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If you are looking for reasons to believe that humans can fi nd a way through the unfolding catastrophe, 
this is your book, your hope, your answer.

— Kathleen Dean Moore, author of Great Tide Rising and Wild Comfort

Why are we in such a predicament? The contributors to this volume trace our discontents to a kind of 
cultural amnesia. In our rush to progress, we have forgott en deeper sources of wisdom, and with it the 
calm awareness that humankind is a part of the larger community of life in the unfolding cosmic story. 
We’ve been looking for meaning, as it were, in all the wrong places. From varied perspecti ves, the 
essays here shed the bright light of remembrance and reverence.

— David Orr, author of Hope is an Imperati ve, Down to the Wire, and Ecological Literacy

This book is a celebra� on of the diversity of ways in which humans can relate to the 
world around them, and an invita� on to its readers to partake in planetary coexistence. 
Innova� ve, informa� ve, and highly accessible, this interdisciplinary anthology brings 
together scholars and educators across the sciences and humani� es, in a collabora� ve 
eff ort to illuminate the diff erent ways of being in the world and the diff erent kinds of 
knowledge they entail – from the ecological knowledge of indigenous communi� es, to 
the scien� fi c knowledge of a biologist, and the embodied knowledge communicated 
through storytelling.

This anthology examines the interplay between Nature and Culture in the se�  ng of our 
current age of ecological crisis, stressing the importance of addressing these ecological 
crises occurring around the planet through mul� ple perspec� ves. These perspec� ves are 
exemplifi ed through diverse case studies – from the poli� cal and ethical implica� ons of 
thinking with forests, to the capacity of storytelling to mo� vate ac� on, to the worldview 
of the Indigenous Okanogan community in Bri� sh Columbia.

Living Earth Community is essen� al reading not only for researchers and students, but 
for anyone interested in the ways humans interact with the community of life on Earth, 
especially during this current period of environmental emergency. 

As with all Open Book publica� ons, this en� re book is available to read for free on the 
publisher’s website. Printed and digital edi� ons, together with supplementary digital 
material, can also be found at  www.openbookpublishers.com

Cover image: ‘Feathers and Fins’ (2014) by Nancy Earle, all rights reserved. Cover design: Anna Gatti  .
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17. Land, Indigeneity,  
and Hybrid Ontologies
Paul Berne Burow, Samara Brock,  

and Michael R. Dove1 

Introduction

How we understand land is fundamentally about how we see ourselves 
and our relationship to human and non-human others. In this piece, 
which is an excerpt from a larger essay, perspectives from political ecology, 
posthumanism, and Indigenous studies are combined to illuminate the 
importance of understanding land as something that transcends the 
material and is deeply enmeshed with our self-identity and relationality. 
It concludes that seeing that possible multiple, or hybrid, ontological 
framings of land can co-exist can have political power especially in relation 
to Indigenous movements for social and environmental justice.

Political Ecology, Land,  
and Environmental Subjectivities

Issues of land have always been central to political ecology scholarship. 
Early work in political ecology examined the issue of land degradation, 
calling attention to the political-economic forces that work to discursively 
produce land according to socially constructed schema of quality, rather 

1  This is an excerpt from a longer paper, ‘Unsettling the Land: Indigeneity, Ontology, 
and Hybridity in Settler Colonialism’, by Paul Berne Burow, Samara Brock, and 
Michael R. Dove, Environment and Society: Advances in Research, 9 (2018), 57–74, 
https://doi.org/10.3167/ares.2018.090105

