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ABSTRACT 

This paper responds to the urgent call to reimagine Indo-Pacific social sciences by 
foregrounding Indigenous knowledge systems as legitimate, dynamic, and locally grounded 
epistemologies. The dominant structures of global knowledge production have historically 
privileged Eurocentric frameworks while marginalizing Indigenous voices and community-
based practices. Within the Indo-Pacific region, home to a rich diversity of Indigenous and 
tribal communities, this epistemic imbalance has contributed to developmental alienation, 
policy exclusion, and cultural erasure. The research identifies a critical gap: while there is 
increasing global interest in sustainability, resilience, and climate adaptation, Indigenous 
contributions from the Indo-Pacific remain underrepresented in shaping these agendas. This 
paper aims to challenge these epistemological hierarchies by examining case studies of the 
Dongria Kondh tribe in Odisha (India), the Yolŋu people of Arnhem Land (Australia), and the 
Māori of Aotearoa (New Zealand). These communities offer models of place-based knowledge 
that integrate ecological ethics, collective governance, and ancestral cosmologies. The 
objective is twofold: first, to demonstrate how these communities sustain holistic systems of 
knowing that challenge dominant paradigms of development and science; and second, to 
explore how reciprocal partnerships and community-engaged research practices can foster 
mutual learning between Global South and North scholars. Methodologically, the study 
employs comparative case study analysis using secondary data, government and NGO reports, 
and Indigenous-authored frameworks. This paper argues for a decolonial shift in social 
science—one that values pluralism, supports scholarly reciprocity, and allows Indo-Pacific 
scholars and Indigenous knowledge holders to co-author global discourses. Reimagining 
research agendas in this way ensures that local knowledge systems are not only preserved but 
recognized as essential to building equitable and sustainable futures. 

Keywords: Indigenous Knowledge Systems, Epistemic Justice, Decolonial Social Sciences, 
Indo-Pacific Sustainability 

1. Introduction 

The Indo-Pacific region is a maritime area encompassing the Indian Ocean and the Pacific 
Ocean, stretching from East Africa to the western coast of the Americas. It is a crucial area for 
global trade and geopolitics, home to a large portion of the world's population and a significant 
share of its economy. The concept has gained prominence as a framework for discussing 
regional security and economic cooperation, driven by the interconnectedness of the Indian and 
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Pacific oceans and the rise of countries like India and China. The region includes parts of four 
continents: Asia, Africa, Australia, and the Americas (Doyle, T., & Rumley, 2019). For India, 
it extends from the eastern shores of Africa to the western shores of the Americas, while for the 
United States, it extends to its own west coast. The term replaces the older “Asia-Pacific” to 
include the growing importance of the Indian Ocean and India's role. It is one of the most 
economically active regions in the world, responsible for about 60% of the world's GDP and 
nearly half of its maritime trade.  

The Indo-Pacific region is home to a huge variety of Indigenous and tribal communities, each 
with rich systems of knowledge, culture, governance, and ways of relating to land and nature. 
The Indo-Pacific region hosts a wide diversity of Indigenous communities, including the Bhil 
and Ladakhi in India, the Hmong in Southeast Asia, the Andamanese, Jarawas, and Sentinelese 
in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, and the Maniq in Malaysia. These groups often face 
challenges, such as a lack of official recognition of their cultural identity, even though they 
represent diverse indigenous peoples, including tribal groups, hill tribes, and ethnic minorities. 
These Indigenous epistemologies are often place-based: they arise from long histories of living 
in particular environments, adapting to ecological rhythms, and maintaining social and spiritual 
ties to land, water, and non-human beings. Yet in much of global academia, policymaking, and 
development, knowledge that comes from Indigenous communities is undervalued, 
marginalized, or treated as folklore rather than being recognized as dynamic, scientific, or 
capable of contributing to major debates such as climate resilience, sustainability, governance, 
identity, and well-being.  

The dominant structures of knowledge production, such as Western social sciences, global 
institutions, and international development discourses, tend to privilege certain methods (e.g., 
quantification, large-scale statistical modelling, expert knowledge) and epistemologies (e.g., 
positivism, universalism). These systems often establish hierarchies among knowledges: what 
counts as valid evidence, what is considered scientific, who gets published, and who gets 
funded. As a result, Indigenous knowledge systems are often sidelined even when they hold 
crucial insight about sustainable resource management, communal governance, cultural 
identity, and adaptation to climate change. There is increasing global interest now in 
sustainability, resilience, climate adaptation, environmental justice, and inclusive development. 
However, a critical gap remains: contributions of Indigenous communities in the Indo-Pacific 
are underrepresented in shaping these agendas. Their knowledge, worldviews, governance 
practices, rituals, and cultural institutions are not always recognized as legitimate sources in 
crafting academic theory or policy. This paper aims to help address that gap by reimagining 
Indo-Pacific social sciences, foregrounding Indigenous epistemologies, and examining how 
local knowledges can contribute to global discourses without being subsumed by them. 

Epistemology means how knowledge is produced, what counts as knowledge, and how truth 
or validity is determined. Indigenous epistemologies are ways of knowing that often integrate 
spiritual, ecological, social, and ancestral components, not separating nature and culture. 
Epistemic hierarchy is the idea that some ways of knowing are treated as superior to others 
(e.g. Western scientific methods over Indigenous experiential or oral histories). Decoloniality 
is a critical approaches that aim to undo or offset colonial legacies in knowledge, power, and 
culture. To decolonize knowledge means recognizing and valuing Indigenous knowledges, 
making space for them in research, decision-making, and policy. Place-based knowledge is the 
knowledge that is rooted in and inseparable from a particular place—its landscapes, 



ecosystems, climate, flora/fauna, history, community, and language. Global scholarly exchange 
means the interactions between scholars from different parts of the world (Global North, Global 
South), the sharing of research, the co-production of knowledge, and how global discourses 
(journals, conferences, international institutions) influence what is studied and valued. 

To make this inquiry concrete, this paper studies three Indigenous/tribal communities in the 
Indo-Pacific. First is the Dongria Kondh (India, Odisha, Niyamgiri Hills). The Dongria Kondh 
are a tribal group in the Niyamgiri Hills of Odisha, India (Behera, 2025). They maintain 
intimate ecological relationships with the forest, using shifting cultivation, gathering wild 
fruits, medicinal herbs, maintaining sacred beliefs about their land, and worshipping deities 
tied to the land (Survival International, n.d.). Their traditional knowledge includes a detailed 
understanding of forest ecology, seasonal cycles, local medicinal species, and spiritual 
cosmologies (e.g., belief in Niyam Raja). They are also under pressure from mining, 
environmental policies, and restrictions on forest rights (Vajiram & Ravi, n.d.). The second 
case study is of the Yolŋu people (Australia, Arnhem Land). Yolŋu are Indigenous peoples in 
north-east Arnhem Land, Northern Territory, Australia. They have long histories of managing 
lands and seas through Indigenous Protected Areas (IPAs), sea country and land country 
governance, customary law ("rom"), kinship structures (gurruṯu), and strong cultural protocols. 
The Yolŋu manage natural resources, sacred sites, fire regimes, marine life, etc., often in hybrid 
forms combining Indigenous and Western scientific knowledge in collaborative management. 
(Yalu Aboriginal Corporation: About, n.d.). The Third Case study is of Māori (New Zealand / 
Aotearoa). The Māori are the Indigenous people of Aotearoa (New Zealand). Māori 
epistemologies include notions such as te ao mārama (the world of light, knowledge, 
understanding), mana (spiritual authority), whakapapa (genealogical relationships, often 
extending to land, flora, and fauna), and a strong tradition of place, cosmology, ritual, and 
relational ethics. Although there are many studies of Māori knowledge, there remain tensions 
about how Māori knowledge is represented in scholarship, policy, and global discourses on 
how Māori scholars can speak in their own terms and not be forced to conform to dominant 
frameworks. These three are illustrative in that each has strong place-based knowledge; they 
face pressure from global forces (mining, land-use change, policy, climate change); and there 
is some existing literature and practice showing how their knowledges engage or resist 
mainstream/global knowledge systems. 

