory approaches, knowledge-sharing, and creativity in relation to the actual conditions of a place. 

 

As I mentioned during my talk for the conference on biodiversity convened by Masyarakat Biodiversitas 

Indonesia and Universitas Sebelas Maret (Butler, 2017), artists and scientists can mutually study from the 

distinct cosmologies and traditional sustainable land-use applied in architectural practices in the forming of 

sacred natural sites and human-made structures. We can also study how the interactions of more than 500 

Indonesian ethnic groups with the tremendous diversity of natural and human-made ecosystems has given birth 

to a wide range of local customs, traditions, settlement layout patterns, calendar and counting systems, 

agricultural systems, architectural forms, life-cycle rituals, ceremonial arts, culinary and medicinal arts, modes 

of resource use and trade, and forms of social cooperation to foster a harmonious relationship between humans 

and with nature and God/the Source of Life. 

 

To more fully understand local adaptation processes to climate change in the past, artists and scientists can 

mutually study from sagas, chronicles, maps, local oral and literary history, prayer texts, paintings and rock art. 

For design projects in any field to sustain natural resources, we can learn from traditional artisans about where 

to find local environment-friendly materials and ingredients, the time for gathering them, and processes for 

working with and renewing local materials. 
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Applying sustainable creative know-how needs to take place in daily life in a manner that supports a re-

searching of the wisdom, memories, and beauty of local communities and reintegrates the arts and sciences. 

Moreover, by practicing the arts we can learn how to apply social, cultural and spiritual values for the long-

term benefit of diverse cultural environments. 
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