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worldviews and concerns and keep the development-focused terms of reference off the 

negotiation table, thereby perpetuating colonial legacies of territorial domination and 

discursive obfuscation. Indigenous participants in co-management are thus often left with 

little choice but to once again submit to dominant cultures and land-use approaches and 

leave behind their responsibility-based environmental ethos. This research has sought to 

bring to light the present-day relevance of investigating the responsibility-based 

environmental ethos that I found in Xuilub. I propose that the responsibility-based 

attitudes relating to the land could influence non-Indigenous societies to make sounder 

environmental planning decisions that take into consideration the interests and wellbeing 

of all orders of beings. 

Martínez Coria & Haro Encinas (2015) outline some of the terminology and 

frameworks that inform the discourse surrounding Indigenous territorial governance and 

access to resources. They find that although they benefit from constitutional rights as 

Indigenous peoples, many Indigenous groups in Mexico face continued territorial 

dispossession as a result of the encroachment of private interests, such as Yucatan’s 

tourism industry. The authors conclude that there are marked limitations in Mexican law 

in recognizing Indigenous territorial rights. Although included in the amended Mexican 

Constitution (1992), Indigenous rights and autonomy are found to be constantly under 

threat in the face of economic development and neoliberal policies espoused by the 

Mexican government. In the same vein, de la Peña (2006) examines the ways in which 

the Mexican legislation and policy that have undermined Indigenous struggles for self-

determination and autonomy in order to grant concessions to multinational corporations 

and other Big Business interests. What is clear to many Indigenous (and non-Indigenous) 
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thinkers and people in Xuilub, Yucatan, Mexico, and around the world, is the need for a 

different environmental framework that understands and incorporates elements of the 

place- and relationship-based worldview that has been unpacked and presented in this 

dissertation. In investigating the case of a Canadian-owned mine operating in an 

Indigenous area of Guatemala, Fulmer, Godoy & Neff (2008) highlight some key ideas 

that illustrate the main limitations of non-Indigenous approaches to relating with and 

managing the environment. Although the constitutions of a number of countries in the 

Americas recognize Indigenous territorial (and resource) rights, and contain legislative 

and legal frameworks surrounding these, in practice they often fall short of honouring 

those rights, as these authors have found. The duty of governments and private industry 

to consult with Indigenous groups in cases of potential adverse environmental impacts 

and interference with Indigenous livelihoods on Indigenous territories is often secured by 

national legislative frameworks. This is the case in Mexico and in the Yucatan. In fact, 

the Pac-Chén and the Cancabchén Maya communities have been recent victims in land 

management frameworks that favour economic interests over Indigenous cultural 

preservation and subsistence autonomy (Gómez González, 2016). In those two 

communities, apiculture is the subsistence land-based activity and a large percentage of 

their members earn a living by selling honey products. However, in 2015 an amicus 

curiae legal body that is based in Ottawa, Lima, Bogota, and Mexico City highlighted 

one example in Yucatan in which the Mexican federal government has been resisting, 

through different legal approaches and mechanisms, to uphold their Indigenous 

constitutional rights: 
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Since 2005, the Mexican federal government has authorized the release of 
genetically modified soybeans at the pre-commercial stage. On 25 February 2011, 
the “Monsanto Comercial S.A. de C.V.” corporation requested permission to plant 
30,000 hectares of genetically modified soybeans in the State of Campeche, 
Quintana Roo and Yucatán. Even though there was never a consultation process 
carried out by the government with the affected indigenous communities, the 
federal government provided Monsanto with a licence to go forward with the 
planting on 17 June 2011 (“Case of Indigenous Communities,” p. 2).  

GMOs introduced in ancestral Maya territories pose a great threat to the Mexican tropical 

forests. The Maya groups in Pac-Chén and Cancabchén are highly dependent on the 

health of these forests because many families in these communities depend on apiculture 

as a main source of income. Most notably there is a high risk of these industrially 

produced seeds being carried by the wind and ending up on Maya milpas. Thus, even 

though the Mexican Constitution and international law is clear on the duty of 

governments and private interests to consult with Indigenous groups in case of potential 

environmental risks in their traditional territories, in practice this is far from guaranteed. 

This reality was also observed by Sioui and McLeman (2014) in their study on one 

eastern Ontario Algonquin group’s struggle against uranium mining and other 

government and private sector threats to their homeland.  

One of the main economic strategies in (non-Indigenous) Yucatan is to continue 

to foster growth in its rural industries such as tourism and monoculture crops. Growth in 

these industries is seen as the key to reinvigorating stagnant rural economies. The 

neoliberal economic ideal of ‘limitless’ growth is, to many Indigenous thinkers, reckless 

and dangerous, as it fails to consider the limits of the environment (see Comeliau, 2000 

for a discussion on the neoliberal assumption of limitless economic growth).  Such an 

ideological foundation for society presents challenges to the Mayas’ spiritual 
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responsibility as stewards of the land for all Mexicans. The current rural development 

vision “delegitimizes and trivializes indigenous peoples’ claim of spiritual and social 

responsibility to the land in order to promote a Eurocentric vision of limitless economic 

growth based on unchecked resource extraction” (interview with a Yucatec Maya 

doctoral student attending a Canadian university). Such systems focus on technocratic 

fixes, or tinkering with the terms of reference of a project, or negotiating what percentage 

of the profits of an extractive enterprise (if any) go to the affected Indigenous group 

