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Abstract: 

Despite their wealth of cultural and environmental knowledge, indigenous epistemologies are 

largely excluded and silenced in mainstream environmental discourses. This article explores 

how storytelling, a pedagogical approach central to indigenous peoples around the globe, can 

function in classrooms as a culturally sustaining pedagogy which unsilences indigenous 

cultural and environmental perspectives and ways of knowing. Drawing on the traditional 

ways of knowing inherent to Mincéirs, an indigenous Irish ethnic group, we argue that the 

use of indigenous stories allows for the exploration of environmental issues in a holistic, 

informed and responsive way. 
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The unequal power relations established during colonialism, and exacerbated 

through capitalism, continue to have profound negative consequences for 

indigenous communities globally. One of the most enduring legacies of these 

processes has been the reframing, erosion, re-placing or erasure of indigenous 

knowledge systems and practices.[1] As argued by Bonnett, colonisation, in 

practice, has denied “the validity of widely experienced and valued phenomena 

by simply presuming the superiority of their perspective”.[2] As a result, 

indigenous voices and perspectives are largely absent from global school 

curricula. Inclusion can serve to validate indigenous knowledge systems and 

redress this curricular omission and systemic injustice. 

The Human and the Natural World 
In this article, we understand indigenous knowledge to be the “traditional 

norms and social values, as well as mental constructs that guide, organise, 

and regulate [indigenous] peoples’ way of living and making sense of their 

world”.[3] These sense-making forms are often in conflict with 

Eurowestern understandings of the world which position the human world 

in opposition to (and separate from) the natural world. This 

anthropocentric view bestows intrinsic value on human beings, positioning 

them as inherently superior to non-human entities.[4] The animal, plant 

and mineral entities of the natural world are othered and ascribed 

instrumental value; they are commodified as resources to be extracted 

solely for human benefit. This exploitative relationship, a key feature of 

colonial expansion, is a significant contributing factor to our current 

planetary predicament.[5] As will be explored below, it is antithetical to 

indigenous relational onto-epistemologies. 

The Silencing of Indigenous Knowledge 
The ontological refers to what we know of reality, while the epistemic refers 

to how that knowledge is validated. These are often viewed as separate in 

Eurowestern traditions. Onto-epistemology, according to Barad, is “the 

study of practices of knowing in being”[6] that accentuates the inter-

relationship of the two in how we understand the world around us. For 

example, land and place are inextricably linked to indigenous identity; they 

are viewed by many indigenous peoples as extensions of themselves, as 

sources of spiritual strength and as fundamental components of how they 

https://public-history-weekly.degruyter.com/10-2022-2/unsilencing-indigenous-ireland/#_enftn1
https://public-history-weekly.degruyter.com/10-2022-2/unsilencing-indigenous-ireland/#_enftn1
https://public-history-weekly.degruyter.com/10-2022-2/unsilencing-indigenous-ireland/#_enftn2
https://public-history-weekly.degruyter.com/10-2022-2/unsilencing-indigenous-ireland/#_enftn3
https://public-history-weekly.degruyter.com/10-2022-2/unsilencing-indigenous-ireland/#_enftn4
https://public-history-weekly.degruyter.com/10-2022-2/unsilencing-indigenous-ireland/#_enftn5
https://public-history-weekly.degruyter.com/10-2022-2/unsilencing-indigenous-ireland/#_enftn6


understand the self and the wider world.[7] In many instances, planet earth 

is referred to as “Mother Earth”[8], and in such conceptualisations, land is 

ascribed intrinsic value rather than economic value. It is not viewed as 

owing anything or being in servitude to humanity. 

As argued by Hernandez, the Eurowestern views of the natural world as a 

commodity and land as property is alien to indigenous cultures. Reciprocity 

rather than extraction and exploitation define indigenous peoples’ 

relationships with the natural world because historically, indigenous people 

“always knew to take only what they needed”[9] and replace what they 

could. A similar profound respect for nature and close relationship to the 

land is found in Mincéir culture in Ireland,[10] particularly in regard to the 

healing qualities of herbs and plants.[11] Providing students with learning 

experiences which facilitate reflective, critical and respectful engagement 

with indigenous onto-epistemologies, such as those of the Mincéirs, can 

offer rich opportunities for reimagining humanity’s relationship with the 

natural world. 

