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Session abstract 

The Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 
(IPBES) defines transformative change as a “fundamental, system-wide reorganization across 
technological, economic and social factors, including paradigms, goals and values” (IPBES 
2019: XVIII). Transformative change is therefore deeply political, and political ecology thus 
particularly well-suited for understanding and enabling such change (Bluwstein 2021; Blythe 
et al. 2018). Various actors in multiple academic disciplines, governments, and social 
organizations have interpreted transformative change in myriad ways and from multiple 
perspectives (Scoones et al. 2020; Vogel and O’Brien 2021). And while some of these 
perspectives incorporate ideas of diversity, equity, inclusion, and justice, many lack a deeper 
analysis of power and continue to operate under apolitical assumptions that privilege 
technocratic approaches to transformative change. As a result, while many different 
connotations of transformative change have been operationalized in various contexts, certain 
voices and perspectives are often muted or completely absent (Martin et al. 2020). For 
example, a recent systematic review of Indigenous and Local Knowledges (ILK) in 
transformative change research found that such perspectives are almost always relegated to a 
supportive role, rather than a central or equal one (Lam et al. 2020). Yet approaches to 
transformative change arguably have much to learn from place-based cultures, which are 
grounded in reciprocity, collective land stewardship, and regenerative practices, and therefore 
offer a stark contrast to the current global paradigm (Blaser et al. 2010; Hall & Fenelon, 
2008).  

Political ecology encourages us to ask questions about what a fundamental, system-wide 
reorganization of society looks like in theory and practice and it invites us to interrogate 
whose paradigms, goals, and values must be reorganized and how (Massarella et al. 2021). 
However, political ecology is often critiqued for focusing more on illuminating dominant 
power relations than on offering concrete pathways for action to transform them (Chambers et 
al. 2021). In this session, we aim to reflect on the theories and practices of transformative 
change within the space of political ecology. We are particularly interested in political 
ecology’s role in actively repoliticizing spaces of technocratic power and in working with 
marginalized actors and knowledge systems, such as those representing ILK, to elevate their 



perspectives and more fully pluralize transformational roles, debates, and solutions. We invite 
abstracts of no more than 250 words that reflect on the blind spots of political ecology’s 
applications to transformative change, as well as its current and potential contributions. We 
are thus interested in exploring the following questions, as well as any related ones: 

● In what ways can political ecology enable transformative change and in what ways 
might it hinder it? 

● How can political ecology better translate critiques of certain approaches to 
transformative change into actual changes in practice?  

● How can political ecology better serve marginalized knowledges, such as those of 
indigenous peoples, in transformative change processes and projects? 

● How can political ecology better challenge dominant knowledges, such as 
technocratic/capitalist approaches, in transformative change processes and projects? 

● What is the role of political ecology in disrupting power relations in practice? 

** For this panel, there will be a strong emphasis on diversity of speakers (geographical 
origin, cultural perspectives, race, gender, career stage, discipline, etc.) and on inclusive 
discussions. Therefore, we kindly request that you include some information on your 
positionality (related to these dimensions or others you find important) when submitting 
your abstract.** 
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