1.1. Problem Statement & Research Gap 

While there is much discourse on sustainability, adaptation, inclusion, and even Indigenous 
rights, two problems persist: 

1. Marginalisation of Indigenous Knowledge in Global Discourses: Indigenous ways of 
knowing from the Indo-Pacific are often framed as secondary or supplementary to 
Western knowledge rather than foundational. They are under-represented in academic 
theory, policy designs, and global climate reports and are often invoked only as case 
examples, not as co-authors of knowledge. 

2. Lack of equitable partnership and mutual learning: Research collaborations between 
Global North and South often remain hierarchical: funding and agenda come from the 
North, publication venues from the North, while Indigenous partners may be limited to 
data providers or field assistants. This limits epistemic justice and perpetuates colonial 
dynamics in knowledge production. 



3. Risk of subsuming local knowledges into global discourses in ways that distort or 
devalue them: There is a risk that when Indigenous knowledge enters global 
scholarship, it is translated or reframed in ways that detach it from its place, spiritual, 
social, and ecological context. 

Given these gaps, the research aims to examine how Indigenous epistemologies in the Indo-
Pacific can be reclaimed and repositioned so that local knowledges can shape global discourses 
equitably. 

1.2. Research Objectives 

This paper has the following objectives: 

1. To document and analyze how selected Indigenous communities (Dongria Kondh, 
Yolŋu, Māori) sustain holistic, place-based knowledge systems in relation to ecology, 
governance, culture, and identity. 

2. To examine how these communities interact with external forces like government 
policies, extractive industries, climate change, global scholarship and how these 
interactions shape or distort Indigenous knowledges. 

3. To explore models of research practices and partnerships that foster mutual learning 
between Global South and Global North scholars and knowledge holders, ensuring 
epistemic equity. 

4. To propose suggestions for social science research agendas in the Indo-Pacific that 
centre Indigenous epistemologies and place-based knowledge, resisting epistemic 
hierarchies and enabling pluralism in knowledge validation. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Introduction to Indigenous Epistemologies 

The term Indigenous epistemology refers to ways of knowing that originate within Indigenous 
and tribal communities, rooted in specific cultural, ecological, and spiritual contexts (Battiste, 
2002). These knowledge systems are not merely alternative frameworks but complete 
worldviews that interlink human, non-human, and cosmological relationships (Smith, 2012). 
Scholars in decolonial and postcolonial studies argue that modern social sciences have long 
marginalized such epistemologies by privileging Western empiricism and rationalism as the 
only valid forms of knowledge (Mignolo, 2009; Santos, 2014). As Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012) 
asserts in Decolonizing Methodologies, the imposition of Eurocentric knowledge systems 
through colonial and academic structures has undermined Indigenous voices and contributed 
to cultural erasure. In the Indo-Pacific context, where multiple Indigenous communities coexist 
across diverse ecosystems, from the forests of Odisha to the islands of Aotearoa, there is an 
urgent need to decolonize research and restore epistemic justice. Reclaiming Indigenous 
knowledge systems (IKS) is therefore not only an act of cultural preservation but also a 
transformative process for global scholarship and sustainability. 

2.2. Coloniality of Knowledge and Epistemic Injustice 

The idea of coloniality of knowledge—introduced by Aníbal Quijano (2000)—refers to the 
enduring patterns of power that continue to privilege European modes of knowing even after 
the end of formal colonialism. Walter Mignolo (2009) extends this argument, describing 
Western epistemology as a "monopoly of truth" that systematically erases non-Western forms 



of knowledge. Similarly, Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2014) conceptualizes this phenomenon 
as epistemicide, the destruction of knowledge systems belonging to colonized peoples. Within 
the Indo-Pacific, such epistemic hierarchies have shaped education, research, and policy 
frameworks. For instance, in India, tribal knowledge systems, especially those related to 
ecological management, were historically dismissed as primitive or unscientific (Agrawal, 
1995). In Australia and New Zealand, Indigenous perspectives were long excluded from 
national narratives and scientific institutions (Moreton-Robinson, 2015). These exclusions 
have produced what Fricker (2007) calls epistemic injustice, where marginalized groups are 
not recognized as credible knowers. The call to reimagine Indo-Pacific social sciences thus 
entails dismantling these hierarchies and allowing multiple epistemic traditions to coexist. 
Scholars such as Nandy (1983) and Chakrabarty (2000) emphasize the need to “provincialize 
Europe” by re-centering knowledge on local realities and Indigenous wisdoms. 

2.3. Indigenous Knowledge and Sustainability in the Indo-Pacific 

The linkage between Indigenous knowledge and sustainability has gained scholarly traction in 
recent decades. Indigenous communities across the Indo-Pacific have demonstrated 
sophisticated ecological practices grounded in relational ethics—principles that bind humans 
and nature in mutual respect (Berkes, 2018). For example, the Dongria Kondh tribe in Odisha 
practices sustainable agriculture through shifting cultivation (podu), which maintains soil 
fertility and biodiversity (Pfeffer & Behera, 2017). Their cosmology connects ecological 
stewardship with sacred relationships to the Niyamgiri Hills, viewing land as both spiritual and 
communal property. In northern Australia, the Yolŋu people engage in traditional land and sea 
management guided by rom (law) and gurrutu (kinship) systems (Marika et al., 2009). These 
frameworks maintain ecological balance through ritual, social obligation, and intergenerational 
transmission of knowledge. Similarly, the Māori of Aotearoa (New Zealand) articulate 
kaitiakitanga—a philosophy of guardianship emphasizing human responsibility toward natural 
resources (Roberts et al., 1995). These communities exemplify place-based epistemologies that 
link environmental ethics with social organization. Such systems challenge Western 
environmental management approaches that often separate science from spirituality and 
society. Scholars argue that integrating Indigenous knowledge into policy and academia can 
enhance resilience against climate change and ecological degradation (Whyte, 2017). 

2.4. Decolonial Approaches to Research and Knowledge Exchange 

Decolonial scholarship emphasizes methodological pluralism and reciprocity between 
researchers and Indigenous communities. Smith’s (2012) Decolonizing Methodologies remains 
foundational in advocating for research "by, with, and for" Indigenous peoples. Similarly, 
Shawn Wilson (2008) in Research is Ceremony conceptualizes research as a relational act 
grounded in respect and accountability. 

Comparative frameworks within the Indo-Pacific further highlight the potential of co-authored 
knowledge production. For instance, Australian Indigenous scholars like Karen Martin (2003) 
promote Indigenist research paradigms that position Indigenous values at the core of inquiry. 
In India, participatory approaches, such as those used by Padel and Das (2010) in their work 
with the Dongria Kondh, demonstrate how community-based research can challenge 
exploitative mining and policy narratives. In New Zealand, the Kaupapa Māori methodology 
reclaims Māori control over knowledge creation, asserting cultural autonomy within academic 
institutions (Smith, 1999). These approaches reveal a shared decolonial vision across the Indo-



Pacific: the call for equitable partnerships and mutual learning between the Global South and 
Global North. 

2.5. Gaps in Existing Literature 

Despite growing recognition of Indigenous epistemologies, several gaps remain. First, 
comparative studies across the Indo-Pacific are limited, most research remains nationally 
bounded. This isolates Indigenous struggles within regional contexts instead of framing them 
as part of a shared postcolonial history. Second, while there is significant literature on 
Indigenous sustainability, fewer works explore how Indigenous epistemologies can reshape 
global social science discourse (Nakata, 2007). Third, knowledge co-production between 
Global North and South scholars often remains extractive rather than reciprocal, raising ethical 
and methodological concerns. This paper, therefore, contributes to filling these gaps by offering 
a comparative, case-based analysis of three Indigenous communities, Dongria Kondh (India), 
Yolŋu (Australia), and Māori (New Zealand). It situates their knowledge systems within a 
broader decolonial framework, exploring how they challenge Western scientific rationality and 
provide alternative models of knowledge creation. 

