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PERSPECTIVE

Restoration for Whom, by Whom? A 
Feminist Political Ecology of Restoration 

Marlène Elias, Deepa Joshi, and Ruth Meinzen-Dick

ABSTRACT
The UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration (2021–2030) frames restoration as a momentous nature-based solution for 
achieving many of the ecological, economic, and social objectives outlined in the Sustainable Development Goals. Yet, a 
critical void lies at the heart of this agenda: the lack of attention to social and political dimensions of nature and restoration 
initiatives. At this critical juncture, urgent attention is needed to the power and politics that shape the values, meanings, 
and science driving restoration; and to the uneven experiences of these processes as national restoration pledges touch 
down in diverse and unequal contexts. In this introduction to the special issue on “Restoration for Whom, by Whom?”, 
we critically examine the social inclusivity of restoration agendas, policies, and practices as these unfold across ecological 
and geographic scales. We argue that feminist political ecology (FPE), with its focus on gendered power relations, scale 
integration, and historical awareness, and its critique of the commodification of nature, offers a valuable lens through 
which to examine the socio-political and economic dynamics of restoration. Taking an FPE perspective, we elucidate 
how the ten papers comprising the special issue challenge mainstream narratives of environmental sustainability and 
suggest more grounded and nuanced ways forward for inclusive restoration initiatives. In conclusion, we highlight the 
urgency of addressing the systemic fault lines that create exclusions in restoration policies and practice; and the need 
to legitimize the plural voices, values, situated knowledges, and paths to sustainably transform degraded landscapes.
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Since the 1972 United Nations Conference on the 
Human Environment (UNCHE), habitat loss, defau-

nation, carbon emissions and global warming have 
spiked despite the proliferation of global environmental 

agreements, national environmental laws and policies, and 
voluntary environmental codes of conduct for the private 
sector (Collard and Dempsey 2020). Inscribed amid these 
high level environmental initiatives, the UN Decade on 
Ecosystem Restoration (2021–2030) reflects and acceler-
ates international and national commitments to “scale up 
the restoration of degraded and destroyed ecosystems as 
a proven measure to fight the climate crisis and enhance 
food security, water supply and biodiversity” (UNEP 2019). 
This global initiative frames restoration as a momentous 
shift to nature-based solutions for achieving many of the 

•	 Transforming degraded landscapes requires tackling not 
just biophysical, but equally the social and political dimen-
sions of restoration.

•	 Taking a feminist political ecology perspective, this intro-
duction shows how the ten papers comprising the special 
issue on “Restoration for Whom, by Whom” suggest ways 
forward for more inclusive restoration interventions.

•	 Unequal power relations between the state and local 
communities, within communities, and within households 
shape how restoration priorities are set, whose knowledge 
counts, and how rights to resources and benefits are 
perceived and distributed.

•	 Restoration initiatives should consider the interlocking 
nature of ecological change and the socio-political his-
tories that shape land degradation, contemporary rights 
to resources, and the values different actors place upon 
resource management (including restoration) options.

•	 Ecological restoration comprises trade-offs among a 
mosaic of land uses and users at different scales and 
requires attention to the way global interests and the 
global restoration agenda frame national, landscape-
scale, and local restoration initiatives.
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ecological, economic, and social objectives outlined in 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Visually and 
conceptually expressed as “tree-planting” and other “green-
ing” approaches, the restoration agenda offers a compelling 
vision to unite the global community. Yet, a critical void lies 
at the heart of this agenda: the lack of attention to social 
and political dimensions of restoration.

The Society for Ecological Restoration (SER) Primer on 
Ecological Restoration provides a widely accepted defini-
tion of ecological restoration as: “the process of assisting 
the recovery of an ecosystem that has been degraded, 
damaged or destroyed” (SER 2004, 3). While opening up 
the possibility for creative human practice in assisting 
such recovery, the Primer is conspicuously silent on issues 
related to human well-being, power and inclusiveness in 
restoration. Fifteen years later, SER’s second edition of the 
“International Principles and Standards for the Practice of 
Ecological Restoration” (the Standards) attempts to more 
explicitly integrate socio-economic and cultural factors 
into the frameworks underpinning restoration initiatives, 
including through the addition of a “Social Benefits Wheel” 
to help track progress towards social development goals 
and targets (Gann et al. 2019). Despite their drawbacks 
discussed below, in drawing attention to local ecological 
knowledge, well-being, and distributional issues related to 
restoration, the Standards begin to acknowledge that the 
ecological resilience of the planet is not disassociated from 
the well-being of its people.

Still, the predominance of natural sciences in resto-
ration has encouraged largely exclusionary interpreta-
tions of sustainability and technocratic solutions which 
narrowly focus on the biophysical (Higgs 2003, Martin 
2017). Moreover, despite some examples of bottom-up and 
participatory restoration processes (e.g., Lee et al. 2021), 
the ambitions of doing restoration “at scale” have given 
impetus to top-down and standardized approaches. When 
gender equality and social inclusion are written into resto-
ration agendas, policies, and practices, current restoration 
interventions try, at best, to fit in (i.e., “integrate”) socio-
political dimensions in what is essentially a neoliberal 
conservation agenda (Collard and Dempsey 2020). That 
is, restoration initiatives are steeped in the logic of “green 
development”, or development that “cultivates the natures 
that support thriving economies” (Collard et al. 2015). In 
this narrative, human-nature relations are depoliticized and 
disembodied in overly simplistic framings. In all of this, the 
power and politics that shape the values, meanings, nature, 
and experiences of restoration remain peripheral, and the 
outcomes of restoration initiatives, at best, are uneven as 
restoration pledges touch down in diverse and unequal 
contexts. This substantiates Li’s (2017) claim that the stories 
we tell ourselves and others around the problem of devel-
opment and environment, and the technical solutions we 
offer (as restoration), require significant unpacking and 
complexification.

