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POLITICAL ECOLOGY

Mahamadou Aroubi and Mahamadou Bassirou Tangara

The concept of political ecology has been used to promote 
environmental justice as well as to understand environmen-
tal issues. It has emerged as both a field of research and a 
space for interdisciplinary dialogue, providing an essential 
framework for analysing the interactions between humans 
and nature, with a particular emphasis on the political dimen-
sions of environmental decisions. Nevertheless, political 
ecology has experienced — and continues to experience — 
numerous transformations, most notably the rise of decolo-
nial political ecology. This political ecology not only opens up 
debate on systems of environmental knowledge production, 
but also addresses environmental justice issues for formerly 
colonised populations.

Concept

The origins of the concept of political ecology in academia differ 
depending on the author. Most authors trace its emergence 
back to the 1970s, when Eric Wolf (1972) first used the term 
in an article entitled “Ownership and Political Ecology”. This 
concept was significantly expanded in the 1980s, particularly 
through the pioneering work of Blaikie and Brookfield (1987): 

“Land Degradation and Society”.

However, some authors trace the origins of political ecology 
back to the 1960s. Indeed, researchers such as Tim Forsyth (2003) 
argue that ecology was political even before the concept was for-
malised. In the 1960s, interest in studying the impact of human 
action on the biophysical environment through ecology grew. 
Ecology was then seen as the study of the effects of humans 
on nature. The aim was to illustrate the links between humans 
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and other living beings — plants and animals — and lay the 
foundations for a new political agenda that would question 
the destructiveness of human behaviour driven by capitalism. 
Forsyth therefore believed that ecology was political from the 
outset in terms of political engagement.

Since the 1980s, the concept of political ecology has been 
widely accepted among academics as a means of understand-
ing environmental issues, especially the degradation of nature. 
The first conceptualisation of political ecology emerged during 

this decade. At the time, it was 
defined as the intersection of 
ecological and political eco-
nomic concerns. This provided 
a clearer picture of the evolv-
ing relationship between soci-
ety and natural resources, such 
as land. It also offered insights 
into class and group dynamics 
within societies (Blaikie and 
Brookfield, 1987).

The concept of political ecology 
is the result of combining two 
terms. The first, “ecology”, refers 
to the study of plants, herbs 
and animals (both wild and 
domestic) within their natural 
habitat. It considers how they 
survive, become extinct and 

adapt over time and space. The second term, “politics”, refers 
to political economy, which seeks to understand the effects of 
global and local political dynamics on populations and their 
productive activities. Political ecology thus appears to be an 
academic construct aimed at understanding and influencing 
how humans interact with nature.

Political ecology 
signals the academic 

world’s recognition that 
environmental issues, 
such as deforestation 

and the disappearance 
of species, cannot 

be fully understood 
without taking into 

account the global and 
local political dynamics 

that influence the 
behaviour of individuals 

in direct contact with 
the environment, such 

as farmers.
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Indeed, the combination of these two terms to form the con-
cept of political ecology signals the academic world’s recogni-
tion that environmental issues, such as deforestation and the 
disappearance of species, cannot be fully understood without 
taking into account the global and local political dynamics that 
influence the behaviour of individuals in direct contact with the 
environment, such as farmers. Political ecology is fundamentally 
based on two assumptions: First, Homo sapiens are an inte-
gral part of nature. Second, human beings are linked to each 
other and to other aspects of nature through social relationships 
within their societies (Wolf, 1982).

By recognising the social and political dimensions of environ-
mental issues, political ecology has broken with traditional eco
logy’s more reductive approaches. According to Paul Robbins 
(2012), before political ecology could establish itself as the frame 
of reference for understanding the interaction between humans 
and the environment, it first had to challenge the prevailing nar-
rative of apolitical ecology. This narrative considers humans to 
be separate from the natural world, meaning their intervention 
in this world is responsible for problems such as environmental 
degradation.