2.6. Conceptual Framework 

The literature points toward a decolonial social science framework that combines epistemic 
justice (Fricker, 2007) with Indigenous methodologies (Smith, 2012; Wilson, 2008). The 
framework is guided by three principles: 

1. Plurality of Knowledge: Recognizing that multiple ways of knowing can coexist and 
enrich global scholarship. 

2. Reciprocity in Research: Ensuring mutual benefit and collaboration between 
Indigenous communities and academic institutions. 

3. Relational Sustainability: Understanding ecological and social systems through 
interconnectedness rather than anthropocentrism. 

This framework underpins the methodological choice of comparative case studies, enabling 
cross-cultural dialogue and highlighting common threads across diverse Indigenous 
epistemologies. The reviewed literature underscores a shared imperative across the Indo-
Pacific to reclaim Indigenous epistemologies not as supplementary but as central to knowledge 
production. Scholars have illuminated the historical roots of epistemic marginalization, the 
ecological wisdom embedded in Indigenous practices, and the ethical need for decolonial 
methodologies. Yet, few studies have examined how these epistemologies can collaboratively 
redefine the future of global social sciences. This study seeks to bridge that gap through case-
based analysis and comparative insights, advocating for an Indo-Pacific social science that 
values local knowledge as foundational to global discourse. 

3. Research Methodology 

The methodological orientation of this study aligns with its decolonial and epistemic justice 
framework. The goal is not only to analyze Indigenous knowledge systems but also to engage 
with them as legitimate epistemologies that can inform global social science discourse. The 
study therefore employs a comparative qualitative case study design, integrating documentary 
analysis, secondary ethnographic data, and Indigenous-authored perspectives to examine three 
Indigenous communities within the Indo-Pacific: the Dongria Kondh of India, the Yolŋu of 



northern Australia, and the Māori of Aotearoa (New Zealand). This methodological choice 
reflects the study’s dual objective: (1) to demonstrate how these communities embody place-
based systems of knowing that challenge dominant paradigms of knowledge, and (2) to propose 
how reciprocal, ethical research practices can contribute to a decolonial reorientation of Indo-
Pacific social sciences. 

3.1. Research Design: Comparative Case Study Approach 

A comparative case study approach was adopted to explore the patterns and variations among 
Indigenous epistemologies across different geopolitical contexts. As Stake (1995) and Yin 
(2018) note, case study methodology enables an in-depth, contextualized understanding of 
complex social phenomena. Comparative case studies are particularly effective when the aim 
is to analyze how local knowledge systems respond to global structures of power and 
knowledge (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017). In this research, each case represents a distinct 
Indigenous worldview and socio-ecological setting but is connected through shared 
experiences of colonization, marginalization, and resilience. The Dongria Kondh case 
highlights resistance to extractive development; the Yolŋu case illuminates Indigenous law and 
ecological ethics; and the Māori case illustrates the institutionalization of Indigenous 
epistemology within national governance frameworks. Comparing these cases provides a 
multi-sited lens to understand how different Indigenous groups reclaim epistemic agency in the 
Indo-Pacific. 

3.2. Selection Rationale of Case Studies 

The selection of the three case studies was guided by theoretical, geographical, and 
epistemological diversity: 

• The Dongria Kondh (India): Representing a tribal community from the Eastern Ghats 
of Odisha, the Dongria Kondh embody a deeply ecological worldview centered on the 
sacred Niyamgiri Hills. Their cosmology integrates environmental stewardship and 
spirituality, making them a powerful example of resistance against extractive capitalism 
(Padel & Das, 2010). 

• The Yolŋu (Australia): As one of the oldest continuous cultures in the world, the Yolŋu 
people maintain an elaborate system of customary law (rom), kinship (gurrutu), and 
ecological relationships. Their land and sea management practices provide a model for 
Indigenous-led sustainability (Marika et al., 2009). 

• The Māori (Aotearoa New Zealand): The Māori have successfully reasserted 
Indigenous epistemologies through concepts such as kaitiakitanga (guardianship) and 
whakapapa (genealogical interconnectedness), which have influenced national policies 
and academia (Roberts et al., 1995). 

Together, these cases provide comparative insights across three national contexts with different 
colonial legacies, allowing for a nuanced understanding of how Indigenous epistemologies 
function as dynamic systems of knowing and governance. The choice of these three 
communities is for the following reasons: 

• Representativeness of different colonial histories and contexts: India has a colonial and 
postcolonial state context with varied tribal policies (Dongria Kondh); Australia has 
settler colonial frameworks, treaty issues, Indigenous land rights (Yolŋu); New Zealand 



has its own unique treaty (Treaty of Waitangi), Māori revival movements and increasing 
inclusion in law and policy. 

• Strong presence of place-based knowledge in ecological governance: All three have 
ongoing practices of land, forest, or sea country management that are deeply integrated 
with culture (Dongria Kondh’s forest and sacred hills; Yolŋu’s management of 
Indigenous Protected Areas; Māori in New Zealand’s conservation, resource 
management regimes). 

• Exposure to external pressures and global discourses: Mining, land use change, climate 
change, and legal recognition are present in all three, so they provide fertile ground for 
studying how Indigenous epistemologies are threatened or engaged. 

• Availability of data: There is substantial secondary material for these communities 
(government/NGO reports, academic studies, Indigenous publications), so that the 
research can be based on strong documented evidence. 

3.3. Research Paradigm: Decolonial Qualitative Inquiry 

This study is grounded in the decolonial qualitative paradigm, which prioritizes relational 
ethics, reflexivity, and community-centered approaches. Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012) 
emphasizes that decolonizing research requires rethinking traditional hierarchies between 
researcher and subject. Research must be conducted with Indigenous communities, not merely 
on them. Given the nature of this study, drawing on secondary and publicly available data rather 
than direct ethnographic fieldwork, the decolonial paradigm is applied through methodological 
reflexivity and epistemic humility (Wilson, 2008). This means critically interrogating the 
positionality of the researcher, recognizing the limits of outsider interpretation, and privileging 
Indigenous-authored sources, oral traditions, and community documents wherever available. 
The study also adopts principles of participatory interpretation, wherein Indigenous 
frameworks and concepts guide the analytical process. For example, the Dongria Kondh’s 
cosmology of Niyam Raja is analyzed not through Western ecological theory but through their 
own sacred ontology. Similarly, the Māori principle of kaitiakitanga is interpreted through 
Māori scholarship and government documents authored by Māori researchers and elders. 

3.4. Data Sources and Collection 

Since the research does not involve primary fieldwork, it relies on triangulated secondary data 
sources, which include: 

1. Ethnographic and anthropological studies (e.g., Padel & Das, 2010; Berkes, 2018). 

2. Indigenous-authored works and oral histories, available through community 
archives and academic translations (Smith, 2012; Marika et al., 2009). 

3. Government and NGO reports related to Indigenous governance, environmental 
policies, and cultural preservation (Ministry of Tribal Affairs, Government of India; 
Department of the Environment, Australia; Te Puni Kōkiri, New Zealand). 

4. Peer-reviewed research articles from databases such as JSTOR, Taylor & Francis, and 
SpringerLink focusing on decoloniality, Indigenous knowledge, and sustainability. 

Each case study integrates multiple data types to ensure both depth and validity, with 
interpretive emphasis placed on Indigenous epistemic categories rather than Western analytical 
lenses. 



3.5. Analytical Framework and Interpretation 

The data are analyzed using thematic and interpretive analysis guided by the theoretical 
framework discussed earlier. Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis approach is adapted 
here to suit decolonial objectives. The analysis involves: 

1. Coding data inductively to identify themes emerging from Indigenous perspectives. 

2. Mapping these themes to theoretical concepts such as epistemic justice, relational 
ontology, and decolonial resistance. 

3. Comparing across cases to reveal convergences and divergences in epistemological 
practices. 

This process results in three major thematic clusters: 

• Relational Ontologies and Ecological Ethics (how Indigenous communities perceive 
human–nature relations). 

• Knowledge Transmission and Continuity (how oral traditions and rituals preserve 
epistemic systems). 