In this special issue, we examine how nature-people 
interrelations are interpreted and translated into practice. 
We ask: who sets restoration agendas and for whom, why 
and how, and what other political and economic interests 
and mandates influence these agendas? In so doing, we 
examine if and how plural, unequal local voices and knowl-
edge systems are valued or ignored, and the influence they 
hold (or not) in initiatives to restore what are designated 
as “degraded landscapes”. We closely analyze restoration 
narratives, policies and practices to assess if they trans-
form or instead reinforce persisting institutional practices, 
tenure regimes, norms and boundaries that impact gender 
inequality and social inclusion. In doing so, we reflect on 
the narratives that commodify nature that underpin the 
“politics in and of restoration” (Light 1994, Perry 1994, 
Light and Higgs 1996; compare with popular accounts 
that offer a more inclusive and holistic understanding of 
restoration, e.g., Mills 1995, Wilson 2019). Our aim is to 
prompt critical reflection that can open new avenues for 
meaningful engagement with issues of power and justice 
in restoration, to challenge the assumptions and discourses 
that (re)produce the status quo, and suggest ways forward 
for more political, inclusive agendas.

The papers comprising this issue bring together perspec-
tives of academics and practitioners, NGOs and govern-
ment actors working across disciplines, socio-ecological 
systems, and scales. In this introductory paper, we adopt 
a feminist political ecology (FPE) perspective to challenge 
mainstream narratives of ecological restoration. We draw 
out the contributions an FPE analysis can make to the 
field as an open and discursive approach rather than an 
overly prescriptive tool for guiding restoration initiatives. 
In surfacing key socio-political processes and pitfalls of 
restoration initiatives, the case studies presented in this 
special issue then offer more contextually grounded, tan-
gible entry points for an inclusive sustainability in and 
through restoration.

In the section below, we begin by defining FPE and its 
relevance to the field of restoration. We then argue that a 
focus on (gendered) power relations, historical awareness, 
and scale integration—three pillars of FPE—are particu-
larly relevant for illuminating the dynamics of social inclu-
sion in restoration. We conclude that much needs to change 
to address the systemic fault lines that create exclusions 
in restoration policies and practice, and to legitimize the 
plural voices, values, meanings and situated knowledges of 
what makes the environment or nature in order to sustain-
ably transform degraded landscapes.

A Feminist Political Ecology 
of Restoration

Although social and economic justice are just as relevant 
to sustainability as ecological considerations, sustainability 
science predominantly focuses on biophysical processes 
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(Scoones 2016). In contrast, political ecologists have long 
argued that environmental changes and challenges are 
not mere by-products of biophysical changes to the eco-
system; rather, the key drivers of environmental change 
are economic, political, and social (Haraway 1991). Politi-
cal ecology brings to light the dynamics of “politicized 
environments” (Bryant 1998) by situating environmental 
change within the politics and power relations that medi-
ate access, control, and management of environmental 
resources across spatial and temporal scales (Blaikie and 
Brookfield 1987, Forsyth 2003, Peet and Watts 2004).

Political ecology analyses have focused on the exchange 
networks of information, materials, and support through 
which diverse groups of people secure access to resources, 
negotiate resource use, or resist unfavorable policies (Zim-
merer 2003). This includes understanding how values 
shape processes of scientific reasoning (Łapniewska 2016). 
Whereas neoliberal conservation agendas adopt a narrow 
interpretation of social inclusion and equity—e.g., those 
focused on the rhetorical participation of local commu-
nities or the mere “adding in and stirring” of women 
(Harding 1995)—political ecology analyses unearth the 
deep-rooted dimensions of inequality and exclusion in 
what are essentially socio-environmental economic crises. 
They explore the role of activism and social movements in 
creating political resistance, engendering alternative devel-
opment, and shaping the fate of environmental resources 
(Perreault 2003, Bebbington et al. 2004, Rocheleau 2008). 
Such analyses demonstrate that the processes through 
which legitimate spaces are created for multiple and diverse 
framings of the environment are entirely different to being 
merely engaged in the implementation of technocratic con-
servation ideas and interventions of expert others (Pérez 
and Ceccon 2017).

