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INTRODUCTION 

The period in which we are living is […] a turning point in the very history of the earth itself. 

We are living a period of the earth’s history that is incredible turbulent and in an epoch in 

which there are violent processes of change that challenge us at every level imaginable. The 

pathos of the human being today is that we are totally caught up in this incredible 

transformation, and we have significant responsibility for the direction it will take. What is 

terrifying is that we have it within our power to make life extinct on this planet. Because of 

the magnitude of this responsibility for the planet, all our educational ventures must be keep 

in mind the immense implications of our present moment. This is the challenge for all areas of 

education. For education, this realisation is the bottom line. When setting educational 

priorities, every educational endeavour must keep in mind this immense implication of our 

present moment. 

(O’Sullivan, 2002, p. 2) 

 

Over the last few decades, research has repeatedly shown that the education strategies 

used to develop the disaster risk reduction (DRR) capabilities and relationships required to 

reduce the risk of extreme natural events and facilitate the development of adaptive capacities 

have been ineffective (Buergelt et al., 2017). While this state of affairs could be interpreted as 

education per se not working, a critical exploration and analysis of the worldview and beliefs 

underpinning current and alternative education approaches suggests that a different 

explanation warrants consideration. In this chapter, we firstly propose that the ineffectiveness 

of current DRR education efforts derives from being based on the totalitarian, mechanistic, 

positivistic, rational and capitalistic worldview prevailing in Western cultures to maintain its 

power. We secondly suggest that adopting the Indigenous metaphysical, nature-based, unified 

and egalitarian worldview can represent a more appropriate foundation for developing 

effective DRR education and the social-ecological relationships required to facilitate the 
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development of sustainable DRR beliefs and practices based on the principle of people living 

in harmony/balance with nature, themselves and others (Griffith, 2014). These relationships, 

in turn, can represent a context for cultivating the individual and collective adaptive 

capabilities that contemporary DRR seeks to develop (Buergelt at al., 2017). Transformative 

pedagogies are required to create this paradigm shift. 

To set the scene for this discussion, we first explore the nature and importance of 

philosophical worldviews. We then discuss how the fundamental beliefs of the Western 

worldview are the source of disharmonious relationships between humans and nature, disease 

and ‘natural’ disasters and how these beliefs create educational strategies that disempower 

people to maintain the status quo. Next, we examine how the prevailing Western worldview is 

challenged by a new worldview within the Western culture: social constructionism. This 

examination builds the bridge for being open to, and understanding, the Indigenous 

worldview. Following, we will explore how the Indigenous worldview comprises 

fundamental beliefs that aim at having people living in harmony with nature and thus creates 

a framework for embedding in every aspect of culture and society educational strategies and 

practices that foster the development of enduring harmonious socio-environmental 

relationships. Living in harmony with nature, self and others, in turn, supports the 

development and application of DRR outcomes as a result of its fundamental focus of 

empowering people. We conclude with a discussion of transformative educational pathways 

that could be adopted to facilitate the adoption of the empowering thinking and action that is 

implicitly evident in Indigenous beliefs and practices.   

 

WORLDVIEWS, LEARNING PROCESSES AND EDUCATION 

 

Every transformation of [the human species]... has rested on new a metaphysical and 

ideological base; or rather, upon deeper stirrings and intuitions whose rationalised 

expression takes the form of a new picture of the cosmos and the nature of humanity. 

 (Mumford, 1957, p. 179) 

 

The philosophical worldviews people hold, the ways people are learning and the 



 

3 

 

education strategies that flow from them, create in a dialectical dance the world we live in and 

influence DRR. The underlying worldviews comprise people’s fundamental beliefs about the 

origin and development of the universe (cosmology), the nature of the world/reality 

(ontology) and what can be known, what constitutes valid knowledge epistemology and what 

constitutes the most valid and reliable way to establish knowledge (Babbie, 2010; Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011, 2017). What people believe about the origin of the universe influences aspects 

of realty they can see and believe can be known, and what they believe constitutes valid 

knowledge. The interpretations derived from these worldviews drive people’s actions. 

The worldviews people come to hold derive from iterative processes of continuously 

learning from interpreting their experiences. How people interpret their experiences, in turn, is 

influenced by the culture prevailing where they live through socialisation processes. Cultures 

socialise their members into their particular ways of thinking. The meanings people attribute 

to their experiences are predominately learned through informal interactions with other people 

(e.g., education, television, magazines, music, internet) (Denzin, 2004; Williams, 2008). Over 

time, the worldviews we learned can become so entrenched that they become habitual, taken-

for-granted and unconscious.  

Whether the fundamental worldviews, and the ensuing social systems and individual 

ways of thinking and behaving, are serving members of these culture are reflected in the 

health and wellbeing of its members and by the longevity of a culture (O’Sullivan, 2002). The 

culture and society created based on the Western worldview have become dysfunctional; they 

create suffering and environmental disasters rather than fulfilling its objectives of ensuring the 

health and well-being of citizens and other living creatures (O’Sullivan, 2002). This 

dysfunctionality extends to DRR, resulting not only in public education practices being 

ineffective and peoples’ individual and collective capacity to respond to extreme natural 

events declining, but also contributing to the risk of extreme natural events and disasters 

increasing, (Buergelt et al., in press; Paton & McClure, 2013). Consequently, if we are honest 
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with ourselves, we have to admit that the Western worldview is no longer serving us and thus 

inappropriate. Let us turn to critically illuminating how the current Western worldview 

created this crisis.   