• Epistemic Resistance and Global Dialogue (how Indigenous knowledge engages with 
global institutions and sustainability discourse). 

By employing thematic interpretation rather than positivist comparison, the analysis respects 
the contextual integrity of each knowledge system while also identifying patterns that speak to 
the broader Indo-Pacific framework. 

3.6. Ethical Considerations 

Working with Indigenous knowledge requires strict ethical responsibility. Although this study 
uses secondary sources, it upholds the principles of respect, reciprocity, and responsibility as 
articulated by Indigenous scholars (Wilson, 2008; Chilisa, 2012). These principles ensure that 
research neither appropriates nor misrepresents Indigenous worldviews. 

• Respect involves honoring cultural protocols and acknowledging intellectual ownership 
of Indigenous peoples. 

• Reciprocity entails ensuring that interpretations contribute to the visibility and 
recognition of Indigenous epistemologies. 

• Responsibility means engaging in continuous reflexivity about the researcher’s position 
within systems of privilege and academic authority. 

Moreover, all Indigenous terms, practices, and worldviews are cited and contextualized using 
community-authored or endorsed sources wherever available. The study also avoids 
comparative hierarchies that would rank or universalize Indigenous knowledge. The 
methodological approach adopted in this study embodies a decolonial commitment to 
epistemic justice. Through comparative qualitative analysis, it centers the voices of the Dongria 
Kondh, Yolŋu, and Māori communities, not as ethnographic objects but as active epistemic 
agents. The integration of secondary Indigenous-authored data, thematic interpretation, and 
ethical reflexivity ensures that the study remains faithful to the principles of relational 
accountability and cultural respect. Ultimately, this methodological design seeks to contribute 
not only to academic knowledge but also to the ongoing project of decolonizing research 



practices in the Indo-Pacific—restoring dignity, voice, and agency to Indigenous ways of 
knowing. 

4. Theoretical Framework 

This paper draws upon a decolonial theoretical framework to examine how Indigenous 
knowledge systems within the Indo-Pacific can reshape global social science discourse. The 
framework integrates three overlapping bodies of thought: Decolonial Theory, Epistemic 
Justice, and Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS). Together, they provide a foundation for 
understanding how power, knowledge, and culture interact in shaping the production and 
validation of knowledge. The Indo-Pacific region, spanning India, Australia, and Aotearoa New 
Zealand, hosts rich and diverse Indigenous traditions. Yet, these epistemologies have been 
historically marginalized through processes of colonization, globalization, and academic 
exclusion (Smith, 2012). The theoretical model used in this paper seeks to deconstruct those 
hierarchies by repositioning Indigenous communities as producers rather than subjects of 
knowledge. 

4.1. Decolonial Theory: Reversing the Colonial Matrix of Power 

Decolonial theory provides the primary lens through which this research is conceptualized. The 
theory emerged from Latin American thinkers such as Aníbal Quijano, Walter Mignolo, and 
Enrique Dussel, who exposed how colonialism not only dominated political and economic 
systems but also controlled knowledge and being (Quijano, 2000; Mignolo, 2009). Quijano’s 
concept of the coloniality of power describes how Eurocentrism continues to shape modern 
knowledge systems by presenting Western science and rationality as universal truths. Mignolo 
(2011) extends this by introducing the idea of epistemic disobedience, calling on scholars to 
delink from colonial epistemologies and to validate knowledge emerging from the “border” — 
that is, from Indigenous and marginalized communities. In the Indo-Pacific context, this 
colonial matrix of power persists in development discourse, conservation policy, and academic 
research. For instance, Indigenous forest practices of the Dongria Kondh are often labeled as 
“backward” compared to industrial agriculture, despite being ecologically sustainable (Padel 
& Das, 2010). Similarly, the Māori concept of whakapapa—genealogical 
interconnectedness—is often sidelined in scientific management of ecosystems (Roberts et al., 
1995). These cases exemplify how Western epistemologies still dominate knowledge 
hierarchies. A decolonial approach thus aims to pluralize knowledge rather than replace one 
form with another. As Santos (2014) argues in Epistemologies of the South, decolonial work 
requires an “ecology of knowledges”, a framework that values coexistence among diverse 
epistemic traditions. Within this ecology, the knowledge of the Dongria Kondh, Yolŋu, and 
Māori are understood not as ethnographic curiosities but as living, dynamic systems capable 
of informing contemporary social sciences. 

4.2. Epistemic Justice: Restoring Voice and Credibility 

The second theoretical pillar is Epistemic Justice, a concept developed by Miranda Fricker 
(2007) to describe how social structures can cause unfair treatment to individuals or groups in 
their capacity as knowers. Fricker identifies two main forms: 

• Testimonial injustice, where a speaker’s credibility is unfairly deflated due to prejudice, 
and 



• Hermeneutical injustice, where marginalized groups lack the conceptual resources to 
make sense of their own experiences within dominant discourses. 

In the context of Indigenous knowledge, these injustices occur when tribal communities are 
excluded from participating in environmental policymaking, academic publishing, or scientific 
validation. For example, the Yolŋu people’s intricate seasonal calendars, based on ecological 
indicators such as bird migration or star movements, are rarely integrated into national climate 
models (Marika et al., 2009). This marginalization is not due to a lack of accuracy but to 
epistemic bias that privileges written, quantitative data over oral and experiential forms of 
knowing. Scholars such as Kristie Dotson (2011) extend Fricker’s theory to include epistemic 
oppression, a systemic phenomenon that restricts entire groups from contributing to knowledge 
production. Decolonial scholars, therefore, advocate epistemic justice not merely as inclusion 
but as the redistribution of epistemic authority (de Sousa Santos, 2014). By foregrounding 
epistemic justice, this research treats the Dongria Kondh, Yolŋu, and Māori not as subjects of 
study but as co-authors of knowledge. Their ways of knowing, oral histories, ritual practices, 
and ecological ethics are viewed as valid intellectual contributions that can reframe how social 
sciences approach sustainability, governance, and human–nature relations. 

4.3. Indigenous Knowledge Systems: Ontology, Cosmology, and Relationality 

The third theoretical foundation derives from the epistemological frameworks of Indigenous 
peoples themselves. Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) are characterized by holistic, 
relational, and place-based understandings of the world (Berkes, 2018; Battiste, 2002). These 
systems intertwine spiritual, ecological, and social dimensions, reflecting what Wilson (2008) 
calls a “relational accountability”, a worldview where knowledge is inseparable from 
relationships among humans, land, and spirit. 

4.3.1. Ontological Pluralism 

Western thought often divides nature and culture, subject and object, human and non-human. 
In contrast, Indigenous ontologies are non-dualistic; they perceive all entities as interconnected. 
For example, the Dongria Kondh view the Niyamgiri Hills as the abode of Niyam Raja, their 
ancestral deity and protector. The Yolŋu concept of gurrutu (kinship) extends to animals, rivers, 
and celestial bodies, forming an ontological web that determines social conduct (Marika et al., 
2009). The Māori idea of whakapapa similarly establishes a genealogical bond between people, 
land, and ancestors (Marsden, 2003). Such ontological pluralism challenges the 
anthropocentric bias of modern social sciences. By integrating these views, research can shift 
from analyzing Indigenous societies as objects to engaging with them as epistemic 
communities. 

4.3.2. Cosmological Continuity and Knowledge Transmission 

Indigenous epistemologies are also cosmological; knowledge is transmitted through story, 
song, and ritual that encode ecological and moral lessons (Battiste, 2002). For instance, Yolŋu 
songlines function as both maps and laws, guiding navigation and ethical behavior. Māori oral 
traditions, recorded in whakataukī (proverbs), carry ancestral wisdom about community 
harmony and resource management. In contrast to Western epistemologies that separate theory 
and practice, Indigenous knowledge is embodied and performative; knowledge exists through 
doing and relating. This has profound implications for research methodology, which must be 
participatory, dialogic, and respectful of Indigenous protocols (Smith, 2012; Wilson, 2008). 