© P. Burow, S. Brock, and M. Dove, CC BY-NC-ND 4.0  https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0186.17

https://doi.org/10.3167/ares.2018.090105
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than reflecting an ‘objective’ ecological condition outside of society.2 
In recent years, this literature has challenged scholars to show the 
inextricable connection between how we see ‘nature’, and how power 
moves in relation to its management.3 Tim Ingold outlines two opposing 
ways of seeing land as, on one hand, a spherical, embedded, localized 
perception and, on the other, a global view where the human transcends 
nature and the world is seen as property or resources to be managed 
for the public good.4 This global, aerial view engenders a perspective 
that writers such as James Scott and Bruno Latour have similarly seen 
as enabling abstraction, measurement, calculation, and accumulation 
of knowledge by experts at centers of calculation and power.5 These 
authors focus on the role of simplification in enabling power to expand, 
including the simplification of landscapes. These simplifications make 
things legible (as Scott argues) or immutable, accumulable, and 
combinable (as Latour argues). When the simplifications ultimately 
fail, this failure is not acknowledged as such, but rather understood as 
something in need of a techno-scientific fix.6 Techno-scientific claims 
of understanding  —  and thus power over  —  landscapes are thus 
strengthened. 

Through this process, the way in which landscapes are seen shifts. 
As Donald S. Moore observes in his analysis of struggles for territory 
in Kaerezi, Zimbabwe, ‘abstract, empty, and exchangeable space is a 
historical product, not an essence’.7 In his examination of the impacts 
of colonization in Egypt, Timothy Mitchell describes how the process 
facilitated ‘the spread of a political order that inscribes in the social 
world a new conception of space, new forms of personhood, and a new 

2  Piers Blaikie, The Political Economy of Soil Erosion in Developing Countries (London: 
Longman, 1985); Piers Blaikie and Harold Brookfield, Land Degradation and Society 
(London: Methuen, 1987).

3  Cf. Paul Robbins, Political Ecology: A Critical Introduction (New York, NY: John Wiley 
& Sons, 2012).

4  Tim Ingold, The Perception of the Environment: Essays on Livelihood, Dwelling, and Skill 
(London: Routledge, 2000), https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203466025 

5  James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition 
Have Failed (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1998); Bruno Latour, Science 
in Action: How to Follow Scientists and Engineers through Society (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1987).

6  Timothy Mitchell, Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-Politics, Modernity (Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 2002). 

7  Donald S. Moore, Suffering for Territory: Race, Place, and Power in Zimbabwe (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2005), p. 20, https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822387329 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203466025
https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822387329
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means of manufacturing the experience of the real’.8 Thus, another key 
insight from the political ecology literature is that, whereas ways of 
understanding land can change how power over land operates, these 
concepts can also change actors’ subjectivities, changing how they 
manage their own conduct in relation to land. Looking at colonialism, 
development, and other projects of land management, a number of 
authors, often influenced by Michel Foucault’s work on governmentality, 
explore how subjects come to participate in projects of their own rule.9 
In Moore’s words, ‘different political technologies produce territory, 
including its presumed “natural, features”’.10 Jeremy M. Campbell 
explores how settlers on the frontier can work to conjure private 
property in the absence of a strong state presence, demonstrating the 
limits of state-centric approaches that fail to account for the political and 
economic power of settlers to realize their own visions of a transformed 
landscape.11 Bruce Braun examines how the evolution of a geological 
vision impacted conceptualizations of Haida Gwaii (formerly known 
as the Queen Charlotte Islands) in Canada.12 Braun argues that when 
governing is done to manage the relationship between populations and 
territory, the qualities of territory (land) are not static, but rather are 
continuously reconstituted as a result. Governing must be continuously 
reordered to structure conduct in response to shifting constructions of 
nature. The adoption of a geological understanding of land in Haida 
Gwaii, for example gave rise to new forms of calculation and governance 
in relation to it. As land came to be understood as vertical, human 
subjectivities changed to better manage it. Arun Agrawal touches 
upon similar ideas in his discussion of community forestry programs 
in Kumaon, India. He conceives of environmentality as a framework 

8  Timothy Mitchell, Colonising Egypt (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 
1991), p. ix.

9  Arun Agrawal, Environmentality: Technologies of Government and the Making of 
Subjects (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2005), https://doi.org/10.1215/ 
9780822386421; Tania Murray Li, Land’s End: Capitalist Relations on an Indigenous 
Frontier (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2014), https://doi.org/10.1215/ 
9780822376460 

