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Abstract

Amidst escalating global socioecological crises and persistent failures of conventional environmental gov-
ernance, Indigenous Political Ecology (IPE) offers an important paradigm for advancing ecological wellbeing
and justice. This article argues for a transformative IPE that moves beyond merely incorporating
Indigenous perspectives to fundamentally recentering Indigenous legal orders and relational accountability
as foundational to equitable environmental governance and justice. IPE asserts that global environmental
crises are inextricably linked to ongoing processes of colonialism, dispossession, and violations of
Indigenous sovereignty. We define IPE as a critical, decolonizing framework grounded in Indigenous sov-
ereignty, land-based legal orders, and relational ontologies. This article advances a global IPE and traces its
foundations and historical trajectories, while engaging contemporary debates and emerging frontiers that
expand its analytical scope and relevance in addressing decolonizing futures. We explore IPE’s intersec-
tions with allied fields — decolonization studies, climate justice, environmental humanities, and critical
development studies — highlighting its capacity to contribute to transdisciplinary conversations.
Drawing upon diverse global case studies, this article demonstrates how Indigenous-led approaches to
stewardship, relationality, and place-based responsibility offer viable, time-tested pathways for ecological
wellbeing. We advocate for a paradigm shift for embracing Indigenous self-determination, epistemologies,
and relational principles to confront and dismantle colonial-capitalist logics of domination and extraction.
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Historically, political ecology concentrated its
efforts on the “Global South,” particularly examining
the environmental and social consequences of
large-scale resource development projects within
subsistence-oriented communities (Blaikie 1985;
Perreault, Bridge, and McCarthy 2015). Over time,
the field’s analytical scope broadened significantly,
extending its critical lens to encompass environmen-
tal politics and socioecological degradation within
urban and industrialized settings as well (Roberts
2020). Central to political ecology are core concepts
such as the pivotal role of power and politics in deter-
mining environmental outcomes, the impact of eco-
nomic systems on environmental degradation and
conservation efforts, and the inherent connection
between social justice and environmental sustainabil-
ity (Loftus 2019; Zimmerer 2006). The very founda-
tion of political ecology rests on the understanding
that environmental issues are inherently political, dri-
ven by human decisions, power imbalances, and eco-
nomic interests, rather than being purely scientific or
technical problems (Leff 2021; Robbins 2019).
Critiques of mainstream political ecology have called
for decolonizing the field, focusing on Indigenous
epistemologies (Malik 2024).

Defining Indigenous Political Ecology

We conceptualize Indigenous Political Ecology (IPE)
not simply as a subdiscipline of political ecology, but
as a decolonizing field of thought and praxis
grounded in Indigenous ontologies, legal orders,
and place-based responsibilities. We define IPE as a
relational, decolonizing framework that centers
Indigenous epistemologies, laws, and land-based
responsibilities to analyze and transform the struc-
tures of environmental injustice. It is both a mode
of critique and a praxis of resurgence, committed to
establishing ethical relations among humans,
more-than-human beings, and place, grounded in
Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination. IPE
interrogates how colonial dispossession, state vio-
lence, and capitalist extraction are entangled with
ecological degradation, while simultaneously fore-
grounding Indigenous worldviews.

Rooted in Indigenous epistemologies and strug-
gles for sovereignty, IPE critically engages with,

yet fundamentally departs from, conventional polit-
ical ecology by foregrounding Indigenous resur-
gence, land-as-kin relations, responsibilities-based
governance as central to ecological and political life,
and sovereignty as both territorial and epistemic.
Where mainstream political ecology has historically
focused on the uneven impacts of capitalist develop-
ment and environmental degradation (Robbins
2019), IPE interrogates the deeper colonial structures
that shape environmental governance, land disposses-
sion, and knowledge hierarchies. As Coombes,
Johnson, and Howitt (2012) argue, political ecology
itself has been complicit in reproducing
settler-colonial geographies and extractive research
practices, often failing to engage Indigenous Peoples
as knowledge holders and legal actors in their own
right. IPE addresses these critiques by reframing
environmental politics through Indigenous relational
worldviews that emphasize mutual responsibility,
intergenerational care, and ethical governance
grounded in land-based law. IPE centers Indigenous
epistemologies not as perspectives to be included
within existing frameworks, but as foundations for
reimagining the very grounds of environmental polit-
ics and governance. It is grounded in the lived realities
and intellectual traditions of Indigenous Peoples who
articulate their own theories of power, resistance,
and land-based responsibility through law, language,
story, and practice.

Crucially, IPE is not defined by disciplinary
boundaries or institutional labels. It encompasses
Indigenous-led scholarship and praxis — including
land-back movements, Indigenous legal resurgence,
Traditional Ecological Knowledge, and multispe-
cies justice — that may not identify as “political
ecology” per se, but that actively theorize the entan-
glements of power and resources from Indigenous
standpoints. This expansive framing affirms that
IPE is as much about method and ethics as it is about
analysis: it insists on centering Indigenous voices,
respecting ontological pluralism, and dismantling
colonial frameworks of knowing and managing
the environment. In this framing, IPE is both an ana-
lytical space and a decolonizing praxis that redefines
environmental justice from the ground up, offering
transformative pathways toward ecological integrity
and Indigenous self-determination.
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While many of the scholars and movements dis-
cussed in this article may not explicitly identify
under the label “political ecology,” their work
actively theorizes the political ecology of colonial-
ism, extraction, care, and resurgence from
Indigenous standpoints. Thus, IPE, as advanced
here, is a decolonizing praxis that synthesizes
Indigenous scholarship, land-based governance,
and critical analysis of colonial-capitalist systems
into a coherent and transformative field of thought
and action.

The theoretical underpinnings of IPE are demon-
strated through diverse case studies across various geo-
graphical contexts, showcasing both the efficacy of
Indigenous-led approaches and the persistent chal-
lenges posed by colonial and postcolonial legacies.
Here, we seek to advance a global IPE framework —
one that is not bound to any singular geography, but
rooted in the diverse, place-based legal orders, ontolo-
gies, and governance practices of Indigenous commu-
nities across the world.

IPE herein represents an underdeveloped yet dis-
tinct and vital critical framework within this broader
discipline, fundamentally rooted in Indigenous
worldviews, epistemologies, and lived experiences.
It integrates political, economic, and social factors
to forge an intersectional approach that aims to
meet people’s socioeconomic needs while simultan-
eously nurturing the natural environment (Middleton
2015). IPE foregrounds Indigenous Peoples as the
original stewards of Earth, whose existence and cul-
tural practices are intrinsically woven into sustain-
able development processes (Whyte, Caldwell, and
Schaefer 2018). This perspective acknowledges their
deep, time-tested knowledge and understanding of
reciprocal relationships with the environment
(Beckett and O’Loughlin 2024; Jessen et al. 2022).

A key distinction of IPE lies in its challenge to pre-
vailing dominant Western environmental paradigms.
While mainstream environmentalism often operates
within Western scientific and philosophical frame-
works that tend to separate humans from nature or
primarily view nature as a commodifiable resource.
Even broader political ecology — despite its critical
engagement with power, inequality, and the
political-economic drivers of ecological change —
often remains grounded in Western materialist and

structuralist paradigms (Gill 2024; Latour 2007;
Mohan 2025; Peet, Robbins, and Watts 2010;
Vetlesen 2015). In contrast, IPE is predicated on
Indigenous cosmologies where land is revered as
kin — an extension of the family system — and where
many nonhuman entities are regarded as persons with
inherent agency, voice, and the capacity to shape
social and ecological governance (Chandler and
Reid 2019; Dovchin, Dovchin, and Gower 2024;
Middleton 2015). This profound ontological differ-
ence positions IPE not merely as an application of pol-
itical ecology to Indigenous contexts, but as a
fundamental re-evaluation of the underlying assump-
tions of Western environmental thought. It rejects the
nature—culture divide altogether and advocates for a
deeply relational and reciprocal understanding of
human—environment interactions, moving beyond
anthropocentric views.

The contemporary global environmental crises,
particularly climate change, underscore the urgent
relevance of IPE. Indigenous residents in places like
Kivalina, Shishmaref, and Newtok in Alaska, Isle de
Jean Charles in coastal Louisiana, and the Carteret
Islands in the South Pacific are among the first forced
to relocate due to climate change, as their homelands
erode, flood, and sink beneath rising oceans (Hogg
and Surjan 2022; Korkut et al. 2022; Middleton
2015; Zimmerman 2023). Decisions made by govern-
ments, policymakers, and large-scale industrial devel-
opment pressures affect Indigenous lands and
resources and Indigenous Peoples’ lifeways and
rights, leading to a disproportionate burden of bio-
diversity loss and environmental degradation on
Indigenous communities globally (Fernandez-
Llamazares et al. 2020; Kennedy et al. 2023; Malik,
Ford, Way et al., 2025; Malik, Ford, Winters et al.
2025; Scheidel et al. 2023). Indigenous Peoples are
affected in 34% of all documented environmental con-
flicts worldwide (Scheidel et al. 2023).