To explain the causes of this degradation, advocates of apoliti-
cal ecology advance two main arguments. The first argument 
centres on the scarcity of resources, which is attributed to popu-
lation growth in line with 18th century Malthusian thinking. The 
second argument is based on modernisation and asserts that 
environmental degradation is the result of poor management of 
nature by land managers, particularly farmers, who allegedly use 
inappropriate or outdated techniques. According to this narra-
tive, farmers are the main culprits of environmental degradation.

Supporters of political ecology argue that this narrative por-
trays land managers as disconnected from a globalised world 
in which policies and economic dynamics directly influence 
farmers’ environmental decisions. However, this view does not 
correspond to the perspective of political ecology. To illustrate 
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this interconnection, Robbins uses the example of Kenyan coffee 
farmers, who produce a commodity that is primarily consumed 

in developed countries. When 
coffee prices fall on the global 
market, farmers are forced to 
increase their production by 
expanding the area under culti
vation, which can lead to de
forestation. This example clearly 
shows how a decision taken at 
a global level can cause eco
logical changes at a local level.

Since the 1980s, political eco
logy has evolved into a multi-
faceted discipline. It has not 
only established itself as a 
genuine field of research, but 
also as a framework for inter-
disciplinary analysis, attracting 
researchers from various disci-
plines, including anthropology, 

development studies, environmental sociology, political science, 
and geography. These researchers all contribute to the study 
of the interaction between humans and their environment, 
adopting a critical and normative approach (Paulson et al., 2003; 
Robbins, 2012). However, it is important to note that approaches 
to understanding the complexity of the relationship between 
humans and the environment have evolved over the decades.

In the 1980s, political ecology enabled researchers to under-
stand how the environmental actions of land managers, who 
were often perceived as responsible for soil degradation, were 
shaped by processes of ecological, economic, and political mar-
ginalisation. This was the so-called structuralist phase of political 
ecology. In other words, researchers sought to understand how 
decisions made by farmers — such as cultivating a certain area 
of land, producing cotton or coffee, or hunting elephants for 

Since the 1980s, political 
ecology has evolved 

into a multifaceted 
discipline. It has not 

only established itself 
as a genuine field 

of research, but also 
as a framework for 

interdisciplinary analysis, 
attracting researchers 

from various disciplines, 
including anthropology, 

development studies, 
environmental sociology, 

political science, 
and geography.
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ivory — responded to broader political and economic dynamics. 
This orientation is particularly evident in the pioneering work 
of Blaikie (1985) and Blaikie and Brookfield (1987). This phase 
was largely influenced by critical modernisation theories such 
as dependency theory and world-system theory (Walker, 2005). 
These theories view peasants as victims of power relations 
between so-called developed and underdeveloped countries.

In the 1990s, researchers argued that political ecology should 
incorporate critical factors such as the micro-politics of peasant 
struggles over access to productive resources and the symbolic 
challenges these struggles represent (Moore, 1993). This marked 
the beginning of the post-structuralist phase of political ecology. 
This approach criticised the structuralist one for being too deter-
ministic in its consideration of the conditions faced by peasants 
within the global political economy. It was argued that too much 
importance was attached to physical factors, at the expense of 
the political dynamics that made them possible.

Raymond Bryant (1992) made an important contribution to this 
field by identifying three dimensions of environmental prob-
lems that political ecology should explore: (1) the contextual 
sources of environmental change, such as state policies, inter-
state relations, and global capitalism; (2) resource conflicts, in 
which peasants — often considered powerless — struggle to 
protect the environmental foundations of their livelihoods; and 
(3) the impact of environmental change on social, economic, 
and political relations.

From this perspective, greater attention has been paid to ethnic 
identities, gender, local institutions, and history, in order to better 
understand the actions and decisions of land managers. It was 
also during this decade that feminist political ecology emerged, 
emphasising the need to integrate gender into the analysis of 
environmental issues and practices.