10  Moore, Suffering for Territory, p. 7.
11  Jeremy M. Campbell, Conjuring Property: Speculation and Environmental Futures in the 

Brazilian Amazon (Seattle, WA: University of Washington Press, 2015).
12  Bruce Braun, ‘Producing Vertical Territory: Geology and Governmentality in Late 

Victorian Canada’, Cultural Geographies, 7.1 (2000), 7–46, https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
096746080000700102 

https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822386421
https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822386421
https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822376460
https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822376460
https://doi.org/10.1177/096746080000700102
https://doi.org/10.1177/096746080000700102
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for understanding how environmental subjects are created, through 
participation in the ‘intimate government’ of local forests.13 Timothy 
Luke similarly shows how subjectivities of expert management are 
recast when nature is conceived in terms of coupled socioecological 
systems.14 Seeing nature as a complex system under threat invites expert 
managerial control. By examining the work of three technical scientific 
bodies, Luke demonstrate how Earth System science has given rise to 
a global green governmentality exercised by international technical 
experts who map, monitor, measure, and, ultimately, manage nature 
and population for the public good.

For these authors, self-interest comes to be realized through 
participation in different forms of practice. For Tania Murray Li, ways of 
understanding land outline what, and especially who, is excluded from 
that land.15 Every regime of exclusion has to be legitimated and can, 
therefore, be contested. Li notes the prominence of moral arguments 
and references to the social value of investment in driving contemporary 
land grabs. This is the extension of Ingold’s idea of the need to optimize 
land use for the public good: not only can we manage land according 
to global understanding, but we must do so for the public good, even if 
some publics’ interests must be sacrificed to do so.

This literature, though useful in examining how we come to 
understand land, has been critiqued for some of its limitations. Thus, 
the emergence of an Indigenous political ecology has built on these 
insights but also sought to address the elisions of political-economic 
approaches that are ‘limited by a reliance on Euro-derived concepts 
of power, political economy and human  —  environmental relations 
[… that] may reproduce colonial relations of power, while eliding 
Indigenous peoples’ own solutions to problems’.16 The unique position 

13  Agrawal, Environmentality, p. 178.
14  Timothy W. Luke, ‘Developing Planetarian Accountancy: Fabricating Nature as 

Stock, Service, and System for Green Governmentality’, in Nature, Knowledge, and 
Negation, ed. by Harry Dahms (Bingley, UK: Emerald Group Publishing Limited, 
2009), pp. 129–59, https://doi.org/10.1108/S0278-1204(2009)0000026008

15  Tania Murray Li, ‘What is Land? Assembling a Resource for Global Investment’, 
Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 39.4 (2014), 589–602, https://doi.
org/10.1111/tran.12065 

16  Beth Rose Middleton, ‘Jahát Jatítotòdom: Toward an Indigenous Political 
Ecology’, in The International Handbook of Political Ecology, ed. by Raymond Bryant 
(Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2015), pp. 561–76, at p. 561, https://
doi.org/10.4337/9780857936172.00051 

https://doi.org/10.1108/S0278-1204(2009)0000026008
https://doi.org/10.1111/tran.12065
https://doi.org/10.1111/tran.12065
https://doi.org/10.4337/9780857936172.00051
https://doi.org/10.4337/9780857936172.00051
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of Indigenous peoples, given their status as both authorities on their 
homelands at the same time they are subjects of a settler state which lays 
claim to this homeland, contrasts with many cases in political ecology 
where ‘singular states comprise the operational governmental authority 
to which their subjects must react’.17 Beth Rose Middleton outlines the 
key tenets of an Indigenous political ecology as:

(1) attention to ‘coloniality’ or ongoing practices of colonialism (e.g. 
displacement of indigenous peoples from their lands; no recognition 
of indigenous self-determination); (2) culturally specific approaches 
reframing analyses in keeping with indigenous knowledge systems; 
(3) recognition and prioritization of indigenous self-determination, 
as expressed through indigenous governance; and (4) attention to 
decolonizing processes that explicitly dismantle systems of internalized 
and externalized colonial praxis.18