 

Dominant Western worldview: Source of disharmonious relationships, suffering and 

disasters 

Fundamentally, Western cultures commonly ascribe to a totalitarian cosmology and to 

mechanistic, positivistic and rational ontologies and epistemologies (Griffith, 2015; Reason, 

1995). In the Western view of cosmology, the universe was created by a single male God 

through a single command. Because Christian theologies perceive respect for and protecting 

nature as challening God’s authority and will, nature is treated disrespectfully and destroyed 

(Griffith, 2014, 2015). The mechanistic, positivist and rational worldview believes that reality 

exists independent of thought and knowledge is based on a dualism between mind and reality. 

According to this perspective, there exists a: 

 

“real world made up of real things we can identify, operating according to natural causal 

laws which govern their behaviour laws which we can deduce by analysing the 

operation of the component parts. Mind and reality are separate: the rational human, 

drawing on analytical thought and experimental methods, can come to know the 

objective world. So the objective world spawns the objective mind, which becomes 

detached, analytical and thus in the end uncaring and cold. Human progress is 

dependent on the processes of science, the purpose of which is the pursuit of knowledge 

for its own sake.” (Reason, 1995, p. 2). 

 

Western ontology does not believe the existence of invisible aspects of reality and 

separates nature, land, law, medicine, song, story, dance, and painting (e.g., natural sciences, 

geography, legal studies, medicine, social sciences, philosophy, humanities, art) (Griffith, 

2015). This separation extends into DRR; it is something that is seen and treated as being 

independent of nature, people’s everyday lives and societal processes (e.g., community 

development). People socialised in the Western world, typically assumes that there exists only 

one absolute reality or truth which can be known. Because reality is believed to be an 
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objective view of the world – a mirror of what we see, all that humans know they know from 

their sensory experiences of the outside world (Reber, 1995). Consequently, people in 

Western cultures typically only acknowledge aspects of reality that can be observed, 

operationalised, and measured (objective facts) as knowledge (Sexton, 1997). Nonphysical 

concepts, like consciousness, thoughts, spiritual beliefs, are not viewed as valid knowledge 

and thus, typically not included in scientific analyses. This aspect has led to DRR being 

dominated by approaches derived from the natural sciences and engineering, rather than from 

people’s lived experience and their underlying cultural and societal influences. 

From the perspective of this worldview, knowledge is posteriori and humans learn by 

building an internal representation of reality based on their experiences (Gergen, 1985). 

Experts are seen as possessing intelligence and knowing; people are seen as not knowing and 

passively receiving knowledge. The lived experience of people and their perspectives are not 

seen as valid knowledge. According to this worldview, reality, including human behaviour, is 

governed by mechanical system of laws and hence knowledge is stable, ahistorical and 

enduring, and can be accumulated (Gergen, 1985). This view underpins the belief that 

defining these laws will allow explaining, predicting and controlling human behaviour. 

Because this worldview assumes that individuals’ behaviour is the outcome of external forces 

determined by universal laws, people believe that individuals’ behaviour exists independently 

of the world, including the natural environment (Diesing, 1991).  

People also presume that nature (body) and mind are separate (Cartesian mind-body 

split) (Misra, 1993). Western philosophers like Socrates and Descartes championed the belief 

that only humans have intelligence, that nature could not teach anything, and that abstract 

scientific knowledge is more valid than people’s own knowing (Reason, 1995). Scientific 

discoveries based on positivism, in tandem with capitalism and Christianity, fundamentally 

shifted how humans interact with nature (Clover, 2002; Griffith, 2014). The positivistic 

reductionistic scientific worldview disconnected humans from nature and many of the issues 
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we experience from the living conditions created by capitalism (Rowe, 1990). As a result, 

members of Western cultures commonly grow up disconnected from nature; become alienated 

from, and dishonouring, nature, their bodies and their experiences; and lose their innate and 

concrete embodied knowing (Reason, 1995). They also commonly perceive their relationship 

with, and value of nature, largely in anthropocentric terms (Clover, 2002; Paton et al., 2015).  

Being conditioned to perceive themselves as being separated from nature means that 

people believe they are independent of nature and can exist without nature. This resulting 

anthropocentric belief sees nature as a resource to be conquered, owned, controlled and 

managed (Buergelt et al., 2017; Bhasin, 1992; Paton, Buergelt & Campbell, 2015). Nature is 

perceived as only having a value as an amenity that is useful to humans and a resource that 

can justifiably be exploited to benefit people. Therefore, people in Western cultures are 

capitalizing on the resources and amenities sourced from nature and undervaluing both nature 

(in its own right) and the importance of maintaining harmonious relationships with nature for 

their survival (Buergelt et al., 2017).  As a result of these views, DRR has focused on 

controlling, managing and combating nature rather than identifying and addressing human 

agency in the causation and prevention of disasters.  

Despite the tangible indicators of climate change and the growing incidence of disasters, 

most Western people remain generally unaware of, and abrogate their responsibility for, their 

role in causing extreme natural events and disasters occurring (Buergelt et al., 2017). The 

Western worldview hinders people experiencing, perceiving and understanding the intrinsic 

value of nature, that they are one with nature, interact with nature in dialectical ways and are 

dependent on nature for being themselves and for their health/wellbeing. Because they are 

largely unaware of their reciprocal relationships with nature, people miss seeing that the 

ensuing disharmonious relationships they created with nature increases the risk of extreme 

natural events occurring.  

