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Summary

Human agency or the expression of intentionality towards some form of betterment has long occupied
human imagination and creativity. The ways in which we express such aspirations are fundamentally
informed by our beliefs about the nature of reality, meanings of human well-being and progress, and
the ways in which our social locations shape our interests. Within Western health-promoting discourse
and practice, such processes have largely been expressed through the construct of empowerment. To
date, like health, much empowerment practice has been implicitly rooted in Cartesianism, has tended
towards anthropocentrism and in cases where it has engaged with environmental issues, has mirrored
environmentalism’s focus on externalities and objectivity. These tendencies coupled with the increasing
complexity of global, ecological, human well-being issues call empowerment practitioners to integrate
new kinds of capacities more suited to addressing the ecological determinants of health. Drawing in part
on the author’'s empowerment research over more than a decade, this article distinguishes between a range
of epistemological perspectives underlying contemporary empowerment practices while fore-grounding
the concepts of place-based agency and social-ecological resilience. These constructs in turn form the
basis for three capacities considered critical for practitioners addressing human-ecological well-being.
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INTRODUCTION

market expansion imperatives that have little regard for lim-

In these times of rapid and escalating social, political and en-
vironmental shifts in which human-driven activity is critically
harming the planet’s ecosystems, we are collectively faced
with deep and urgent questions concerning how we will
live within the earth’s carrying capacity. Arguably a new
epoch, the Anthropocene—a time in which human beings re-
present an independent geo-physical force impacting upon
the planet—is primarily driven by the ongoing dominance
of Western, reductionist science and its subordination to

ited planetary resources. Rates of natural resource-extraction,
consumerism and waste emission continue to escalate, push-
ing the planet and life as we know it into dangerous and un-
charted territory (ISSC and UNESCO, 2013; Hird, 2014). If
allowed to continue, eventually such changes will certainly
lead to social decline and compromised experiences of health
and human potential in most of the world’s regions
(Hancock et al., 2015), and may in time also lead to the ex-
tinction of the human species (ISSC and UNESCO, 2013).
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Despite the dire implications of eco-system collapse for
human well-being, the health sector has been slow to re-
spond (Hancock, 2011; WHO and SCB, 2015). The emer-
gence of eco-health, the impact of changing ecosystems on
human health, as a distinct area of research and practice is
a promising sign that the deeply habituated human-envir-
onmental divide within Western consciousness and related
health-promoting practice may be diminishing. Recent
scholarship [e.g. (Poland ef al., 2011; Kjergard et al.,
2014)] points out the need for meaningful conceptual en-
gagement between health promotion and sustainability
discourse; Parkes and Horwitz [(Parkes and Horwitz,
2009), p. 94] argue for an ‘explicit re-integration of eco-
systems within the healthy settings approach’; while a re-
cently released report by the Canadian Public Health
Association (Hancock et al., 2015) advocates for the ‘eco-
logical determinants of health’ to occupy at least (or more)
primacy within Public Health discourse in coming years as
the ‘social determinants of health’ has over the past two
decades. Among other things, the report identifies that
key to this transition will be ‘integrat[ing] new theories
of place into health promoting practices’ [(Hancock
et al., 2015), p. 67]. Such processes involve mobilizing
large disciplinary and cultural shifts which Poland et al.
(Poland et al., 2011) argue are a key aspect of health pro-
motion practice. They call for a robust theorization of
sustainable development that explicitly bridges health pro-
motion and environmental justice and centralizes engage-
ment with Indigenous and other dis-enfranchized groups
and related knowledge systems in the process.

Human agency, participation and equitable access to
health determinants (for example, traditional lands, cultural
practices, language, housing, healthy and sustainable foods)
remain central to these calls. Health-promoting discourse
has most often encapsulated these concepts under the rubric
of ‘empowerment’ (Rissel, 1994; Labonte and Laverack,
2001; Wallserstein, 2006; Cyril et al., 2015). However,
for a variety of reasons, e.g. the emphasis placed on indi-
vidualistic notions of empowerment in the wake of public
health funding cutbacks or the concept’s almost exclusive
focus on human relationships and associated anthropocen-
tric tendencies [(Arihihenhua 1993 in MacDonald, 1998),
p- 40; Williams ef al., 2012], empowerment practice has
become alienated from its ‘original roots as a radical social
movement’ [(Woodall et al., 2012), p. 742]. Accordingly,
the transformative potential of these health-promoting
practices in securing supportive environments, and healthy
human-ecosystem relations—central tenets of the Ottawa
Charter for Health Promotion (Ottawa Charter for
Health Promotion, 1986)—is now somewhat diminished.