Feminist political ecology (FPE) expands the meanings 
of both environmental justice and restoration by “placing 
the operations of gender-power relations on the analytical 
centre stage” (Clement et al. 2019). This conceptual lens 
shines light on how gender intersects with class, race, and 
other axes of power to shape economic, social, and cultural 
institutions and environmental management decisions. 
It explores how these axes of power are situated in inter-
twined histories of colonialism, patriarchy and capitalism, 
which impact the perceived legitimacy of knowledge-
holders, their knowledge, and how it is produced (Sun-
dberg 2017). A feminist perspective pays attention to the 
embodied everyday experiences of nature-human inter-
relations and how these are played out in different spatial 
contexts (Elmhirst 2011, Rocheleau 2015). It foregrounds 
the gendered impacts of the (re)distribution of labor, land, 
income, and other resources in dynamic environmental 
change processes (Carney and Watts 1990, Agarwal 1997, 
Harcourt and Nelson 2015) to identify new possibilities for 
transformative practices (Clement et al. 2019). Although 
not all papers included in this special issue are explicitly 

framed in an FPE perspective, they all engage with issues 
that figure centrally in political ecological analyses, such as 
the socio-political dimensions of environmental knowledge 
production and the social relations, values, and mandates 
driving conservation (Robbins 2004, Jones 2008). Sundberg 
(2017, 7 citing Elmhirst 2011) explains that while “political 
ecology owes an epistemological debt to feminist theory 
for the range of fresh perspectives it offers (. . .) the con-
tributions of FPE tend to be assimilated into mainstream 
political ecology with little explicit acknowledgment.” In 
drawing attention to gendered power relations, historical 
awareness, and scale integration—three pillars of FPE—we 
demonstrate below how FPE can offer important insight 
into social inclusions and exclusions in restoration to help 
resolve the longstanding impasse on environmental and 
social sustainability.

Power Relations
Political ecologists focus on how power relations mediate 
material, symbolic, and discursive struggles over natural 
resources, controlling labor, resources, gains and losses; 
conflicts and contestations; and how these play out spa-
tially, as determined by broader political and economic 
framings of the environment (Hecht and Cockburn 1989, 
Kull 2004, Bassett and Peimer 2015). Unequal power rela-
tions occur at different scales and among different types 
of actors, such as between the state and local communi-
ties (Mansourian 2021, McElwee and Nghi 2021), within 
communities (Sen et al. 2021), and among members of a 
given group, such as within a household (Crossland et al. 
2021). Feminist political ecologists examine these processes 
through a gender lens, drawing particular attention to the 
gendered asymmetries in what is counted as knowledge, 
rights, responsibilities, and decision-making (Elmhirst 
2011). They recognize that gender interacts with other 
factors of social differentiation and marginalization, such 
as socio-economic status, age, and ethnicity or caste, to 
shape environmental management processes (Rocheleau 
et al. 1996, Harcourt and Nelson 2015). This allows under-
standing how access to natural resources and their envi-
ronmental benefits are shaped in and between households, 
through individual experiences, collective action and social 
movements (Elmhirst 2011).

Since ecological restoration centers on a fundamental 
asset for agricultural communities—land—it holds great 
transformative potential, as well as very high risks. When 
land considered or classified as “wasted” becomes restored 
or “regenerated”, it acquires material and other values that 
can result in local communities—and particularly their most 
marginalized members—being dispossessed of their rights 
to use, access and gain from this resource. For instance, 
Schroeder’s (1999) influential study in the Gambia showed 
how donor interest in “environmental stabilization” sup-
ported men’s agroforestry projects on lands that women 
had been using for their gardens. Given insecure tenure 
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rights, women, who had been allocated lands for garden-
ing by senior male landowners, faced the threat of eviction 
as the land gained appeal for growing men’s trees. Similar 
concerns of women’s displacement and exclusions have been 
expressed in the context of REDD+, as their access to land 
and trees is often insecure and mediated by male relatives 
(Peach Brown 2011, Khadka et al. 2014, Larson et al. 2015). 
Sen et al.’s (2021) study of “restoration” of peri-urban lakes in 
Bengaluru, India illustrates similar displacement processes 
among fishers and pastoralists, while some original residents 
with clear land rights were able to benefit.

Such tenure considerations are fundamental to the suc-
cess, sustainability, and equitability of restoration (Unruh 
2008, Mansourian 2017, McLain et al. 2018). Djenontin 
et al.’s (2018, 15) review of success factors for FLR in sub-
Saharan Africa underscores “[T]he strong need to consider 
the political dimensions of natural resource management 
and governance, in which lie the conundrums of contested 
issues surrounding land and forest resources [Larson and 
Springer 2016]. These include close attention to challenges 
of property rights, land tenure security, local land-use 
practices, their regulations and customs. The findings 
reflect the central role of power relations in institutional 
issues—who supports an intervention/action, who does 
not; their motivations; their social status and therefore 
level of influence; ultimately, who wins, who loses, and 
how they react.”

The SER Standards prescribe understanding, clarifying 
and securing tenure rights on lands to be restored (Gann 
et al. 2019), but fall short of addressing the power relations 
that critically underpin negotiations, competing claims 
to land, conflicts over land use, or deep-rooted gender 
inequalities in land ownership, access and use. In light of 
the power inequalities embedded in multi-actor relations 
in restoration, political ecology analyses demonstrate the 
need for rights-based approaches that integrate safeguards 
and conflict-resolution mechanisms, to pre-empt the dis-
possession of local people from their lands and liveli-
hoods. These are especially urgent amid the current rush 
for rural land in the name of food security, reforestation, 
and climate change (Barr and Sayer 2012, Sijapati Basnett 
et al. 2017). Others call for a more transformative agenda, 
highlighting the socially embedded nature of land and 
the need to explicitly address the historical roots of injus-
tices that have disenfranchised local people of their lands 
(Osmani 2010). They highlight that individual rights “as 
designed by development institutions and sanctioned by 
states, often only treat land as a natural resource, without 
recognizing that the meanings of land and water take shape 
in collective ways that are always unfinished” (Mollet and 
Kepe 2018). In this perspective, the formalization of land 
rights—although necessary to avoid further disenfran-
chisement—is couched within the same neoliberal logics, 
mechanisms and global architecture that have encouraged 
large-scale land transactions and green grabs (ibid).