Taken together, the Western worldview led to increasingly disharmonious relationships 
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between human beings living in Western cultures and the rest of nature resulting in humanity 

experiencing an emotional, psychological, political, and socioecolgocial crisis (Clover, 2002; 

Grande, 2000; Griffith, 2015; Reason, 1995). Importantly, increasingly disharmonious socio-

environmental relationships are contributing to the occurrence of extreme natural events, and 

to their impacts being more serious and enduring (Buergelt, Paton, Campbell, James & 

Cottrell, in press; Paton, Buergelt, & Campbell, 2015). However, it is challenging for Western 

people to become aware of this worldview. The fundamental beliefs are largely taken-for-

granted and unconscious; the objective mind created by this worldview cannot see the lens it 

has created and how and why this lens itself is its own creation (Reason, 1995). Educational 

approaches and programs created by this worldview thus tend to disempower people as they 

are designed to socialise people into the Western cultures to maintain the status quo and to 

produce a capable workforce (Griffith, 2014).   

Education in Western societies is given to people at designated times typically during 

childhood and young adulthood or for specific purposes during adulthood (e.g., preparing 

people for disasters). Education focuses primarily on the visible observable aspects of the 

world. Knowledge is passed on by experts who teach specialised and abstract theories created 

by discipline-specific quantitative research. Knowledge is taught in subjects that separate 

knowledge into distinct components including nature (natural sciences), land (geography), 

law (legal studies), medicine, story and song (social sciences and humanities), dance and 

painting (art). Knowledge is taught by passing on theoretical or conceptual information via 

books or online sources, and via teachers/experts standing in front of a room lecturing to a 

large number of students. It is easy, quick and cost-effective education.  

However, as Freire (2017) argues, traditional Western pedagogy perpetuates Western 

cultures and, in the process, weakens and oppresses citizens by treating them as lacking 

knowledge and needing to be educated rather than acknowledging and drawing out their 

innate embodied knowledge. Western pedagogy reinforces the weakening and oppressing of 
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citizens by modelling oppressive attitudes and practices. That is, citizen apathy, which 

commonly citizens are blamed for, is not the fault of citizens but results from the traditional 

Western pedagogies inherently disempowering people to keep them manageable and to 

maintain the power of the ruling few.  

The renowned cultural historian and ecologist Thomas Berry (1993; cited in O’Sullivan, 

2002) and acclaimed author Susan Griffith (1995, cited in O’Sullivan, 2002) suggests that the 

current Western worldview is dysfunctional for our present circumstances. They call for 

urgently reassessing the Western worldview and to transform towards a worldview that will 

heal and guide us. O’Sullivan (2002) emphasises that altering the course requires 

transforming the underlying worldview and the whole cultural system. The social 

constructionist worldview that has been emerging in the last decades is assisting us 

reassessing the current totalitarian, mechanistic, positivistic and rational Western worldview 

and might be a valuable bridge towards appreciating the Indigenous worldview.  

 

 

Social constructionist worldview challenging the predominant western worldview 

 

Many writers and commentators are suggesting that the current worldview or paradigm 

of Western civilization is reaching the end of its useful life. It is suggested that there is a 

fundamental shift occurring in our understanding of the universe and our place in it, that new 

patterns of thought and belief are emerging that will transform our experience, our thinking 

and our action. … we can see the costs of this progress in ecological devastation, human and 

social fragmentation, and spiritual impoverishment. So if we fail to make a transition to new 

ways of thinking … our civilization will decline and decay. … This emergent worldview is 

multifaceted: it has been particularly described as systemic, holistic, more feminine.  

(Reason, 1995, p. 42)   

 

The totalitarian, mechanistic, positivistic and rational worldview is being challenged by 

the social constructionist worldview. This new worldview emerged at the end of the 20th 

century in response to advances in relativity, quantum mechanics and the notion of the self-

regulating universe. These advances show that nature and humans are one and deeply 

connected in a symbiotic relationship, and that people are active autonomous beings that are 

self-regulated (Reason, 1995).  
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Social constructionism assumes that reality is multiple, relative, historical, transitory, 

and unknowable rather than singular, objective, and knowable (Sexton, 1997).  Knowledge is 

seen as constructed reality, invented, and ambiguous rather than representative of reality, 

discovered, objective, and certain (Reason, 1995; Wortham, 1996). To make sense of their 

environment, people construct knowledge in relation to the particular culture at a particular 

time through actively interpreting their perceptions. That is, perception is not directly 

representing the natural world but is mediated, organized, enriched and interpreted (Reber, 

1995).  Constructed meanings are neither final nor definite. Because each individual 

experiences a unique set of events within their life, each individual constructs a unique reality. 

Diversity is valued rather than a problem to overcome (Sexton & Griffin, 1997). 

From the perspective of this worldview, knowledge is also relative; it changes across 

time and depends on varying historical and cultural arrangements (Gergen, 1985). The 

constructive nature of knowledge implies that knowledge is generated by individuals 

themselves rather than determined by universal laws as empiricists propose; knowledge is 

something people co-create through interacting with the environment rather than as something 

people have (Hayes & Oppenheim, 1997). The knowledge individuals can gain is only limited 

by their current genetic makeup (Plotkin, 1995), and the prevailing culture and society 

(Nightingale & Neilands, 1997; Hayes & Oppenheim, 1997). Consequently, people can 

change their reality through the way they act and interact within the limits set by their 

environment. Knowledge being contextual implies that humans can proactively adapt to their 

environment by constantly creating new knowledge and that everything humans do involves 

their body (Goncalves, 1997). Mind and body are inseparable. As a result, this worldview 

considers nonphysical concepts, like thoughts, opinions, or consciousness, as meaningful.  