Health promotion’s impotency in tackling environ-
mental issues undoubtedly in part lies in the epistemic

rift between Western and Indigenous approaches. Given
the health disparities experienced by Indigenous commu-
nities throughout the world (Matheson et al., 2015), re-
lated histories of assimilationist policy-practice and
forms of ‘cognitive imperialism’ [(Stewart-Harawira,
2013), p. 47] commonly operationalized in relation to
Indigenous knowledge, ‘separatist’ approaches to Western-
originated disciplines such as health promotion may well
be desirable and necessary. Yet, there is also recognition
that the holistic frameworks adopted towards health promo-
tion by Indigenous communities (Panelli and Tipa, 2007;
Parkes and Horwitz, 2009) are important for our shared
planetary future. Paralleling these developments, and in the
face of the increasing urgency of human-ecological issues,
Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars alike are drawing
attention to the importance of collective action across sectors
and cultural groupings. Such approaches need to take ac-
count of the nuanced and pluralistic understandings of
human-ecological issues (Callison, 2014) and the import-
ance of constructing ‘new knowledges that are neither binary
nor oppositional’ [(Arabena, 2006), p. 43].

This article is a modest attempt to respond to some of
these developments and challenges. Accordingly, its focus
is on two key dimensions of empowerment practice con-
sidered critical to facilitating health promotion’s necessary
transition to a focus on the ecological determinants of
health:

1. the potential of place-based conceptualizations of
agency and the importance of epistemological critique
more generally in identifying and making explicit the
worldviews underlying various empowerment prac-
tices; and,

2. the contribution of socio-ecological resilience as an
organizing concept for working across diverse cul-
tural collectives in addressing issues of human—envir-
onmental well-being.

The first dimension focuses primarily on the issue of epis-
temology, while emphasizing the need for empowerment
practitioners to come to understand how ‘place-based
agency’ differs significantly from human-centric notions
of agency and empowerment. Familiarity with this dimen-
sion is therefore important to developing the first and
second empowerment capacities emphasized in this article—
epistemological differentiation or critique of various the-
oretical approaches to agency and empowerment, and
therefore the ability to discerningly engage with the vari-
ous epistemological positions underlying sustainability
approaches. The second dimension—the contribution of
social-ecological resilience as an organizing concept—
applies the first capacity, epistemological differentiation,
to the development of the third capacity, appreciation of
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the respective strengths and interrelationships between
various culturally informed worldviews. It achieves this
through providing a framework to consider culturally in-
formed human-ecological perspectives while anchoring
these in the dynamics of social-economic interests (polit-
ical economy).

Empowerment-related research projects, undertaken
by the author over a decade or so with Indigenous and ra-
cialized international migrant communities in Aotearoa/
New Zealand and Canada, underlie some of the ideas pre-
sented in this article. These discrete but interrelated re-
search projects, were simultaneously a product of, and
catalysts for, the author’s shifting epistemological perspec-
tives during this time. Of Indigenous descent and profes-
sionally educated in the Western-based disciplines of
Public Health and Health Promotion, her own personal
and professional journey, which has involved the integra-
tion of Indigenous onto-epistemologies (documented else-
where—for example, Williams et al., 2012; Williams,
2013) recognizes that systems of knowledge and identities
are entangled, in flux and evolving; can and often do
change over the course of a practitioner’s life-time
(Kovach, 2009).

Theoretically, these research projects reflect varying
emphases on Critical Postmodernist (Williams et al.,
2003; Williams and Meadows, 2016) and Indigenous
framing of human and other than human agency
(Williams et al., 2012), and a third perspective on em-
powerment which aligns (not integrates) Participatory,
Indigenous and Critical Postmodern perspectives
(Williams and Hall, 2014; Williams, 2015). This latter
approach provides a means for not only identifying the
various epistemological frameworks underlying concep-
tualizations of agency, but also considering the ways
different worldviews and relative positioning of communi-
ties within contemporary social structures may be linked
to different agency imperatives for these groups (Political
Ecology).

Several premises inform this article. First, inevitably,
our actions as human beings are shaped by our beliefs
about reality and our relationship to other life forms.
Systematic and rigorous engagement with underlying
premises of ontology and epistemology is crucial therefore
in coming to know how we think we know, and develop-
ing critical perspectives of human agency. Secondly, the
emergence of Participatory worldviews which have in-
creasingly come to view all matter as being alive, with
varying degrees of consciousness and agency (Fessenden,
2007), and the re-assertion of Indigenous place-based
epistemologies (Stewart-Harawira, 2005; Kovach, 2009)
are important to human-ecological well-being. Formed over
1000s of years in place, the latter group of knowledge-

bases are equivalent to the ‘epistemological bedrock’
of place and therefore an invaluable source for restoring
harmony between human and other than human life.
Through their cross-cultural relevance, Participatory
worldviews offer non-Indigenous groups the potential
of an authentic connection to place in ways which are
culturally situated and relevant. Thirdly, given the pri-
macy of epistemology to our shared ecological future,
empowerment theory must transcend previous con-
structivist and critical post-modern conceptualizations,
which are often closely interwoven with identity politics
and primarily concerned with equitable access to the
social, cultural and economic determinants of health
(Hankivsky and Christoffersen, 2008; Williams et al.,
2003). Accordingly, this article argues that practice should
be inclusive of socio-cultural histories, while emphasizing
and making explicit the underlying epistemologies of various
communities and subsequent potential for collective action
aimed at addressing the ecological determinants of health.