4.4. Integrating the Theories: Toward a Decolonial Social Science 

By integrating Decolonial Theory, Epistemic Justice, and Indigenous Knowledge Systems, this 
study constructs a multi-layered theoretical framework that challenges epistemic hierarchies 
and redefines social sciences in the Indo-Pacific. 

• From Decolonial Theory, it borrows the commitment to dismantling Eurocentric 
dominance and to validating border epistemologies. 

• From Epistemic Justice, it draws the ethical obligation to redistribute credibility and 
intellectual authority to Indigenous communities. 

• From Indigenous Knowledge Systems, it inherits an ontological model of 
interdependence that expands the meaning of knowledge beyond human-centered 
rationalism. 

This composite framework is not intended to replace Western paradigms but to de-center 
them—to allow a pluriverse of knowledge where multiple truths coexist (Escobar, 2018). It 
also serves as a methodological guide for the comparative case study design of this research, 
ensuring that Indigenous perspectives remain central throughout analysis and interpretation. 

4.5. Application to Case Studies 

This framework will be applied to analyze three case studies: 

1. The Dongria Kondh (India) – representing a South Asian tribal community resisting 
ecological and cultural displacement through Indigenous ecological ethics and sacred 
geography (Padel & Das, 2010). 

2. The Yolŋu (Australia) – an Indigenous Australian community practicing traditional 
governance rooted in kinship and ecological interdependence (rom and gurrutu) 
(Marika et al., 2009). 

3. The Māori (Aotearoa New Zealand) – Indigenous custodians whose philosophy of 
kaitiakitanga (guardianship) integrates spirituality, ecology, and law (Roberts et al., 
1995). 

Each case demonstrates how Indigenous epistemologies operate as living systems of 
knowledge that challenge extractive and anthropocentric models of modernity. The framework 
thus allows for both comparative and relational insights, showing how these diverse 
communities collectively articulate an Indo-Pacific alternative to Eurocentric social science. 
The theoretical framework underpinning this study repositions Indigenous epistemologies from 
the margins to the center of knowledge creation. Through decolonial theory, it exposes the 
lingering colonial power structures that shape global academia. Through epistemic justice, it 
advocates ethical responsibility toward inclusive and reciprocal scholarship. And through 
Indigenous knowledge systems, it reveals the relational and ecological depth of local wisdoms 
that can guide sustainable futures. Ultimately, this framework envisions a reimagined Indo-
Pacific social science, one that acknowledges epistemic plurality, fosters cross-cultural 
dialogue, and allows Indigenous and Global South scholars to co-author global discourses. In 
doing so, it contributes to the broader decolonial project of transforming not only what we 
know, but how we know. 

5. Analysis/Findings and Discussion through Case Studies 



5.1. Case Study 1: The Dongria Kondh (India) 

The Dongria Kondh inhabit the Niyamgiri hills, which are located in the Eastern Ghats 
mountain range in the Indian state of Odisha. India is a key player in the Indo-Pacific, and its 
land and maritime territory are part of this interconnected region. The Dongria Kondh refer to 
themselves as Jharnia, or "protectors of streams," reflecting their profound ecological 
connection to the land. This deep relationship with nature is a microcosm of the larger 
ecological issues that face the diverse ecosystems of the Indo-Pacific, such as those in the Coral 
Triangle and the Great Barrier Reef. The Dongria Kondh are known for their successful 
resistance against bauxite mining by the multinational corporation Vedanta Resources, which 
they viewed as a threat to their sacred hills. This struggle highlights the tensions between 
development and environmental preservation that occur in many parts of the resource-rich 
Indo-Pacific region. The Dongria Kondh's fight to protect their ancestral lands and their sacred 
mountain, Niyam Dongar, drew international attention. This put a spotlight on the struggles 
faced by vulnerable indigenous populations within the Indo-Pacific, where diverse cultures and 
communities navigate complex geopolitical and economic pressures. The Dongria Kondh are 
one of the Primitive Tribal Groups (PTGs) residing in the Niyamgiri Hills of Odisha, eastern 
India. Belonging to the Kondh tribal confederation, they inhabit the Rayagada and Kalahandi 
districts, living in scattered settlements across the forested slopes between 500 and 1,500 
meters above sea level. Their homeland, known as Niyamgiri, literally translates to “the hill of 
law” or “the abode of Niyam Raja,” the supreme deity who governs both natural and social 
order (Padel & Das, 2010). For centuries, the Dongria Kondh have practiced subsistence 
agriculture, horticulture, and forest-based livelihoods. Their mountainous ecosystem is rich in 
biodiversity and forms part of the Eastern Ghats’ critical ecological corridor. The community’s 
relatively isolated geography has enabled them to preserve intricate traditions, oral histories, 
and ecological practices that are tightly interwoven with their spiritual and cosmological 
worldview. 

5.1.1. Cultural and Ecological Worldview 

The Dongria Kondh perceive their environment as a sentient entity governed by divine 
principles. Niyam Raja, the mountain deity, represents both cosmic law and environmental 
order. The community’s ecological ethics stem from this sacred ontology; their survival and 
moral conduct are governed by the obligation to maintain the equilibrium of Niyamgiri’s 
ecosystem. Their agricultural practices, such as shifting cultivation (podu chasa), are structured 
around ecological cycles and community consensus. Trees, animals, and rivers are endowed 
with agency, and rituals of propitiation and gratitude maintain reciprocity between humans and 
non-human entities. This worldview resonates with the decolonial understanding of relational 
ontology, which posits that knowledge arises from relationships, not hierarchies (Wilson, 
2008). The Dongria language itself encodes ecological wisdom; for instance, different words 
describe subtle variations in soil, water, and forest cover, reflecting their intricate 
environmental literacy (Padel, 2020). Their songs and oral narratives also serve as repositories 
of ecological and historical knowledge, linking biodiversity conservation to moral and spiritual 
discipline. 

5.1.2. Resistance to Mining and Sacred Hill Ecology 

The Dongria Kondh became internationally known for their sustained resistance to bauxite 
mining proposed by Vedanta Resources in the early 2000s. The company sought to extract 



bauxite from the Niyamgiri Hills, which are sacred to the community. The project, supported 
initially by state authorities, threatened to displace hundreds of Dongria families and devastate 
the ecosystem. Invoking both their constitutional rights under India’s Panchayats (Extension 
to Scheduled Areas) Act (PESA) and their cultural sovereignty, the Dongria organized one of 
the most significant Indigenous environmental movements in South Asia. Their slogan: 
“Niyamgiri is our God, our life”, encapsulated the inseparability of ecology, culture, and 
spirituality (Kujur, 2015). In 2013, the Supreme Court of India delivered a landmark judgment 
empowering Gram Sabhas (village councils) to decide on mining proposals. Twelve Gram 
Sabhas of the Dongria Kondh unanimously rejected the project, establishing a precedent for 
Indigenous self-determination and environmental governance (Supreme Court of India, 2013). 
This resistance demonstrates a living practice of epistemic disobedience (Mignolo, 2011), 
where Indigenous cosmology asserts legitimacy against state-corporate epistemologies of 
development and progress. 

5.1.3. Lessons for Sustainable Governance 

The Dongria Kondh case underscores that sustainability cannot be achieved through 
technocratic policies alone; it must emerge from cultural continuity and epistemic plurality. 
Their governance model, anchored in community decision-making, ritual accountability, and 
ecological reciprocity, offers a blueprint for decolonizing environmental policy in India. 
Recognizing Indigenous sovereignty over sacred landscapes can bridge the gap between 
environmental law and Indigenous ethics. Their example also challenges the extractive logic 
of global capitalism by proposing an alternate vision of wealth and wellbeing grounded in 
relational balance rather than accumulation. Thus, Niyamgiri represents not merely a site of 
resistance but a pedagogy of place-based sustainability. 