Whereas secure land rights can incentivize commu-
nity investments in restoration (e.g., Chhatre et al. 2012, 
Quisumbing and Kumar 2014), insecure rights to land and 
trees (which are often distinct—see Crossland et al. 2021, 
Kandel et al. 2021) can have the opposite effect. Tenure 
insecurity, prevalent among marginalized households and 
women, can disincentivize investments in land improve-
ment or the planting and management of trees over which 
they may not have control in the long-term (Mukadasi and 
Nabalegwa 2007, Lovo 2016). From a social inclusion per-
spective, secure tenure has been shown to give landowners 
a voice and stronger negotiating position when it comes 
to multi-actor planning and implementation of restoration 
initiatives (Cronkleton et al. 2017, McLain et al. 2018).

Substantiating this claim, Kandel et al. (2021) demon-
strate that pre-existing asymmetries in land rights can 
underpin social exclusions in the context of restoration 
initiatives. In their case study in Northeastern Ghana, 
farmer managed natural regeneration (FMNR) using com-
munity labor was promoted in community regeneration 
sites. These sites were established on lands ceded by senior 
men from the villages’ founding lineages, who retained 
privileged access to the products of trees growing on those 
lands as well as land management rights. As the sites were 
located near the homesteads of members of land allocating 
lineage, these households had easy access to their products. 
In this way, the land-allocating lineages benefited dispro-
portionately from the community labor invested in FMNR. 
Moreover, a future risk is that land-allocating lineages 
would reclaim part of those lands for cultivation once soil 
fertility was enhanced as a result of FMNR. Asymmetries in 
access and control over land, which reflect unequal power 
relations among different lineages, gender, age, and liveli-
hood groups, exacerbated the marginalization of certain 
social groups through restoration initiatives.

Given women’s particularly tenuous rights to land (FAO 
2005), market-based restoration and conservation models 
with benefit schemes tied to land ownership or relative 
contributions of land to restoration will have significant 
gender implications (e.g., see UN-REDD 2011, Pham 2016 
on Payments for Ecosystem Services [PES]). As Kariuki and 
Birner (2021) show, even when land—and, consequently, 
PES revenue—is relatively evenly distributed among land-
owners (as in Kenya’s Mara North Conservancy), women 
who are not sole heads of households may not be rec-
ognized as rightsholders, affecting both distributive and 
procedural equity. In this and other commodity-driven 
designs of conservation, profitmaking from conservation 
as production depends on the exploitation of unpaid sub-
sistence household work (largely carried out by women) 
or on cheap, unwaged or free inputs and labor of the mar-
ginalized, including women (Collard and Dempsey 2020). 
In other words, gender inequality and social exclusions 
are not incidental, but rather “vital to the operations of 
capitalism” (Smith 2016).
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Political ecology analyses can offer further insight to 
the field of restoration by illuminating how power is exer-
cised through the social construction of natural resources, 
environmental knowledge, and the discourses that frame 
and legitimize dominant knowledge claims (Forsyth and 
Walker 2008, Bassett and Peimer 2015). Scholars in the field 
demonstrate how knowledge that responds to the socio-
political ethos of a given time develops, is stabilized, and 
circulates in environmental narratives (Fairhead and Leach 
1996, Kull et al. 2015). Global environmental narratives 
tend to simplify complex socio-ecological processes and 
promote “particular notions of expertise; and particular 
sets of ideas about which social groups should carry the 
burden of blame and responsibility” (Forsyth and Walker 
2008). In Kandel et  al.’s case study in Northeast Ghana 
(2021), blame is cast on Fulani pastoralists for creating bush 
fires, which simplistic narratives associate with impending 
degradation. Such narratives, which have buttressed fire 
suppression policies since colonial times, are remarkably 
persistent despite evidence of the value of anthropogenic 
fire regimes in ecological management processes (Laris 
2002, Kull 2004).

In contemporary times, a diverse network of actors plays 
an important role in establishing the environmental “crises” 
narratives that justify politics of control and exclusion (Roe 
1995, Scoones et  al. 2015). These include the state and 
its various agencies (which do not always act in concert) 
as well as non-state actors, such as NGOs, international 
“experts” and researchers, civil society organizations, and 
the private sector; many of whom act at a distance from 
the ecologies to be restored. Questions around the pro-
duction, circulation, and access to ecological knowledge 
become critical amid this panoply of actors (Gururani and 
Vandergeest 2014), who may have competing claims and 
interests centered on conservation, carbon sequestration, 
endangered species, land, livelihoods, and more (Man-
sourian 2021).