WESTERN EPISTMOLOGIES OF
EMPOWERMENT

Empowerment theory and practice has largely been
shaped within neo-colonial contexts that have privileged
Western identities and knowledge systems over others;
most often positioning humans as discrete entities, part
of, but separate from the ‘natural’ environment. Early re-
search for example constructs empowerment as ‘control
over’ or ‘mastery’ over the social environment, often em-
phasizing its psychological components (Kieffer, 1984;
Rappaport, 1987). Later scholarship conceives empower-
ment as a multi-levelled and dynamic construct involving
intrapersonal, interpersonal and socio-political elements
(Rissel, 1994; Labonte and Laverack, 2001; Wallserstein,
2006); aptly captured in Wallerstein’s conceptualization
of empowerment as a process progressing along a dynamic
continuum of action from individual and small group de-
velopment, to community organization, partnerships and
advocacy/political action (Wallerstein, 2006).

More recent developments have witnessed the applica-
tion of post-structural, feminist, post-modern and critical
post-modern theory to empowerment practice. These have
been illuminative of the ways in which multiple social iden-
tities such as gender, ethnicity and class interact with forms
of power in shaping empowerment processes (Campbell
and MacPhail, 2002; Hankivsky and Christoffersen,
2008; Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach, 2008). In Williams’
articulation of empowerment (Williams and Meadows,
2016), power-culture dynamics are articulated as shifting
and unstable at micro-power levels, and more deterministic
at macro, institutional power levels; contingent on context,
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cultural identities (e.g. ethnicity, gender, age, ability, sexu-
ality) and players’ access to power. Other health literature
(Hankivsky and Christoffersen, 2008; Purdie-Vaughns
and Eibach, 2008) names these dynamics as ‘intersectional-
ity’ articulating the links between multiple marginal
identities and health status; a phenomenon which is em-
pirically linked to perceived and actual levels of power/
powerlessness (CSDH, 2008).

Overall, as a practice that is closely concerned with the
experiences, opinions and knowledge of people approaches
to empowerment have largely been underpinned by con-
structivist and critical/transformative paradigms (Rissel,
1994; Labonte, 2000; Woodall et al., 2012) which tend
to overlook the agency of other life forms, non-discursive
forms of inter-subjectivity and experiential ways of know-
ing so evident in Indigenous and Participatory paradigms.
Rather they tend to emphasize human discursive forms of
inter-subjectivity often based upon particular issues
and/or rooted in narratives of identity and culture
(Williams et al., 2003), wherein experiences of power rela-
tions and well-being are grounded in human subjectivity,
social structures and material power relations.

In more recent times, ecological approaches to health
and empowerment have begun to occasionally appear with-
in health and empowerment-related literature [e.g. (Lee,
2000; Thursdon and Vissandjee, 2005)] commonly refer-
ring to the social ecology that humans inhabit, i.e. the so-
cial, lived and built environment. Norton’s concept of
‘ecological empowerment’ [(Norton, 2009), p. 5]—the mu-
tual empowerment of people and the natural world—is a
noteworthy exception, although theoretically embryonic.
Bentley (Bentley, 2014) provides one of the more radical
Western perspectives found within the ecological public
health literature in his discussion of human and ‘other
than human agency’, i.e. that trees, birds, insects and
other life forms possess very significant forms of active
agency. Bentley likens these mutually impacting energies
to the core ecological public health concept of conviviality.
In summary, the ecological conceptualizations of empower-
ment beginning to emanate from Western health-related
empowerment literature are in early stages of development.

UNDERSTANDING PLACE-BASED AGENCY
AND EMPOWERMENT

For Indigenous peoples, empowerment is closely tied to
the re-assertion of Indigenous epistemologies which are
in turn closely linked to Indigenous decolonization and re-
surgence—the restoration of cultural practices and the re-
generation of one’s relational place-based existence
(Corntassel, 2012). While Indigenous worldviews are par-
ticular to place and peoples, they share some similar

epistemological roots and principals. Stewart-Harawira
(Stewart-Harawira, 2005) has summed these up as: the
interconnectedness of all of life; that every element or
life form has its own life-force; that matter is imbued
with spirit; and the inherent reciprocity between life forms.

