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Cultural Transmission in Slovak Mountain 
Regions: Local Knowledge as Symbolic 

Argumentation

Ivan Murin

Introduction

Many traditional cultures have found their way to managing their sur-
rounding environment. Over many generations, traditional cultures and 
local communities have learned that having fish in the rivers and wildlife in 
the forests depends on not cutting down all the trees and not wiping out 
the fish stock, but keeping it at a viable level to maintain ecological bal-
ance. Through their ongoing interaction with the environment and the 
ways they talk about and with their lands and the species within them, 
traditional cultures have developed cultural strategies for resource man-
agement (see Kugo, chapter “Community Voices, Practices, and Memories 
in Environmental Communication: Iliamna Lake Yup’ik Place Names, 
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Alaska” of this book). Such culturally defined knowledge includes and 
builds upon a diverse set of practices, discourses, and ideas, which are 
shared across generations. This knowledge provides an important founda-
tion for cultural identity at local, regional, and even national levels, but is 
also a kind of knowledge that is important for sustainability.

Traditional systems of land use, for example, are an important founda-
tion for community viability (Berkes & Folke, 2002), and should there-
fore be harnessed, as this knowledge can benefit the management of 
common property. Maintaining Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) 
is, however, dependent on both the ability of local communities to uphold 
practices and learn from their performance, and the verbal and intergen-
erational sharing of stories and narratives about local life, community 
resources, knowledge, and experiences (Anderson, 2015).

This chapter brings us to the remote Mountainside Settlements of 
Central Slovakia (MSCS), where the change and abandonment of tradi-
tional land-use practices, due to outmigration to urban centers and aging 
rural populations, has implications for the ability of the Vrchár1 culture to 
sustain social ties, manage community-based agricultural resources, and 
protect the cultural landscape. Outmigration has led to depopulation and 
consequently fewer people who farm the lands of the MSCS. Subsequently, 
the abandonment of traditional ways of managing land and local resources 
has led to fewer opportunities to share knowledge and establish a common 
reference to the environment, which we know come into being through 
concerted, fortuitous, embodied, and lived practices (Sjölander-Lindqvist 
& Sandström, 2019).

Depopulation of less productive, remote, and mountainous regions and 
areas is a trend well known to many countries around the world. In Europe 
and beyond, recent decades have seen a general demographic phenome-
non of the depopulation of peripheral areas, especially those characterized 
by rural traditions (MacDonald et al., 2000), and migration to industrial 
centers (Feranec et al., 2010). In such a context, the loss of Traditional 
Ecological Knowledge may be an obvious outcome. Some of the negative 
consequences relate to the reduced diversity of the land-use mosaic and 
consequent landscape homogeneity (Navarro & Pereira, 2012). With the 
gradual disappearance of local cultures, society loses diversity and cases of 
adaptation to local circumstances that we can learn from for the 

1 Slovak, sing. vrchár, pl. vrchári, lit. “mountainers,” loosely equivalent to “mountainfolk” 
or even “hillbillies,” given the term’s historically pejorative connotation.
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development of sustainable solutions. Owing to the relationships between 
different environments, the constantly evolving changes to the ecosystem, 
and the ability of a local community to manage local resources, the gen-
erational exchange of experiences, insights, and knowledge presents a 
challenge to contemporary society.

Traditional Ecological Knowledge 
as an Adaptation Process

Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) is experience that has been 
acquired from direct human interaction with the environment. It can be 
thought of as the result of people in natural environments who, through 
their engagement with the environment and the species within it, have 
found ways to maintain their livelihoods and thereby discover and develop 
paths of adaptation (Berkes, 1993; Colloff et al., 2020). In rural areas, 
TEK is particularly important for “the regulation and balance of exploit-
ative pressures that permit an ecosystem to maintain stability and regen-
erative capacity” (Ruddle, 1993, p. 17). There are a number of examples 
in the anthropological literature which show that knowledge is situated 
and culture-specific. Particularly relevant to the present case study are 
examples of the development of mountain grazing in similar mountainous 
conditions in Europe, namely in the Pyrenees (Fernández-Giménez & 
Fillat Est, 2012), Alps (Gilck & Poschlod, 2019), and Carpathians (Novák 
et  al., 2014). Gradually, geographically distinctive grazing and farming 
techniques have developed and adapted in various ways to ensure the sus-
tainability of ecosystems and human settlements.