Conceptions of land configure how one relates, not just to land, but 
to many other actors  —  human and nonhuman  —  in the broader 
community.19 In accepting colonial recognition of their rights to 
land, Indigenous nations can end up undermining their reciprocal 
relationships to that land. Glen Coulthard argues that political 
recognition of Indigenous peoples in Canada obscures the ongoing 
settler colonial project of primary accumulation — the drive toward 
dispossession of Indigenous lands while extracting further surplus 
value through resource exploitation.20 And that any attempt to 
transcend these structures of domination requires the resuscitation of 
relationships of mutual obligation between land and people as opposed 
to deeper engagement with settler-state institutions. Clint Carroll, 
writing about the Cherokee Nation, also remarks that Indigenous 
environmental governance represents a different, ‘relationships-

17  Clint Carroll, ‘Native Enclosures: Tribal National Parks and the Progressive Politics 
of Environmental Stewardship in Indian Country’, Geoforum, 53 (2014), 31–40, at 37, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2014.02.003 

18  Middleton, ‘Jahát Jatítotòdom’, p. 562.
19  Paul Nadasdy, Hunters and Bureaucrats: Power, Knowledge, and Aboriginal-State 

Relations in the Southwest Yukon (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2003); Paul Nadasdy, 
‘The Gift in the Animal: The Ontology of Hunting and Human-Animal Sociality’, 
American Ethnologist, 34.1 (2007), 25–43, https://doi.org/10.1525/ae.2007.34.1.25 

20  Glen Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition 
(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2014), https://doi.org/10.5749/
minnesota/9780816679645.001.0001 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2014.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1525/ae.2007.34.1.25
https://doi.org/10.5749/minnesota/9780816679645.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.5749/minnesota/9780816679645.001.0001
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based approach’ that allows for ‘agency of nonhuman beings and the 
maintenance of relationships with them’.21

Recent critiques of the cultural underpinnings of sovereignty inherent 
to Indigenous nation-building have suggested that sovereignty itself can 
have problematic instrumental effects.22 But the necessity of engaging its 
forms still stands. One hybrid approach is the use of land-as-property in 
creative ways that inflect its forms to promote the creation of Indigenous 
space. As Carroll notes, ‘the need to maintain land-based practices as 
critical components of tribal identities continues to make the topic of 
land reacquisition and consolidation central to the study Indigenous 
environmental issues, and, despite its conceptual flaws, Indigenous 
sovereignty is a critical tool in this process’.23

Posthumanism and Indigenous Ontologies

The recent ontological turn has implications for questions of how ideas 
of land are constituted and what that means for Indigenous struggles 
for land and decolonization. A number of scholars have argued that 
by overlooking Indigenous ontologies, posthumanism misses critical 
insights that might be gained from Indigenous perspectives. Kim 
TallBear argues that ‘indigenous standpoints accord greater animacy 
to nonhumans, including nonorganisms, such as stones and places, 
which help form (Indigenous) peoples as humans constituted in 
complex ways than in simple biological terms’.24 She argues, along 
with others, that Indigenous peoples have more intimate and complex 
sets of relations with the animate/inanimate agents bound up in land 
than much posthumanist scholarship can capture. What is seen as 

21  Clint Carroll, Roots of our Renewal: Ethnobotany and Cherokee Environmental 
Governance (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2015), p. 8, https://
doi.org/10.5749/minnesota/9780816690893.001.0001 

22  Taiaiake Alfred, Peace, Power, Righteousness: An Indigenous Manifesto (Toronto: 
Oxford University Press, 1999); Paul Nadasdy, Sovereignty’s Entailments: First Nation 
State Formation in the Yukon (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2017), https://
doi.org/10.3138/9781487515720 