Paradigms of Indigenous Resurgence differentiate them-
selves from non-Indigenous sustainability efforts through
their grounding in three political themes (Political Ecology)
or agency imperatives—Resurgence—the resurgence of place-
based consciousness and culture, Responsibilities—guardian-
ship and responsibility towards all living things which are
fundamentally different from human rights discourses de-
rived from state-centric forums premised on capitalist and
Eurocentric norms of the precedence of humanity over na-
ture, and Relationships—other than human forms of life
are not resources in the way of the free-market economy,
but rather part of the web of life (Corntassel, 2012). To vary-
ing degrees, these agency imperatives (reasons for acting) dif-
fer significantly from other cultural communities who while
may be equally concerned about human and environmental
well-being and subscribe to epistemologies which while simi-
larly aligned, are however, differently positioned within con-
temporary forms of globalization and neo-colonialism.

Aninshnabe and Haudenosaunee scholar Watts
(Watts, 2013) similarly captures this perspective through
her observation that in contrast to Euro-Western under-
standings, for Indigenous communities, society is consti-
tuted not just by human to human relationships, but
from the interactions between the entities within the
Indigenous Life-World, i.e. the interrelations between hu-
mans, other animals, plant, mineral and spirit worlds. She
articulates this consciousness as ‘Place-thought’, a dis-
tinctive space which recognizes the interconnectedness be-
tween thoughts and place, ‘based upon the premise that
the land is alive and thinking and that humans and non-
humans derive agency through the extensions of these
thoughts’ [(Watts, 2013), p. 21]. Sometime referred to as
Indigenous Life-World (Fixico, 2003; BPR), the mutuality
inherent in this notion of agency (human and other than
human agency) and well-being is captured well in Maori
scholar Huhana Smith’s research (Smith, 2007) detailing
5 years of iwi (tribal), land-based, community healing
work wherein the restoration of fragmented ecological sys-
tems [is] interdependently related to the healing of a com-
munity and reconnection with their natural and cultural
landscape. Exercise of kaitiaki (guardianship) appreciates
the mutuality of human and more than human agency as
related to Smith by a tribal elder:

When the world was created everything was given full
wairua (spirit) and mana (power). . . . . . so everything
is its own master. . . . If people want to exercise kaitiaki
(guardianship) they will first need to understand the value
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of all things, and the wairua of all things. . . ... ... For
us this does not mean being in charge. . . you don’t go
and tell the pipi how to live, you allow it to have the op-
portunity to live in the way that it knows best . . . and that
is kaitiaki is. It is about knowing the place of things in the
world including your place in the world. When you get to
that place you realize that the thinking of all things is the
same [(Smith, 2007), p. 1].

Indigenous perspectives of whom and what contributes to
societal structures are quite different from post Enlighten-
ment Euro-Western thought in which the agency of other
than human life is subjugated to the desires, needs and
agency of humans. ‘From an Indigenous point of view’,
Watt’s continues ‘habitats or ecosystems are better under-
stood as societies; they have ethical structures, inter-
species treaties and agreements, and further their ability
to interpret, understand and implement’ (2013, p. 21).
Within Indigenous communities in Canada and globally,
these contracts between humans and place have existed
and been nourished in the form of sacred guardianship
agreements between particular tribes and places.

The evolution of Participatory worldviews emanating
from Western scholarship reflects a progression from earl-
ier focuses on the pre-reflective ground of embodied
human perception to an emphasis on social construction-
ism and human inter-subjectivity and flourishing to later
genres which position all matter as alive and with varying
degrees of consciousness and view knowledge as resulting
through the interplay between matter and mind, human
and other than human life (Fessenden, 2007). Participa-
tory Worldviews, however, differ from Indigenous Para-
digms in so far as the latter are always specific to place
and peoples. Participatory scholarship more represents a
generic set of principles born of out of re-engagement
with place by individuals and communities seeking to re-
capture the indigenous relationship to the earth commu-
nity enjoyed by their ancestors—it offers an important
means of engaging with place, but it is less so uniquely
born from continuous, place-based existence. While Par-
ticipatory paradigms are political in that they are seeking
life-giving ways forward beyond the bounds of Western
modernist development, these differ significantly from
Indigenous Resurgence political imperatives.

Notwithstanding the devastating impacts of coloniza-
tion for Indigenous communities, those who have main-
tained some connection to traditional lands are more
often ‘of a place’ with respect to thought, language and
culture—i.e. reflect the consciousness of place—than
those who have a broken relationship with place. As is
evident in research summarized later in this article,
Indigenous peoples with access to land may through acts
of resurgence experience the economic and political

dimensions of their lives differently from international mi-
grant communities (also affected by issues of forced migra-
tion and cultural dislocation) who are literally
disconnected from their ancestral lands and perhaps
more active participants in the ‘consumer construct of citi-
zenship’ (Walsh, 2008). This latter example demonstrates
the value of applying a critical post-modern approach
within empowerment practice, (even if primarily grounded
in one of these latter paradigms) regarding analysis of dy-
namics that occur at the level of political ecology or the
socio-political levels of empowerment.