Central to these debates are the material and distribu-
tional implications of the co-production of environmental 
knowledge and governance of natural resources (Gururani 
and Vandergeest 2014, Stirling 2015), which can reinforce 
the marginalization of certain social groups (Kandel et al. 
2021). As Scoones et al. (2015: 4) explain,

There is a politics around knowledge production [.  .  .], 
turning both on what we think we know (consensus and 
uncertainties) and on who knows it (whose knowledge 
counts). We must ask which scientist or other stakeholders, 
which forms of expertise, from the official to the informal, 
which disciplines and which regions have most voice in 
the construction of knowledge about the predicaments 
that underpin calls from green transformations. [.  .  .] 
Who sets the terms of debate [. . .] is crucial because orga-
nized knowledge, explicitly or implicitly, demarcates ways 
forward [and] suggests who can use which resources in 

order to live within environmental limits and planetary 
boundaries.

The power dynamics that authorize the knowledge of 
technical “experts’’ and particular ways of knowing the 
world as scientific and policy-relevant also discount the 
knowledge of resource users as “local” and lacking in cred-
ibility at higher (national or transnational) scales (Gururani 
and Vandergeest 2014). This is illustrated in Sen et  al.’s 
study (2021) of Bengaluru lakes, where the knowledge 
and management contributions of the traditional village 
water men, fishers, and pastoralists have been pushed 
aside with the ascendancy of engineers and bureaucrats. 
Universalizing discourses and the agendas they support 
thereby foreclose the creation of plural, nuanced paths to 
sustainability responsive to the realities, cultures, and pri-
orities of diverse people and places (Stirling 2015). Political 
ecologists take a normative stance to open the discursive 
space to marginalized actors, such as local resource users, 
whose experience and knowledge have historically been 
omitted or undermined (Ribot 2007, Forsyth 2011, Bassett 
and Peimer 2015).

Lee et al.’s paper (2021), which brings us to a remote 
archipelago in northern British Columbia, Canada, dem-
onstrates how such a process can occur. Following a pro-
cess fraught with conflict, contestation, and continuous 
efforts at reconciliation, the Haida First Nation are re-
asserting governance over Xaayda Gwaay (Haida Gwaii), 
their traditional territory. Under Indigenous leadership 
in a co-​management agreement with the state, the eco-
logical conservation and restoration of Xaayda Gwaay’s 
coastal ecosystems are guided by Haida worldviews, 
ethics and values, and a combination of traditional and 
Western-​scientific knowledge, which are considered with 
equal legitimacy. Respect, trust, and reciprocal learning 
among First Nations, federal agencies, academia, research 
institutes and the fishing industry—all of whom figure 
as co-authors in Lee et al.’s paper—are fostered through 
personal connections nurtured over collaborative work 
and shared meals. Such efforts, several decades old and 
on-going, are yielding fruit as “A foundation of Indigenous 
values provides a place to build rapprochement and a seed 
to start decolonizing ecological restoration and other con-
servation projects.”

In posing the question “restoration for whom?”, we 
examine who sets restoration agendas across scales—
including at the global level, which frames national, sub-
national, and local ecological governance and initiatives, 
and authorizes constituent environmental knowledge and 
claims. As Lee et al. (2021) and standing debates within the 
field of restoration show, despite being justified as driven 
by science and fulfilling ecological imperatives, the goals 
of ecological restoration are not self-evident, but rather 
a matter of social values (Higgs 1994, Ehrenfeld 2000, 
Hobbs and Harris 2001, Swart et al. 2001). According to 
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Davis and Slobodkin (2004a: 1), although “[r]estorationists 
have often tried to justify their goals by presenting them as 
fulfilling various ecological imperatives, e.g., restoring eco-
system health and restoring indigenous environments [. . .], 
characterizing communities and ecosystems as ‘healthy’ 
or ‘damaged’ is a value-based, not scientific, assessment.”

Likewise, Barr and Sayer (2012: 2) argue that a) the “act 
of defining an area of forestland as ‘degraded’ is funda-
mentally a political act which shapes decisions regarding 
land-use and access”; the definition of degraded land can 
vary over time, even within a particular institution, and 
b)  claims on so-called “degraded” lands scheduled for 
reforestation or conversion to plantations often underpin 
conflicts between the state and rural communities (see 
also Barney 2008).

The field of ecology becomes important when restoration 
is implemented, to achieve the stated ecological goals, but 
these goals fundamentally depend on the values placed 
on particular ecosystem states (i.e. the desirability of the 
system in the eye of the beholder) rather than on ecologi-
cal principles (Hobbs 2004, Davis and Slobodkin 2004b). 
Distinct goals will reflect different values and priorities, 
engender different winners and losers, and require dif-
ferent policies and actions (Lackey 2004). In the case of 
Bengaluru’s lakes, the livelihood values for agriculture, 
small-scale fishing, pastoralists, and collecting medicinal 
plants or flowers for worship have been pushed aside in 
favor of aesthetic and recreational benefits for first the 
British and then urban elites (Sen et al. 2021). The priva-
tization of lakes and charging of entry fees is perhaps the 
most explicit example of commodification of ecosystem 
resources in this collection of cases.