TEK is experience and knowledge, but it is also an intellectual activity 
found in a wide range of social, cultural, and environmental contexts 
(Folke, 2004; Gómez-Baggethun & Reyes-García, 2019). The persistence 
of this knowledge is dependent on it being shared across generations 
(Cocks, 2006; Ruddle, 1993) according to certain structural and proces-
sual principles (Cocks, 2006; Ruddle, 1993) and based on the constant 
and rigorous perception of changes in society and environment (Colloff 
et al., 2020). The success of these socio-cultural processes can be assessed 
in the extent to which individual communities and cultures have managed 
to co-adapt to their environments (Stoffle et al., 2003). A precondition for 
successful co-adaptation is the ability of the individual community/cul-
ture to, continuously and over time, balance and develop their actions in 
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response to biophysical changes and ecological processes as well those 
changes brought on by societal processes (Gardner, 2017), but it also 
requires a continuous flow of knowledge between community members 
(Cocks, 2006; Ruddle, 1993). During the transmission of knowledge, 
customary ways of doing things are a core institution through which tra-
ditional ecological and environmental knowledge is given and received in 
a social world and in analogy with “the biological-physical world with 
which it overlaps” (Ruddle, 1993, p. 19). This knowledge is, to borrow 
from Ruddle (1993), a “key dialectic of society,” as traditionally and cul-
turally grounded knowledge is about being—socially, culturally, and eco-
logically—in the world. From this perspective, TEK is a concept that 
captures both the everyday social reality and our continuous reproduction 
of everyday life (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).

Ultimately, the persistence of TEK is dependent on continuous trans-
mission over generations. Turning our eyes to contemporary life, in 
Slovakia, Europe more broadly, and other parts of the world, we find soci-
ety struggling with the challenges of globalization, urbanization, digitali-
zation, individualization, and demographic change. These have far-reaching 
consequences for human well-being, which requires the integration of 
traditional knowledge to enable the development of sustainable solutions 
to the key environmental threats of climate change, land degradation, and 
loss of biodiversity (IPBES, 2019). The long-term trend of aging rural 
populations is in itself worrying, since it, together with urbanization, 
increases the rate of depopulation, reflecting in part the tendency of young 
people to leave the countryside to find employment and another kind of 
life in urban and metropolitan areas throughout Europe (The Permanent 
European Conference for the Study of the Rural Landscape). In addition, 
rural areas in Europe are experiencing a growing share of young unem-
ployed people (aged 18–24) who do not continue their education past the 
secondary level (Eurostat, 2019). These developments have consequences 
for the capacity of the rural communities to adapt to changing circum-
stances (Lieskovský et al., 2015). While it has long been assumed that the 
level of economic development is crucial to a society’s capacity to adapt to 
climate change, evidence points toward the conclusion that societies that 
depend “more on experience, knowledge and […] weather-sensitive 
resources” are better at finding solutions to environmental risks (Adger & 
Vincent, 2005).

Anthropological theory on how people and cultures adapt to different 
circumstances (Steward, 1955; McDonnell & Pickett, 1993; Ruddle, 
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1993; Stoffle et al., 2013) is important with respect to TEK transmission, 
together with anthropological knowledge on how we, as human beings, 
create a sense of belonging to particular places and landscapes as bounded 
spaces for thought and action (Appadurai, 1986; Ingold, 2000; Sjölander-
Lindqvist & Sandström, 2019; Kugo, chapter “Community Voices, 
Practices, and Memories in Environmental Communication: Iliamna Lake 
Yup’ik Place Names, Alaska” of this book; Sjölander-Lindqvist, chapter 
“Arsenic Fields: Community Understandings of Risk, Place, and 
Landscape”; Stoffle, chapter “Living Stone Bridges: Epistemological 
Divides in Heritage Environmental Communication”; Van Vlack, chapter 
“Dancing with Lava: Indigenous Interactions with an Active Volcano in 
Arizona”). These two areas of theory bring important perspectives to the 
role of TEK in co-adaptation, but how we transmit information through 
symbolic references to the environment is also important in terms of envi-
ronmental communication. Through knowledge of partial adaptations, 
the competency for global sustainability policy increases. From an anthro-
pological standpoint, cultural adaptations are considered more important 
than technological adaptations. This can be justified by the fact that the 
creation of symbolic references to the environment, classifications, and 
taxonomy is a long-term process, a consequence of the daily contact of 
generations of people with the environment. The cultural ways of co-
adaptation are the basis for the moral order of societies; they are explained 
in narratives and transmitted in symbols.