For researchers in the 2000s, it was also crucial that political 
ecology question the epistemologies that had emerged from 
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discourses and practices relating to environmental degradation. 
They argued that we needed to shift our focus towards a more 
politicised understanding of environmental issues and move 
beyond an epistemology based solely on criticising capitalism. 
This approach, known as critical political ecology, is evident in 
the work of Tim Forsyth (2003) and Paulson et al. (2003).

It is based on the idea that environmental discourse, research, 
and practices produce knowledge and forms of power that 
strongly influence environmental decisions, and that these 
should therefore be questioned. Critical political ecology thus 
seeks to broaden researchers’ understanding of the ways in 
which humans embrace, contest, and transform the world 
around them while analysing and acting upon the social and 
ecological impacts of these processes (Paulson et al., 2003).

In line with these developments, the scope of political ecology 
has broadened to encompass new areas and issues. For instance, 
it is now employed to analyse urban expansion processes and 
examine how cities form and interact with their environment — a 
concept referred to as urban political ecology (Gort & Loftus, 2024).

However, the most recent and arguably most significant develop
ment is the call to decolonise political ecology. From a decolonial 
perspective, political ecology must integrate the knowledge of 
local communities rather than continuing to privilege Western 
environmental knowledge production. According to Zanotti et 
al. (2020), this involves building a bridge between decolonial 
theory and political ecology, as well as integrating decolonial 
research practices into environmental and social science studies.

Several authors have expanded on this idea to explain what 
decolonising political ecology means in practice. For Ishfak 
Hussain Malik (2024), it consists of addressing colonial legacies by 
promoting collaboration and dialogue between different know
ledge systems while also valuing local environmental knowledge. 
This involves co-producing environmental knowledge with the 
relevant communities, who actively participate in the research.



 CLEAR // LEXICO PROJECT� Political ecology | 9

Conversely, decolonisation implies a political commitment to 
restoring control of productive resources to formerly colonised 
populations, enabling them to regain sovereignty and self-deter-
mination. The process of decolonising political ecology aims to 
recognise and address historical injustices and the environmen-
tal and social impacts of colonialism. In a conversation with Ishfak 
Hussain Malik published in 2024, Paul Robbins emphasises that 
this decolonisation must take into account the geographical 
and historical contexts specific to each territory, responding to 
the needs of the local populations.

In short, political ecology is not a fixed theory, but rather a 
space for interdisciplinary dialogue. It provides a meeting place 
for researchers from geography, anthropology, development 
studies, and other disciplines. These disciplines employ various 
analytical frameworks and theoretical approaches to under-
stand environmental issues and work towards environmental 
justice. Political ecology thus fosters a genuine sense of com-
munity, uniting researchers 
and dedicated individuals.

In this vein, Paul Robbins (2012) 
points out that research in 
political ecology, through the 
many developments this con-
cept has undergone, tends 
to highlight the winners and 
losers, the invisible costs, and 
the power imbalances that pro-
duce social and environmental 
outcomes. To achieve this, it draws on a set of central questions, 
such as: what causes deforestation at the regional level? Who 
benefits and who loses from wildlife conservation efforts? What 
political movements emerge from local transformations in land 
use practices?

Addressing these questions leads researchers to analyse deci-
sions made at all levels, from farmers deciding to cut down trees, 

From a decolonial 
perspective, political 
ecology must integrate 
the knowledge of local 
communities rather than 
continuing to privilege 
Western environmental 
knowledge production.
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plough fields, purchase pesticides, or hire labour at the local level, 
to funding organisations allocating billions to the construction 
of dams or financing reforestation programmes at the inter-
national level. Political ecology maintains that there is always a 
better, less coercive and exploitative, and more sustainable way 
of interacting with the environment.

Case study 

To illustrate how the political ecology approach can help us 
to understand environmental problems, such as ecosystem 
degradation, let us consider a concrete example. In this case, 
we will apply the approach to the issue of periodic flooding in 
Talo-Bosso village, Mali, and address the following questions: 
What political and economic factors lie behind these floods? 
Who loses out and who benefits? What are the economic and 
social consequences of the destruction of habitats caused by 
these floods?