(Fulmer, Godoy & Neff, 2008).  However, meaningful questions such as who decides 

what counts as progress or development, and whether or not there are alternatives to 

resource-intensive and highly destructive land-use models are almost invariably left off 

the negotiation table. Even though local Indigenous participation in such projects is  

entrenched in International Indigenous law, it is not enforced. In fact, although through 

the United Nations International Labour Organization’s (ILO) convention 169, signatory 

nations like Mexico have a duty to consult with Indigenous people is protected, 

Indigenous people have no right to veto exploitation on their lands. This is an example of 

one of the most important international policy documents about Indigenous cultures and 

land use that focuses on rights as opposed to responsibility and stewardship. Although 

they can try to persuade companies to adapt their techniques to minimize environmental 

damage, and to restore the environment afterwards, they have no real decision-making 

power or authority. Legal approaches to Indigenous territorial rights are mostly a “post-

hoc remedy as opposed to forward-looking governance” (ibid, p. 113). Laws can be 

strengthened, refined, and clarified but the fundamental question at stake remains: who 

decides what development projects proceed, how they proceed, and who benefits. In 
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practice, it is clear that the scales of justice seldom tilt in favour of Indigenous groups 

over corporate interests, demonstrating what are, in my opinion, some clear weaknesses 

of the rights-based approach.  

6.3.2 Implications of Responsibility-Based Thinking and Being Part of the Land for 
Mainstream Environmental Stewardship  
 

IKs have been perpetuated through the generations, and are at present reflected in 

the land-use practices of groups like the Yucatec Maya in Xuilub. However, according to 

interviewees, the term ‘environmental management’ is an oxymoron: “How can we 

consider ourselves land managers when we depend on her everyday for food, shelter, and 

our survival? It’s really the other way around: she manages us,” affirmed one hunter 

when I asked him what he believed were the best practices in terms of managing animal 

populations in the area. The current Mexican environmental strategy, which divides 

ecosystems into various resources suitable for exploitation, such as forests, minerals, soils 

is a concept that can be difficult to reconcile with the Maya worldview that, according to 

the interviewees perceive the environment as an interconnected web of relations, and 

consider humans to be just one element of the land. In Maya thought, there is recognition 

that what the Western mind would call “democratic processes” includes human and non-

human beings. In Xuilub, the environmental decision-making process is not limited to 

humans; management decisions are made in consideration of the non-human beings’ 

interests. This guiding principle is contained in environmental visions expressed by other 

Indigenous cultures across the Americas. For example, it is captured in the Algonquin 

term mino-pimàdiziwin, which means to learn to live in balance with the land and with 

other physical and spiritual beings (M. Sioui, 2012; Sioui and McLeman, 2014). 
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Interestingly, essentially the same idea is contained in the Quechua phrase sumak kawsay 

(Acosta, 2013).  

It is precisely because of this inclusion of non-human beings in the Maya 

conception of society that the average person in Xuilub considers inappropriate the 

predominant environmental management-by-compartmentalizing (the land into 

independent resources) (Zoomers, 2000) approach. They believe that because they are 

part of the land, any actions that degrade the integrity or health of the ecosystem 

ultimately affect the health of human beings. In view of this ethical principle, economic 

activities that depend heavily on resource extraction (such as uranium mining) are 

strongly opposed. Many interviewees believe that all human beings are subject to the 

“laws of the land.” Various Xuilub Elders have expressed to me the need for humans to 

stay attuned to the ever-changing reality of the earth. This consciousness of the necessity 

for humans to observe and respect the land and the attendant capacity to see life in its 

oneness and in relationships with the land are what Sioui (1992; 1999; 2008) calls 

“circular thinking.” According to this way of thinking, the sense of wellness, happiness, 

security, proportion and balance experienced by human beings depends on the quality of 

the relationships that they are able to develop and maintain in relation to other beings on 

the land, with which they share life, time and (re)create ‘place’ as a location of shared 

meaning and experiences, in the same vein as Tuan’s (1977) definition. It is this 

knowledge and belief system that guides the people of Xuilub in their actions relating to 

land use and environmental management.  

As identified in Chapter 3, one of the key contributions of postcolonial thought is 

that as critical scholars we cannot take Western ways of knowing (namely science and 
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‘reason’) for granted as the single beacon that illuminates and guides humanity (Alfred, 

2005; Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin (2000); Bhabha, 1994; Harris, 2004; Legg, 2007; etc.). 