Methods

In 2005, local action groups contacted Vrchári from the northern 
Malohont region. These people represented a generation of Vrchári who, 
at the end of the twentieth century, had the lands of their ancestors 
returned to them. They came from different regions of Slovakia and did 
not have direct-contact experience with the environment that their ances-
tors had inhabited. They were interested in revitalizing their ancestors’ 
environment, but lacked the necessary knowledge of the practices in which 
their ancestors had worked in this environment.

People in the local communities invited anthropologists to (1) conduct 
archival research into Vrchár culture, (2) compile an inventory of the cur-
rent state of Vrchár culture, and (3) incorporate the local TEK into appli-
cations for environmental sustainability grants. The archival research 
provided sufficient historical findings of TEK workers in northern 
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Malohont. In 2010–2017, the anthropologists selected the Northern 
Malohont Research Area as a site for research into the continuity and dis-
continuity of cultural transmission. The real, manifest, as well as latent 
contents of the lived culture’s TEK were investigated by inventorying 
(Horton et al., 2017) the area. Via observations and interviews, the pre-
dominant modes of cultural transmission were identified (LeCompte & 
Schensul, 2013). With respect to the revitalization possibilities, a fourth 
action was also taken: creating a TEK transmission model (Table 1) for the 
new generation of Vrchári with a view toward sustainability for subsequent 
generations.

The grant application component focused on developing a local theory 
of the current population of Vrchári and on their new strategies of com-
munication with the public. The applicants and partners are 

Table 1  Generalized model of TEK (Babai & Molnár, 2014, p. 126)—Traditional 
treatments of hay meadows (A1–A8) and pastures (B1–B4) by older generations 
of Vrchári in northern Malohont, Slovakia

Meadow/pasture Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Affected area 
(% of total)

A1a—mowing x x (x) >40
A1b—mowing and 
regrowinga

x >50

A2—clearing x >60
A3—hayseed 
scattering

x 10–15

A4—oversowing 
with Onobrychis

x 0.1–0.5

A5—extensive 
manuring

x 25–30

A6—weeding x 30–40
A7—moss 
suppression

x x 0.1–0.5

A8—marsh 
draining

x 0.1–0.3

B1—grazing (x) x x x x x (x) >95
B2—pasture 
clearing

x x (x) x 70–75

B3—fence repair x x x >95
B4—burning to 
prevent Nardus

x (x) 5–10

aIn autumn cattle graze on aftermath
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multi-stakeholders, mainly government representatives and advocates of 
intensive forest management and intensive agricultural development. 
Symbolic arguments (Depoe, 2007; Cox, 2006, 2015) of continuity and 
discontinuity of the MSCS are gradually gaining general support.

Mountains and Vrchári

Historical geographers consider the MSCS to be the best preserved type 
of historical structure of traditionally farmed agricultural landscapes in 
Slovakia. In ethnography, the displaced and dispersed forms of MSCS are 
called lazy, vrchy, kopanice, štále, and rale. Their main identifying charac-
teristic is dispersed (family) settlements (DSs). The culture that has 
emerged in this way is called Vrchár culture (vrchárska kultúra). In Slovak, 
its bearers are called vrchári, lazníci, or kopanicǐari. DSs are an autono-
mous demonstration of Vrchár culture and socioeconomic activity, pre-
conditioned by specific natural and historical conditions. In the text, we 
will call them by their Slovak name, Vrchári, as used in ethnological stud-
ies (Ethnographic Institute of the Slovak Academy of Sciences, 1994). 
Anthropologically they are considered an ethnographic group with their 
own mountain-adapted culture. The map in Fig.  1 displays the Vrchár 
culture in the Slovak Ore Mountains (Slovenské rudohorie) and Krupina 
Plain (Krupinská planina) as of 2018 (92 municipalities over an area of 
2258 km2).