ENGAGING HEALTH WITH SUSTAINABILITY

Historically, disciplines primarily associated with sustain-
ability studies and practices have been primarily rooted in
the same modernist paradigm which has driven global
economic, cultural, technological and political develop-
ments. Recent epistemological critique of sustainability
approaches differentiates between shallow technologically
driven forms of sustainability and deep sustainability
which involve shifts in human perception and conscious-
ness (Esbjorn-Hargens and Zimmerman, 2009a; Borden,
2011; Lange, 2012; BPR). Despite increasing awareness of
the futility of the human-environmental epistemological
divide among Western scholars, the literature continues
to perpetuate overt or at best nascent dominant Western
values; through for example, references to other than
human life as ‘eco-system goods and services’ (Resilience
Alliance, 2009; Olsson and Galaz, 2012; Hancock et al.,
20135). Indigenous societies, however, reject such refer-
ences outright, emphasizing ‘society’ to include human
and other than human life (Fixico, 2003; Watts, 2013).
Practices associated with the concept ‘social-ecological re-
silience’ (Resilience Alliance, 2009) potentially offer a means
of surfacing these kinds of inherent and often covert epis-
temological differences which are inevitably closely entwined
with various cultural systems underlying health-related pro-
gramming, practice and policy. The concept has the potential
to serve as a bridging mechanism between diverse human
groupings as its application involves addressing the interplay
and fit between social and ecological systems by relating
management (policy and programming) practices based on
ecological understanding to the social/cultural mechanisms
behind these practices in a variety of geographical settings,
cultures and ecosystems (Berkes et al., 2003). In providing
a way of thinking about resilience as a state of an entire so-
cial-ecological system (e.g. a community which encompasses
both human and other than human entities), social-ecologic-
al resilience therefore offers a meeting place for diverse cul-
tural perspectives of people in place, and importantly a
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means of re-connecting Western, modernist subjectivities to
the environment.

The epistemological critique necessary for trans-
disciplinary and intercultural approaches to participatory
forms of socio-ecological resilience is potentially illumi-
nated by Esbjorn-Hargens and Zimmerman’s model of
Integral Ecology (Esbjorn-Hargens and Zimmerman,
2009a). Their organizing approach is the AQAL model—
all quadrants, all levels, all lines, all states and all types—
referring to ‘the intrinsic perspectives that occur at
all scales and in all contexts’ [(Esbjorn-Hargens and
Zimmerman, 2009a), p. 50]. Shown in Figure 1. AQAL
is underpinned by three spheres of reality: (1) the empirical
sensory world pertaining to the interior and exterior as-
pects of the biosphere as perceived by the five senses,
feelings and somatic experiences (upper left and upper
right quadrants); (2) the exterior levels of physio-sphere,
biosphere and noosphere as perceived through the
senses and studies within the physical and social
sciences (upper right and lower right quadrants); and
(3) the entire Cosmos (Life-World) in all its dimensions,
interiors and exteriors (upper right, upper left, lower
right and lower left quadrants). In this context, interiors
refer to the unseen dimensions of the Life-World such as
energy, consciousness and spirit, while exteriors refer to
the visible, material, and therefore more easily observ-
able, so-called objective dimensions of the Life-World.
The AQAL model views inter-subjectivity as occurring
at all levels, becoming simpler but not absent as one
travels down the Life-World (Cosmos) scale. Esbjorn-
Hargens and Zimmerman assert that equal ontologi-
cal or epistemological priority be accorded to all four
quadrants as these perspectives co-arise in the seamless
fabric of reality. Ecology’s next vital step they argue
is not to deny modernity, but to transcend it, enfolding
it into a more encompassing ecology that integrates
interiors and inter-subjectivity with exteriors and
inter-objectivity.

Environmental studies have generally privileged the
upper right and lower right quadrants (objectivity and
inter-objectivity), i.e. that which can be physically per-
ceived within natural and social systems, individually
and relationally. Likewise health promotion, with its his-
torical roots in Western bio-medicine, has also tended to
privilege externalities (individual objective states, upper
right), and to a lesser extent forms of individual subjectivity;
(upper left) which have been shown to be linked to states of
physical health. There is a body of empowerment-related
literature for example devoted to demonstrating the links
between relative deprivation or states of powerlessness
and physiological impacts such as increased cortisol levels
leading to increased blood pressure and heart disease

INTERIOR EXTERIOR

-

< UPPER LEFT UPPER RIGHT
]

E | IT

> Intentional Behavioral

= (subjective) (objective)

z

>

- WE ITS

= Cultural Social

: (intersubjective) (interobjective)
-

3. LOWER LEFT LOWER RIGHT

Fig. 1: The four quadrants (Esbjorn-Hargens and Zimmerman,
2009b).