Useful knowledge is found in different ways of knowing, doing, and being. Also, as the 

feminist school of thought has brought to light there is no single way of knowing that is 

inherently more objective or unbiased than the other, and to presume such a status is, I 

believe, misguided at best (Hawaray, 1991; Rose, 1997). This idea should be applied in 

the field of environmental management. Indeed, gaining knowledge from a multitude of 

different cultural (in this case Indigenous) perspectives, each with its distinct way of 

knowing, can assist us in negotiating the atmosphere of uncertainty that characterizes our 

changing environment on a planetary scale. I put forth that an ideology that does not 

allow an individual to understand that she is merely part of a Great Circle of all Peoples 

on the land, such as the one outlined in this present document, can never be 

‘responsibility-based.’ The responsibility-based approach ascribes a responsibility (and a 

role) to each Indigenous and non-Indigenous individual to (re)learn how to “be part of the 

land.” By learning to feel a responsibility to one’s environment and an understanding that 

we, humans, are just one of a multitude of different participants and actors in the Great 

Circle (of the land), we may be more apt to make more holistic and thoughtful 

environmental decisions. My analysis of responsibility-based thinking and of the 

Indigenous perception of a responsibility to be part of to the land, as an integrated, 

spiritually informed environmental ethos, could help to create new avenues in terms of 

mainstream environmental governance and policy. Adopting the responsibility-based 

thinking conceptual framework into outlets that environmental planners and 

policymakers read could also assist Indigenous groups in articulating to policymakers and 
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planners their own culturally distinct environmental management strategies. This would 

also legitimize these views in the academe without having to use a solely Western 

paradigm, along with a corresponding terminology that was absent in the Americas prior 

to the arrival of the Europeans to their shores.  

As previously mentioned, in the IK literature there is a tendency to focus perhaps 

too much on the differences and “incompatibility” between Western and Indigenous 

knowledge systems. On the other hand, my research demonstrates that there are certain 

areas of common ground between the two ways of knowing (example). The field of 

Indigenous geographies can be credited for attempting to demonstrate some 

commonalities between the two, and how mainstream environmental management 

approaches can benefit from the incorporation of IKs (i.e. the idea of ‘co-management’ 

between governments and Indigenous groups). In this sense, my research attempts to 

bridge IK research and Indigenous geographies, as I recognize that as an Indigenous 

geographer, I can perhaps present a more persuasive argument as to why this should be 

done. As an example of such common ground between IKs and Western knowledges, 

from the evidence presented in this chapter, it seems reasonable to suggest that 

Indigenous groups like the Yucatec Maya are (and have for a very long time been) 

familiar with notions very similar to ‘ethical extensionism,’ which is increasingly being 

thought of as a forward-looking environmental ethics and management concept (Negra 

and Manning, 1997; Cafaro, 2001; Chan, 2011). We can define the philosophical concept 

of ethical extensionism as the idea of extending moral standing (and in some cases rights) 

to non-human entities (animals, plants, landforms, ecosystems, etc.) that were 

traditionally not thought of as not possessing such moral standing (Des Jardins, 2006; 
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Chan, 2011). Recently in New Zealand, for example, the Maori won a landmark court 

case that will see the Whanganui River, which has great cultural significance to this 

group, recognized as having the same legal rights as a person (Hutchison, 2014). Long 

before its advent in the field of environmental ethics and management, ethical 

extensionism has been part of the philosophical traditions of many Indigenous cultures 

across the Americas, and this research is testament to this notion. As another example, at 

a United Nations conference in Geneva in 1977, traditional Indigenous delegates 

presented their understanding of this concept: 

The peoples who live on this planet must do away with the narrow concept of 
human liberation and start to see that liberation must be extended to the whole of 
the Natural World. What is needed is the liberation of all things that maintain life—
air, water, trees—all the things that maintain the sacred web of life (spiritual leaders 
of the Haudenosaunee quoted in Sioui, 1992, p. 31).  

 
This statement stresses the perceived need for humanity to broaden the limits of moral 

consideration to other-than-human beings. One Maya milpero summarized his thoughts 

on the extension of rights to the land: 

Instead of taking and taking, we need to learn that we must give back. In that way, 
we don’t end up abusing the land [...] We have no right to hurt her because she is a 
living being and has a right to exist unharmed. Those teachings need to be 
understood and taught to the greater society.  
 

From what I have seen, heard, and done in my five trips to Xuilub, we, as researchers, 

have only begun scratching the surface in terms of the revolutionary potential of 

Indigenous knowledges with regard to transforming current mainstream environmental 

approaches. There remains much to find out in future through about their potential to, in 

the words of the Haudenosaunee leaders quoted above, “liberate” us from regressive and 

narrow environmental management frameworks in which human beings obstinately find 
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themselves at the top of a socio-environmental hierarchy. Responsibility-based thinking 

and the Maya precept of being part of the land (as a Great Circle of beings) teach us to 

think beyond short-sighted and narrow approaches to environmental management-by-

compartmentalizing. Being part of the land, as an environmental ethos, shows the 

academic, political and activist communities a new and potentially more effective way to 

frame and discuss environmental issues, beyond the limited scope of human or 

environmental rights perspectives (as I describe in 4.6 Research Contributions to the 

Community). Moreover, this way of thinking forces us to (re)consider our position and 

relationship (as humans) vis-à-vis the environment, and prioritizes a more holistic way of 

thinking that places relationships within ecological systems at the forefront of 

environmental thinking, and therein, I would submit, lies its great value and potential to 

positively influence Western society.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusions and Lasting Thoughts 

 

Introduction 

In this dissertation, I have presented my understanding of the Maya land ethos. I 

have explained that this land ethos compels each individual who subscribes to it to learn 

to be “part of the land.” This is an iterative process that never quite reaches a final state. 

Learning to be part of the land is best understood as a lifelong journey guided by a 

responsibility-based mindset and way of understanding life. To reiterate, I see 

responsibility-based thinking as a personal responsibility to be aware of one’s 

responsibilities to the land, and to all of the beings (human and other-than-human) that 

(co-)exist on it. This research highlights some important considerations of which 

postcolonial and Indigenous geographies scholars should be mindful in doing future 

research with Indigenous communities and their respective IK systems.  