Importantly, these processes of dispossession and
environmental injustice are not solely attributable to
historical Western colonialism but also arise from con-
temporary domestic policies and development agendas
within non-Western nation-states, such as those seen in
parts of Asia (e.g., China, India, Malaysia, Bangladesh,
and Thailand) and Africa (e.g., Ghana, Nigeria, and
Tanzania), where Indigenous communities face similar
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pressures from state-led resource extraction and land
appropriation (Gomez-Baggethun 2022; Kothari and
Klein 2023; McGregor, Whitaker, and Sritharan
2020; Nursey-Bray et al. 2022a). Similar dynamics
are also evident in Latin America (e.g., Brazil,
Colombia, Peru, and Bolivia) and the Pacific Islands,
where extractive industries, agribusiness expansion,
and infrastructure projects have led to displacement,
ecological degradation, and the erosion of Indigenous
sovereignty (Correia 2024; Fitz-Henry 2021; Isla
2021; Renfrew 2011; Wong 2018).

Indigenous Peoples are frequently on the front lines
of climate change impacts, yet despite their critical
contributions to developing solutions, their voices
and knowledge are often systematically excluded
from mainstream climate policy conversations
(Farrell etal. 2021; Reyes-Garcia et al. 2024). The cur-
rent planetary ecological crises, such as climate
change and biodiversity loss, are frequently framed
as universal human challenges (Folke et al. 2021;
Portner et al. 2023). However, IPE asserts that these
crises are noto merely universal but are deeply inter-
twined with, and symptomatic of, ongoing processes
of colonialism, dispossession, violence, and violations
of Indigenous rights. This perspective suggests that
genuine sustainability cannot be achieved without dir-
ectly confronting and rectifying these historical and
ongoing injustices (Luoma and Moore 2024).
Indeed, environmental degradation is often a form of
“tacit persecution” for Indigenous communities, high-
lighting how power dynamics and economic interests
underpin ecological degradation (Maldonado 2014).
Therefore, a decolonizing approach to environmental
policy and practice, one that centers Indigenous self-
determination and knowledge systems, transcends
ethical considerations to become a strategic impera-
tive for the wellbeing of the planet.

This article critically intervenes in the discourse of
IPE by articulating a novel framework for decolonizing
environmental research and practice. Specifically, this
research aims to: (i) advance a global IPE framework
that is not geographically bound but grounded in the
plural, place-based governance systems, ontologies,
and legal traditions of Indigenous communities across
the world; (ii) fundamentally recenter Indigenous legal
orders and relational accountability as foundational to
equitable environmental governance and justice,

moving beyond the mere inclusion of Indigenous per-
spectives within existing settler-colonial frameworks;
(iti) critically engage dominant environmental para-
digms by foregrounding how colonial-capitalist logics
have produced both socioecological crises and the eras-
ure of Indigenous authority, particularly in the context
of escalating climate change and ongoing disposses-
sion; (iv) advocate for a decolonizing approach to
environmental research and practice that confronts
and rectifies historical and ongoing injustices of coloni-
alism, violence, and violations of Indigenous sover-
eignty, recognizing these as root causes of
contemporary ecological crises; (v) bridge IPE with
allied fields to outline intersectional pathways that cen-
ter Indigenous resurgence, multispecies justice, and
land-as-kin ethics.

This article contributes to ongoing debates in
Environmental ~Geography by advancing an
Indigenous-centered epistemological and methodo-
logical reorientation of environmental governance.
By recentering Indigenous legal orders and relational-
ity, this article challenges foundational geographic con-
cepts such as scale— by asserting Indigenous territorial
governance as a primary political scale — and the very
notion of “nature,” rejecting its capitalist production in
favor of relational ontologies where land is kin. In con-
trast to dominant paradigms that often conceptualize
the environment through technomanagerial or extracti-
vist lenses, this work foregrounds relational ontologies,
legal pluralism, and land-based ethics as central to
understanding human—environment relations. In doing
so, it intervenes in geographic discourses concerned
with political ecology, environmental justice, and
decolonizing thought, offering an analysis — grounded
in [IPE — that bridges critical human geography with
Indigenous geographies, legal geographies, and envir-
onmental governance. The inclusion of examples
from different parts of the world further strengthens
the geographic scope, illustrating how IPE reconfigures
spatial imaginaries and challenges settler-colonial car-
tographies of land, law, and life.

Positionality Statement

IHM and JDF are non-Indigenous researchers whose
research engages with Indigenous environmental gov-
ernance, climate justice, vulnerability, decolonization,
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and political ecology in diverse global contexts. We
acknowledge that we write from within academic
institutions shaped by colonial and extractive knowl-
edge systems, and we recognize the responsibility
this entails — particularly when engaging across
Indigenous cultural and political contexts. IHM is a
Kashmiri researcher bringing a perspective rooted in
experiences of decolonial environmental research
and political ecology, whose work with communities
in the Kashmir Himalayas and Indigenous communi-
ties in the Arctic intersects with broader Indigenous
and land-based movements navigating environmental
change, political, and colonial challenges. JDF’s long-
term collaborations with Indigenous communities in
the Arctic and other parts of the world center on
co-producing knowledge for climate adaptation and
equitable environmental governance. Our research is
informed by long-term engagement with Indigenous
communities across diverse geographies. These
engagements have profoundly shaped our understand-
ing of Indigenous political ecologies as lived, rela-
tional, and sovereign practices. We do not claim to
speak for Indigenous communities or to represent
Indigenous knowledge. Rather, we aim to amplify
Indigenous scholarship, epistemologies, and govern-
ance systems through critical synthesis grounded in
political ecology and decolonial thought.

Methodological Approach

We employ an iterative synthesis methodology to
develop a global framework for IPE. This interpretive
method draws on engagement with Indigenous schol-
arship, political ecology, and decolonial theory, aim-
ing to critically assess dominant epistemological
paradigms while foregrounding Indigenous ontolo-
gies, governance systems, and legal traditions as foun-
dational to environmental thought and action. Our
synthesis builds on Indigenous and allied scholarship
that critiques the analytical limitations of conventional
political ecology in addressing sovereignty, epistem-
ologies, and governance. Mainstream political ecol-
ogy has been critiqued for privileging hierarchical
understandings of scale and structural determinism,
often sidelining Indigenous agency and cultural speci-
ficity; reducing Indigenous struggles to resource con-
flicts; marginalizing relational ontologies; and

overlooking Indigenous temporalities and governance
systems (Awasis 2020; Blaser 2009; Coombes,
Johnson, and Howitt 2012, 2013; Latulippe 2015;
Mortimer 2020; Neumann 2009). These critiques pro-
vided the conceptual imperative for a re-articulation of
political ecology through an Indigenous lens.

Building upon this, we undertook a synthesis of
Indigenous scholarship that articulates key epistemo-
logical principles including relationality, land-as-kin,
multispecies ethics, and ontological pluralism draw-
ing on insights from Indigenous scholars (Kimmerer
2013; McGregor 2021; Simpson and Bagelman
2020; Smith 2021; Todd 2015; Whyte 2020; Wilson
2020). These concepts were brought into conversation
with traditional themes in political ecology — such as
power, scale, and governance — not to integrate them
into an existing framework, but to reconceptualize
political ecology through Indigenous thought.

To ensure that the framework was both conceptu-
ally rigorous and empirically grounded, we employed
strategic exemplification, drawing on diverse case
studies from Indigenous contexts across the Arctic,
Amazon, Andes, Himalayas, Oceania, Southeast
Asia, Australia, and other parts of the world. These
cases were not selected to produce generalizable
claims, but to demonstrate the ontological specificity
and conceptual adaptability of IPE across diverse
geographies. These examples helped in illustrating
how Indigenous ontologies, governance systems,
and legal orders function as dynamic, place-based sys-
tems of ecological stewardship.

Intellectual Foundations and
Historical Trajectories of Indigenous
Political Ecology

The field of IPE has been significantly shaped by a
growing cohort of Indigenous and allied scholars
whose contributions are foundational to its intellectual
development. This intellectual lineage draws from
both the broader discipline of political ecology and
the distinct, long-standing traditions of Indigenous
thought and knowledge systems. Political ecology
itself emerged in the 1980s, drawing from the tradi-
tions of cultural ecology and development studies
(Robbins 2019). A seminal contribution came from
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Piers Blaikie, whose work on soil erosion in develop-
ing countries in 1985 critically demonstrated that
environmental degradation was often a direct conse-
quence of political and economic processes, rather
than simply local land-use practices (Blaikie 1985).
This marked a significant departure from earlier, often
apolitical, environmental analyses. Early political
ecology frequently employed a neo-Marxist frame-
work, analyzing how local cultures were integrated
into, and impacted by, the global capitalist system,
thereby rejecting the notion of them as isolated or
“primitive” entities (Giraldo 2019; Schubert 2005).
Key figures like Julian Steward, through his develop-
ment of cultural ecology, and Eric Wolf, with his pol-
itical economy approach, laid groundwork by shifting
anthropological focus toward human—environment
interactions within broader political-economic con-
texts (Steward 1937,2005; Wolf 1972). This historical
trajectory, moving from cultural ecology’s emphasis
on adaptation to a critical political economy perspec-
tive, represents a pivotal intellectual evolution. It sig-
nifies a transition from viewing environmental issues
as isolated phenomena to understanding them as direct
outcomes of power relations, economic systems, and
historical injustices (Malik, Ford, and Hamidi 2026;
Robbins 2019). This reframing is significant for IPE,
as it situates Indigenous environmental struggles
squarely within the larger narrative of colonial and
capitalist expansion, revealing the systemic roots of
environmental degradation and injustice (Malik and
Ford 2024a; Middleton 2015).