To shed light more onto how individuals and cultures construct knowledge and learn, 

we utilize systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Nelson & Prilleltensky, 2010) and symbolic 

interactionism (Blumer, 1969; Charmaz, 2014). Both social paradigms suggest our minds 
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“initially operate through preconceptions; these preconceptions not only shape our 

interpretations of the world but also impinge on the world itself.” (O’Sullivan, 2002, p. 3). 

Our minds constantly create the world and society; the world and society and cultural systems 

create our minds (Smith, 2015).  

This co-creative dance between people and society means, on the one hand, humans are 

autonomous beings that can through symbolic interactions construct, negotiate, modify, resist 

or reject the meanings they learn. People are active agents who are inherently capable of 

actively creating their own experiences/world and of thinking about their actions rather than 

responding mechanically to stimuli in their environment (Flick, 2019; Williams, 2010). 

Reality and knowledge are not independent of the humans mind - what people perceive is not 

merely what they observe. Instead, what they observe is created by properties of the 

observers’ mind, by cognitive and affective operations (Reber, 1995) that function to integrate 

and synthesise new stimuli with previous experience/knowledge to construct new knowledge. 

This continuous learning process allows people to modify their knowledge during their life 

time in response to changes in their environment. Thus, it is not important whether knowledge 

is true but whether knowledge is viable, for only viable knowledge enables people to create 

outcomes that serve them. Hence, constructing meaning assists people to evolve and adapt.  

On the other hand, human agency is constrained or expanded by the physical and social 

context in which action is contemplated and occurs. People constantly try to make sense of 

their environment and to create equilibrium with their changing environment through 

adapting to changes. Because much of life is routine, people unconsciously interpret what 

others say, adapt their responses and respond with largely taken-for-granted habitual actions 

(Blumer, 1969; Charmaz, 2014). Habitual actions enable individuals to respond to situations 

with economy of thought and action (Dewey, 1922). Interpretations and actions are largely 

unconscious unless interrupted by change or challenge such as extreme natural events. If the 

routine of situations is disrupted by unusual experiences people are forced to change their 



 

11 

 

interpretations and actions because they do not work anymore (Denzin, 1992). As a result, 

people redefine their selves. For this reason, epiphanic experiences often represent turning-

point experiences in individual lives, which result in reconstructions of the self/identity.  

The two-way reciprocal creative process happens through minds organising themselves 

and maintaining homeostasis to achieve equilibrium or balance/harmony between our internal 

cognitive presumptions/interpretations and perceptions/experiences by self-monitoring 

interactions with the environment and adjusting interpretations and actions based on this 

feedback (O’Sullivan, 2002). When we can make sense of the world and accomplish our goals 

there is no need for adjustment. However, when there is a persistent mismatch a cognitive 

crisis occurs old habitual modes of perceiving and interpreting become dysfunctional. When 

worldviews become dysfunctional, people and societies need to evolve and shifting their 

cognitive systems or viewpoints in ways that enable them to deal with the new situation; 

people and society need to adapt by transforming themselves.  

Because the social constructionist worldview argues  that knowledge is co-created by 

people interacting and exchanging knowledge (Gergen, 1985), it follows that, to be effective, 

education must be conducted in collaboration with others; people need to able to construct 

knowledge together. This worldview empowers citizens to build their individual and 

collective adaptive capacities to improve their situation.  

By challenging the reality that the totalitarian, mechanistic, positivistic and rational 

Western worldview created, the social constructionist worldview assists becoming aware of 

the operation and impacts of this worldview (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). The constructivist 

paradigm validates the Indigenous worldview - a worldview that has proven its value as it has 

enabled Indigenous peoples to survive for millennia and to still be alive despite the brutal 

forces of colonialization. Both paradigms hold similar tenants, but the Indigenous worldview 

is more comprehensive and sophisticated. It is to a discussion of the Indigenous worldview 

we turn now.  
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Metaphysical, nature-based, unified and egalitarian worldview: Source of harmonious 

relationships, health/wellbeing and DRR 

 

This section provides insights into the sophisticated Indigenous worldview of 

Indigenous peoples living Australia, this worldview is comparable to those of other 

Indigenous peoples around the world (Griffith, 2015). The Australian Aboriginal cosmology 

is laid down in the creation or dreamtime stories. According to these stories several female 

and male metaphysical beings or ancestor spirits created the land and all creatures by 

travelling across undifferentiated space and engaging in totemic acting out what they had 

dreamed (Broom, 1994; Griffith, 2015; Lawler, 1991). Importantly, throughout their travels 

they discovered through observation, experience, and learning both behaviours that created 

harmony and thus joy, health and well-being and those that interrupted harmony and thus 

created pain, chaos and disease (Lawler, 1991). These creation stories not only share of how 

the world was created but also act as a guide for humans how to interact with nature and each 

other in ways that maintain harmony. Thus, obedience to, and maintaining of, the 

dreamtime/nature laws is paramount for Indigenous peoples as this ensures the “fertility, 

stability, and security of the entire society” (Lawler, 1991, p. 260).  

