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Abstract

In Northeast India, an extremely rich cultural and historical setting, the challenge of the
technological evolution of education makes it crucial to revisit the historical question
concerning technology, as it was posed by Heidegger in his eponymous 1977 essay, then
revisited by Chinese philosopher Yuk Hui in 2017, who coined the term “cosmotechnics” as a
result. This paper discusses the project Library in the Forest, developed by research and design
studio Forest Cybernetics, whose goal is to re-imagine how technology might serve, and not
undermine, education, nature and the environment. Against universalizing notions of
technology, it develops a cosmotechnical position — at once technological and ethical. The
evolving curriculum brings together design practice, scientific investigation, coding and
philosophy, with local/ indigenous knowledge systems, to re-situate technology in a specific
set of histories of place, settlement and change.
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In Northeast India, as elsewhere, colonization continues apace socio-technical changes of the
past two decades, not least in shifts of thinking towards atomistic, anthropocentric and
extractionist ontologies or worldviews. The consequences are seen in growing inequalities,
repeated market failures and the thoroughgoing degradation of the ecosystem. Within this
world, we are currently experiencing a crisis of learning in which a large proportion of school
leavers are failing to acquire fundamental skills and knowledge. The global pandemic has only
exacerbated this crisis, entrenching “learning poverty” across much of the world, in a move
driven to a large extent by technology, the contemporary pharmakon par excellence.

To address this issue, one has to engage with the local modes of existence of the various
communities across the globe that are being increasingly made fragile, their ability to pass on
values, traditions and worldviews hampered by the totalizing experience of reality as imposed
by technology. An extremely rich cultural setting comprising communities from more than 200
linguistic groups, Northeast India is a case in point, calling for a revisiting of the historical
question concerning technology, as it was posed by Heidegger (1977), namely: what is the
essence of technology? His answer is that technology is an “enframing”, meaning a particular
way of configuring the world through actions, processes and technics.



Recently, this question has been revisited within the Chinese context by Yuk Hui, who
developed the more specific notion of “cosmotechnics” as a result. According to Hui (2017),
cosmotechnics “is the unification of the cosmos and the moral through technical activities,
whether craft-making or art-making. There hasn’t been one or two technics, but many
cosmotechnics.” This premise is also relevant to our work in the research project titled Library
in the Forest, in as much as we conceive of education as the set of tools and technics that are
necessary for the preservation of the spirit of a culture and a way of nourishing life. Moving
away from the Western understanding of education as a means of producing efficient subjects
with specialized knowledge that do not engage with interdependency, be it inside their
community or within the larger ecosystem, we imagine education as a means of integrating
students with all the “layers” of the ecosystem in which they find themselves. Drawing on
ancient, indigenous and contemporary sources and methodologies, we are interested to return
to the question that thinkers posed with more honesty for the better part of human history —
why? This question calls for an answer that sifuates the subject, pushing them to think within
the borders of creative processes that lead to building necessary connections, instead of taking
flight into abstractions that disconnect the subject from the world or debilitate their
understanding of their position across numerous layers of reality.

While dealing with the questions regarding the relationship between technology and pedagogy,
Northeast India provides a model for the proposed learning ecosystem. The question
concerning technology lies at the heart of human existence — thus, with every technological
change, it needs to be revisited. Innovation in the field of pedagogy requires an engagement
with what French thinker Félix Guattari (2014) registers in his seminal essay Three Ecologies:
the “ecosophic problematic [...] of the production of human existence itself in new historical
contexts”. He proposes to expand the notion of ecology to three domains: environmental, social
and mental. The goal of our project Library in the Forest, taking the form of a pedagogy lab
growing from Kaziranga Wildlife Reserve and Forest in Assam, India, is to respond to
Guattari’s challenge by re-imagining how technology, in the sense discussed above, might
serve, and not undermine, nature, education and the environment. We attempt to imagine a
system that allows for more sustainable re-configurations of knowledge, in other words, for
teaching and learning in the 21+ century.

We ran an initial pedagogy lab in April 2021 and produced a film essay outlining the
experience, as well as our principles for the Library in the Forest. Due to the onset of a Covid-
19 wave, a hybrid model replaced the original plan for the lab to take place completely on site.
We are currently developing the curriculum for a second iteration of the pedagogy lab. Against
universalizing notions of technology, we adopt a place-based approach, concurring with Hui’s
(2020) observation that “technology should be re-situated in a broader reality, which enables
it and also constrains it”.

In the second lab, teaching and learning take place in the specificities of the UNESCO World
Heritage site of Kaziranga Wildlife Reserve and Forest through a hybrid (online and onsite)
arrangement. The curriculum brings together design practice, scientific investigation (through
a bioblitz), coding and philosophy with local/indigenous knowledge systems to re-situate
technology in a specific set of histories of place, settlement and change. A central question
concerns the potential contributions of indigenous knowledge systems, both material and
cosmological, to the decolonization of 21+« century life, and thus, to a more sustainable future.

The entry point for our understanding of the connection between nature and technology is the
question of spirit. This aligns with the Northeast imaginary, structured by extreme conditions



and events, especially those generated by the River Brahmaputra, but also by complex
networks connecting animals, trees, water bodies, and humans. These manifest in everyday life
as spirits — from Dangoria as the elephant ‘gentleman’ spirit, to Bordoisila as the spirit of the
April storm. Such nomenclature is not just a sign of tradition and continuity, it is a means of
manifesting and understanding reality that can help us move beyond category- and reason-
based industrial logic.

During our learning sessions, indigenous guardians of cosmological knowledge and cultural
praxis introduce participants to methods for engagement with specific aspects of the Kaziranga
ecosystem, such as weaving with the Muga silk worm and the seasons or engaging with
ongoing interspecies conflict, such as human-elephant. One of our planned activities is the
bioblitz — “an event that focuses on finding and identifying as many species as possible in a
specific area over a short period of time” (National Geographic). Animal and environmental
scientists, students, teachers and other members of the community work together over 1-2 days
to produce a snapshot of the biodiversity (flora, fauna, microbiota) in Kaziranga Wildlife
Reserve and Forest. Another module looks at nature as code, taking inspiration from biodesign
— the process by which humans work together with nature in order to fashion it to the mutual
benefit of the entities involved — as well as from process-based coding methods that allow for
more flexibility in regard to the final output. Taking code as a framework allows for a more
complex illustration of the relationship between process and reality.

It is our belief that Assam can be the site of a very different kind of development, one that
doesn’t run into the pitfalls of the Western model such as it has been imposed on the entire
globe, in the context of colonization and neo-colonization. As this state becomes increasingly
important as a trade node connecting South and Southeast Asia, it can engage in bold
development policies that start from the premise of its still invaluable bio and cultural diversity.
Assam need not become a highway that crosses tourist parks and is sprinkled with concrete
tech hubs — instead, it can use technology as a means to enhance its real value, which is the
ability it has had over time to maintain the ties binding humans, animals, jungle, rituals and
technics together as an evolving ecosystem. In that sense, a valuable question that has already
emerged in the process of designing our pedagogy lab — and to which our project responds in
practice — is how derive a new understanding of technology from Northeast India. Rethinking
the learning process as a cosmotechnics is critical to the consolidation of such a future
trajectory.
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