We conceptualize IPE as underpinned by the fol-
lowing central tenets that distinguish it from both
mainstream environmental governance and conven-
tional political ecology. These tenets are not uniformly
codified across all IPE scholarship, but this article
foregrounds them as foundational to a transformative,
relational approach to environmental thought and
practice. A central tenet is reciprocity and relational-
ity, emphasizing that Indigenous worldviews are pre-
dicated on reciprocal relationships with the
environment, where land is considered kin and an
extension of the family system (Tynan 2021; Whyte
2020). This stands in stark contrast to dominant
Western perspectives that often reduce nature to a
mere resource for exploitation (Martinez 2018;
Sobeng, Morrissey, and Bloomer 2025). IPE centers

the significance of Indigenous laws and governance
systems, and territorial sovereignties, recognizing
them as essential to environmental stewardship and
justice, rather than peripheral or symbolic. These
laws govern the intricate relationship between people
and nature, maintaining a balance between human
needs and environmental impact, demonstrating
resilience even in the face of colonization’s drastic
effects (Acufia 2015; Carroll 2014a; Sakapaji et al.
2024; Watts 2017). The field recognizes the critical
role of traditional ecological and cultural knowledge
possessed by Indigenous Peoples, who employ time-
tested practices and preventive measures for sustain-
able development (Ajitha, Reshma, and Huxley
2025; Das et al. 2023; Ford et al. 2020). This interge-
nerational knowledge, encompassing land and water-
way observation techniques, offers invaluable insights
for contemporary environmental challenges
(Nwankwo 2025).

IPE draws attention to the historical efficacy of sus-
tainable agricultural practices employed by many
Indigenous collectives prior to colonization — prac-
tices grounded in reciprocity, biodiversity, and long-
term land stewardship (Gordon et al. 2023; Martinez
2018; Whyte, Caldwell, and Schaefer 2018). These
systems have since been systematically undermined
by industrialized farming methods driven by capitalist
exploitation, extractivist logics, and monocultural
intensification, which prioritize short-term profit
over ecological sustainability and relational account-
ability to land (Acuiia 2015; Kroger 2022;
Veltmeyer and Ezquerro-Cafiete 2023). The contem-
porary Land-Back movement, for instance, is not
merely about land restitution but about revitalizing
these sustainable agricultural practices for the holistic
health of the environment and natural resources
(Pieratos, Manning, and Tilsen 2021). Finally, IPE
stresses the importance of inclusive language and dia-
logue, advocating for genuine, open conversations
with Indigenous communities in their traditional lan-
guages, rather than superficial “academic talks” to fos-
ter critical discussion and informed socioeconomic
decisions (Kohsaka and Rogel 2019; Malik 2024;
Zanotti et al. 2020). The core concepts of IPE — rela-
tionality, land as kin, reciprocal relationships, and
Indigenous laws — are not simply alternative cultural
practices. Instead, they stem from fundamentally
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different ontologies and epistemologies (ways of
being and knowing in the world) compared to domin-
ant Western thought (Tuck and Yang 2012; Whyte
2020). This ontological divergence means that IPE
offers not just alternative solutions to environmental
problems, but alternative ways of conceiving these
problems and their solutions (Das et al. 2023; Whyte
2017a). For example, perceiving land as kin inherently
embeds a sense of stewardship and responsibility in a
manner that commodification cannot, suggesting that
authentic sustainability necessitates a fundamental
shift in worldview (Tynan 2021; Veltmeyer and
Ezquerro-Cafiete 2023).

The field of IPE has been significantly shaped by
a growing body of Indigenous and allied scholars,
whose work has been foundational to its intellectual
development. This lineage draws upon both the
broader tradition of political ecology and the deep,
place-based knowledge systems embedded within
Indigenous epistemologies. Early political ecolo-
gists reframed environmental degradation as a prod-
uct of structural political-economic forces, rather
than local practices (Blaikie 1985; Robbins 2019).
Foundational anthropologists like Steward (1937,
2005) and Wolf (1972, 1982) further embedded
human-environment relations within global capital-
ist systems. Rather than reiterating these well-
established critiques, this article builds on them by
turning to IPE as a critical evolution — one that
extends the structural critique while reorienting
environmental analysis around relational ontolo-
gies, Indigenous governance systems, and the ethics
of place-based accountability.

The rise of Indigenous scholars as leading intellec-
tual figures marks a pivotal shift in the field. This tran-
sition not only decenters Western paradigms but also
affirms Indigenous knowledge systems as authorita-
tive sources of ecological theory. Scholars such as
Robin Wall Kimmerer (Citizen Potawatomi Nation)
(2013) have been central to this shift. Her work
advances an ethic of relationality and reciprocity
with the natural world, emphasizing that land is not
a passive resource but a sentient teacher. Such per-
spectives challenge dominant anthropocentric para-
digms prevalent in mainstream environmentalism
and propose alternative modes of environmental
engagement grounded in Indigenous cosmologies.

Linda Tuhiwai Smith (Ngati Awa, Ngati Porou, and
Maori) (2021) offers a critique of Western research
methodologies and practices, arguing that academic
research has historically facilitated economic and cul-
tural imperialism, shaping policies that entrench
unjust power relations and exploit Indigenous com-
munities. Her insistence on decolonization, social just-
ice, and Indigenous self-determination in knowledge
production has reshaped research ethics and method-
ologies across disciplines (Smith 2021). This is crucial
for understanding and addressing the impacts of cli-
mate change and dispossession, as it insists on
research that directly benefits communities and chal-
lenges colonial narratives.

Shawn Wilson (Opaskwayak Cree) (2024) fur-
ther develops this framework by centering relational
accountability as the foundation of Indigenous
research paradigms. Wilson posits that relationships
do not merely shape reality, they are reality, and that
accountability to these relationships is central to eth-
ical Indigenous research (Wilson 2020). His work
advocates for research that emanates from, honors,
and illuminates Indigenous worldviews, challenging
Western frameworks that often fail to grasp the hol-
istic nature of Indigenous knowledge. Eve Tuck
(Unangax”) and K Wayne Yang (2012) expanded
these critiques into broader discussions of settler
colonialism and decolonization, aiming to engage
Indigenous social thought to create fairer and just
social policy and more meaningful social move-
ments, contributing robust approaches to decolon-
ization. They critique the superficial use of
decolonizing rhetoric in academic and policy con-
texts, instead calling for structural transformation
rooted in the return of land and sovereignty (Tuck
and Yang 2012).

Leanne Betasamosake Simpson (Michi Saagiig
Nishnaabeg) (2016) critiques extractivism — the
colonial-capitalist logic that views land, nonhuman
relatives, culture, and even Indigenous bodies as
mere resources to be exploited. Simpson promotes
Indigenous resurgence that emphasizes the revitaliza-
tion of Indigenous governance through land-based
practices and cultural continuity, emphasizing a phil-
osophy grounded in bringing traditional ways of liv-
ing into a collective future without exploitation. Zoe
Todd (Red River Meétis) (2015) contributes
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significantly to discussions on human—fish relations,
colonialism, Indigenous governance, and the decolon-
ization of anthropology. Her work, particularly on
“Indigenising the  Anthropocene,” challenges
Eurocentric approaches to environmental crises by
foregrounding Indigenous epistemologies and ontolo-
gies, recognizing the inherent agency of nonhuman
entities, and advocating for a decolonizing approach
to environmental thought and praxis (Todd 2015).
Significant contributions also include Gregory
Cajete (Tewa Indian) (2000), who articulates
Indigenous science as a relational and holistic under-
standing of the world, and Berkes (2017), whose
work on traditional ecological knowledge underscores
the complex social institutions embedded in
Indigenous resource management. Daniel Wildcat
(Yuchi member of the Muscogee Nation of
Oklahoma) (2010) highlights the urgency of climate
change while calling for a cultural shift in human—
environment relations through Indigenous world-
views. Dina Gilio-Whitaker (Colville Confederated
Tribes) (2019) provides a trenchant analysis of envir-
onmental injustice as a consequence of settler coloni-
alism, while The Red Nation (2021) articulates a
radical Indigenous vision for planetary survival and
justice. Indigenous legal theorists such as John
Borrows (Anishinaabe/Ojibway and a member of
the Chippewas of the Nawash First Nation in
Ontario) (2010) and Val Napoleon (Cree from
Saulteau First Nation) (2012) have been instrumental
in articulating the importance of Indigenous legal
orders and pluralism in advancing environmental gov-
ernance and self-determination, advocating for
Indigenous sovereignty in environmental governance.
Contributions anchoring IPE’s canonical founda-
tions include the work of Laura M. Mortimer, who
uses a “political ecology of healing” through the case
of Kateri Tekakwitha along the Kaniatarowanenneh
(St. Lawrence River) through the resilience of Native
women and their kinship networks — demonstrating
how spirituality, embodied relationality, and care for
land became enduring forms of resistance and testi-
mony to unbroken Indigenous power (Mortimer
2020). Sakihitowin Awasis (Anishinaabe) further dee-
pens IPE’s conceptual terrain by linking it to temporal
critiques. This work highlights how Anishinaabe ways
of living and governance embrace cyclical and

relational temporalities, which are routinely under-
mined by settler-colonial impact assessment regimes
that operate on extractive linear timeframes — thereby
eroding Indigenous self-determination and the author-
ity of clan-based governance (Awasis 2020).