Ontologically, Indigenous people distinguish between two different yet equally real 

realms of existence or realities (Lawler, 1991; Myers, 1986). One reality is the physical, 

visible objective world, which is the ordinary external world which humans can experience 

through their senses (land). The other reality is the metaphysical, invisible subjective world, 

which is transcendent to, and immanent in, nature (dreaming/spiritual). These two modes of 

reality are believed to be mutually exclusive yet inextricably and dialectically intertwined: the 

invisible world creates and influences the visible world and the visible world re-creates and 

influences the invisible world. Australian Indigenous people live in and shift between both 

worlds. Experiencing the physical world gives access to the invisible world and thus to 



 

13 

 

realizing metaphysical creative powers (Lawler, 1991). Hence, Australian Aboriginal peoples 

value growing their awareness by honing their cabilities to distinguish aspects of the physical 

world. As a result, they are able to communicate with nature and each other more effectively.  

Australian Indigenous peoples view all creatures as one and equal (Posey, 1999). They 

believe that there exists an essential creative life force or spirit (Broome, 1994; Griffith, 2015; 

Lawler, 1991). All creatures consist of the common universal consciousness of this primary 

creative force. That is, all creatures, including humans, share a common origin (i.e., all 

creatures are manifestations of the greater cosmos) and every aspect of the natural world 

contains the spirit of the metaphysical energy that created the world. Therefore, all creatures, 

including humans, are intimately connected - every creature within the universe influences 

human beings; human beings influence every creature within the universe.  

While every creature is a manifestation of the greater cosmos, the life force expresses 

itself in many forms in the visible world. As a result, Indigenous people see all creatures as 

people like them and are aware of the interdependencies with all creatures. They see nature as 

allies - they look after the land; the land looks after them. Because humans and nature are 

seen as being related and interdependent, Indigenous people relate to nature based on the 

fundamental cultural values of reciprocity, respect, kindness, gentleness and restraint.  

Australian Indigenous peoples recognize and value the wisdom of all creatures. For 

them all nature is ‘knowledgescape’ (Griffith, 2015). Nature is seen as sharing the same 

consciousness of the ancestors and thus containing all the knowledge of the original creation. 

Therefore, for Indigenous peoples nature is an extension of mind and body and is their 

greatest teacher. Earth is seen as a library in which books are the different aspects of nature. 

They see and understand the knowledge of animals and plants. In their eyes, exploring any 

phenomena of nature, including humans, provides insights into the inner working of the 

universe. This unity and intimate relationship inspires and obligates Indigenous people to 

adore, respect and keep the earth in its original purity and potency as nature contains all the 
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mystery and knowledge of the original creation. As a result, Indigenous peoples know nature 

intimately like family, care for nature and feel responsible for looking after land.  

As a consequence of this intimate, reciprocal relationship, the self of Australian 

Aborigine is located in the land and they draw deeply from harmonious relationships with the 

land for their physical, psychological and spiritual health and well-being (Griffith, 2015; 

Lawler, 1991). If their self is separated from the land, both their sense of self and the land are 

diminished and suffer disease. Their awareness of this intimate unified relationship inspires 

and obligates Indigenous people to value, respect and keep nature in its original purity and 

potency. In fact, for Australian Aboriginal peoples the recreating and passing on of the 

physical world or nature is the purpose of their life.  

Nature has also highly influenced how Indigenous peoples organized culture and 

society. They practice democracy based on the model nature provides for democracy: 

‘ecocratic wisdom’ (Griffith, 2015). The intimate connection between people and the land 

means that living in harmony with nature is essential for the physical, psychological and 

spiritual survival and thriving (Garnett et al., 2008). Hence, Australian Indigenous culture and 

society, is designed to protect nature by ensuring that people live in harmony with nature 

(Griffith, 2015). Ecological truths are encoded in the stories that are repeatedly told through 

ceremonies/rituals, song, dance and painting intricately connecting Aboriginal people with 

nature and country to constantly recreate and nurture these intimate relationships.  

Because of their worldview, Aboriginal people did live in harmony with nature and 

looked after nature. They developed over millennia individual, cultural and social capabilities 

of living together in harmony with nature and each other that enabled them to adapt to 

change, to survive and to thrive (Broome, 1994; Griffith, 2014, 2015; Lawler, 1991).  The 

metaphysical, nature-based, unified and egalitarian beliefs lead to Indigenous peoples 

developing an education that aims at enabling people distinguishing ever finer subtleties of 
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live to gain deeper knowledge of nature to access the creative powers and living in 

harmony/balance with nature, themselves and others (Griffith, 2015). 

 

Metaphysical, nature-based, unified and egalitarian worldview creates education that 

empowers people  

 

The knowledge and education strategies used in Aboriginal cultures are highly 

sophisticated (Buergelt et al., 2017; Buergelt & Paton, in press; Griffith, 2015; Lawler, 1991; 

Yunkaporta, 2019). Knowledge and education have been skillfully, diligently and 

systematically created over at least 60,000 years of observation, experience and insight, and 

passed on for as many years (Lawler, 1991). Indigenous education strategies are ecologically 

informed, emotionally charged and morally binding (Lawler, 1991). Living in nature, and 

learning from nature, is at the core of the education (Griffith, 2015; Yunkaporta, 2019). The 

education methods are used implicitly and continuously in all interactions among and between 

people and nature throughout life and are oral, experiential, multimodal and collective 

(Buergelt et al., 2017).  

In alignment with the cosmological, ontological and epistemological worldview 

Indigenous peoples hold, the purpose of education is to draw out from within people both 

physical and spiritual wisdom so they discover their true primordial nature and understand life 

intimately and holistically, reflecting the true meaning of the Latin source of education 

educare ‘to draw out’ and ‘to lead’ (Buergelt & Paton, in press; Buergelt et al. 2017). 