As I have demonstrated throughout this document, my work is firmly situated in 

the postcolonial, Indigenous geographies, and IK research literatures. In line with the 

main objective of these scholarly fields, one of my main goals was (and is) to try to give 

a voice to Indigenous peoples and to highlight the value of non-Western knowledges. In 

documenting and attempting to make sense of my research data, and my less formal 

interactions with community members, I learned about the responsibility-based approach 

of various Xuilub members in their effort to continuously strive to be part of the land. In 

addition to increasing our scholarly understanding of one present-day Indigenous 

culture’s IKs, I believe that this research on the Maya land ethos offers all postcolonial 
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researchers some simple but actionable strategies in terms of thinking more critically 

about how we can, just like the Maya of Xuilub, learn to be part of the land. It would 

benefit both Indigenous communities and the academy for researchers to become 

additional members in the webs of infinite relationships on the land where the research is 

being conducted. In the remainder of this chapter, I discuss some of these practical 

directions for scholars investigating Indigenous worldviews and outline what exactly 

adopting a responsibility-based (as opposed to rights-based) approach to Indigenous 

research means for postcolonial and Indigenous geographies scholars. Finally, I share 

some personal thoughts and perspectives on some possible future research avenues that I 

suggest should follow from this research project with the Yucatec Maya.  

7.1 Learning to be Part of the Land: Directions for Scholars 
Investigating Indigenous Environmental Thinking 
 

In Chapters 5 and 6, I presented evidence of the responsibility-based Maya land 

ethos in the statements and actions of Xuilub community members, and demonstrated 

how this ethos is currently understood by these individuals. Nevertheless, it is important 

for Indigenous geographies scholars to recognize that IKs have always been in a constant 

state of flux and change. The Maya environmental ethos of being part of the land is, thus, 

not fixed or static. As academics, it is important to be highly aware of and sensitive to 

this reality in order to allow our understanding of these IKs to, likewise, evolve, and not 

become fixed in time. Changing environmental, social and political factors or forces are 

constantly reshaping these IKs and land-based philosophies. In Xuilub, there are some 

key forces that are having an influence on the trajectory of the Maya land ethos and IKs. 

At the time of my field research, the main ones were: climate change and the exodus of 
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youths from the community in search of postsecondary education and/or employment in 

the tourism sector. Although the Maya environmental ethos of being part of the land and 

land-use activities discussed in Chapter 5 are at present alive and well in Xuilub and, for 

that matter, the rest of the Yucatan, it should be noted and understood that the Maya 

sense of being part of the land and their cultural identity are not static and fixed in time. 

For any cultural group, cultural meanings and practices continue to change throughout 

the generations, as they have since the beginnings of Maya culture in the Yucatan. Some 

of these changes are due to changing environmental conditions while others are due to 

changing socioeconomic conditions. According to interviewees, these forces are the ones 

that are most likely to have an impact on the way in which they relate with the land in 

coming years, and changes in both physical and socioeconomic conditions have an effect 

on Maya land-use strategies. As Indigenous geographies scholars, we must consider such 

external and internal factors of change and their impacts on IKs in order to avoid 

essentializing or romanticizing these cultural knowledges, or judging how they are 

currently understood or practiced against their so-called “traditional” or “ideal” state. We 

must instead approach the study of these knowledges and philosophies as living bodies of 

knowledge that, like any living being, adapt to stimuli and changes through time.  

As Indigenous geographies scholars and researchers who seek to work with 

Indigenous communities to better understand their IKs, we must be mindful of 

approaching the process of research and knowledge production in a way that is not 

clouded or influenced by Western discourses, knowledges, concepts, and terminologies 

(e.g. ‘rights,’ ‘the state,’ and ‘neoliberalism,’ etc.). Indigenist scholars ought to design 

their research projects according to initial research questions that are more 
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epistemologically in line with Indigenous worldviews and concepts. This would possibly 

help researchers to avoid being influenced by Western ways of knowing when trying to 

understand and make sense of the information and data that is gained during field 

research in Indigenous communities like Xuilub. To this end, a practical first step is for 

us to learn to better recognize the distinctiveness of Indigenous conceptions, meanings, 

and senses of ‘place.’ As I have come to learn, the Maya sense of place is shaped by non-

hierarchical relationships between all the different beings (both human and other-than-

human) on the land. Their sense of place is not created solely by the human experience 

on the land. There is an active effort to understand what other creatures and beings are 

experiencing and feeling, as well as a recognition of their sentience, purpose, and 

autonomy outside of what they mean to human beings (as sources of food, medicine, or 

spiritual inspiration for instance). Other-than-human beings and their respective interests 

and ambitions are considered just as important to the creation of a collective sense of 

place as human beings and their values. Indigenous geographies researchers must 

therefore also learn to adopt or at least be respectful of Indigenous ways of seeing place 

and their sense of place. To me, recognizing and incorporating such Indigenous 

conceptualizations of place into academic research is the most effective first step in terms 

of Indigenizing our way of thinking. Learning to engage with these non-Western 

understandings and definitions of place as ‘relationships between beings on the land,’ 

will help us to avoid imposing (either consciously or unconsciously) non-Indigenous 

understandings of place and society as concepts that have to do only with the human 

experience. As I have learned in my research in Xuilub and demonstrated in this 

dissertation, the Maya, as an Indigenous people, share very different understandings of 
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these concepts. To them, place, society are inseparable from the land. If one considers all 

beings including humans as being part of the land, how can definitions of place, society, 

and democracy exclude other-than-human beings when all beings are understood as being 

related and linked together by responsibility-based relationships embedded in the land? 