23  Carroll, ‘Native Enclosures’, 38.
24  Kim Tallbear, ‘Beyond the Life/Not-life Binary: A Feminist-Indigenous Reading 

of Cryopreservation, Interspecies Thinking, and the New Materialisms’, in 
Cryopolitics: Frozen Life in a Melting World, ed. by Joanna Radin and Emma Kowal 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2017), pp. 179–201, at 187, https://doi.org/10.7551/
mitpress/10456.003.0015 

https://doi.org/10.5749/minnesota/9780816690893.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.5749/minnesota/9780816690893.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.3138/9781487515720
https://doi.org/10.3138/9781487515720
https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/10456.003.0015
https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/10456.003.0015
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‘alive’ in much posthumanist discourse is more limited than in much 
Indigenous thinking. Zoe Todd makes a case for the need to decolonize 
posthumanist scholarship and questions the locus of agency ascribed in 
Eurocentric thinking.25 Juanita Sundberg similarly argues that ‘Anglo-
European scholarship is the only tradition truly alive in posthumanist 
theorizing’.26 She argues that all other scholarship or epistemologies 
are treated as truly dead through their exclusion. Understanding that 
the human/nature divide is far from universal is key for decolonizing 
and expanding posthumanist scholarship for these scholars. Many 
offer Indigenous ontologies, asserting that they capture more nuanced 
perspectives than a simple erasure of a nature/culture schism can 
capture. Vanessa Watts, for example offers Place-Thought as a way of 
framing an understanding that land is alive and thinking and, ‘that 
humans and non-humans derive agency through the extensions of these 
thoughts’.27 She frames the world in this view as a space ‘where place 
and thought were never separated because they never could or can be 
separated’.28 This framing helps overcome what she sees as the problem 
of subjugated agency for nonhumans in posthumanist scholarship where 
‘the controversial element of agency is often redesigned when applied 
to non-humans, thereby keeping this epistemological-ontological 
divide intact’.29 Sundberg, drawing from both Sami scholar Rauna 
Kuokkanen and the Zapatistas’ framing of the pluriverse, highlights the 
importance of ‘multiepistemic literacy’ in an expansive posthumanism 
that doesn’t subordinate particular ontologies and forms of agency.30 
These Indigenous ontologies of land are oriented around relationality 
and reciprocal obligations among humans and the other-than-human. 
For these scholars, land, as a relationship consisting of complex and 
non-subjugated agencies, is key to overcoming the ontological hurdles 
of Eurocentric imaginings of posthumanism that these authors critique.

25  Zoe Todd, ‘Indigenizing the Anthropocene’, in Art in the Anthropocene: Encounters 
Among Aesthetics, Politics, Environments and Epistemologies, ed. by Heather Davis and 
Etienne Turpin (London: Open Humanities Press, 2015), pp. 241–54.

26  Juanita Sundberg, ‘Decolonizing Posthumanist Geographies’, Cultural Geographies, 
21.1 (2014), 33–47, at 38, https://doi.org/10.1177/1474474013486067 

27  Vanessa Watts, ‘Indigenous Place-Thought and Agency amongst Humans and 
Non Humans (First Woman and Sky Woman go on a European World Tour!)’, 
Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society, 2.1 (2013), 20–34, at 21.

28  Watts, ‘Indigenous Place-Thought’, 21.
29  Ibid., 29.
30  Sundberg, ‘Decolonizing Posthumanist Geographies’.

https://doi.org/10.1177/1474474013486067
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Brief Concluding Thoughts

Land is not just a material object, but a ‘way of knowing, of experiencing 
and relating to the world and with others’.31 Drawing upon work in 
Indigenous studies, posthumanism, and political ecology that highlights 
the importance of relationality and reciprocation across the human 
and other-than-human, we are poised to better address the politics at 
stake in ontologies of land by attending to the possibilities of hybridity. 
Structures of dispossession are not only defined by their economic or 
political valence to settler society, but through the notions, practices, 
and representations they obfuscate. Indigenous movements for social 
and environmental justice are deeply tied to issues of land rights. By 
operating on multiple ontological registers rather than the occlusion 
of one mode by another, Indigenous movements can focus not only 
on asserting ownership over lands, but on revitalizing the land-based 
practices that shape the fundamental nature of relationality.
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