Accordingly, education focuses on both the visible and invisible aspects of the world 

(Griffith, 2014). All vital elements of life including nature, land, law, medicine, ceremony, 

story, song, dance, painting and living are seen as united rather than fragmented as in Western 

education and as needing to be in harmony for health and well-being to be present (Buergelt 

et al., 2017). Everybody teaches everybody constantly the local nature-related knowledges 

created over millennia. New and deeper knowledge is introduced in stages in accordance with 
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the maturation of the mind; it is only given when elders passing on that knowledge determine 

through deep listening and observation that people are ready to understand that knowledge 

and to use the knowledge responsibly. In each initiation new language and experiences are 

given that enables the initiate to connect the visible physical and invisible metaphysical 

worlds to comprehend the invisible realms.  

Engaging in the transformative quests especially via arts and nature is central to 

Indigenous education (Buergelt & Paton, in press; Buergelt et al., 2017). Directly 

experiencing our true nature and acquiring the wisdom of the ancestors required engaging in a 

quest that challenged physically, psychologically and spiritually. Nature and arts are the allies 

of this quest. Nature is seen as reflecting the true nature of humans for humans are intimately 

connected with nature; they are nature and nature is them. Accordingly, the more people 

interact with and know about nature, the more they get to know about ourselves and the 

spiritual, invisible world. Hence, nature is seen as a friend and teacher, which cradles and 

restores, imbues with diverse ways of knowing and provides challenges required for 

cultivating critical capabilities and maturing.  Entomologically, arts is rooted in the Latin 

artus referring to ‘joints and connecting the parts’ and the German word for arts Kunst is 

linked to ‘knowledge’ and ‘to know how, to be able’, indicating that arts is capable of 

encoding, carrying over and connecting us with our inner wisdom, which is the true 

knowledge of the ancestors (Buergelt & Paton, in press). Thus, diverse forms of arts are 

deeply embedded in all parts of life.  

Indigenous education strategies synergize many, if not all, the elements that Western 

science increasingly discovers as critical. They indicate that Indigenous peoples had, and in 

many cases continue to have, an excellent understanding of how people learn (Lawler, 1991). 

Because of the sophisticated holistic education, Indigenous people are ‘landknowers’ 

(Griffith, 2015).  As a result, traditionally, Aboriginal peoples are highly sensitive to the 

knowledge embedded in the land. Bennett (1999) explains how dream time stories connect 
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Aboriginal people with country and how these stories contain highly complex knowledge 

systems of ecological understanding with the power of generating and determining social 

behaviour to maintain harmony. Thus, each group has specific ceremonies, stories, songs, 

dance and other cultural and spiritual ties that link them to the local knowledge embedded in 

the specific place where they live. Consequently, maintaining direct links with country are 

crucial for maintaining knowledge and obligations to maintain those connections form the 

core of individual and collective identity (Posey, 1999). 

Children learn their relational positions and roles in the kinship system, the emotions 

and their sharing, and the dramatization of emotions through experiencing intimate 

relationships (Lawler, 1991). Children are involved with their kin to create a “sense of the 

world as an extension of the self” and to expand their concerns to the entire world (Lawler, 

1991, p. 248). Emotions that foster that purpose are reinforced; emotions that detract from 

that purpose are discouraged and punished. Language and thought are being carefully 

connected to lived experience and perceptions in ways that encourages finer distinctions 

(Griffith, 2015). The language is always linked to the earth’s topography so that the physical 

world is retained in and mirrors the psychic world and the psychic world is retained in and 

mirrors the physical world. This way nature and creatures including people create and reflect 

each other in a circle of reciprocity.  

Aboriginal education seems to contain and synergise all the elements that Western 

science increasingly discovers as critical: continuous, focus on comprehending, action 

learning, experiential learning, transformative education, discovery education, using different 

modes that engage all senses, and scaffolding. In particular, the Indigenous pedagogy is 

consistent with Freire’s (2017) pedagogy of the oppressed; a critical pedagogy approach that 

empowers educators to liberate people from oppression by consciously co-creating knowledge 

in a two-way education process that is characterised by authentic dialogues, critical thinking 

and constant interaction of theory and practice.  
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A growing body of empirical evidence generated by Western science from different 

disciplines demonstrates now what Indigenous peoples across the world have always know 

namely that nature spaces and living in harmony with nature is the source of mental and 

physical health, well-being and individual and collective adaptive capacities (Buergelt et al., 

2017; Paton et al., 2015). In particular, growing up in nature, and with people who value 

nature, instils in people a desire and the ability to live in harmony with nature and to develop 

collaborative and cooperative relationships with other people and place (Griffith, 2014; Paton 

et al., 2015; Thompson et al., 2008). Harmonious relationships between people and nature 

also contribute to DRR by increasing people’s sense of belonging to people and places (Paton 

et al., 2015).  

Based on the above discussion we suggest that Indigenous worldviews, knowledges, 

sensitivities and practices hold rich potential for learning and elaborating how to develop 

cultures, societies and individual and collective adaptive capacities capable of addressing 

current challenges humanity is facing and (re)creating health/well-being of humans and 

nature. Consequently, (re)learning the capability of living in harmony with nature is a key to 

reducing the risk of extreme natural events and disasters (Buergelt et al., 2017). Accordingly, 

there is merit in listening to and learning form Aboriginal people and working together with 

them to integrate and transcend both knowledge systems. Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

peoples collaborating two-way might be the key transformative pathway required to shift 

beliefs and practices in ways humanity needs to survive and thrive.  