5.2. Case Study 2: The Yolŋu (Australia) 

5.2.1. Kinship and Land-Sea Governance Systems 

The Yolŋu people inhabit the northeastern region of Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory of 
Australia. They are among the oldest continuous cultures in the world, with linguistic, social, 
and ecological systems that have persisted for tens of millennia. Yolŋu cosmology is articulated 
through rom (law) and gurrutu (kinship), which define relationships among people, ancestors, 
animals, and the landscape (Marika et al., 2009). Their worldview is fundamentally relational 
and custodial, every aspect of land, sea, and sky is connected through songlines (manikay), 
which narrate ancestral journeys and encode ecological knowledge. These songlines are 
simultaneously oral maps, histories, and moral codes. As Rose (2004) notes, Yolŋu kinship 
extends to non-human life, where humans, trees, and animals coexist within a moral ecology 
of care and responsibility. 

5.2.3. Indigenous Protected Areas and Hybrid Management 

Yolŋu ecological governance has gained national recognition through the establishment of 
Indigenous Protected Areas (IPAs) and Ranger Programs, where Yolŋu knowledge systems are 
integrated into conservation management. The Dhimurru Indigenous Protected Area, 
established in 2000, covers approximately 92,000 hectares of land and sea country. Managed 
by Yolŋu rangers, it combines Indigenous law with scientific conservation (Altman & Kerins, 
2012). These co-management arrangements exemplify a hybrid model of governance, where 
Yolŋu rom operates alongside Australian environmental legislation. The rangers apply both 
traditional fire management and modern ecological monitoring, illustrating a dialogic 



interaction between Indigenous and Western epistemologies. This synthesis reflects a form of 
epistemic co-production (Jasanoff, 2004), where mutual respect allows diverse knowledge 
systems to collaborate without assimilation. 

5.2.4. Role in Climate and Biodiversity Policy 

In recent years, the Yolŋu have become active participants in Australia’s climate change and 
biodiversity discourse. Their fire management practices have been recognized for reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions and protecting biodiversity (Russell-Smith et al., 2013). Through the 
Savanna Burning carbon projects, Yolŋu rangers generate carbon credits, contributing to both 
local livelihoods and global climate mitigation. This recognition, however, remains precarious. 
As Howitt (2019) argues, the inclusion of Indigenous knowledge often occurs under state-
defined frameworks that risk instrumentalizing Indigenous participation rather than fostering 
genuine epistemic partnership. Nevertheless, the Yolŋu model demonstrates that environmental 
justice in the Anthropocene requires plural epistemologies, where Indigenous governance 
systems shape national policy frameworks on equal footing with Western science. 

5.3. Case Study 3: The Māori (New Zealand) 

5.3.1. Concepts of Whakapapa, Mana, and Kaitiakitanga 

The Māori of Aotearoa (New Zealand) have long articulated a cosmology where all beings are 
bound through whakapapa—a genealogical network that links humans, ancestors, and the 
natural world (Roberts et al., 1995). This relational ontology affirms that rivers, mountains, and 
forests possess mauri (life force) and mana (spiritual authority). The principle of kaitiakitanga 
(guardianship) lies at the heart of Māori ecological ethics. It entails a moral duty of care for the 
environment, rooted in ancestral lineage and communal stewardship rather than ownership. 
This philosophy challenges anthropocentric paradigms by asserting that humans are not 
masters but custodians of the natural world. Māori epistemology has influenced New Zealand’s 
environmental discourse profoundly, demonstrating how Indigenous frameworks can coexist 
with and transform state policy. 

5.3.2. Treaty of Waitangi and Bicultural Governance 

The Treaty of Waitangi (1840) remains a foundational legal instrument shaping Māori–Crown 
relations. Although historically contested, recent decades have seen progressive 
reinterpretations that enhance Māori political and epistemic sovereignty. The Waitangi 
Tribunal, established in 1975, provides a platform for addressing historical grievances and 
recognizing Māori rights over land, language, and culture. In environmental governance, the 
2017 legal recognition of the Whanganui River as a living entity with legal personhood 
exemplifies this shift (Charpleix, 2018). Rooted in Māori cosmology, the river is now 
represented by both Māori and government-appointed guardians, embodying a bicultural 
model of co-governance. Such developments signal a profound institutional acknowledgment 
of Māori epistemology within state structures, an outcome that contrasts sharply with 
Indigenous struggles elsewhere in the Indo-Pacific. As Durie (2004) notes, Māori involvement 
in governance reflects a bicultural partnership model, where Indigenous values are embedded 
into national policy rather than merely accommodated. 

5.3.3. Māori Influence on Sustainability Policy 

The incorporation of Māori values into sustainability frameworks has reshaped New Zealand’s 
policy discourse. Concepts such as whanaungatanga (relational belonging), mauri, and taonga 



(treasures) now inform national strategies on biodiversity, water management, and education 
(Harmsworth & Awatere, 2013). Furthermore, Māori scholars and institutions actively 
contribute to global Indigenous networks, influencing the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Their 
participation exemplifies a successful model of Indigenous globalization, where local 
epistemologies engage global forums without being subsumed by them. 

6. Comparative Analysis 

6.1. Common Patterns 

Across the three case studies, several shared patterns emerge, reflecting the epistemological 
coherence of Indigenous knowledge systems across the Indo-Pacific. 

1. Relational Ontology: 

All three communities—Dongria Kondh, Yolŋu, and Māori—conceive of reality as a 
network of relationships rather than a hierarchy of entities. The Dongria’s devotion to 
Niyam Raja, the Yolŋu’s songlines, and the Māori’s whakapapa articulate cosmologies 
where humans, nature, and the spiritual world are interdependent. 

2. Land Ethics and Sacred Ecology: 

Each community anchors its ethical system in ecological reciprocity. For the Dongria, 
the mountain is a deity; for the Yolŋu, the land and sea are kin; for the Māori, the river 
is an ancestor. This sacralization of nature produces sustainable governance models 
grounded in reverence, not resource extraction. 

3. Epistemic Resistance and Decolonial Agency: 

The three communities exemplify epistemic resistance to colonial modernity. Whether 
through the Dongria Kondh’s anti-mining struggle, the Yolŋu’s hybrid conservation 
regimes, or the Māori’s legal personhood initiatives, each asserts autonomy over its 
knowledge systems. 

4. Plural Knowledge Systems: 

All cases highlight the possibility of epistemic pluralism where Indigenous and Western 
knowledge can coexist and co-produce meaningful frameworks for sustainability and 
governance. 

6.2. Key Differences 

1. Legal Recognition and Institutional Support: 

The Māori enjoy formal recognition through the Treaty of Waitangi and representation 
in governance, while the Yolŋu engage through negotiated co-management 
arrangements. The Dongria Kondh, despite constitutional protections, continue to face 
marginalization and extractive pressures. 

2. Scale of Global Engagement: 

Māori institutions have achieved global influence through academic and policy 
networks, while Yolŋu and Dongria epistemologies remain localized, often mediated 
by NGOs or sympathetic researchers. 

3. Mode of Resistance: 



The Dongria resistance is primarily grassroots and defensive, the Yolŋu model is 
collaborative and adaptive, and the Māori strategy is transformative and institutional  
each reflecting different pathways of engaging global power structures. 

6.3. Engagement with Global Discourses 

These case studies collectively reveal how Indo-Pacific Indigenous communities reimagine 
global discourses from within. They challenge the unidirectional flow of knowledge from 
North to South by positioning Indigenous epistemologies as sources of theoretical innovation. 

• The Dongria Kondh challenge the development paradigm, proposing a spirituality-
based ethic of sustainability. 

• The Yolŋu demonstrate the potential for dialogic governance that merges ancestral law 
with modern conservation science. 

• The Māori illustrate how Indigenous thought can reshape national and global policy, 
offering a model of institutionalized decoloniality. 

Together, they form a continuum of Indigenous epistemic resurgence from resistance to 
collaboration to transformation, redefining what it means to “reimagine Indo-Pacific social 
sciences.” The comparative discussion of Dongria Kondh, Yolŋu, and Māori epistemologies 
illuminates the possibility of a plural, dialogic, and decolonial Indo-Pacific social science. Each 
community, through its unique engagement with land, law, and knowledge, enacts a living 
critique of colonial epistemology. Their practices remind us that knowledge is not universal but 
situated; it is nurtured by the rhythms of land, memory, and relationship. By foregrounding 
Indigenous epistemologies as legitimate and vital forms of knowing, this study contributes to 
dismantling epistemological hierarchies and fostering mutual learning between local and global 
frameworks. Ultimately, these case studies affirm that the future of sustainable and just social 
science lies not in abstraction but in the grounded wisdom of place-based communities who 
continue to think, live, and dream with the earth. 