This is an example of how Indigenous ways of knowing and thinking about society and 

the position of human beings in relation to the land and other beings differ fundamentally 

from Western ways of knowing. Moreover, spirituality and emotional connections to the 

land and an understanding of having familial bonds with all beings have great influence 

in shaping the Maya (and other Indigenous groups’) sense of place. Indigenous 

geographies scholars must continue to learn to engage with and appreciate these 

emotional connections between individuals and the land in Indigenous communities, and 

to attempt to develop some of our own. This, in my view, would go a long way in 

allowing us, as a collective, to meaningfully Indigenize our approach to research and the 

ways in which we process and find meaning in IK-related information and data.  

7.2 Rights- vs. Responsibility-Based Thinking: Implications for 
Indigenous Geographies Scholars  
 
 Another important application of what I learned about the Maya land ethos in 

Xuilub relates to how these responsibility-based IKs differ from Western academic 

rights-based approaches to emancipating Indigenous groups from different forms of 

(neo)colonial economic and sociopolitical oppression. As I have argued in this 

dissertation, current Indigenous geographies disciplinary perspectives have to do with 

assisting Indigenous peoples in their struggle for rights and the exercise of those rights in 

practice. Much of the current research focuses on identifying the ways in which political 
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states, multinational corporations, or other private interests continue to infringe upon the 

right of Indigenous peoples to autonomy and to protect their territories from reckless 

development. I want to reiterate that I believe this effort to be well intentioned and 

commendable, as it is hard to overstate the impact of repressive colonial governance 

practices on Indigenous cultures and societies. Indeed, I encourage scholars and activists 

whose mission is to contribute to redressing the injustice and discrimination to which 

Indigenous groups have been subjected over the centuries since first contact with 

Europeans in the Americas. However, as socially conscious scholars, we must be careful 

not to filter our understandings of Indigenous societies and their IKs through rights-based 

concepts and discourses.  

If we as Indigenous geographies scholars initiate a shift from the current rights-

based to a more responsibility-based view of research and knowledge production, and 

think critically about the ways in which we, on an individual basis, can also learn to be 

part of the land, I believe we will be more credibly and effectively mobilizing Indigenous 

worldviews and knowledges. By doing so, we can learn to become more active and 

engaged actors in the process of renegotiating and broadening, little by little, our current 

anthropocentric conceptions of rights, society, and democracy—the pillars of modern 

Western societies around the world—which alienate the human being from her “familial” 

relations with all other beings and the land. In my estimation, such an Indigenization of 

scholarly thinking would reflect a more profound and long-lasting process of 

decolonization and “reconciliation,” which have heretofore almost exclusively been 

framed and negotiated in terms of the Indigenous struggle for rights and in reference to 

other similar and historically non-Indigenous concepts and terminologies. As 
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indispensable as the concept of Indigenous rights (and many socially conscious scholars’ 

mission to assist Indigenous groups in having these rights recognized and respected) has 

become, I believe that we must also try to learn more about how Indigenous land-based 

philosophies and IKs, including the responsibility-based Maya ethos of being part of the 

land, can inspire and provide insights into how geographical scholarship can evolve in 

terms of our disciplinary way of knowing and thinking, benefitting us, as scholars, as 

much as the Indigenous groups that we are so passionate about helping. This process 

begins with opening a broader academic discussion about our own individual and 

collective (as a society) responsibilities to the land and all our relations on it. The 

fundamental question we should now ask ourselves, as researchers and citizens, is: how 

can I learn to be part of (or belong to) the land? And not, “how can the land belong to 

me?” Asking oneself this simple question can perhaps allow one to see and understand 

her position in relation to the land and her relationships under a more responsibility-based 

light, which I consider one of the greatest contributions of Indigenous thinking to the rest 

of humanity.  

7.3 Future Research Directions  

 Since finishing my formal field research in Xuilub, I have often found myself 

contemplating about how to continue my learning journey. I am deeply committed to 

building on the philosophical and ethical principles of Indigenous environmental thinking 

that I have expounded in this dissertation. Through several periods of intense reflection 

over the last few months, I have identified two areas of future research that I believe to be 

particularly promising. I now offer some reflections about those two future research 

avenues.   
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7.3.1 Situating the Mayan Land Ethos within the Indigenous (Responsibility-Based) 
Legal Literature 
 

In recent years, there has been a growing body of literature related to investigating 

the concept of customary Indigenous legal orders. According to authors like Borrows 

(2002), these legal orders stand in contrast to current Eurocentric understandings of law, 

founded which are closely related to (in fact, founded on) the Western principles of rights 

as they are defined in Chapter 2. The scholarship concerning Indigenous legal orders is 

explicit in the view that Indigenous legal orders are based on duties, obligations and 

responsibilities to the land and all beings, including humans, animals, plants, future 

generations and the departed/ancestors (ibid.; 2010a; 2010b; 2016). In a similar vein, 