If these goals are a matter of social values, whose values 
count in the agenda-setting process? As rights-based 
approaches prescribe, Amartya Sen’s work on deliberative 
justice (2009) highlights that justice demands a fair say in 
defining the terms of debate. These terms include judge-
ments about how knowledge is organized, such as how 
concepts such as “forests”, “restoration”, and “healthy eco-
systems” are defined and mobilized, and what constitutes 
“success”, “costs” or “benefits” in restoration. Yet, global 
environmental agendas, such as those based on forests and 
REDD+, tend to impart a homogenized, narrow, and top-
down vision of what constitutes benefits and costs, how 
these should be distributed, and among whom (Forsyth 
and Sikor 2013). This is reflected in the Bonn Challenge’s 
(2020) emphasis and measure of restoration success as 
increasing area under tree cover and carbon sequestra-
tion (e.g., the Bonn Barometer), with little attention to 
the socio-political and economic impacts of the global 
initiative.

In their article on restoration projects in Vietnam, McEl-
wee and Nghi (2021) point out how Vietnam is, on paper, 
considered one of ten ecosystem restoration hotspots glob-
ally and exemplary for having committed to restoring 16 

million hectares of forests. The country’s ambitious agenda 
aims to enable individual households to control over 70 
per cent of new forest plantations. However, in practice, 
Vietnam is failing not only on most social, but also eco-
logical measures. Most restoration programs prioritize 
fast-growing tree species which have high commercial 
returns, yet the financial benefits from short rotation cycles 
for pulp and woodchip mills have poor ecological restora-
tion potential. Moreover, despite programmatic intentions 
to reduce poverty and support smallholder livelihoods, 
because the focus is essentially on ensuring tree planta-
tion targets, there is little attention to restoring social and 
political inequalities. Marginalized ethnic minorities tend 
to be ignored in favor of socio-economically better off 
households, who can be instrumental in “making projects 
work”. In some cases, ethnic minorities slow to kick start 
these ambitious projects were compelled to sign off land 
use and harvesting rights to others (Thulstrup 2015 and 
Sandewall et al. 2010, cited in McElwee and Nghi 2021). 
There are multiple gender implications of these “greening 
projects”, including women’s losses from the replacement of 
diverse forest ecosystems by commercial tree species (see 
Elmhirst et al. 2017 for similar accounts of transforming 
“degraded” forests and diverse land uses of importance to 
women’s livelihoods to monoculture oil palm with limited 
value for women).

Drawing on many types of knowledge in restoration, 
including traditional or local ecological knowledge, is 
prescribed in Principle 2 of the SER Standards (Gann 
et al. 2019). Yet, these Standards do not acknowledge the 
power-laden negotiations, contestations, reconciliations, 
and value judgements that such a process will entail. A 
political ecology approach can support greater engagement 
with the “politics of knowledge” (Jasanoff 2004, Goldman 
and Turner 2011), to meaningfully recognize and legitimize 
plural forms of knowledge, including those of resource 
users whose knowledge and experience have historically 
been silenced.

To conclude, restoration agendas and ecosystem gover-
nance profoundly affect lands, lives and livelihoods. Any 
critical step towards recognizing the rights of marginalized 
groups to democratic participation in these processes is 
incomplete without attention to the gendered nature of 
nature-society interrelations. However, FPE draws atten-
tion not just to complex, intersectional gendered inequali-
ties, but equally, as we discuss below, to contextual, often 
nested and persisting histories of (neo)colonialism, patri-
archy, and capitalism which create contradictions and 
tensions.

Historical Awareness
SER refers to restoration as the movement of a degraded 
ecosystem towards a healthier, reference ecosystem. In the 
SER Standards, reference ecosystems are to be established 
with attention to the ecological trajectory of the sites to 
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be restored (Gann et  al. 2019), and as such, there have 
been considerable efforts in the field to examine ecological 
histories. Yet, the Standards espouse a narrow and prob-
lematic understanding of historical knowledge against the 
rapid current pace of change. There has been longstanding 
debate over what this reference ecosystem should be in 
diverse contexts, considering the lack of historical records 
or baselines that afford a clear view of previous ecological 
states (Hobbs 2004, Higgs et  al. 2014). Moreover, since 
humans have long been part of landscapes, “no community 
on Earth has escaped the direct or indirect effects of man” 
[sic], which begs the question: “which is the ‘natural com-
munity’ that one would seek to restore?” (Diamond 1985). 
If the amount of “degradation” perceived depends on the 
temporal and spatial boundaries against which baseline 
conditions are established (Bassett and Peimer 2015, Hull 
and Robertson 2000), who is to define those boundaries? 
As political ecologists caution, false assumptions about 
what is ecologically desirable, what was the previous ecol-
ogy of a region, and the role of humans in degrading their 
environment can lead restoration policy and initiatives 
astray (Sigman and Elias 2021).

Whereas ecological history has received considerable 
attention in the field of restoration, the interlocking nature 
of ecological change and the socio-political histories that 
shape land degradation have received less so. Political 
ecologists argue, however, that historical events as well as 
the ways these are remembered and invoked in the pres-
ent (i.e. “historical consciousness”) (Moore 1993: 382) 
influence contemporary rights to resources and the values 
different actors place upon resource management (includ-
ing restoration) options. These “remembered pasts”, shifts 
in people’s relationship to place and resources, and the 
historical influence of state policies on environmental 
management in the symbolic and material arenas (Moore 
1993) consequently all hold relevance for how different 
actors engage with contemporary restoration initiatives. 
Kariuki and Birner (2021) trace the history of elite capture 
of benefits from privatization of group ranches before the 
establishment of the Mara North Conservancy in Kenya. 
In their study, men report that current benefit-sharing 
arrangements are more equitable, but half of the women 
do not report improvements, showing that history may not 
be experienced in the same way by all.