The emergence of Vrchár culture is related to several attempts to settle 
the mountainous areas of Central Slovakia from the twelfth to the nine-
teenth centuries. Gradually, more multigenerational homesteads were 
established on the outer edges of the valley villages. The emergence of 
almost continually inhabited landscape areas was related to the internal 
migration within the mountain and foothill areas of Slovakia which took 
place in the sixteenth–nineteenth centuries (Huba, 1997). The Vrchári 
adapted to the mountain environment via mountain farming and other 
complementary socioeconomic activities. The Vrchári gradually developed 
a specific type of land exploitation, a type of settlement, and an intrinsically 
identifiable culture. Their origin is characterized by (1) efforts to use the 
land of the forest and ecumene more efficiently on the one hand, and on 
the other, by (2) the stimulating effect of human adaptation on popula-
tion growth. Settlement waves were the directly connected to the relative 
overpopulation of Slovakia’s historical ecumene. The establishment of DSs 
also had a number of sub-causes, such as higher soil cultivability in the case 
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Fig. 1  The Vrchár cultural area in 2018, shaded according to the occurrence of 
significant cultural features (Ethnographic Institute of the Slovak Academy of 
Sciences, 1994). The main areas of Vrchár culture (darkest areas) originated out-
side dense settlements from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries. Via 
young internal migration in the nineteenth century, the DSs also spread to adja-
cent areas (medium-dark areas). The lightest areas are those DSs that originated in 
the twentieth century and later lost the original function of multigenerational 
homesteads. Cultural overlaps of the sub-regions are marked by hatching. (This 
map was created by Michal Filadelfi and Ivan Murin in QGIS (free version https://
qgis.org/en/site/) and Adobe, license no. CE08041211, and is used with its 
creators’ permission)

of permanent settlement of remote parts of the villages, relative abun-
dance of free land, lower taxes, search for refuge from war, and so on 
(Petrovic,̌ 2006).
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A multi-member three-generation family became the basis for the sus-
tainability of the emerging mountainside settlements. Its numerosity 
directly depended on the ability to process the soil. However, the relation-
ships between the settlements were most affected by the crucial reciprocity 
between the inhabitants. This was characterized by extensive forms of 
interchange between families linked by closer ties. This led to internal 
integration within Vrchár society, resulting in a culture that was cohesive 
and set apart from urban society. Social norms and cultural values were 
created independently of the populations of the agrarian lowlands and 
towns. There was a prevalence of direct-contact generational transfer of 
knowledge and its synchronization with changes in the environment 
(Murin & Kandert, 2018).

The greatest expansion of Vrchár culture can be identified in the first 
half of the twentieth century,2 triggered by the First Land Reform of 
Slovakia at the beginning of the twentieth century. A large land property 
was allocated to the Vrchári, by which the area occupied by DSs expanded 
(Špulerová et al., 2016). During this period, the MSCS had high struc-
tural diversity and therefore ecological stability. Due to their heterogeneity 
of shape and area, and varied cultivation of culturally characteristic crop 
varieties, the model of DSs was created to describe the MSCS. It was dur-
ing this period that the cultural character of the Vrchári as an ethnographic 
group took shape.

The development in the Vrchár settlement area in the second half of the 
twentieth century was mainly associated with extensive industrialization. 
This constituted the first violation of the Vrchár generational structure 
(Petrovic,̌ 2006). The increasing individualization of activities and, in par-
ticular, the compulsory employment of Vrchári in state-owned or large-
scale agribusinesses and the metals industry was the reason for the first 
significant departure of the young generation. This change was adopted 