To create individual, cultural and social shifts required to enhance DRR, a 

transformation of the fundamental beliefs Western cultures hold about cosmology, ontology 

and epistemology is required. Due to the Western worldview being so entrenched in all 

aspects of Western life, achieving such a shift is unlikely to arise easily (Berkes, Colding, & 

Folke, 2003). Thus, transformation needs to be intentionally created and facilitated. 

Transformative learning and education, which we explore next, can accomplish this task.  
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TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING AND EDUCATION   

Social change cannot happen without individual psychic change; physical health cannot 

be separated from planetary well-being; self-conceptions cannot be carved off from 

conceptions of the anima mundi. We make our world, and our world makes us, in some 

obvious and in some very subtle ways. This transformative potential is to be celebrated.  

(Morrell & O’Connor, 2002, p. xx) 

 

The question is, however, how this transformative potential can be accomplished – how 

does education needs to look like to be effective in reducing the risk of extreme natural events 

occurring and building individual and collective adaptive capacity? From our exploration, we 

identified, in addition to (re)learning from Indigenous peoples, transformative learning and 

education as a key transformative pathway.  

Transformative learning and education emerged to restore social justice, peace and 

nature by addressing inequalities and the destruction of the environment (Morrell & 

O’Connor, 2002). Transformative education challenges the view that emerged from the 

Western worldview that education needs to serve solely the global marketplace and suggests a 

more integral transformative vision (O’Sullivan, 2002). Drawing from various types of 

Indigenous knowledges to shape their pedagogical strategies transformative learning creates;  

“experiencing a deep, structural shift in the basic premises of thought, feelings, actions. 

It is a shift of consciousness that dramatically and permanently alters our way of being 

in the world. Such a shift involves our understanding of ourselves and our self-

locations; our relationships with other humans and with the natural world; our 

understanding of relations of power in interlocking structures of class, race, and gender; 

our body-awareness; our visions of alternative approaches to living; and our sense of 

possibilities for social justice and peace and personal joy.” (O’Sullivan, Morell & 

O’Connor (2002, p. xvii).  

 

Transformational experiences can fundamentally alter people’s ways of thinking and thus, 

how they are perceiving the world, feel and act (Erhard et al., 2013; Mezirow, 1997, 2012; 

Willis, 2012).  

Transformative learning creates shifts in being that enhance people’s awareness, 

authenticity, responsibility, openness and formal and post-formal operational thinking skills 

such as perceiving the invisible world, thinking holistically and interdependently, seeing 



 

20 

 

interactions between past-present-future, being receptive to new information and critically 

questioning  information,critically reflecting on their experiences and interpretations, 

managing their thinking and taking other people’s perspectives (Buergelt et al., in press). 

People become more capably of effectively engaging in discourse or dialogue to arrive at a 

best dependable, tentative working judgement regarding a belief; developing beliefs, feelings 

and actions that work better; taking actions based on their reflective insights and critically 

assessing the outcomes of their actions. Transformative learning empowers citizens’ critical 

thinking and increases the likelihood of them becoming more socially responsible agents of 

their lives and the communities in which they live. Transformative learning lays the 

foundations for citizens to learn how to take effective social actions (Mezirow, 2003).  

The transformative learning literature is increasingly expanding the view promoted by 

Mezirow (1991) that transformative learning occurs through rational ways of being and 

knowing  by generating mounting evidence of extra-rational ways of being and knowing 

(Buergelt & Paton, in press). According to Mezirow (1991, 1997, 2003), transformative 

education aims at intentionally initiating and facilitating rational transformative learning 

processes that enable people to shift or reframe their frame of reference. Transformative 

education utilizes discursive and critical dialectical processes that challenge people’s taken-

for-granted frames of reference to encourage them to critically reflect on and examine the 

assumptions they and others hold, and to see alternative points of view and redefine problems 

from a different perspective (Mezirow, 1997). The dialectical processes entail examining, 

questioning, challenging and revising perceptions (Mezirow, 1991).  

To create a shift in worldviews, Sutton (1989) argues for a fundamental shift in attitudes 

towards ourselves and about our relationship with nature in ways that (re)develop an effective 

partnership with the rest of nature. Transformative education needs to critically questions and 

challenges current education and how it has contributed to the current world, and be linked to 

individual and collective spirituality, subjectivity, ecology, interconnectedness, local places, 
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diversity and communion (O’Sullivan, 2002). More specifically, O’Sullivan (2002) proposes 

that transformative learning must include education that stimulates the awareness that the 

current worldview and associated cultural practices are dysfunctional; develops the capacities 

to manage denial, despair and grief and to take responsibility for the world we created; 

critically examines the worldview and associated masculine hierarchical power structures that 

creates the current world; and addresses the saturation of information that leads to an 

unconscious civilisation.  