7. Findings and Discussion 

7.1. Overview of Findings 

The comparative analysis of the Dongria Kondh, Yolŋu, and Māori communities reveals 
convergences and divergences in how Indigenous epistemologies shape sustainable 
governance, cultural resilience, and environmental ethics. Across all three cases, land and 
ecology are not conceptualized as external entities to be managed, but as living relatives or kin 
within a holistic ontological framework. The Dongria Kondh’s relationship with Niyamgiri 
hills, the Yolŋu’s sea–land custodianship, and the Māori principle of kaitiakitanga 
(guardianship) each exemplify an epistemic structure that binds identity, spirituality, and 
ecological practice. 

Three dominant findings emerge: 

1. Relational Knowledge Systems – Indigenous worldviews operate on the premise of 
interdependence between humans and non-humans. 

2. Community-Centric Governance – Traditional governance is decentralized, 
emphasizing collective responsibility and reciprocity. 



3. Epistemic Resistance and Adaptation – Each community redefines modern 
environmental policy frameworks to include Indigenous perspectives, demonstrating 
adaptive resistance rather than passive survival. 

These findings indicate that Indigenous epistemologies not only preserve cultural heritage but 
also propose viable pathways for reimagining sustainable governance in the Global South and 
North alike. 

7.2. Reframing Epistemic Hierarchies 

The three case studies challenge the Western epistemological hierarchy that positions scientific 
knowledge as the dominant or sole rational form of understanding. The Dongria Kondh 
articulate a moral ecology where Niyam Raja, their mountain deity, regulates both human and 
non-human life. Knowledge here is transmitted orally, embedded in ritual and song, and 
inseparable from ethical practice. Similarly, the Yolŋu concept of Rom (law) integrates 
spiritual, ecological, and social dimensions, establishing rules for sea and land use that ensure 
intergenerational balance. The Māori notion of whakapapa (genealogy) extends beyond human 
ancestry to include all elements of creation, generating a form of ecological kinship that 
challenges Cartesian dualism. These epistemologies collectively destabilize the binaries of 
“nature/culture” and “science/spirituality.” They replace them with relational ontologies, where 
all beings participate in the co-production of life. From a decolonial standpoint, as articulated 
by scholars like Walter Mignolo (2011) and Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2014), these systems 
constitute epistemologies of the South, frameworks that delink from colonial modernity by 
asserting pluriversal forms of knowing. They expose the limitations of Western scientific 
rationality, which often abstracts ecosystems into resources and separates the knower from the 
known. 

7.3. Knowledge Co-Production and Mutual Learning 

One of the most significant insights from this study is the potential for mutual epistemic 
exchange rather than one-sided assimilation. The Dongria Kondh’s resistance to bauxite mining 
on the Niyamgiri hills prompted legal and ecological scholars to reassess concepts of “sacred 
geography” and “environmental justice.” Their success in gaining legal recognition for their 
sacred lands under India’s Forest Rights Act (2006) illustrates how Indigenous ontologies can 
inform national policy within a plural legal framework. The Yolŋu’s involvement in Indigenous 
Protected Areas (IPAs) in Australia exemplifies co-management systems where government 
agencies and Indigenous custodians collaborate. Here, Western conservation science and Yolŋu 
ecological law intersect, not through assimilation, but through dialogic translation. This 
demonstrates that when Indigenous communities are recognized as epistemic authorities, 
governance becomes more holistic and resilient. In Aotearoa New Zealand, Māori interventions 
have profoundly reshaped sustainability policies. The granting of legal personhood to the 
Whanganui River (2017), grounded in Māori cosmology, represents a paradigmatic shift from 
resource management to relationship restoration. This decision not only affirms Māori ontology 
but also challenges global legal discourse to accommodate non-human rights, echoing what 
Arturo Escobar (2018) calls “a world where many worlds fit.” Thus, the findings suggest that 
mutual learning between the Global South and the North requires dismantling epistemic 
hierarchies and embracing pluralistic, co-produced frameworks of knowledge. Indigenous 
epistemologies should not be “integrated” into Western systems as mere cultural inputs; they 



must be acknowledged as equally legitimate paradigms capable of transforming those systems 
from within. 

7.4. Implications for Indo-Pacific Social Sciences 

The Indo-Pacific region, marked by deep colonial histories and ecological vulnerabilities, 
stands at a crossroads. Social sciences within this context often replicate Eurocentric 
methodologies that privilege quantitative data over narrative, oral, and experiential forms of 
knowing. The case studies demonstrate the urgent need for epistemic humility, a recognition 
that Indigenous frameworks can enhance the methodological and ethical foundations of social 
research. For instance, the Dongria Kondh’s participatory rituals of decision-making suggest 
models for community-based research ethics rooted in consent, reciprocity, and ecological 
accountability. The Yolŋu’s kinship-based land-sea management informs interdisciplinary 
environmental governance models that blur the boundaries between sociology, ecology, and 
anthropology. The Māori’s bicultural legal innovations provide templates for inclusive 
policymaking that social scientists can use to understand power-sharing and institutional 
transformation. By incorporating these insights, the Indo-Pacific social sciences can evolve 
from extractive forms of research toward co-creative, decolonial methodologies. This involves 
valuing storytelling, community consultations, and Indigenous languages as valid modes of 
data and analysis. As Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) argues in Decolonizing Methodologies, such 
transformations are necessary to “reclaim control over Indigenous ways of knowing and 
being.” 

7.5. The Challenge of Translation and Pluriversality 

Despite their transformative potential, Indigenous epistemologies face challenges of translation 
within dominant academic and policy frameworks. Concepts like Niyam Raja, Rom, or 
kaitiakitanga often lose nuance when expressed in English or bureaucratic language. Western 
academia tends to “domesticate” these ideas by fitting them into existing paradigms of 
environmentalism or ethics, thus reproducing the epistemic dominance that decolonial theory 
seeks to overcome. However, the case studies also show moments of productive translation, 
where epistemic encounters produce pluriversal understandings rather than assimilation. The 
Whanganui River’s legal recognition as a person, for example, represents a hybrid ontological 
space where Indigenous spirituality and Western law coexist without erasing each other. 
Similarly, the Dongria Kondh’s testimony in Indian courts preserved ritual idioms alongside 
constitutional language, asserting both legal and sacred authority. These examples embody 
what Escobar (2018) calls the “ontological turn”, a move from universalism to pluriversality, 
acknowledging that multiple realities coexist. The challenge, then, is to nurture spaces where 
such coexistence can thrive without reduction or co-option. 

7.6. Toward a Decolonial Sustainability Paradigm 

Across the three case studies, sustainability emerges not as a technocratic goal but as a moral 
and relational practice. The Indigenous notion of sustainability extends beyond resource 
management to encompass spiritual balance, intergenerational ethics, and community well-
being. This contrasts sharply with neoliberal sustainability models that prioritize efficiency and 
growth. The Dongria Kondh’s “mountain as deity”, the Yolŋu’s “law of the sea”, and the 
Māori’s “river as ancestor” each redefine sustainability as sacred reciprocity, a worldview that 
situates humans within the web of life rather than above it. For the Indo-Pacific region, 
adopting such paradigms means reorienting social sciences from exploitative frameworks 



toward restorative and relational ethics. These Indigenous philosophies thus do not simply 
contribute to sustainability discourse; they reconstitute it. They teach that sustainable futures 
depend not on control over nature but on humility before it, an ethos deeply needed in a world 
facing climate collapse and ecological fragmentation. 