Clint Carroll (2014b) further develops IPE by exam-
ining the dynamic environmental practices of the
Cherokee Nation, showing that tribal statecraft and nat-
ural resource governance are not outside of political
ecology, but reconstituted through it. The concept of
“Native enclosures” (Carroll 2014a) critiques the para-
dox of tribal national parks, revealing how stewardship
is enacted in tension with both settler conservation
regimes and internal nation-building efforts. In the
Latin American context, Vargas Herandez (2012)
examines Indigenous social movements in Mexico
and their efforts to reassert territorial autonomy through
an IPE framework grounded in communal resistance,
agroecology, and customary law. Quichocho and
St. John (2021) interpret the Standing Rock water pro-
tectors’ resistance to the Dakota Access Pipeline as a
form of “trickster science” — a tactical epistemological
hybridity that disrupts settler logic and asserts
Indigenous sovereignty through ceremony, media,
and spiritual resistance. This work reframes IPE not
only as critique but as a generative praxis of survival.

Together, these works affirm that IPE is not a sta-
tic or homogenous discipline, but a living political
project shaped by the plural, place-based realities
of Indigenous nations globally — each responding
to the ecological and ontological challenges of set-
tler colonialism in their own terms. Collectively,
these scholars represent an epistemological shift:
from Indigenous Peoples being objects of research
to becoming self-determining agents and intellectual
architects within political ecology. Their work
offers essential tools for confronting climate change,
environmental injustice, and the enduring legacies
of colonialism through Indigenous resurgence, rela-
tional ethics, and transformative governance.

Critical Debates and Emerging
Frontiersin Indigenous Political Ecology

The field of TPE is not without its internal tensions and
critical debates, particularly conceming the evolving
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meanings and uses of concepts such as Indigeneity and
Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK). While these
terms are essential for asserting Indigenous rights, rela-
tional worldviews, and epistemic authority, their uncrit-
ical or overly generalized application can risk
romanticism, essentialism, and the erasure of the diver-
sity within and across Indigenous communities (Dove
2006; Whyte 2013). Critically, IPE asserts that the rich-
ness and resilience of Indigenous action stems directly
from the profound heterogeneity of Indigenous experi-
ence. Indigenous communities possess vast cultural,
linguistic, and political diversity, resulting in unique
legal orders, varied relationships to specific ecological
regions, and diverse strategies for engaging with
settler-colonial states and non-Indigenous environmen-
tal movements (Porter et al. 2017; Snelgrove,
Dhamoon, and Corntassel 2014; Whyte 2018).
Scholars have argued that Indigenous identity itself
can be a product of historical political processes, shaped
by confrontation and engagement with external forces,
as evidenced by the formation of tribal identities in con-
temporary Indonesia (Dove 2006; Gonda et al. 2023).
The notion of “pure” or “authentic”” Indigenous knowl-
edge becomes problematic when it obscures the long
histories of interchange, adaptation, and resistance
between Indigenous and Western knowledge systems
(Arndt 2022; Bocking 2023). Far from being static or
untouched, Indigenous knowledge is dynamic and liv-
ing — formed through both ancestral continuity and
creative engagement with external forces, including
under conditions of colonial imposition (GEO-7
2025; Gordon et al. 2023; Malik, Ford et al. 2024;
Orlove et al. 2023).

Critiques have also highlighted that the concept of
“Indigenous Peoples,” while legally and politically
powerful, can sometimes be deployed in ways that
are overly narrow or exclusionary, potentially
obscuring the environmental struggles of other mar-
ginalized groups who do not fit within formal defini-
tions of Indigeneity (de Mattos Vieira and Viaene
2024; Mackay 2022). The concept can be a “double-
edged sword,” leading to external expectations of
Indigenous Peoples as inherently conservationist,
and potentially disingenuous claims to Indigenous
status for political or economic gain (Dove 2006;
Thompson 2016). Taken together, these critiques
underscore a central tension: while Indigeneity and

TEK are vital for political recognition and epistemo-
logical justice, their deployment within IPE must
remain critical, reflexive, and contextually grounded.
Rather than reinforcing essentialist frames, IPE must
navigate this terrain by affirming Indigenous self-
determination and epistemic sovereignty while also
acknowledging internal diversity, historical hybrid-
ity, and the strategic use of identity in political and
environmental struggles. Such a nuanced and
accountable approach ensures that IPE does not fall
into the very essentialist and reductive logics it seeks
to critique in dominant narratives.

A significant area of contention and development
within IPE concerns the internal dynamics and power
relations within Indigenous environmental governance.
Indigenous communities frequently face considerable
challenges when engaging with environmental govern-
ance structures, particularly those rooted in Western bur-
eaucratic models, which can inadvertently replicate
historical traumas of dispossession and control
(Liboiron 2021 (Red River Métis/Michif, Reed and
Diver 2023; Snook et al. 2022; Whyte 2018). External
power dynamics and deeply embedded institutional
biases often relegate Indigenous Peoples to the status
of mere “stakeholders” rather than recognizing them
as self-determining nations with inherent sovereignty
(Tamtik 2024; Von der Porten, de Loé, and Plummer
2015). This often results in the systemic underrepresen-
tation and exclusion of Indigenous worldviews and
knowledge systems from critical decision-making pro-
cesses (Wheeler and Root-Bernstein 2020; Zurba and
Papadopoulos 2023). Despite an increased presence in
global climate governance forums, the actual political
influence of Indigenous Peoples often remains limited,
with assertions of Indigenous identities frequently cele-
brated only when they are ceremonial and devoid of sub-
stantive political claims (Moreton-Robinson 2020;
Tormos-Aponte 2021; Tuck and Yang 2012).

Indigenous social movements, like all complex
political formations, are shaped by internal debates,
ideological differences, and leadership tensions,
which can present challenges to sustained collective
action (Kaufer 2023). These dynamics do not under-
mine the legitimacy of Indigenous struggles but
rather reflect the ongoing work of negotiating
diverse interests, historical experiences, and visions
for the future (Lupien 2020; Rice 2020). The
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persistent challenge of decolonizing governance
structures — both within Indigenous communities
and in relation to settler institutions — is deeply
entangled in these internal complexities, illustrating
that decolonization is neither linear nor uncontested.
Even when Indigenous knowledge and participation
are ostensibly valued, the underlying frameworks of
environmental governance often remain colonial,
bureaucratic, and hierarchical (Reed and Diver
2023; Smith 2021). This creates a fundamental dis-
connect where Indigenous self-determination is
undermined, and their knowledge is often extracted
for external utility rather than genuinely integrated
into a shared governance model (Constantinou
et al. 2025; McGregor 2021). Consequently, achiev-
ing effective Indigenous environmental governance
requires not just superficial policy adjustments, but a
radical transformation of the power dynamics and
institutional biases deeply embedded within existing
state and international systems.

Recentering Indigenous legal Orders
as Foundational to Environmental
Governance

Current approaches to Indigenous environmental
engagement predominantly focus on “incorporating”
Indigenous knowledge or “consulting” Indigenous
Peoples within existing settler-colonial legal and gov-
ernance frameworks (McGregor 2021). While seem-
ingly inclusive, this approach frequently perpetuates
an extractive paradigm, where Indigenous knowledge
is selectively utilized for Western utility without fun-
damentally altering power dynamics or recognizing
inherent Indigenous sovereignty (Cannon et al.
2024; McGregor 2021). However, this issue is not
confined to settler states alone. In “Global South” con-
texts, Indigenous Peoples face parallel forms of dis-
possession and marginalization — often at the hands
of domestic states that are distinctly non-Western,
whose development agendas similarly rest on logics
of land commodification, environmental extraction,
and legal erasure (Godek and Kiitting 2025; Hesketh
2025; Malik 2022; Malik and Hashmi 2021;
Sobeng, Morrissey, and Bloomer 2025; Wani and
Malik 2023). These complicate any framing of

dispossession as a purely “Western” phenomenon,
instead highlighting the transnational and multiscalar
nature of settler-colonial logics and environmental
governance regimes.