Talo-Bosso is a fishing community located in the commune of 
Fani in Mali’s San region, on the banks of the Middle Bani — a 
tributary of the Niger River. As in other parts of the country, its 
inhabitants have built their homes close to the river to make bet-
ter use of aquatic resources. However, in the 2000s, the Malian 
government built a dam downstream of Talo-Bosso with the 
support of the African Development Bank (AfDB). This flooded 
the village completely, profoundly disrupting the inhabitants’ 
way of life.

Analysing this case through the lens of political ecology allows us 
to go beyond a purely technical explanation of the phenomenon 
and reveal its political and economic dimensions. Technically, the 
flooding of the village of Talo-Bosso was caused by the dam’s 
reservoir, which extended the river’s course to the point where 
the entire village was completely submerged and its homes 
destroyed. However, closer inspection reveals that the destruc-
tion of the inhabitants’ living space was the result of decisions 
taken at a much higher level: those of the Malian state, which 
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decided to build the dam, and the AfDB, which granted the 
necessary loan for its construction.

According to the Malian government, this decision forms part 
of an initiative to modernise agriculture in the region by impro
ving water management, introducing machinery, and adopt-
ing modern techniques. These are all intended to help reduce 
poverty. However, behind this rhetoric lies another logic: the 
transformation of the region’s farmers into performance- and 
productivity-focused agricultural operators. Nevertheless, the 
project failed to consider the marginalisation of certain popu-
lations that would be directly affected or displaced by the con-
struction of the dam.

In terms of winners, several levels emerge. At the local level, the 
main beneficiaries of the destruction of Talo-Bosso village are 
farmers from more distant villages who benefit greatly from 
the reclaimed land and improved living conditions. Then there 
are the local elites who use their political and economic power 
to acquire or redistribute large areas of newly developed land.

At the national level, the main beneficiary is the Malian state, 
which collects an annual fee ranging from 14,800 to 177,700 
CFA francs from each farmer, depending on the type of crop. 
On a global scale, another big winner is the AfDB, backed by 
international investors. Repayment of the loan with interest 
over a period extending until 2054 ensures its financial returns, 
regardless of the local social consequences. Consequently, all 
these beneficiaries remain relatively indifferent to the suffering 
and loss of living space endured by the inhabitants of Talo-Bosso.

The losers in this destruction of living space are, naturally, the 
inhabitants of Talo-Bosso. They have voiced their distress as 
follows: “Ni barazi ye an mago sa,” which means “This dam has 
destroyed us” in Bamanankan. They see the construction of the 
Talo dam as representing the loss of their living space, as their 
homes, ancient places of worship, and cemeteries have been 
demolished. The project has also resulted in the disappearance 
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of the inhabitants’ main source of income: the fishing grounds 
have been destroyed by the reservoir’s flow.

The expression “Ni barazi ye an mago sa” conveys not only the 
destruction of living space, but also a sense of powerlessness 
in the face of those who profit from the project while ignoring 
this environmental, social, and economic injustice. This injustice 
is all the more striking given that, according to the inhabitants 
of Talo-Bosso, no compensation has ever been paid for the loss 
of their living space. They struggle to understand the silence of 
those in power, despite their repeated appeals and cries for help.

The collective dynamics established by the inhabitants of Talo-
Bosso focus more on care and resilience than struggle. For 
instance, they work together to build makeshift dykes with 
sandbags, but these eventually give way under the pressure 
of floodwater. Emigration is another form of resilience. Young 
people leave for towns in the hope of finding resources to send 
to relatives who have stayed behind and remain attached to 
their homes, despite their destruction.

This demonstrates how political ecology can be used to link the 
inhabitants’ practices of care, resilience, and survival to decisions 
taken at different levels: the construction of the dam at state 
level and the AfDB’s decision to grant a loan to the Malian state 
at global level. Political ecology also enables us to identify the 
various actors involved – the winners and the losers – and to 
highlight the power dynamics that structure their interactions. 
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