2 The first mentions of the number of villages with dispersed settlements come from Janšák 
(1929), who identified 132 villages with 2176 parts. In 1961, Slovakia was home to 166 
villages with dispersed settlements with 2899 dispersed parts on an area of 4640 km2, which 
made up 9.46% of Slovakia. The increase in the number of villages and dispersed settlements 
is probably the result of inaccurate census-taking in 1929 and not the establishment of new 
villages. At present, the emergence of new villages with dispersed settlements is unlikely, even 
unimaginable, given the lack of new farmland. Originally, dispersed settlements displayed a 
prevailing tendency of decline and extinction. The basic function of the dispersed settlements 
was soil cultivation in marginal areas. In recent years these areas have been in decline (Mládek 
et al., 2006).
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by the Vrchár community, giving rise to a new model of the Vrchár as 
“iron-farmer” (kovorolňík) (Kandert, 2007).

Gradually, however, state pressure for Vrchári to leave the MSCS grew 
stronger. The totalitarian ideology of Communist Czechoslovakia justified 
the decline of DSs as industrial and civilizational progress. Two other 
state/political decisions in the second half of the twentieth century signifi-
cantly marked the development of DSs and the culture of the Vrchári. The 
strategy of intensifying agriculture and forestry led to the consolidation of 
the disconnected, scattered homesteads. This also extended to terrain, 
water management, and other measures to increase soil fertility and 
improve economic returns.3 State-managed collectivization and coopera-
tive farming led to the extinction of many DSs and the overall homogeni-
zation of the countryside (Lieskovský et al., 2015). Following voluntary 
resettlement in the 1950s and the subsequent state-initiated displacement 
of Vrchári in the 1970s, a large part of the MSCS was left abandoned. At 
the beginning of the 1980s, Czechoslovak ethnologist Son ̌a Švecová 
expressed the opinion that the DSs would either go extinct as a conse-
quence of Slovakia’s new socioeconomic situation or exist in other (recre-
ational) conditions and functions (Švecová, 1975).

After 1990, the displacement of the Vrchári was partially halted and the 
landscape structure of MSCS became more diversified. There was some 
generational rejuvenation of Vrchári and loss of landscape macrostruc-
tures. This was caused by a change in the land ownership structure when 
the land was returned to its original owners or their heirs.4

Land Abandonment as Loss of Cultural 
and Natural Diversity

At present, DSs rarely fulfill their primary function of providing perma-
nent residence to multigenerational families. The communities of the 
Vrchári are not territorially concentrated, and their social ties have been 
lost. Their main focus is on cottage industry and productive farming 

3 Land modification during the period of socialization of Slovak agriculture was carried out 
in two stages. The first stage was implemented in 1955 via Regulation No. 47/1955 Coll. 
The second stage of land consolidation was guided by Regulation No. 12 064/1977 in 1977.

4 Act No. 229/1991 Coll. on the Modification of Ownership Relations to Land and Other 
Agricultural Property abolished all Communist-era land expropriations and restored full 
ownership to the original owners.
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(Priecǩo, 2015). Cultivation is mostly limited to maintaining permanent 
grassland near the houses, especially for aesthetic purposes, or fruit 
orchards. More sustainable are those areas which have retained a diversity 
of resources and income. This is mainly due to residues from mountain 
farming and the provision of ecosystem services (Sandhu & Wratten, 
2013). However, the young generations of Vrchári lack the continuous 
TEK they would need in order to be successful.

A large part of the land is only sporadically used, exhibiting ecological 
succession and overgrown by woods and shrubs (Kanianska, Kizeková, 
Novácěk, & Zeman, 2014). The original expectations of mid-twentieth-
century central forest planners that the intensification of forest cultivation 
would create new livelihood opportunities for Vrchári have not been ful-
filled. Planting forest for cultivation can only feed a few workers skilled in 
forestry. Wood is not processed locally, but transported to industrial 
centers.

At present, the significant risk to the Vrchári’s environment and popu-
lation is global warming. It is causing rapid extinction of the uninhabited 
forest plantations and abandonment of the countryside by the last Vrchári 
(Lieskovský et al., 2015), as you can see in Figs. 2 and 3. In the foothills, 
it is mainly farmed land and permanent grassland that are being lost.5 In 
this way the epicenters of species diversity (including the human popula-
tion) and cultural diversity are disappearing.6 The Vrchári’s mowed mead-
ows and extensive pastures are among the richest plant communities in 
this area. However, their maintenance is not possible without regular care. 
A major problem is the expansion of high grasses, which push out other 
herbaceous vegetation. This vegetation is the most valuable trait of herba-
ceous grassland communities, and it is also lost to colonization by woods.