This article proposes a transformative paradigm
shift: instead of merely “including” Indigenous
knowledge, environmental governance must be fun-
damentally recentered on the recognition and resur-
gence of Indigenous legal orders as distinct, robust,
and foundational systems for human—environment
relations.

Indigenous legal orders — such as the
Haudenosaunee Great Law of Peace and the Two
Row Wampum, Anishinaabe Nishnaabeg legal tradi-
tions, Métis legal orders, Inuit Qaujimajatugangit
(IQ), Aymara and Quechua legal systems and concep-
tions of ayllu in the Andes, Maori tikanga in Aotearoa,
the adat legal traditions of Indigenous communities in
Indonesia and Malaysia, and customary law frame-
works among the Ashanti and Dagomba in Ghana —
are not merely collections of “customs” or “beliefs”
(Carter, Tagalik, and Ljubicic 2025; Craft et al. 2021;
Dubois 2021; Eberts 2021; Mantilla 2022; Mead
2016; Nimoh, Abubakar, and Adu-Gyamfi 2024;
Sioui etal. 2022; Zuliyah 2021). Rather, they constitute
comprehensive, living legal systems that articulate
responsibilities, relational ethics, and governance pro-
tocols concerning land, water, kinship, and
more-than-human beings (Gordon et al. 2023). These
legal orders are embedded in specific languages, terri-
tories, and cosmologies, and offer sophisticated frame-
works for law, justice, and collective decision making
that continue to guide communities today. These sys-
tems embed a deep understanding of ecological inter-
connectedness,  relational  responsibility, and
long-term stewardship (Carter, Tagalik, and Ljubicic
2025; Tynan 2021). For example, the Haudenosaunee
Kaswentha (Two Row Wampum) is a living treaty
grounded in relational diplomacy, mutual respect, and
peaceful co-existence. Represented by two parallel
paths — one for the Haudenosaunee canoe and the
other for the European ship — it affirms noninterfer-
ence while upholding ongoing responsibilities of
cooperation in areas of shared concern, including envir-
onmental governance (Coleman, Debicki, and
Freeman 2025; Ransom and Ettenger 2001). Far from
a static symbol, Kaswentha is a dynamic legal and
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ethical framework that demands continual political
renewal and engagement. It offers a relational model
for intersocietal governance rooted in Haudenosaunee
eco-philosophy and intellectual traditions, serving as
a foundational source for legal pluralism, ethical proto-
cols, and pathways of environmental resurgence (Sioui
et al. 2022; Sultana, Martin-Hill, and Wilson 2023).
Similarly, the Nishnaabeg concept of “deep reci-
procity” is not just an ethical principle but is embedded
within their legal orders, emphasizing mutual responsi-
bility to the land and nonhuman relatives as an alterna-
tive to extractive practices (Whetung 2019).

Among Inuit, the legal and ethical framework
known as IQ articulates guiding principles such as
respect for all living things, consensus-based decision
making, and intergenerational knowledge transmis-
sion (Akearok, Mearns, and Mike 2023; Karetak,
Tester, and Tagalik 2017). These principles structure
how Inuit communities engage with their environment
and maintain balance in human—nonhuman relations
across generations (Sheremata 2018). IQ is not only
aknowledge system but also a governance framework
grounded in relational accountability, adaptability,
and resilience in the face of environmental change
(Carter, Tagalik, and Ljubicic 2025). As the impacts
of climate change intensify, Indigenous legal orders
offer urgently needed alternatives to dominant techno-
cratic responses (Rashidi and Lyons 2022; Tigre
2022). Their holistic and land-based approaches foster
adaptive, place-based governance capable of respond-
ing to the social, ecological, and spiritual dimensions
of the climate crisis (Ford et al. 2020; Malik and Ford
2025Db).

Collectively, these Indigenous legal orders move
beyond settler-colonial models of environmental man-
agement to assert robust, context-specific, and time-
tested frameworks for human—environment relations
(Whyte 2018; Wilson, Lira, and O’Hanlon 2022).
They represent not a return to the past, but a continued
enactment of living law that challenges dominant
paradigms and offers transformative pathways toward
ecological justice and sustainability (Dudgeon et al.
2024; McGregor, Whitaker, and Sritharan 2020).

This recentering necessitates a move toward legal
pluralism, where Indigenous legal systems operate
autonomously and in parallel with, or even as primary
to, state legal systems within their respective

territories. This framework does not advocate for the
assimilation of Indigenous law into existing state
law, but rather for the recognition of the inherent legit-
imacy and efficacy of Indigenous governance as a dis-
tinct and equally valid system. This moves beyond
settler-colonial frameworks of environmental man-
agement to embrace Indigenous legal orders as robust,
time-tested systems for human—environment
relations.

To elaborate, this approach involves exploring
how specific Indigenous legal principles translate
into concrete environmental management practices.
For instance, the principle of responsibility to future
generations, deeply ingrained in many Indigenous
legal orders, could guide long-term resource manage-
ment decisions in a way that short-term economic
gains often preclude (McGregor, Whitaker, and
Sritharan 2020; Whyte 2020). The recognition of
legal personality for natural entities — as seen in
the global “Rights of Nature” movements, which
are often inspired by Indigenous worldviews — can
be understood as a direct extension of Indigenous
legal orders that acknowledge the inherent agency
and rights of nonhuman relatives (KnauB3 2018;
Sakapaji et al. 2024; Tanasescu 2020). This perspec-
tive posits that the current global environmental crisis
highlights the limitations of anthropocentric, state-
centric legal and governance systems that prioritize
economic growth over ecological wellbeing (Droz
2022). Indigenous legal orders, by viewing land as
kin and nonhuman entities as having agency and
rights, offer a fundamentally different paradigm
(Whyte 2020). This implies that these systems are
not merely cultural curiosities but represent sophisti-
cated, time-tested blueprints for ecological govern-
ance that could provide a more effective and ethical
path to planetary sustainability than current dominant
models. Their recentering is thus an important path-
way for systemic transformation, not just local
benefit.

While this article foregrounds common principles
found across many Indigenous frameworks, it does
not suggest a monolithic or universal Indigenous
worldview. On the contrary, Indigenous approaches
to governance and human—environment relations
are deeply heterogeneous, shaped by distinct histor-
ies, cosmologies, legal systems, and ongoing
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negotiations with settler-colonial and state structures
(Alfred 2009; Napoleon and Friedland 2016). For
instance,  Anishinaabe concepts of Mino-
bimaadiziwin (the good life/living in a good way) dif-
fer meaningfully from Haudenosaunee governance
rooted in the Great Law of Peace, just as Inuit envir-
onmental governance draws upon IQ, which is dis-
tinct from Maori whakapapa-based relations to land
and water (Alba Reeve 2024; Karetak, Tester, and
Tagalik 2017; Mead 2016; Nelson, Jeffrey, and
Schnitker 2025). This diversity of governance phil-
osophies and land ethics is a source of epistemic rich-
ness, demonstrating that Indigenous political
ecologies are not simply reactive but offer plural,
place-based alternatives to dominant paradigms of
environmental governance. As such, this article
does not advance a singular Indigenous model but
rather highlights how IPE must remain attentive to
the specificity, diversity, and relational grounding
of Indigenous knowledge systems in both theory
and practice.

Intersectional Pathways: Indigenous
Political Ecology in Dialogue With
Allied Fields

Decolonization Studies

IPE significantly advances the critique of coloniality
by expanding its scope beyond the material dimen-
sions of land dispossession and resource extraction.
It exposes coloniality as a persistent ontological and
epistemological hierarchy — one that privileges
Euro-Western modes of knowing and being while
systematically marginalizing or erasing Indigenous
worldviews, legal orders, and relational ontologies
(Bresnihan and Millner 2022; Olstead and
Chattopadhyay 2024). In doing so, IPE challenges
the deep-seated structures of epistemic exclusion
and civilizational superiority that continue to shape
not only environmental governance but also the
foundations of contemporary academic inquiry and
institutional knowledge production (Schulz 2017).
This perspective aligns with decolonization studies
by emphasizing epistemic disobedience and “border
thinking,” which advocates for moving away from

Eurocentric thought to genuinely engage with and
center marginalized ideas and knowledge systems
(Hussein 2022; Mignolo 2012). Decolonization,
from this viewpoint, is understood not as a historical
event but as an ongoing, active process that chal-
lenges Western hegemony in knowledge production
and actively seeks to recenter non-Western epistem-
ologies (Garcia, Cushman, and Baca 2024; Omodan
2024; Tuck and Yang 2012).