Clover (2002) emphasises that transformative education needs to address the ecological 

crisis. Ecological knowledge and knowing, a lived process of knowing that has been built and 

refined through cumulative process among generations over millennia though the interaction 

of age-old knowledge and daily lived experiences in a changing environment, gave cultures 

and societies the expertise to function and survive. However, ecological knowing is rapidly 

eroded and silenced through Western education and urbanisation to give more power to 

Western socialisation that maintains the status quo:  

“The so-called age of Enlightenment…forced all other learning and knowledge into 

darkness… [rendering] invisible other ways of knowing such as native or traditional 

knowledge, people’s spirituality, and especial all women’s knowledge” (Shiva, cited in 

Clover, 2002, p. 161) 

 

Clover (2002) suggests that this transformation can be accomplished by transformative 

education being reconceptualised within a holistic ecological framework that focuses on 

human-nature relationships and being based on peoples’ cultural and ecological identities that 

reflect their relationships with the places in which they live. Education needs to weave 

environmental issues into cultural, political and economic discourses. It is about learning to 

live in harmony with nature and each other (Clover, 2002). It is about building upon people’s 

knowledge and avoiding knowledge being in the hands of few irresponsible people, 

challenging cultural homogenisation, consumerism whilst promoting life-centred ecofeminist 

values (Bhasin, 1992). Therefore, education needs to create opportunities for people to 

imagine and work towards life-centred forms of development via education practices that are 
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lodged in place using nature and communities as sites for learning, focusing on experiencing 

and studying interrelationship between humans and the rest of nature.  

To realize the benefits of this approach, educators need to be facilitators who create a 

supportive and trusting environment that makes it safe to explore, experiment, express and 

share, and learn from mistakes; provide the knowledge and support required for constructing 

coherent meaning; nudge transformation through questioning and model transformed attitudes 

and behaviours (Stewart, 2012). At the heart of this approach are actively creating genuine 

two-way interaction with people to dissolve barriers to gaining new knowledge and to co-

construct knowledge.  

However, over the last decade, extra-rational transformtive pathways are gaining 

increasing recognition (Buergelt & Paton, in press; Nicolaides et al., in press; Taylor & 

Cranton, 2012). These extra-rational transformative learning pathways include most 

importantly nature (e.g, O’Sullivan, 2002, 2012; Lange, 2012); creative arts (e.g., Kokkos, 

2021; Kasl & Yorks, 2012; Lawrence, 2012; Tyler & Swartz, 2012) and soul work and 

spirituality (e.g., Dirkx, 2012; O’Sullivan, 2002, 2012). These extra-rational transfromative 

pathways are consistent with the key characteristics of Indigenous education, pointing to 

Indigenous education being intrinsically transformative.  

 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, accomplishing DRR requires a shift from the Western worldview 

towards the Indigenous worldview. The increase in magnitude and frequency of extreme 

natural events and disasters, and the ineffectiveness of current DRR education strategies, is 

the result of the totalitarian, mechanistic, positivistic and rational worldview that dominates in 

Western cultures. The Western culture and society created based on the Western worldview 

have become dysfunctional; they create suffering as a result of emotional, psychological, 
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political, and socioecolgocial crisis and the devastation of the very source of our existence 

(Buergelt et al., 2017; O’Sullivan, 2002; Clover, 2002; Reason, 1995).  

This cultural and societal dysfunctionality renders DRR efforts ineffective. The Western 

worldview results in education practices that disempower citizens and a culture and society 

that disconnects people from nature and creates humans living in disharmonious relationships 

with nature (Buergelt et al., 2017; Freire, 2017). Disharmonious relationships increase the risk 

of extreme natural events and disasters, and that undermines the individual and in the 

collective capacity to respond to extreme natural events (O’Sullivan, Morell, & O’Conner, 

2002; Paton & McClure, 2013). Consequently, the Western worldview is inappropriate for 

our current circumstances and there is a pressing need to transform our ways of being and 

thinking towards a worldview that will heal us and guide us towards creating a culture and 

society that supports health/well-being and thriving (O’Sullivan, 2002). 

Social constructionism challenges the Western worldview and validates the Indigenous 

worldview. While the social constructionist and Indigenous worldviews hold similar tenants, 

the Indigenous worldview is more comprehensive and sophisticated. The metaphysical, 

nature-based, unified and egalitarian beliefs Indigenous peoples across the world hold led to 

them creating cultures and societies that create harmonious relationships with nature and 

health/well-being (Broome, 1994; Griffith, 2014, 2015; Lawler, 1991). Thus, Indigenous 

worldviews hold a rich potential for developing cultures, societies and individual and 

collective adaptive capacities capable of accomplishing humans and nature being healthy.  

To create the fundamental individual, cultural and societal shifts required to develop 

DRR, a transformation of the philosophical beliefs Western cultures hold is required. Due to 

the Western worldview being so entrenched in all aspects of Western life and enabling people 

in power to maintain their power, achieving such a shift is unlikely to arise on it is own 

(Berkes, Colding, & Folke, 2003). Consequently, this transformation needs to be intentionally 

created and facilitated. Besides (re)learning from Indigenous peoples, transformative 
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education pedagogies hold great transformative potential. Both education strategies provide a 

wealth of alternative and innovative ways that could be used by the DRR community to co-

create with citizens pedagogies and knowledges that empower them to live in harmony with 

nature, themselves and others.  That is, transformational education and transformation of 

worldviews are interdependent and happen in an iterative spiral-like process. To reduce the 

risk of extreme natural events and ensure human survival this transformative education – 

paradigm shift spiral needs to be intentionally engaged. 

We have a critical choice to make. We can continue to cling to the worldview that 

creates suffering and the extinction of life including us or we can wake up, accept 

responsibility and intentionally engage in educational endeavours that transform our 

dysfunctional Western worldview towards Indigenous worldviews that has been successful in 

creating a world that enabled humans to adapt to change, to survive and to thrive. DRR 

scholars and practitioners around the world are in a unique position to play a vital role in 

leading this transformation. Will you accept this leadership and focus your energies on 

creating this transformation?  
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