Craft (2014) writes about her Anishinaabe inaakonigewin, or spiritual laws centred on the 

values of responsiblity and accountability to the land, and how these differ, in theory and 

in practice, from Western law, which is based on “universal” principles, with little 

consideration for the local environmental context. Authors like Craft and Borrows have 

elucidated these Indigenous understandings about how their land-based responsibilities 

act as the foundation of how humans must operate according to the land on which they 

live and depend, and love as their Mother. Koschade and Peters (2012) offer some useful 

perspectives with their comparative study of Western and Algonquin understandings of 

law in the context of Canadian environmental protection. The authors call for a 

decolonization of dominant Canadian rights-based legal approaches to environmental 

issues and concerns, suggesting that indigenous land knowledges are valuable to 

mainstream society and, consequently, must be preserved. According to Koschade and 

Peters, the set of normative and regulatory principles that stems from ‘Algonquin law’ is 
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fundamentally different from the one contained in its Canadian counterpart. Algonquin 

law reflects the Algonquin principle of responsibility toward the land and beings. On the 

other hand, Canadian law stems from the Eurocentric concept of democratic rights (and 

their protection). The authors’ recognition of the Algonquin alternative to Eurocentric 

legal understandings and practices affords the geographic discipline valuable glimpses 

into Indigenous worldviews and their relevance to contemporary spatial organization and 

environmental protection cogitations. I consider that the scholarship on Indigenous legal 

orders has much significance in terms of providing a legal framework for Indigenous 

peoples to (re)assert their responsibility-based territorial governance strategies. If 

arguments for Indigenous territorial autonomy are based on investigations of customary 

Indigenous legal systems and approaches, then Indigenous groups may eventually be able 

to circumvent Western legal mechanisms. In this scenario, these groups would thus be 

able to exercise their responsibilities to and relationships with their territories (including 

land and water bodies). Such a radical shift would create avenues for these groups to 

(re)develop and rely on their own (responsibility-based) laws and legal orders.  

As these questions were not in the purview of my doctoral studies and research 

project, unfortunately at this stage I have little valuable ideas to share with regard to 

Maya understandings of customary law. What is clear, and that the reader may note, with 

the above discussion in mind, is that many Maya in Xuilub have articulated ideas that 

hint at evidence of a Mayan responsibility-based legal order in Xuilub and the Yucatan. 

Many of their statements included in this dissertation speak to a concept of a “legal” 

obligation to carry out their responsibilities to the land and all its human and other-than-

human peoples. In my future research with the Maya (and other Indigenous groups), I am 
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therefore keen to draw on the Indigenous legal orders scholarship and study the Maya 

concept of law, and the ways in which it may be different and/or similar to mainstream 

legal approaches in Yucatan and Mexico. I believe that such an exercise would yield very 

valuable information and would allow groups like the Maya to develop their own legal 

strategies to reassert their customary governance philosophies and practices across the 

Maya homeland of the Yucatan—and not just in their ejidos. In this way, the 

investigation Maya legal orders can allow the non-Maya society, and especially 

government officials and policymakers, to finally begin to understand the value in IKs 

and their relevance in terms of land-use planning in an era when ethical extensionism and 

the rights of nature are beginning to become entrenched in the constitutions and 

institutions of certain countries in Latin America (e.g. Bolivia and Ecuador) and the rest 

of the world (e.g. New Zealand).  

7.3.2 The Need for (Further) Comparative Studies on Different Indigenous IKs 

One of the broader contributions of this research project was to build on the 

theoretical framework that considers the key ways in which IKs can inform the creation 

of more holistic and integrated environmental governance approaches and strategies. This 

is increasingly seen as an emerging disciplinary frontier in environmental management—

the next step in decolonizing our ways of relating with space (Coombes et al., 2012). 

Indeed, a growing contingent of Indigenous and non-Indigenous geographers agree that 

deconstructions and critiques of colonialism, which have afforded us innumerable 

insights and useful perspectives on colonial legacies and trajectories, cannot stand alone. 

These now need to be complemented by reflections that seek to rebuild rather than 

deconstruct, and which aspire to (re)learn Indigenous knowledges for their own sake and 
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value, rather than in relation to dominant Eurocentric discourses and representations 

(Deloria, 1992; Sioui, 1992; Tuhiwai Smith, 1999; McGregor, 2004). This approach is 

gaining momentum through its increasing number of adherents, both Indigenous and non-

Indigenous. A thorough knowledge exchange between geographers and environmental 

thinkers and planners, regardless of their cultural background, is now required, as well as 

to empower Indigenous peoples to speak about their philosophies, cultures and 

relationships with the natural environment—for themselves.  