Of critical importance, ahistorical readings of lands as 
“wastelands”, “barren” or “marginal”, “empty” (of people), 
and sitting “idle” for restoration risks disenfranchising local 
people of the commons upon which they depend to gather 
wood and non-wood forest products, graze their animals, 
or pursue other livelihood activities. As noted above, a 
careful understanding of land use, claims, and customary 
and statutory tenure relations over time is critical to avoid 
displacement of marginalized groups and dispossession 
of their livelihoods, particularly as restoration is imple-
mented in contexts with weak systems of governance, 

histories of land tenure conflicts and discrimination against 
women and Indigenous communities (Sarmiento Barletti 
and Larson 2017, Sijapati Basnett et al. 2017). In an influ-
ential exercise, the International Union for Conservation 
of Nature (IUCN), World Resources Institute (WRI) and 
University of Maryland identified more than two billion 
hectares of land with restoration potential globally based 
on aggregated data and geographic information systems; 
a number which has since been contested (Veldman et al. 
2015). Such maps of areas suitable for restoration drawing 
on ahistorical biophysical data must be read with caution, 
as they can conceal the claims multiple actors may have 
on the lands to be restored and their importance for the 
livelihoods of resource-dependent peoples.

(Feminist) political ecology scholars have shown that an 
ahistorical reading of a landscape, couched in what may 
be scientifically questionable environmental narratives, 
can be used to advance political objectives of control over 
resources (Forsyth and Walker 2008, Jones 2008, Neumann 
2008). For instance, the pioneering work of Fairhead and 
Leach (1995, 1996) revealed that unfounded narratives 
depicting population growth and the breakdown of com-
munity institutions as drivers of deforestation in Guinea 
contrasted with the history of forest-savanna mosaic veg-
etation in the region. This narrative justified the use of 
fines and imprisonment of local resource users to prevent 
“further” forest loss. Similarly, in Southeast Asia, narratives 
portraying local people as forest destroyers have been used 
to govern people and lands since colonial times, justifying 
the removal of local people from their lands or consoli-
dating land under the purview of the state in the name of 
conservation and sustainability (Peluso 1992, Dove 1997, 
Li 2014). More recently, Baviskar (2020) explored the links 
between social privileges, urban geographies, and what 
counts as environmental issues in deeply unequal, socially 
segregated cities like Delhi in India, where the urban elite 
use the idea of protecting the environment to achieve goals 
that are essentially contrary to both ecological sustainab
ility as well as social justice.

Sen et. al. (2021) write of similar middle-class aspirations 
for a lake in Bengaluru, India. Narratives about the lake 
reveal the aesthetic aspirations of the city’s elite, which is 
against the fabric of ground realities of complexity, dispar-
ity, inequity and power imbalances. Sen et al. discuss how 
this is not just a new phenomenon. In India, social dispari-
ties have a historic origin—and the development of cities 
has been marred with exclusions of marginalized groups 
over time. The narratives presented in this paper show 
embodied experiences of blatant exclusions in urban green 
spaces, as a quote from a female cattle owner attests: “They 
have put a big fence around the lake. Do you know why? 
To keep people like us out. We don’t look like you people, 
we don’t dress like you all. They don’t like us because of 
that. We come in dirty, torn clothes to cut some grass to 
feed our cows, but that big fence keeps us out.”
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These examples point out that feminist political analy-
ses—which look at the intersections of inequality and 
exclusion—need not always talk about women and natural 
resources. Powerful narratives such as those discussed 
above bear truth to questions around who decides what is 
restoration, why and how. They substantiate the feminist 
critique of the rampant expansion of “bourgeois envi-
ronmentalism”—or the inherent contradictions between 
middle-class conservation agendas and esthetics and 
increasingly affluent middle-class lifestyles that lead to 
environmental degradation (Baviskar 2020). In this optic, 
feminist political ecology is not about how to engage 
women and other assumedly “homogeneous” groups of the 
vulnerable in restoration initiatives. It is essentially about 
rethinking what makes for “the environment” and what 
counts as “restoration”, taking into account that these defi-
nitions of nature and nature-based solutions are steeped in 
“colonial modalities of power and propped up by imperial 
geopolitical and economic arrangements” (Collard et al. 
2015, referencing Maldonado-Torres 2007). A feminist 
approach to sustainability entails breaking with exploitative 
histories through decolonizing knowledge frameworks, 
politics and ethics (Emel 1995, Collard et al. 2015).

Scale Integration
Identifying the drivers of degradation and sustainable, equi-
table alternatives requires understanding the ways higher-
order political-economic processes influence resource use 
and management. Such efforts to position the proximate 
causes or symptoms of environmental change into their 
wider context are at the heart of political ecology (Bassett 
and Peimer 2015). For instance, in their seminal work 
on soil degradation and vegetation change, Blaikie and 
Brookfield (1987) consider how an “exogenous” political 
economy embeds the (generally rural) “land manager” or 
production unit’s environmental behavior and marginal-
ization. Unpacking this political economy using “chains of 
explanation”, the authors link local environmental change 
with conditioning variables at the meso (land use practices) 
and macro (state and international economy) levels. This 
process of “progressive contextualization” (Vayda 1983) 
allows them to situate local environmental specificities in 
their historical and multi-scalar political economic contexts.