The understanding that coloniality extends
beyond historical political control to shape knowl-
edge systems and perceptions of nature implies
that environmental problems cannot be fully
addressed without decolonizing the very epistemo-
logical and ontological frameworks through which
they are understood and managed (Escobar 2007;
Malik 2026; Mignolo 2013; Sultana 2024). If
Western science and governance are fundamentally
shaped by colonial logics of extraction and domin-
ation, effective and just environmental responses
require more than policy reform — they demand a
dismantling of these deeply embedded epistemic
and ontological structures. Decolonization thus
becomes not merely a social justice imperative but
a fundamental prerequisite for effective and equit-
able environmental action.

IPE offers precisely such a paradigm shift —
centering Indigenous legal orders, land-based eth-
ics, and relational accountability as the basis for
reimagining environmental governance. In doing
so, IPE not only critiques colonial frameworks but
actively articulates alternative transformative path-
ways grounded in Indigenous sovereignty, resur-
gence, and the lived realities of being in reciprocal
relation with a sentient and storied world.

Climate Justice

Indigenous climate justice frames climate change
and environmental injustices as inextricably tied
to, and symptomatic of, ongoing processes of colo-
nialism, dispossession, violence, and human rights
violations (Joshi 2021; Newell et al. 2021). This
approach advocates for Indigenous leadership and
self-determination in climate policy, recognizing
the contributions of Indigenous knowledge systems
and sustainable livelihoods (Dhillon 2022; Martinez
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2018). Indigenous Peoples prioritize a profound
responsibility to future generations and advocate for
the recognition of the inherent rights of nature, push-
ing for policies that respect the political agency of non-
human relatives (Menzies et al. 2024; Suchet-Pearson
et al. 2013). Indigenous climate justice perspectives
view climate change not merely as an atmospheric
phenomenon or a byproduct of industrial emissions,
but as a manifestation of severed relationships and
exploitative dynamics produced by colonial, capital-
ist, and patriarchal systems (Jones, Reid, and
Macmillan 2024; Malik and Ford 2025b). This fram-
ing exposes the inadequacy of technological fixes or
market-based climate solutions, which often perpetu-
ate the very logics of control, extraction, and dispos-
ability that underlie the crisis (Gilio-Whitaker 2019;
Whyte 2019). Climate justice, from an Indigenous
standpoint, necessitates a decolonizing, relational,
and ecocentric transformation — one that not only
mitigates emissions but restores reciprocal responsi-
bilities and affirms the political agency and inherent
value of all human and nonhuman entities (Jones,
Reid, and Macmillan 2024).

Such a reframing requires more than institutional
reform; it calls for a restructuring of the ontological
and epistemological foundations upon which envir-
onmental governance is built (Goldman, Turner,
and Daly 2018). Within this context, IPE does not
merely offer supplementary insights — it reconfi-
gures the terms of engagement by foregrounding
Indigenous legal orders, land-based responsibilities,
and modes of governance attuned to relational
accountability, thus challenging the foundational
assumptions of dominant climate discourses.

Environmental Humanities

The environmental humanities, in dialogue with
IPE, engage deeply with “enchanted ways of know-
ing and being-in-the-world” and the crucial role of
“mythical narratives” in shaping human—environ-
ment relationships (Schulz 2017). This field chal-
lenges anthropocentric views and explores the
interconnectedness of human and nonhuman
entities, valuing Indigenous narratives, art, lan-
guage, and ritual as potent forms of ecological wis-
dom and knowledge (Dorji 2019; Farkas 2024).

Western modernity has often “disenchanted” the
world, reducing nature to mechanistic materiality
and bifurcating human consciousness from the
physical world (Jackson 2021; Jankovic 2024).

Environmental humanities, informed by
Indigenous thought, offer a pathway to reclaim
“enchantment” — not as a return to superstition,

but as a critical mode of knowing and being that
acknowledges the relational dimensions of the
world (Herman 2008; Riley 2023; Wright 2016).
This perspective suggests that artistic expressions,
storytelling, and ritual are not merely cultural arti-
facts but vital forms of ecological praxis that can
reshape human—environment relationships and fos-
ter deeper accountability to the living world
(Carey et al. 2013; Middleton 2015).

Critical Development Studies

IPE’s engagement with critical development studies
involves a fundamental critique of foundational
assumptions of capitalist modernity — particularly
the notions of limitless capitalist accumulation,
technological supremacy, and anthropocentric mas-
tery over nature, explicitly (Gill 2024; Sultana
2024). It interrogates how dominant development
paradigms, rather than delivering progress for all,
are rooted in neocolonial logics of appropriation,
extractivism, and displacement, disproportionately
impacting Indigenous lands and ways of life
(Dunlap 2023; Godek and Kiitting 2025; Helland
2022). IPE foregrounds the structural dependence
of technological advancement on global asymmet-
ries, illustrating how such progress is frequently
contingent upon the exploitation of cheap racialized
labor, the expropriation of natural resources, and the
systematic commodification of the environment,
leading to escalating environmental degradation
and social inequalities globally (Brand et al. 2021;
Newell 2005; Ruckstuhl et al. 2022; Shlossberg
and Amaya 2024). Through this lens, IPE reframes
development not as a neutral or benevolent process,
but as a colonial-capitalist project that perpetuates
dispossession while concealing its violence behind
narratives of innovation, efficiency, and moderniza-
tion (Malik 2024; Middleton 2015).
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Critical development studies align with IPE by
challenging market-driven, neoliberal development
agendas and advocating for systemic change toward
economic and social justice (Veltmeyer and Bowles
2022; Vlados 2024). It undertakes situated analyses
of development projects by mapping the material
flows of capital, the geographies of ecological deg-
radation, and the regulatory regimes that authorize
exploitation in the name of growth (Peet 2007;
Potter, Binns, and Elliott 2008; Ruming, McGuirk,
and Mee 2021; Silvey and Rankin 2011). Simpson
(2016) articulates that extraction and assimilation
go together and colonialism and capitalism are
based on extracting and assimilating. This under-
standing implies that contemporary resource extrac-
tion is not merely an economic activity but a direct
continuation of colonial violence, dispossessing
Indigenous Peoples of their lands, cultures, and
even their bodies, which are reduced to mere
resources (Butler 2015; Dunlap 2022; Howitt
2002). Therefore, critical development studies,
informed by IPE, must move beyond critiques of
“unsustainable development” to actively dismantle
the underlying colonial-capitalist logic of extracti-
vism, advocating for alternative, nonextractive
economies rooted in Indigenous principles of reci-
procity. IPE not only exposes the violence embed-
ded within development logics but actively
theorizes alternative political and ecological futures
beyond the confines of capitalist modernity.

Case studies: lllustrating Indigenous
Political Ecology in action and future
potential

The geographical scope of IPE research has expanded
significantly over time. Historically, political ecology
primarily focused on the “Global South,” analyzing
environmental struggles in regions impacted by devel-
opment projects and resource extraction (Blaikie
1985; Wolf 1972). However, contemporary IPE
research now spans a global canvas, encompassing
diverse regions such as North America, the Amazon,
Australia, the Arctic, Asia, and Africa (Andreucci
and Zografos 2022; Dunlap, Verweijen, and Tornel
2024; Gandy 2022; Leff 2021; Little 2007; Malik

and Ford 2024b; Malik and Najmul Islam Hashmi
2020; Malik, Ahmed et al. 2024; Martinez-Alier
2021; Simon and Kay 2024; Sultana 2021; Tzaninis
etal. 2021). In Southeast Asia, Indonesian Adat forest
law resists state demands for formalized land titling,
advocating recognitional justice (Murhaini and
Achmadi 2021; Peluso and Vandergeest 2001). In
Latin America, particularly the Andean regions of
Bolivia, Ecuador, and Peru, constitutional reforms
since the 1990s have formally recognized
Indigenous legal systems as part of plurinational gov-
ernance structures advocated by Indigenous commu-
nities (Postero 2017; Van Cott 2012). African
pastoralists, such as Maasai in Kenya and Tanzania,
assert their traditional ecological knowledge against
exclusionary, colonial-era conservation policies
(Homewood, Kristjanson, and Trench 2009; Wily
2011). In Oceania, Aotearoa (New Zealand) show-
cases radical innovation by granting legal personhood
to the Whanganui River in 2017 based on Tikanga
Maori kinship responsibilities and ontological under-
standing of the river as an indivisible and living whole
(Kramm 2020).

Studies across these regions consistently demon-
strate that Indigenous land use and management
practices often lead to significantly lower deforest-
ation rates and more stable forest cover compared
to areas managed under private or state control
(Alejo et al. 2025; Bennett et al. 2023; Sze et al.
2022; Urzedo and Chatterjee 2022). The strength of
Indigenous environmental action, however, does
not lie in a single prescribed model, but in the inher-
ent heterogeneity of these localized approaches. This
diversity, rooted in thousands of unique cultural, lin-
guistic, and ecological relationships (Bhat and
Wadhwani 2024; Ghosh et al. 2021), highlights the
adaptability and resilience of Indigenous governance
systems in the face of varying colonial pressures and
ecological challenges.