One useful and practical way of answering this call is through the establishment of a new 

geographical sub-discipline informed by Sioui’s (1992) concept of ‘Americity’:  

“Americity” implies fostering in our students and in the academe, as well as in our 
globalized society, an ability to see the American continent through the Indigenous 
American cosmologies. Like the other continents, America has ways of being and 
seeing that make it ideologically unique […] I and many others also believe and 
have said and written that because of its isolated geographical situation until 
relatively very recently, it can be affirmed that the American continent, with the 
possible addition of Australia, possesses a worldview surpassing in originality that 
of all other continents. As to the practical and ideological value represented by this 
properly American philosophical system for the rest of the human community, I am 
suggesting that ample proof of such value is found in the fact of the irresistible 
appeal, indeed, the fascination that the American continent has had for countless 
individuals of all regions of the world, since 1492. […] From this viewpoint, 
Americanism appears as the ideology that has, until now, usurped the true spiritual 
visage of America, which I am suggesting we name “Americity”. Americity, then, 
implies the character of a spirituality and thus, of a social ethics that are America's 
own. It is the consciousness of a power, as well as of a duty belonging to this 
continent, to define and to offer to the rest of the human and cosmic family a vision 
of life and of the universe that can help transform our human world into a truly 
unified, universalized society. Essentially, Americity signifies the formulation, for 
the benefit of all beings of all orders, of the reasons why and especially, of the ways 
how to adopt the circular and matricentric worldview so markedly characteristic of 
America […] This worldview has enabled America to be a haven of tolerance and 
hope for very many human beings (Sioui 2016, p. 226-227). 
 

Given my personal interest in Indigenous environmental ethics and IKs in the 

Americas, I propose that one possibly useful and practical way of answering this call is 
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through the establishment of a school (or perhaps first an academic journal) of 

Indigenous environmental thought. This school would call on scholars from around the 

world, Indigenous and non-Indigenous alike, to explore and investigate the importance 

and relevance of American continental Indigenous land-based knowledges, and the ways 

in which they can potentially influence global philosophy, politics and environmental 

governance. Historically represented as the New World in the colonial discourse of 

“discovery” (see Davidson, 1997), to me the significance of Indigenous cultures of the 

Americas, and of their land-based knowledges, lies in their original “disconnectedness” 

from the rest of the world (Sioui, 2008). The school of environmental Americity would 

allow for a much wider exchange of land-based ideas, knowledges, and experiences 

between Indigenous groups across the Americas. I have found that there has thus far been 

too little collaboration and knowledge exchanges between Indigenous groups in the 

American continent, who often cannot communicate due to linguistic differences (i.e. 

English in most of Canada, the United States, and many regions in the Carribbean, 

French in Quebec, Spanish in much of Latin America, and Portuguese in Brazil). This 

international effort would work toward connecting these disparate groups to one another, 

as well as a network of engaged academics, for the purpose of empowering Indigenous 

peoples across the American continent to reassert their customary relationships, roles, 

and responsibilities on their traditional lands. The outcomes of this research will also be 

useful to the non-Indigenous (academic) collective. The other part of the rationale for this 

field of study is to draw inspiration from Indigenous land-based epistemologies and 

knowledges in providing usable models for policymakers to develop more sustainable 

and effective environmental policies, as well as identifying key principles of IKs that are 
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reconcilable with mainstream environmental management objectives. I have crafted my 

course GG300 – Indigenous Environmental Knowledges of the Americas (at Wilfrid 

Laurier University) to be the first practical exercise in investigating land-based 

Americity. To show the reader how my course relates to this long-term project, I share 

with you the instructions for the final term project, taken from the syllabus: .  

Each student must submit a research paper investigating the ways in which the 
land-based (or environmental) philosophy of a certain Indigenous group (anywhere 
in the Americas) is translated into concrete and observable land-use practices. This 
assignment will reflect one of the overarching goals of this course: to increase our 
understanding of the body of Indigenous land-use knowledges across the Americas.  
The purpose of this exercise is to gain insights into the ways in which different and 
vast Indigenous cosmologies and environmental philosophies are put into practice 
in land-use and management practices, and can provide valuable perspectives for 
mainstream environmental management policy and practice.  
 

I am greatly thankful for the opportunity to share my passion and life purpose with my 

(Indigenous and non-Indigenous) students, and so far it has been tremendously 

encouraging to me to observe, through their assignments and comments, that many of 

them share a sincere belief that Indigenous cultures have much to teach the world.   

I wholeheartedly believe that the lessons learned from future investigations on 

Indigenous environmental thinking will be relevant to a variety of different actors. Not 

only will this effort help Indigenous groups in across the Americas that are struggling for 

cultural survival in the face of development on their traditional lands, but it will also 

allow policymakers and planners, in both the Indigenous and non-Indigenous contexts, to 

deal with increasingly complex environmental management issues. By helping 

Indigenous groups to build wider and more far-reaching knowledge-exchange and 

collaboration networks, my hope is to empower Indigenous peoples to then independently 

mobilize themselves and develop their own land-use and management policies more 
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reflective of their culturally distinct knowledges—for the benefit of humanity and our 

collective Great Circle of Peoples around the world. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A 

Interview Questions 

List of Possible Interview Questions: 

Yucatec Maya identity and culture and relationships with the land:    

-Tell me about yourself, your childhood, your family history.    

-Tell me about your own understanding/interpretation of your Mayan culture.  

-What does it mean to you to be a Maya? 

–What is the importance of/What does the land mean to you as a Maya?   

-How does your understanding of the landscape influence the way you live your life and 

your relationship with the land?    

-What kinds of activities, according to you, constitute Mayan land use/management in the 

Yucatan? 

-Are there any spiritual/cultural motivations behind your own personal relationship with 

the land?          

-Describe your view of appropriate land use.    