In 1992, the Slovak Republic returned the land in the northern 
Malohont region to the previous Vrchár landowners from before the 
Communist era. For anthropologists, this created an opportunity to 
explore the re-adaptation of new generations to the environment of their 
ancestors. Such research has become the basis of cooperation between 

5 The migratory front of the ravines grows at a rate of about 1.7 m per year. Since the 
countryside was abandoned and mowing was discontinued, the edge of the woodlands has 
increased by more than 80 m in about 50 years.

6 According to a comparison of historical aerial photographs over the last decade, we know 
that the rate of change is not constant, but accelerating. Clonal species grow in the herba-
ceous layer, and the grasslands are ceasing to be a part of the landscape image of the DSs.
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Figs. 2 and 3  Lived-in (Fig. 2, left) and abandoned (Fig. 3, right) DSs in the 
1970s and 1980s, and planted monoculture of common spruce (Picea abies). 
(These images used with permission of the Slovak Academy of Sciences, Institute 
of Ethnology and Social Anthropology, 1977, No. AD008941)

researchers and Vrchári in the application of TEK arguments to environ-
mental communication.

Anthropological Arguments for the Continuity 
of Generational Transmission

When explaining the patterns of culture transfer, we often point to paral-
lels with the equivalents of general population evolution. With human 
populations, we are looking for a common culture origin, selection, and 
adaptation processes for the constant change, stabilization, and subse-
quent variation of culture in its various reproductions. Transmission of 
culture can be considered to be the distribution of culturally specific infor-
mation bound to the local community (Fig.  4) which is transmitted 
through various transmission modes among its members (Tindall, 1976; 
Cavalli-Sforza & Feldman, 1981). We take this to mean that this informa-
tion has a limited scope and links to local contexts. It originates in well-
known sources, follows a consistent dissemination algorithm, and is 
applied in similar community structures and in similar historical contexts. 
Transmission in a scattered environment is perceived thus: the more 
closely people’s lives are intertwined and the longer they share similar 

  I. MURIN



91

Fig. 4  The six-function adaptation scheme (Stoffle et al., 2003) and discontinu-
ity of Vrchár culture. (Created by Ivan Murin)

contexts of environment and historicity, the higher the number of com-
mon cultural elements they display.

Argument 1: The Floating TEK Gap

Northern Malohont was forested 50 years ago, and nowadays it is covered 
by spruce forest plantations. Due to global warming, it is endangered by 
wind, drought, and ligniperdous insects (Ips typographus). In the past, 
working in the woods was one of the seasonal jobs of the Vrchári. At pres-
ent it is their only work. The most common images of DSs are family 
homes transformed into garages of forest mechanization. The transforma-
tion of the last Vrchári into loggers was generally caused by a massive rise 
of natural disasters in large forest plantations (Gömöry et  al., 2006). 
Consequently, young generations are not abundantly integrated in alter-
native survival activities in DSs.

When I left for the city, I knew how to do everything I touched. What I 
didn’t know, I learned quickly. For life in the mountains, you needed such 
people. The young ones in the mountains now are helpless. They can only 
do one job, they didn’t have the opportunity to learn everything, so they’re 
poor. (Vrchár male, 60 years, interview, 2018, trans. Ivan Murin)
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Argument 2: The Three-Generation Model Family

The everyday interaction of all family members with the environment is 
the basis of TEK in use. These have their own rhythm. Disturbing the 
rhythm threatens the entire circle needed for sustainable survival.

The Example of the Ilcí̌k Family

The Ilcí̌k family initiated a gathering involving presentations of TEK 
(Lindenfeld et al., 2012) and linking of knowledge in the form of an event 
known as an “ox-team race” (volské záprahy).7 They reasoned that the 
event was necessary to maintain the rhythm of family activities. A sustain-
able family model has existed for 50 years. The family house and home-
stead must be inhabited by three families, namely the family of the father 
and the families of his two children. In addition to working in the field, 
they must also have jobs that do not require more than eight hours out-
side the homestead. Single members may leave for work for longer. Men 
and members of the youngest, still single generation must be able to com-
mute to towns. Married women and some single young women may be 
seasonally employed outside the DS.