While IPE often focuses on specific local con-
texts and communities, the global prevalence of
Indigenous Peoples across countries and the docu-
mented successes of their land management prac-
tices (Alejo et al. 2025; Dawson et al. 2021;
Martinez-Alier 2021; Turner, Cuerrier, and Joseph
2022) suggest that IPE is not a niche field but offers
globally relevant insights. This implies that
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localized Indigenous approaches to sustainability,
rooted in diverse cosmologies, provide a critical
counter-narrative and practical alternatives to uni-
versalized Western environmental management
models, demonstrating that effective environmental
solutions are often context-specific and deeply
embedded in local sociocultural systems.

Successful Indigenous-Led Stewardship, Care,
and Governance Models

(i) The Land-Back movement: This movement trans-
cends mere land restitution; it is fundamentally
about returning land to Indigenous Peoples to revi-
talize traditional, sustainable agricultural practices,
which are essential for the long-term health of the
environment and its natural resources (Corntassel
2021; Pieratos, Manning, and Tilsen 2021;
Racehorse and Hohag 2023; Schneider 2022).
This approach contrasts sharply with capitalist and
neoliberal models of industrial agriculture that often
over-exploits land and causes irreversible environ-
mental damage, and prioritizes profit maximization,
monocropping, and export-oriented production at
the expense of biodiversity, soil health, and local
food sovereignty (Bakker 2010; Bogert et al.
2022; Figueroa-Helland, Thomas, and Aguilera
2018; Whyte 2016). Under neoliberal frameworks,
land is treated as a commodity and resource extrac-
tion is justified through market efficiency and prod-
uctivity metrics, leading to the over-exploitation of
ecosystems and the displacement of Indigenous
stewardship (Murrey and Mollett  2023).
Land-Back thus represents not only a call for terri-
torial justice, but a systemic rejection of the extracti-
vist logics embedded in contemporary agribusiness
and a reassertion of relational, reciprocal, and
community-based modes of living with the land.
(ii) Co-management initiatives: Collaborative
partnerships between Indigenous Peoples and
non-Indigenous scientists or government bodies
have proven effective in environmental restoration
globally (Roos 2024; Thompson, Lantz, and Ban
2020; Von der Porten, de Loé, and Plummer 2015;
Walker, Wilcox, and Awatere 2025). In India, local
Indigenous communities in the Dering-Dibru

Saikhowa Elephant Corridor have worked with ecol-
ogists to restore degraded forest habitats using trad-
itional ecological knowledge of native tree species.
Their understanding of species like Phyllanthus
emblica and Syzygium cumini — valued for both eco-
logical and livelihood benefits — has guided scientif-
ically informed reforestation strategies (Haq et al.
2023). In California, USA, Indigenous Peoples of
Karuk and Yurok have collaborated with federal
agencies to reintroduce traditional fire stewardship
practices, enhancing forest health and reducing wild-
fire risks while restoring cultural landscapes (Long,
Goode, and Lake 2020). Similarly, the Heiltsuk
(Haitzaqv) Mnuxv?it (to become one) model exem-
plifies centering Indigenous knowledge and govern-
ance in integrated resource management in which
Indigenous communities and governments lead the
overall direction, Indigenous knowledge systems
are foundational, local protocols are followed, bene-
fits flow at least as much to communities as to colla-
borators, and collaborations are authentic and
transparent (White et al. 2024).

Globally, co-management systems have emerged
as negotiated agreements designed to share respon-
sibilities among Indigenous Peoples and state gov-
ernments for the management of fish and wildlife.
Co-management practitioners and policies regularly
make decisions that influence the ways in which
Indigenous Peoples interact with the lands, waters,
and natural resources (Snook et al. 2022). In the
Arctic, Inuit-led co-management regimes — such
as those governing Narwhal and Beluga whale
populations in the Canadian Arctic — reflect the
application of IQ alongside Western conservation
science (Dale 2009; Keenan, Fanning, and Milley
2018). These initiatives reject top-down, techno-
cratic models in favor of relational and community-
based stewardship, rooted in generations of observa-
tion and ethical hunting practices.

These cases not only demonstrate successful
models of collaborative environmental governance
but also challenge the dominant neoliberal conser-
vation approaches that reduce ecological responsi-
bility to metrics, commodification, colonial-state
environmental governance, and capitalist develop-
ment priorities. Co-management, when genuinely
grounded in Indigenous sovereignty and
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epistemologies, becomes a site of decolonizing
praxis, offering viable alternatives to the extractivist
and market-driven logics of mainstream environ-
mental management.

(iii) Indigenous Ranger Programs: Indigenous
ranger programs are collaborative initiatives that
enable Indigenous Peoples to exercise responsibil-
ities of care, stewardship, and custodianship over
their ancestral lands and waters (Reed et al. 2021;
Wilson et al. 2018). While often framed in policy
as conservation, these programs are more accurately
understood as relational governance practices rooted
in Indigenous legal orders and ethical obligations to
land, water, and more-than-human kin. By bringing
together Traditional Ecological Knowledge and scien-
tific methods, ranger programs generate important
ecological, cultural, social, and economic outcome
(Hill et al. 2012; VijayKumar 2019). They play a vital
role in community development, intergenerational
knowledge transfer, cultural resurgence, employment,
and restoring relationships disrupted by colonization
(Robinson et al. 2022; Smith, Diver, and Reed 2023;
Williams 2024). Indigenous ranger programs also
reframe environmental labor, not as extractive or com-
modified, but as relational work grounded in custo-
dianship, reciprocity, and care for more-than-human
kin (Fisk et al. 2025; Reed et al. 2021). Rather than
being conservation “tools,” they represent living
expressions of Indigenous resurgence and land-based
self-determination.

Globally, such initiatives demonstrate how
Indigenous environmental governance operates out-
side the confines of market-based paradigms. In
Australia, Indigenous ranger programs are important
for environmental governance and managing land
(Campion etal. 2023). They play a vital role in cultural
burning and fire management in desert and savannah
regions, monitoring biodiversity, and controlling
invasive species such as feral camels, cats, and buffel
grass (Morgan et al. 2020; Rawluk et al. 2023). In the
Canadian Arctic, Inuit Guardians programs — such as
those established through the Inuit Impact and Benefit
Agreements related to mining projects — have
enabled communities to monitor environmental
impacts on sea ice, caribou, and marine mammals,
using 1Q in conjunction with Western scientific tools
like GIS and satellite imaging (Houde et al. 2022;

Iravani et al. 2025; Karetak, Tester, and Tagalik
2017; Malik and Ford 2025a; Malik, Ahmed et al.
2025; van Luijk et al. 2021). These efforts not only
challenge the epistemic authority of colonial science
but assert Inuit jurisdiction over their homelands,
reframing environmental monitoring as a form of self-
determination and governance.

In South America, the Territorial Monitoring
Teams of the Waorani and Kichwa Peoples in the
Amazon exemplify Indigenous-led forest protec-
tion. These ranger-like groups use GPS tracking
and drone technologies to document illegal logging
and oil extraction, defending ancestral territories
against incursions while simultaneously enacting
Indigenous legal orders and cosmologies that view
forests as sentient, relational beings (Etchart 2022;
High 2025; Norofa and Aguinda 2025).

These programs not only contribute to ecological
health but also reinforce Indigenous cultural identity
and connection to Country, demonstrating a holistic
approach to land management (Gordon et al. 2023;
Turner, Cuerrier, and Joseph 2022). Critically, these
initiatives challenge neoliberal conservation para-
digms, which often frame land management in techno-
cratic, depersonalized terms (Vuola 2022; Youdelis
etal. 2021). Instead, ranger programs operate through
a relational accountability framework, where govern-
ance emerges from responsibilities to Country, rather
than state mandates or market logics (Bellchambers
2023; Reed et al. 2021). As such, they exemplify
decolonizing climate action, offering models for just
environmental futures that center Indigenous sover-
eignty, self-determination, and ontological pluralism.

(iv) Community-led environmental justice initia-
tives: Community-led environmental justice initia-
tives are vital for confronting the structural roots
of ecological degradation and social inequality
(Nesmith et al. 2021). Unlike top-down approaches
that often marginalize local voices, these initiatives
emerge from the lived experiences, knowledges, and
governance systems of those most directly impacted
by environmental harm (Parsons et al. 2025;
Rahman et al. 2023; Reed and Rudman 2023).
They prioritize self-determination, relational
accountability, and place-based ethics, offering not
only resistance to exploitative development but
also alternative visions for just and sustainable
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futures (Diver, Vaughan, and Baker-Medard 2024;
Tomateo and Grabowski 2024). Globally,
Indigenous Peoples constitute only 5% of the
world’s population and manage 20% of the
Earth’s surface yet live within the areas that contain
80% of the world’s remaining biodiversity and con-
tribute significantly to biodiversity protection, often
through relational practices deeply rooted in place-
based knowledge systems (Nelson and Reed 2025).