-What are the ways in which your culture and what you know about the land influence 

and guide your own personal relationship and interaction with the land?   

-Who taught you what you know about Mayan land-use activities (such as apiculture, 

hunting, farming, cattle ranching)?      

-If you were to produce a land use/management strategy for Yucatan (or Mexico), what 

would be its main objectives and what are the steps it would take in order to achieve its 

goals?         
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Appendix B 

Written Consent Form1 

Funding Source: Dr. Derek Smith (research grant) 
 
Dear Sir or Madam, 
 
My name is Miguel Sioui and I am a third-year PhD student in the Department of 
Geography and Environmental Studies at Carleton University. I am working on a 
research project under the supervision of Prof. Derek Smith. 
 
I am writing to you today to invite you to participate in a study on Yucatec Maya land use 
knowledges. The study aims to document and interpret the Yucatec Maya land ethic and 
describe how it is currently understood and practiced by community members.  
 
I am seeking your permission to accompany you while you perform Mayan land-based 
activities such as apiculture, milpa farming, or cattle ranching. I also intend to have 
informal discussions about the nature of the task(s) that you perform. If possible, I would 
also like to have a semi-formal interview with you about the deeper motivations behind 
your concrete land management practices. I can provide you with a list of interview 
questions that I will ask, should you require one, prior to our interview. The interview 
will not last more than 60 minutes and it will take place in a mutually convenient, safe 
location. With your consent, interviews will be audio-recorded. Once the recording has 
been transcribed, the audio recording will be destroyed. 
 
This project does not carry any additional professional and emotional risks, and 
care will be taken to respect confidentiality. This will be done by keeping all responses 
anonymous and allowing you to request that certain responses not be included in the final 
project.  
 
You will have the right to end your participation in the study, for any reason, up until 
one month of our interview. If you choose to withdraw, all the information you have 
provided will be destroyed.  Once the project is completed, all research data will be 
kept indefinitely under the same secure conditions, and only I will continue to have 
access to this information. I may use it for other academic projects (i.e. publications) 
on this same topic, but not for any other purposes 
 
As a token of appreciation, I will be providing you with refreshments during the 
interview. No other compensation will be provided.  
 
All research data, including audio-recordings and any notes will be encrypted. Any hard 
                                                

1 This document was translated into Spanish. 
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copies of data (including any handwritten notes or USB keys) will be kept in a locked 
cabinet in my office at Carleton University. Research data will only be accessible by the 
researcher. 
 
This ethics protocol for this project was reviewed by the Carleton University Research 
Ethics Board, which provided clearance to carry out the research. Should you have 
questions or concerns related to your involvement in this research, please contact: 
 
REB contact information: 
XXXX 
 
If you would like to participate in this research project, or have any questions, please 
contact me at (insert Carleton University phone number) or (insert Carleton University 
email address). 
 
Sincerely, 
Miguel Sioui 
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Appendix C 

Oral Consent Form2 

Researcher : Miguel Sioui, PhD candidate (Department of Geography and Environmental 
Studies) 
 
My name is Miguel Sioui and I am a third-year PhD student in the Department of 
Geography and Environmental Studies at Carleton University. I am working on a 
research project under the supervision of Prof. Derek Smith. 
 
I am writing to you today to invite you to participate in a study on Yucatec Maya land use 
knowledges. The study aims to document and interpret the Yucatec Maya land ethic and 
describe how it is currently understood and practiced by community members.  
 
I am seeking your permission to accompany you while you perform Mayan land-based 
activities such as apiculture, milpa farming, or cattle ranching. I also intend to have 
informal discussions about the nature of the task(s) that you perform. If possible, I would 
also like to have a semi-formal interview with you about the deeper motivations behind 
your concrete land management practices. I can provide you with a list of interview 
questions that I will ask, should you require one, prior to our interview. The interview 
will not last more than 60 minutes and it will take place in a mutually convenient, safe 
location. With your consent, interviews will be audio-recorded. Once the recording has 
been transcribed, the audio recording will be destroyed. 
 
This project does not carry any additional professional and emotional risks, and care will 
be taken to respect confidentiality. This will be done by keeping all responses anonymous 
and allowing you to request that certain responses not be included in the final project.  
 
You may withdraw at any time within one month of our interview. If you choose to 
withdraw, all the information you provided will be destroyed. 
 
All research data, including audio-recordings and my notes will be encrypted and kept in 
my laptop computer. Research data will only be accessible by me.  
 
Once the project is completed, all research data will be kept indefinitely under the same 
secure conditions, and only I will continue to have access to this information. I may use it 
for other academic projects (i.e. publications) on this same topic, but not for any other 
purposes.  
 
If you would like a copy of the finished research project, please let me know. I will then 
provide you with an electronic copy. 
                                                

2 This document was translated into Spanish. 
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The ethics protocol for this project was reviewed by the Carleton University Research 
Ethics Board, which provided clearance to carry out the research.  
 
You can also reach me at XXXX. My supervisor can be reached at 
dereka.smith@carleton.ca. Do you have any questions or need clarification?  
 
Do I have your permission to begin:  ___Yes  ___No  
Do you agree to be audio-recorded: ___Yes  ___No 
 
Date: __________________________ 
 
Participant’s name/Pseudonym/Initials: ___________________________________ 
 
Researcher’s Signature: ________________________________________________ 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