(CSDH, 2008). While Western-orientated empower-
ment practices emphasizing ‘control over’ the social
determinants of health have also integrated inter-
objectivity (lower right), far less developed is the upper
left quadrant with respect to the subjectivities of other
than human forms of life; and the lower left quadrant
of inter-subjectivity. Participatory and Indigenous
Worldviews on the other hand, extend constructivist
and critical post-modern approaches to empowerment
in that they accord equal ontological priority to all
four spheres of being and agency. They correspond to
an eco-centric definition of empowerment which might
conceivably approximate: ‘the ability to understand, re-
spond to, and work towards what is in the best interests
of and will benefit all human beings and life on the pla-
net’ [(Spariosu, 2005), p. 6].

SOCIAL ECOLOGICAL RESILIENCE AND
EMPOWERMENT PRACTICE

The Ecology of Wellbeing Project (EWBP) (Williams and
Hall, 2014; Williams, 2015) provides an example of an
approach towards mental health which potentially situ-
ates human well-being within a broader relational ethic
that encompasses place. The long-term goal of the project
is to address psycho-spiritual or mental well-being with
women affected by forced migration and cultural disloca-
tion from Indigenous and international migrant communi-
ties in Canada and Aotearoa/New Zealand. The
epistemological framing for this study (Williams and
Hall, 2014; Williams, 2015) encompasses Participatory
and Indigenous Life-World perspectives both with respect
to theoretical understandings of well-being, migration
and non-human relationality, and worldviews held by
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participants, while also recognizing that most of these
women were also schooled within Western education sys-
tems and will also have modernist understandings of
human and environmental well-being.

Through a partnership with a number of not-for-profit
organizations, this participatory research project en-
gaged a total of 38 Indigenous, migrant and refugee
women. While the methodology differed slightly in
each country, according to organizational needs and
contexts, essentially participants initially met in per-
son during 2011 and 2012 to discuss the project and
its methodological approach, participating in semi-
structured individual interviews and one half day and
an all-day group dialogue aimed at re-surfacing trad-
itional land-based knowledge (individual empowerment)
and building critical alliances across these seemingly dis-
parate communities (group empowerment). In 2015,
participants from each country met and exchanged per-
spectives on this project as part of an international summit
on social-ecological resilience in Canada (see http:/www.
eldersvoicessummit.com). Future activities will possibly
consist of programming and policy social-ecological
innovations.

Statistically, (Williams and Hall, 2014) the study po-
pulations experience significant mental health disparities
relative to other groups. While underlying causes are
more often social and ecological, and despite increasing
evidence of the links between place and psycho-spiritual
well-being [e.g. the therapeutic Landscapes literature—
(Gastaldo et al., 2004; Chalquist, 2007)], these popula-
tions are predominantly treated within Western bio-
medical frameworks which consist of therapeutic
drug-regimes or at best individual and family counsel-
ling. However, presenting issues are often symptomatic
of rupture from culture and place (Williams, 2014).
Through its analysis of the human-cultural systems under-
lying health-promoting practices, and its inter-linking of
human, social and environmental systems, the application
of a social-ecological resilience framework to mental
well-being potentially illuminates the cultural and epis-
temological limitations of such Western reductionist
approaches solely focused on the human side of the well-
being equation.

In each country, the Indigenous inhabitants are
flanked by sizeable immigrant populations, correspond-
ing with the globalization of capital and an increased
emphasis on economic rather than humanitarian aspects
of domestic social or international migrant and refugee
policy. Increasingly, ‘differences in customs and origins
are overlooked so long as one reflects the ideals of
homo-economicus or the rational actor who adopts
and is well versed in the logic and idioms of the market’

[(Walsh, 2008), p. 808]. These contextual issues give rise
to two significant differences between these populations.
First, while ethnic and immigrant minorities are often
looking to settle down and fit within existing social and
political frameworks, Indigenous Peoples are forcibly
incorporated nations who often want to ‘get out’ of the
imposed nation state. Secondly, while for Indigenous
communities, citizenship often includes rights and re-
sponsibilities that include the natural world, internation-
al migrants tend to be more immediately focused on their
human rights as citizens (Fleras and Maka, 2010).
However, the same struggle to belong and be included ex-
ists for both.

For many of the EWBP participants, emotional well-
being is connected to place, in terms of both personal
identification and the mutual sentience shared with the
land; a construct which is also articulated within the lit-
erature pertaining to Indigenous meanings of resilience
and emotional well-being (Kirmayer et al., 2011;
Williams et al., 2012) and relational consciousness
inherent in Participatory Worldviews (Chalquist, 2007;
Fessenden, 2007; Williams ef al., 2012). The project
has drawn on the Indigenous (Maori) concept of
Turangawaewae (standing place) as an important
means of facilitating land-based, holistic conceptualiza-
tions of resilience and well-being. Often conceived as a
place of belonging in terms of land, it also refers to a
place of power—the place where one is powerful, and
as such is closely aligned to Canadian Indigenous per-
spectives of resilience (Kirmayer et al., 2011). Through
bringing these communities together for conversations
around Turangawaewae and wellness, submerged Indi-
genous and other traditional knowledges are re-surfaced
and applied to conceptualizations of human-environmental
well-being. Narratives of globalization and colonization
(of land, spirituality, knowledge systems) are important
connecting points as are these convergences in belief
systems.