7.7. Synthesis and Way Forward 

The findings reveal that Indigenous epistemologies, when treated as coequal systems of 
knowledge, can profoundly reshape global thought. The Dongria Kondh, Yolŋu, and Māori 
communities demonstrate that sustainability, justice, and governance are most resilient when 
grounded in relational ethics and collective memory. They also reveal the limitations of 
Western academia’s compartmentalized knowledge structures and the necessity of dialogical 
engagement across epistemic boundaries. 

For the Indo-Pacific social sciences, this means: 

• Reframing Indigenous studies as centres of theory production, not merely sites of data 
collection. 

• Building transnational South–South dialogues among Indigenous communities to share 
governance innovations. 

• Promoting policy co-creation that respects Indigenous sovereignty and ecological 
jurisprudence. 

In doing so, scholars and policymakers can move toward what Santos (2014) calls a “sociology 
of absences” — recovering knowledges suppressed by colonial modernity. The ultimate 
finding, therefore, is not merely that Indigenous epistemologies enrich sustainability discourse, 
but that they hold the key to reimagining the very foundations of social science itself — as 
pluriversal, decolonial, and life-affirming. 

8. Conclusion and Recommendations 

8.1. Reclaiming Indigenous Epistemologies 

The comparative exploration of the Dongria Kondh (India), Yolŋu (Australia), and Māori (New 
Zealand) communities underscores an urgent need to reclaim Indigenous epistemologies as 
vital, living systems of knowledge that hold immense relevance in the contemporary world. 
These epistemologies are not static remnants of pre-modern cultures but dynamic frameworks 
that continue to shape sustainable living, environmental governance, and ethical community 
relations. 

Indigenous worldviews—grounded in kinship, reciprocity, and relational ecology—present an 
alternative to dominant Western paradigms that fragment nature and culture. By reasserting the 
sacredness of land, sea, and ancestral relations, these knowledge systems offer a holistic 
understanding of sustainability rooted in moral and spiritual balance rather than utilitarian 
management. The Dongria Kondh’s reverence for Niyamgiri, the Yolŋu’s sea–land law (Rom), 
and the Māori principle of kaitiakitanga collectively demonstrate that environmental 
stewardship cannot be divorced from identity, spirituality, and collective responsibility. 

Reclaiming these epistemologies means moving beyond token inclusion or cultural 
appreciation toward epistemic justice—recognizing Indigenous knowledge as a legitimate, 
authoritative, and coequal source of theory and practice. This reclamation is not merely cultural 



but profoundly political, as it calls for the decolonization of academia, governance, and 
development practices that continue to marginalize Indigenous voices. 

8.2. Toward Inclusive and Decolonial Social Science Research 

To make social science research truly inclusive and decolonial, scholars must critically 
interrogate the epistemic foundations of their disciplines. For too long, social sciences have 
operated within frameworks that privilege empirical positivism and Eurocentric rationality, 
treating Indigenous knowledge as supplementary or anecdotal. The path forward lies in 
pluralizing knowledge systems through co-creation and participatory engagement. 

1. Recognizing Indigenous Scholars as Knowledge Producers: 

Indigenous communities should not be treated as research subjects but as collaborators 
and co-theorists. Institutions must support Indigenous scholars and community elders 
as co-authors, advisors, and methodological guides in research projects. This 
recognition redefines “expertise” to include lived experience and oral tradition 
alongside academic training. 

2. Valuing Storytelling, Ritual, and Oral Narratives as Data: 

Methods such as storytelling, oral history, and performative practices must be 
recognized as valid modes of generating and analyzing data. As Linda Tuhiwai Smith 
(1999) argues, decolonial research is rooted in respect, reciprocity, and relational 
accountability. This requires a shift from extractive research models to collaborative 
and community-centered methodologies. 

3. Embedding Reflexivity and Ethics in Research Practice: 

Decolonial research demands a reflexive awareness of positionality, the researcher’s 
own power, privilege, and purpose. Ethical frameworks must move beyond institutional 
checklists toward culturally informed consent processes, ongoing dialogue, and benefit-
sharing with the communities involved. 

By embracing these principles, social science research can evolve into a dialogical space that 
honors the coexistence of multiple epistemologies, an approach vital for the Indo-Pacific 
region’s intellectual and ecological future. 

8.3. Policy Implications: Integrating Indigenous Frameworks 

Reclaiming Indigenous epistemologies has profound policy implications for governments, 
universities, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs). If sustainability and justice are to 
be achieved in the 21st century, policy frameworks must expand to include Indigenous 
worldviews as structural, not symbolic, components. 

1. Governments: 
Governments must recognize Indigenous governance systems as legitimate and 
binding. This includes granting legal personhood to natural entities, as in the Māori 
model of the Whanganui River, and strengthening constitutional protections for 
Indigenous lands and rights, as seen in the Dongria Kondh’s Niyamgiri verdict. Policy 
frameworks should institutionalize Indigenous participation in decision-making bodies 
related to environment, health, and education. Additionally, governments must fund 
Indigenous-led research and climate initiatives that draw upon traditional ecological 
knowledge (TEK). 



2. Universities: 
Higher education institutions must transform curricula to include Indigenous 
epistemologies not as case studies but as core theoretical frameworks. Departments 
of social sciences, environmental studies, and humanities should embed Indigenous 
philosophies of knowledge, ethics, and ecology into their pedagogical design. 
Interdisciplinary centres for Indigenous Studies and Decolonial Research should be 
established, emphasizing collaboration with local communities. Furthermore, 
universities should promote language revitalization and oral traditions as academic 
assets, challenging the dominance of English-language knowledge production. 

3. NGOs and Development Agencies: 

NGOs working in areas such as sustainability, gender equality, and community 
development must shift from interventionist to partnership-based models. Projects 
should be co-designed with Indigenous leaders and grounded in community priorities. 
Instead of importing external development frameworks, organizations must adopt 
context-specific governance models drawn from Indigenous ethics of care, balance, and 
collective responsibility. 

Through such integrative policies, society can begin to move from a regime of “inclusion” to 
one of epistemic parity, where Indigenous frameworks guide governance rather than merely 
participating in it. 

8.4. Future Research Directions 

While this study has focused on three case studies within the Indo-Pacific context, it opens up 
a broader horizon for future research and collaborative engagement. Several directions are 
suggested: 

1. Field-Based and Participatory Research: 

Future studies should prioritize long-term field engagement that allows communities to 
lead research design and outcomes. Participatory Action Research (PAR) and 
ethnographic collaboration can deepen understanding of Indigenous governance 
practices and facilitate co-learning between scholars and communities. 

2. Comparative South–South Dialogues: 

Research should move beyond Global North–South binaries to explore trans-
Indigenous exchanges—for instance, between tribes in India, Southeast Asia, and 
Oceania. Such comparative frameworks can uncover shared histories of resistance and 
common epistemological threads that challenge colonial boundaries. 

3. Integrating Climate and Justice Studies: 

The intersection of Indigenous epistemologies with climate change adaptation, 
environmental law, and restorative justice presents fertile ground for interdisciplinary 
research. Exploring how Indigenous ethics can inform global climate governance will 
strengthen the link between knowledge systems and actionable sustainability. 

4. Digital and Archival Preservation: 



Future projects must document and digitize oral histories, ecological songs, and cultural 
narratives to ensure intergenerational transmission. However, such archives must 
remain community-owned and governed by Indigenous data sovereignty principles. 

The central conclusion of this study is that Indigenous epistemologies are not alternatives to 
modernity; they are correctives to it. They remind us that sustainability, justice, and knowledge 
must be grounded in relationship, reciprocity, and reverence. The Dongria Kondh, Yolŋu, and 
Māori communities exemplify how cultural continuity can coexist with adaptive innovation, 
offering a moral compass for an increasingly fragmented world. Reclaiming and reintegrating 
Indigenous epistemologies is thus not merely an academic exercise; it is an ethical and 
civilizational imperative. For the Indo-Pacific region, where colonial legacies and ecological 
crises converge, these frameworks offer both philosophical depth and practical direction. By 
embracing them, scholars, policymakers, and citizens can co-create a world that honours 
plurality, nurtures balance, and sustains life in all its interdependent forms. 
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