The struggle of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe
against the Dakota Access Pipeline in the United
States due to concerns about potential water contamin-
ation and the desecration of sacred sites exemplifies a
powerful Indigenous community-led environmental
justice initiative (Mechan et al. 2023; Todrys 2021;
Whyte 2017b). This movement highlighted the critical
importance of Indigenous knowledge and direct partici-
pation in environmental decision making, demonstrat-
ing that resistance can be a powerful force for
environmental protection and cultural preservation
(Bondi and Horowitz 2024; Grote and Johnson 2021;
Quichocho and St. John 2021). Far from a single-issue
protest, the movement articulated a comprehensive cri-
tique of settler-colonial extraction, corporate-state alli-
ances, and the ongoing dispossession of Indigenous
land and water rights (Estes 2024; Kojola 2021;
Whyte 2017b). The chant “Mni Wiconi” (Water is
Life) encapsulated a worldview grounded in relational
responsibility to water as a living being, not merely a
resource (Jewett and Garavan 2019).

In Ecuador, the Confederation of Indigenous
Nationalities of the Ecuadorian Amazon
(CONFENIAE) has led direct actions against oil
drilling in the Yasuni National Park, defending
Indigenous territories and biodiversity from extract-
ive incursions (Bernal 2021; Prime 2024). In India,
the Dongria Kondh’s resistance to Vedanta’s baux-
ite mining on the Niyamgiri Hills exemplifies an
Indigenous cosmology in which mountains are
sacred kin and land cannot be commodified. Their
victory in halting the mine was a rare example of
state recognition of Indigenous environmental
authority, following sustained community-led advo-
cacy and legal action (Borde and Bluemling 2021;
Marshall and Balaton-Chrimes 2016; Pandey 2018).

The success stories of Indigenous-led environ-
mental stewardship often stem from a fundamental

difference in approach: they are not merely “best
practices” to be adopted by external agencies, but
expressions of inherent Indigenous sovereignty,
land-based relationality, and self-determination
(Buschman 2021; Von der Porten, de Log&, and
Plummer 2015). The variability in these models
(from localized Heiltsuk governance to global
Amazonian advocacy) underscores the strategic het-
erogeneity of Indigenous actions, which are tailored
to specific territories, unique legal traditions, and
distinct relationships with non-Indigenous powers.
Importantly, these are not uniform in design.

Indigenous land-based practices that are often
framed by external actors as “successful conservation”
initiatives (Dawson et al. 2024; Tran, Ban, and
Bhattacharyya 2020) are, in fact, deeply rooted in
legal, ethical, and cosmological traditions of relational
care, kinship, and stewardship. These practices are not
primarily motivated by the instrumental logic of con-
servation as understood within dominant environmen-
tal discourse — focused on preservation, biodiversity
targets, or resource management — but emerge from
responsibilities to maintain reciprocal relationships
with land, water, and more-than-human beings.

The diversity of Indigenous environmental gov-
ernance — from the Heiltsuk Nation’s Mnuxv?it
governance framework in British Columbia, to
Maori Whanganui River legal personhood model
in Aotearoa New Zealand, and the Mapuche strug-
gle for land restitution and ecological protection in
Chile — reflects a deeply rooted strategic heterogen-
eity (Arias-Bustamante 2022; Cribb, Macpherson,
and Borchgrevink 2024; White et al. 2024). For
instance, Adivasi forest stewardship in India, under-
pinned by customary tenure and spiritual relation-
ships with forest, differs significantly from Ogiek
legal efforts in Kenya to protect the Mau Forest
based on ancestral land claims (Claridge and
Kobei 2023; Dubey and Saxena 2023; Kapoor
2010). Similarly, Dayak communities in Indonesia
maintain adat (customary) laws that govern rota-
tional farming, fire use, and watershed management,
resisting top-down conservation models that crimin-
alize traditional practices (Murhaini and Achmadi
2021). These examples are not isolated — they
reflect a plurality of Indigenous philosophies and
legal traditions, grounded in distinct relationships
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to land, colonial histories, and state structures (both
Western and non-Western). Recognizing this het-
erogeneity is essential not only to avoid homogen-
ization, but to advance the intellectual and
political richness of IPE as a field that prioritizes
relational governance, plural ontologies, and land-
based resurgence.

This implies that effective environmental govern-
ance with Indigenous Peoples requires a paradigm
shift from “incorporating” their knowledge into exist-
ing frameworks to recognizing them as self-
determining nations with their own legitimate govern-
ance systems (Reed and Diver 2023). Across these
struggles, community-led initiatives assert that envir-
onmental justice cannot be achieved through techno-
cratic or state-centered mechanisms alone. Instead,
they foreground place-based knowledges, collective
memory, and embodied resistance as essential to
defending lands and waters from capitalist exploit-
ation and settler colonialism (Datta, Chapola, and
Acharibasam 2024; Hanazaki 2024; Whyte 2018).

Challenges and Opportunities in Urban
Indigenous Communities

While much of IPE research has historically focused
on traditional territories, a growing body of scholar-
ship addresses the complexities of IPE in urban set-
tings (Walker, Wilcox, and Awatere 2025). Urban
political ecology understands urbanization as a pol-
itical, economic, social, and ecological process that
often results in highly uneven and inequitable land-
scapes, explicitly rejecting the false dichotomy
between nature and society (Gandy 2022; Tzaninis
et al. 2021). Urban political ecology increasingly
engages with how race, postcolonial conditions,
and Indigeneity shape these uneven urban natures,
recognizing that cities are not antithetical to nature
but rather a “second nature” (Anthias and Asher
2024; Simpson and Bagelman 2020).

Urban Indigenous communities often experience
significant environmental injustices, including dis-
proportionate exposure to pollution, inadequate
housing and infrastructure, and restricted access to
traditional lands, food sources, and cultural prac-
tices within urbanized landscapes (Nursey-Bray,

Parsons, and Gienger 2022b; Skinner, Pratley, and
Burnett 2016; Whyte 2018). These injustices are
compounded by colonial planning regimes that con-
tinue to render Indigenous presence in cities invis-
ible, while appropriating Indigenous aesthetics and
land for development (Howard-Wagner 2020;
Parsons and Fisher 2022; Wyly 2024). These condi-
tions reflect the broader dynamics of urban colonial-
ism, where environmental harm and cultural erasure
intersect as structural forms of dispossession.

Despite these challenges, urban spaces are emer-
ging as crucial sites for Indigenous resurgence and
the reassertion of relationality. Opportunities exist in
recognizing and supporting Indigenous ecologies
that are tied to language, culture, and land rights,
even within urban environments (Turner, Cuerrier,
and Joseph 2022; Walker, Wilcox, and Awatere
2025). Collaborative research initiatives that genu-
inely benefit urban Indigenous communities and
respect their protocols are vital for addressing these
challenges. The growing body of work on urban IPE
highlights that Indigenous relationships to land
and environment are not confined to rural or remote
areas (Tzaninis et al. 2021). The acts of everyday
resurgence challenge the binary between ‘“urban”
and “traditional,” demonstrating that relationality
and Indigenous nationhood are not confined to rural
or remote geographies but are being rearticulated
within the very fabric of settler cities. This reveals
that urban environments are not outside Indigenous
geographies, but are increasingly vital terrains for
asserting presence, governance, and ecological
responsibility on Indigenous terms. This opens new
avenues for IPE to explore how Indigenous communi-
ties navigate and transform colonial and neoliberal
urban landscapes, asserting sovereignty and environ-
mental justice in highly complex and hybridized
contexts.

Conclusion

IPE’s implications for future interdisciplinary research,
policy development, and grassroots activism are pro-
found. In research, there is an urgent call for more
Indigenous-led, co-produced, and community-driven
studies that prioritize Indigenous ontologies and meth-
odologies, actively moving away from extractive
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research practices. This necessitates genuine interdis-
ciplinary collaboration that integrates diverse knowl-
edge systems on equitable terms. For policy, a
fundamental shift is required to recognize Indigenous
sovereignty, embrace legal pluralism, and acknow-
ledge the inherent rights of nature. This calls for estab-
lishing mechanisms for direct Indigenous participation
and leadership in environmental decision making at all
scales, from local to global. In terms of activism,
Indigenous social movements and Land-Back initia-
tives remain crucial sites of resistance and innovation,
demonstrating viable alternative pathways to environ-
mental justice and sustainable futures. Addressing the
escalating socioecological crisis necessitates a funda-
mental paradigm shift away from the colonial-capitalist
logics of domination and extraction. This requires a
societal transformation toward Indigenous principles
of relationality, reciprocity, and responsibility. This
implies a re-evaluation of societal values, a restructur-
ing of legal systems to recognize the inherent rights
of all beings, and a reimagining of economic structures
to prioritize ecological wellbeing over capitalist
accumulation.
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