While significant overlaps in experiences and ontolo-
gies between the study populations have emerged from
dialogue circles, two important differences are evident.
First, because some of the Indigenous participants are
still connected to their traditional lands, their experience
of turangawaewae is qualitatively different from that
of immigrants whose sense of turangawaewae is per-
haps more orientated towards human social systems.
Emerging research results (Williams and Hall, 2014;
Williams, 2015) also demonstrate not only the tradition-
al knowledge of women who maintain a connection to
place to be stronger, but also that these same connec-
tions afford acts of resurgence such as place-based tribal
management plans and the adoption of more critical
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perspectives of ‘State-waste management regimes’ (Hird,
2014) supporting traditional economic development
based on increasing rates of extraction, consumerism
and waste management resulting in ecological degrad-
ation. International migrant women without connection
to land, living in urban environments may be under more
direct scrutiny for their economic contribution as pro-
spective citizens and perhaps therefore, more likely to
be forcibly incorporated into such status quo models of
citizenship associated with Walsh’s (Walsh, 2008) earl-
ier notion of homo-economicus.

As currently articulated in the health promotion lit-
erature, an ecological model of health takes into account
individual, social and ecological determinants of well-
being for these communities such as individual therapy,
social support, social and environmental determinants
such as housing, or safe drinking water, but certainly
not approaches which link emotional and social well-
being with place-based thought and the wellness of
place. Participatory and Indigenous worldviews resitu-
ate experiences of psycho-spiritual well-being within
the broader ethic of caring for place. These philosophic-
al and epistemological framings potentially have a lot to
offer in re-centring ‘place’ in our considerations of the
interrelationships between living systems and human
well-being. Through the application of the social-eco-
logical resilience concept, emergent findings demon-
strate the ways in which place-based thought and
agency are mediated by the political ecology of place,
and associated dynamics of culture and power. While
international migrant and refugee women may subscribe
to Participatory Worldviews of place-based agency and
well-being, they are possibly less well-positioned to ar-
ticulate these than women who are Indigenous to place
and arguably less reliant on state-centric forums of citi-
zenship. Re-visiting empowerment as a multi-level con-
struct (Wallserstein, 2006) highlights the relevance of all
three empowerment paradigms (Critical Postmodern,
Participatory and Indigenous). Indigenous and Partici-
patory worldviews are vital to empowerment practice
which re-cursively embeds human being and conscious-
ness within the larger ecology or Life-World (linking
human social and ecological systems). Critical Postmod-
ernism on the other hand remains vital to illuminating
the interplay of power-culture dynamics which influence
whose cultural systems are inevitably transmitted in
public health policy and programming outcomes in a
variety of geographic settings, cultures and ecosystems;
i.e. it illuminates dynamics at play across the social-
ecological resilience equation.

Table 1 contrasts Positivist, Transformative/Critical
Postmodern, Participatory and Indigenous approaches to

empowerment and the social-ecological basis of health.
The paradigms in the three right-hand columns are con-
ceptualized as transcending and including positivism,
which continues to play a significant role within the bio-
logical and physical sciences and related technological in-
novations, which are rooted in the epistemological divide
between human and other living beings. These tendencies
are similarly reflected in individualistic approaches to
health which are philosophically rooted in State-centric
discourses of development and human progress which
closely align citizenship and economic productivity. It
is these neo-liberal and corporate interests which in
more recent years have captured empowerment practice.
Participatory and Indigenous paradigms are conceptualized
as including an emphasis on the transformation of human-
social structures towards the goal of social-ecological bal-
ance, wherein nature is conceived as part of the society.

The agency imperatives of Indigenous and Participatory
paradigms are framed within a reciprocal participatory
exchange which situates human rights and well-being
within the earth’s carrying capacity, i.e. the mutual
flourishing of all life forms. The socio-political levels
of empowerment, articulated earlier in terms of citi-
zenship conceptualizations, rights and responsibilities
embedded in State-based policy frameworks tend to dif-
ferentially shape the agency imperatives of Indigenous
and immigrant communities. While at the epistemologic-
al level, both groups may subscribe to attributing equal
ontological priority to all for quadrants of Esbjorn-
Hargens and Zimmerman’s AQAL model, in reality
the agency imperatives of these groups regarding human-
ecological well-being, may well diverge because of the
ways they are differently positioned within the wider polit-
ical ecology.