Ireland’s Indigenous Ethnic Minority 
Mincéirs are an indigenous Irish ethnic group comprising 0.7% of the 

general population of Ireland.[12] The Mincéir community share a common 

history, language (Cant/Gammon), cultural heritage and tradition of 

nomadism. Similar to other indigenous peoples, they also share a long 

history of oppression. Racial hierarchies within society have resulted in 

experiences of acute and pervasive structural and institutional 

racism.[13] These experiences have left their mark, particularly within 

education, where Mincéir children experience low teacher expectations and 

monocultural school policies, practices and curricula, all of which are 

implicated in high illiteracy levels, academic underachievement and 

significant damage to well-being and mental health.[14] Tellingly, the 

suicide rate for Mincéirs is almost seven times that of the settled 

population.[15] 

In amplifying Mincéir onto-epistemologies and histories that relate to 

human non-human relationships, we recognise that this could be 

interpreted as a form of Critical Race Theory’s interest convergence[16] – 

that we are centering Mincéir narratives because they may prove useful to 
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us members of the settled “white” community. Rather, in sharing these 

stories and highlighting their pedagogical value, we, in our positions as 

teacher educators (positions we recognise our settled privilege played an 

important role in securing), are seeking to include Mincéir knowledge 

systems within classroom contexts, and more broadly, to redress the non- 

and mis-representation of Mincéir experiences in Irish curricula. However, 

we equally recognise that as non-Mincéirs, we cannot fully understand the 

full meaning and significance of the stories shared.[17] 

There are few tangible traces of Mincéir histories in Irish official records 

despite the fact that Mincéirs are a historically and culturally rich ethnic 

group. This invisibility is also reflected in school curricula. Folklore is 

embedded in the culture of the Mincéirs and Oein DeBhairduin’s anthology 

“Why the Moon Travels”, a collection of beautifully curated stories that 

have been passed orally ó ghlúin go glúin (from knee to knee in the Irish 

language) by members of the Mincéir community, gives voice to the 

silenced ways of knowing of Mincéirs. They provide an entry point to both 

validate and include Mincéir perspectives in the mainstream curriculum and 

give rich insights into the connectedness of both the human and natural 

world as well as uncovering alternative ways for students to understand and 

appreciate the spaces around them. 

Storytelling & Oral Histories 
As forms of culturally sustaining pedagogy, indigenous storytelling and oral 

histories offer rich opportunities for indigenous students to draw on their 

identities, experiential knowledge and the knowledge of their elders and 

ancestors.[18] By ascribing value to these as a pedagogical approach, 

indigenous voices can be unsilenced, their communitarian values shared, 

epistemologies brought in from the margins and deficit understandings of 

indigenous pedagogies, knowledge systems and ways of being can be 

challenged.[19] 

The stories found in “Why the Moon Travels”’ provide rich insights into 

Mincéir views of both the human and natural world. Stories like “Airmid’s 

voice” (Airmid’s gresko) and “Bees and Giants” (Beach an tom gloke), offer 

valuable springboards for encouraging students to think about humanity’s 

relationship with nature and to imagine how it could be otherwise. For 
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example, “Airmid’s voice” is a retelling of the legend of the healing goddess 

Airmid, who taught the Mincéirs about the bio-medicinal value of native 

herbs in healing. This story offers rich opportunities for reflection on the 

unique and rich diversity of the natural world but also of the 

intergenerational connectedness to nature the Mincéirs still draw on today. 

As DeBhairduin explains, “Travellers have always had a close relationship 

with the land and all its bounties”.[20] 

This deep appreciation of nature’s bounties is also seen in the story “Bees 

and Giants” which provides a provocative stimulus for discussions centred 

on humanity’s extractive and exploitative relationship with nature and also 

of bees’ fundamental intrinsic as well as instrumental value. This 

connection to the natural world is woven throughout the stories, and 

through the personal vignettes prefacing each one, DeBhairdúin provides an 

insight into the onto-epistemologies that shape Minceir worldviews. 

Embedding Indigenous Voices 
Critical engagement with current human-nonhuman relationships is a 

fundamental aspect of reimagining more just and equitable futures and 

indigenous stories can provide rich stimuli for beginning such 

reimaginings. Additionally, embedding minoritised voices, knowledge and 

experiences in school curricula, provide opportunities to begin the wider 

process of redressing generations of institutional racism and cultural 

repression. This, however, must be preceded by critical reflection on the 

tacit assumptions which underpin teachers’ own views of indigenous 

peoples and their knowledge systems. There is much to be learned from 

indigenous ways of understanding and relating to the natural world found 

in folklore and stories and it is time for educators to recognise t heir value 

and include them in their curricula. 

_____________________ 
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