To stay here in the hills, we have to be a big family. Every hand and every 
mind is missed when it’s gone. We all have to know what we have to do 
every day. Not everyone gets used to it and learns. When the old ones die, 
we won’t know how to go on. When the young ones leave, there won’t be 
anyone left to work. (Vrchár female, 82 years, interview, 2018, trans. 
Ivan Murin)

Any disturbance of the family rhythm threatens Vrchár culture. Each 
loss of knowledge must be replaced by something from the external envi-
ronment. Each time an activity is isolated from its context, there is a loss 
of the complexity of TEK.

7 Originally denoting an actual ox-team race, volské záprahy now refers to a festive event 
involving, among other activities, a stylized procession of a team of oxen. This newfound 
tradition has led to a modest revival of ox husbandry and the oxen’s status among Vrchári, 
with some even keeping them as work animals once again.
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Argument 3: Cattle Farming as a Symbol of Identity, 
Integrity, and Livelihood

The DSs provide conditions for family cattle breeding. The number of 
cattle kept during the winter is directly related to the sufficiency of the 
stocks of fodder, especially hay. Mowing, drying, and storing hay is one of 
the most important activities in the farmer’s economic year, and the whole 
family takes part. Higher-quality meadows are usually mowed twice a year. 
An important piece of TEK is the maintenance of meadows: clearing them, 
collecting stones in the spring and after mowing, and fertilization. The 
process also includes transporting the dried hay, and the TEK of convey-
ing the hay from the steep slopes to the DSs with a team of oxen has been 
preserved.

Grazing, milk and meat production, and the oxen yoke became the 
symbols of the world of the Vrchári, representing their source of income 
and raw ingredients for food preparation. Prosperity was associated with 
seasonal cattle for sale and high cow’s milk production. Farming with 
three to four head of livestock requires intensive relationships with five to 
six families with the same ways of husbandry. Collaboration then creates 
synchronic activities that are not substitutable.

We need to keep a few neighboring families in order to stay alive here. They 
must have four to five cows, like us, and at least six family members to take 
care of them. We don’t have grandparents who could stay with the cattle 
while we go to town. Common grazing saves us all time. After some young 
people left for the towns, we had to abandon the common pasture. The new 
generation hasn’t been able to learn fast and effective ways of building 
fences in the rugged terrain. (Vrchár male, 40 years, interview, 2018, trans. 
Ivan Murin)

Each Vrchár cultural community has symbols that represent their iden-
tity and mutual integrity. For the Northern Malohont Research Area, it is 
cattle. The team of oxen is historically the most important means of trans-
port there (Fig. 5). This was reflected in self-identifying activities.

When we were being moved out of the hills, children and furniture went 
first. Then we took clothes, quilts, and rugs. My husband and I went last. 
He had a team of oxen. In the wagon, there was food just in case. I took our 
cow so we could get through the beginnings. In the city, it was all useless, 
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Fig. 5  Symbolic procession representing the vanishing cattle-breeding tradition 
among Vrchári. (This image used with permission of Vojtech Ilcí̌k)

we had to start all over. (Vrchár female, 82 years, interview, 2018, trans. 
Ivan Murin)

New generations of Vrchári suffer from a reduced tolerance of very 
high amounts of milk in their diet. Children are seen with lactose intoler-
ance, which was only rarely seen among older generations of Vrchári. In 
terms of pragmatic arguments, this leads us to consider relatively recent 
findings about transgenerational epigenetic inheritance—the influence of 
a person’s environment on their behavior, their physiological processes, 
and those of future generations as well. An oft-cited example of such bio-
cultural evolution is human digestion of lactose (Itan et  al., 2010).8 