Social-ecological resilience prioritizes the resilience
of the whole human-ecological system (rather than just
human resilience), while illuminating the various agency im-
peratives of different cultural groups and associated power-
culture dynamics. Within the EWBP, Indigenous and
Participatory Paradigms were focused on through activities
which cultivated epistemologies of interconnectedness such
as ceremony, story-telling and deliberately holding activities
in Indigenous spaces. For example, one all day dialogue was
held in a Whare Tupuna (Maori ancestral meeting house).
In such spaces, carvings traditionally incorporate human
and non-human ancestors, powerfully evoking the intercon-
nectedness of life. The Transformative/Critical Postmodern
Paradigm was more drawn upon in activities requiring the
analysis of the ways in which structural forms of power are
operationalized, within and between participating commu-
nities as well as in relation to dominant discourses and
social structures.
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Table 1: Four empowerment paradigms and the social-ecological basis for health

Positivism

Transformatist/critical post-modern

Participatory

Indigenous

Ontology

Epistemology

Sphere of focus
AQAL

Political
ecology;
cultural

alignment

View of human
agency/being

Life/agency

imperative

Absolute reality
Universal truths

Objective, measurable, materialist,
reality consists of only that which is
able to be physically observed

Material, UR, LR

Western, neo-liberalist,
State-Corporate forums of
development, human-centric,
Citizenship linked with economic
productivity

Rational, unified actor,
self-responsibility, utilitarianism
Anthropocentric; agency and
consciousness limited to humans;

human life valued over other life

Human centric, materialist growth
paradigm, emphasis on
technological solutions to
sustainability issues that do not
disturb late capitalism as the
governing system

Reality constructed
Power-knowledge and power-material
interests. Some historical realism—
virtual reality shaped by social,
political, cultural, economic, ethnic and
gender values

How we see and know the world is an
outcome of the above—formal
knowledge the result of vested interests

Discursive and material, UR, LR, UL

Identity politics—ethnic minority,
women, GLBT

Transformation of socio-political
structures critical to agency
multi-levelled process. Begins to break
down agency-structure dialectic. Social
structures—external and within
constitute people and constituted by
people. Anthropocentric

Human centric, focus on transforming
society to enable a more equitable
distribution of power among
marginalized communities relative to
culturally and economically dominant
groups

Subjective—objective reality,
co-created by mind and given

COSmos

Critical subjectivity in participatory
transaction with cosmos; extended
epistemology of experiential,
propositional and practical
knowing and co-created findings

Empathic, discursive, material, UR,
LR, UL, LL

Deep ecologists, environmental
ethicists, Eastern philosophers;
varying degrees of state alignment

Reciprocal agency within Life-World
system of human and other than
human life. Agency is subtle
(energy, consciousness) and gross

(social structures, material)

Well-being, human flourishing and
the flourishing of all life forms

Physical reality is inter-penetrated by
meta-physical (spiritual) reality
All life has an essence that is in
perpetual movement. Multiple
Experiences of realities shaped by
multiple connections humans have
with the environment, cosmos, living
and non-living

Place-based epistemologies, often
developed over years in continuous
relationship with land, waters, spirits
and ancestors of a place

Empathic, discursive, material, UR, LR,
UL, LL

Indigenous Communities, separatist and
state-based forms of political

alignment

Reciprocal agency within the Life-World
system of human and other than
human life. Human agency results
from place-based thought and is
related to human and other than

human agreements. Co-intelligence

Self-determination; Indigenous
resurgence; reconstruction of
knowledge promoting political
transformation.

Decolonization, guardianship of
traditional territories and the earth

community

Adapted from Chilisa [(Chilisa, 2012), p. 40] ‘Beliefs Associated with the Four Paradigms’.
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CONCLUSION

Working effectively with the social-ecological basis for
health requires critical framings of empowerment practice
regarding its underlying epistemological assumptions.
Place-based agency as articulated within Indigenous and
Participatory paradigms plays a key role, not only in the
conceptualization of empowerment, but also in terms of
reconceptualizing ecosystems not as resources for human
consumption but as relational participants within the
social-ecological equation. Critical capacities for em-
powerment practitioners working with the ecological
determinants of health include: (1) the ability to distin-
guish between different epistemologies and interests
which underlie various empowerment approaches; (2)
the discerning engagement of empowerment practices
with sustainability approaches (such as Esbjorn-Hargens
and Zimmerman’s AQAL model); and (3) understanding
the respective relevance of Indigenous, Participatory
Worldviews and Critical post-modernist approaches to
empowerment practices. Analysis of the epistemologies
and cultural perspectives which underlie social systems,
in ways that dig underneath discursive identities of diverse
communities is critical to working with communities to
develop the social-ecological resilience necessary for human-
ecological well-being. In essence, the ability to operation-
alize capacities of this nature requires empowerment
practitioners to make an epistemological shift to viewing
themselves as an implicit part of bio-diversity, while un-
derstanding the nuanced power-culture dynamics operating
at discursive and structural levels that shape community and
socio-political aspects of social-ecological resilience.
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