8 The ability to digest lactose past infancy is apparently caused by a single mutation in the 
regulatory sequence of the dominant gene that governs this process (Lukito et al., 2015). 
This mutation is more prevalent in areas with a long-established tradition of raising cattle and 
consuming dairy products (Gerbault et al., 2011). This fact may prematurely lead us to the 
conclusion that selective pressures governed by culture are much stronger than others, which 
can be explained by the ability of a cultural trait to, through social learning, spread much 
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Typically, the ability to digest dairy products is higher in populations with 
a long cultural history of consuming, processing, and preserving milk. 
Thus, one pragmatic argument for environmental sustainability is literally 
rooted in the foothill pastures of northern Malohont. A symbolic argu-
ment, on the other hand, is embodied in the animals themselves: cows and 
oxen as symbols of vitality.

Discussion

One of the main sustainability changes around the world are changes in 
the generational structure of local populations, the phenomenon of aging, 
and other demographic indicators. In this case we have outlined secondary 
social-ecological processes which started and developed in parallel with 
these changes in peripheral areas in Slovakia (Mládek et  al., 2006). 
Through anthropological research, we can recognize what impact this phe-
nomenon has on long-established communities and its implications for sus-
tainability (Depoe, 2007; Cox, 2006). With the disappearance of many 
local cultures, or in better cases, their preservation by museums, we have 
lost examples of diversity and bases for sustainability. Examples of adapta-
tions have a cultural value when we can verify their sustainability features 
in the living system. Logic, thinking, and decision making in everyday 
interactions with the environment form an alternative epistemologi-
cal basis.

Recent discussions on the argumentation used in environmental com-
munication (Anderson, 2015; Besely, 2015; Cox, 2015) further support 
the efforts of anthropologists to broadcast “native voices” from their field-
work. Voices from field research are met with understanding wherever 
change-oriented research is problem-driven and targets processes of social 
change. However, dilemmas still persist as to how to seriously reflect on 
native knowledge in the broad causality of nature and culture. The 
dilemma presented by a joint team of researchers from Uppsala and Exeter 
(Joosse et al., 2020) is the issue of the acceptance of co-producing (sus-
tainability) knowledge. They point out (p. 7) that, in their study, “hierar-
chical and bureaucratic logic pushed most ambitions and ideas for future 
development aside,” which is also observable in the present study and 

faster than a genetic mutation; as more and more individuals adopt the trait, the genes that 
encourage it are subjected to ever more intensive pressure (Švorcová & Kleisner, 2017, 
p. 353).
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beyond. On the other hand, we have encouraging findings on the accep-
tance of native knowledge where policymakers are increasingly acknowl-
edging the importance of native knowledge (indigenous knowledge, 
TEK) for understanding and adapting to environmental change (Armitage 
et al., 2011; Raymond-Yakoubian & Daniel, 2018; Wheeler et al., 2020).

In interviews with members of local communities, we discovered local 
voices illustrating what communication arguments are used in activities to 
maintain their culture. Members of revitalized Vrchár communities are 
aware of the need to foster cross-generational cultural transfer. They cre-
ate new incentives to preserve it and have set up a series of activities aimed 
at local stakeholders and their own community members, as well as visitors 
to revitalized areas. The conservation of generative transmission processes 
is considered to be a method of preventing generational amnesia of TEK 
(Cantrill, 2010, p.  29). Seasonal events have increased public interest. 
Vrchári have been able to expand regional education to include teaching 
schoolchildren about Vrchár culture, and they run regular workshops for 
the potential new generation of Vrchári.

“What is the cultural, symbolic, and pragmatic value of the increased 
activism of the last generations of depopulating European peripheries?” is 
a question often faced in environmental communication. In applying the 
findings of anthropologists, environmental communication scholars work 
with the thesis that effective environmental communication constitutes a 
trigger for implementing aid to stabilize or revitalize culture (Schwarze, 
2007). Its success is based on authentic experiences, their distinctive epis-
temological origins (Stoffle & Minnis, 2008), and symbolic argumenta-
tion. Based on the research in Slovakia, we contend that effective 
environmental communication is not based on the absolute number of 
argumentative communicators. The value that will always appear in a 
reflective dialogue is the long-term, deep, everyday experience of com-
munity members with their co-adaptation to a specific environment.
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