Despite their grassroots focus on local resource manag-
ers, political ecologists think across scales, from the global 
to the household and individual spheres. Scale integration 
efforts reveal how shifting socio-economic and politi-
cal processes, norms and practices, and their constituent 
power relations, bear upon resource users’ environmental 
management decisions and livelihoods (Zimmerer and 
Bassett 2003, Peet and Watts 2004, Robbins 2004, Walker 
2005). Political ecology analyses are “location-specific, 
place-based and conjunctural” all the while integrating 
“non-place based relations” such as market and class rela-
tions (Emel and Peet 1989: 60, Tsing 2004).

Scale integration is a significant consideration in eco-
logical restoration, although the focus lies in the relevance 
of scale for ecological processes. For instance, in the SER 
Standards, Principle 7 focuses on the gains that can be 
achieved when ecological restoration is applied at large 
scales as “many ecological processes function at landscape, 
watershed, and regional scales (e.g., gene flow, colonization, 
predation, ecological disturbances)” (Gann et al. 2019: S18, 
S20). Increasing the connectivity of floral and faunal popu-
lations through corridors by spatially linking restoration 
initiatives as well as implementing large-scale restoration 
initiatives, covering hundreds or thousands of hectares, is 
prescribed to achieve desired environmental and ecological 
goals. Integrated landscape planning is recommended to 
favor “net-positive landscape change” (Gann et al. 2019).

Yet, Mansourian’s paper (2021) demonstrates that issues 
of scale in ecological restoration initiatives also comprise a 
critical socio-political dimension. Much of the attention to 
scale in landscape restoration has focused on administra-
tive and biophysical units and how they are linked from the 
community to the national and even global scale (e.g., see 
the collection by Butler et al. 2019). Crossland et al. (2021) 
show the need to also look at the intrahousehold scale to 
understand the uptake of restoration efforts, as well as the 
distribution of related benefits. Pro forma consultation 
processes and negotiations apply at the farm and even plot 
level as well as at higher scales.

Mansourian’s paper (2021) highlights that as one “jumps 
scale” from the local to the landscape scale, the number 
of actors with stakes in restoration multiplies. These 
actors may come from different sectors and disciplines, 
and may hold similar and synergistic, or distinct and 
conflicting goals and motivations for restoration. Embed-
ded in unequal power relations, these actors have uneven 
abilities to negotiate, have their voices heard, and influence 
the direction of restoration initiatives. Political ecology 
scholars insist that scale is not only a product of biophysi-
cal processes, but also historically contingent and politi-
cally contested (Zimmerer 2006, Neumann 2009, Rangan 
and Kull 2009). Likewise, Mansourian (2021) argues that 
grounding restoration initiatives at the landscape scale 
raises questions around how physical boundaries should be 
established, and who is in and or out of a given landscape, 
and consequently of a given initiative. She argues for the 
need to examine (and at times, reconcile) the power-laden 
interrelations and perspectives of multiple actors in resto-
ration processes.

In directing attention to the landscape scale, at which 
Forest Landscape Restoration initiatives are implemented, 
Mansourian’s contribution raises questions such as: how do 
equity concerns manifest themselves as trade-offs emerge 
among a mosaic of land uses and users? Such questions 
call for renewed attention to relations of social margin-
alization and exclusion that often fall out of sight as the 
locus of analysis shifts beyond the local scale. For instance, 
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gender research and praxis, including FPE, tend to focus 
on everyday and quotidian issues at the intrahousehold 
and community levels, with gender equity issues reduc-
ing in visibility as one goes up in scale. Yet, the everyday, 
quotidian element to decision-making among powerful 
actors acting at other scales (the state, corporate actors, and 
philanthro-capitalists) would be fertile ground for future 
FPE analyses of restoration.

Scale integration also demands attention to the way 
global interests and the global restoration agenda frame 
national, landscape-scale, and local restoration initia-
tives. Environmental crises narratives centered on climate 
change, land degradation, biodiversity loss, and transgress-
ing planetary boundaries (Rockström et al. 2009, Lenton 
2013) resound with a sense of urgency for a profound and 
“green” transformation (Scoones et al. 2015). In response to 
ecological imperatives, calls for coordinated global action 
and “earth system governance” (Biermann 2007) support 
the creation of centralized and uniform global policies 
and agendas (Forsyth and Sikor 2013, Scoones et al. 2015), 
such as those focused on restoration. As noted above, such 
calls are legitimizing new resource governance regimes, 
within which a range of actors and the multiple values they 
espouse, are gaining prominence (Chandhoke 2003, Adams 
et al. 2014, Kleinschmit et al. 2015). As the collection of 
papers in the special issue demonstrates, the rapidity and 
top-down manner with which these global environmental 
agendas develop can pose risks to democratic engagement 
in the process and can override messier issues related to 
inequity, social exclusion, and unequal power relations 
(Stirling 2015).

Feminist researchers would argue that the upcoming 
UN Decade of Ecosystem Restoration veers unwaver-
ingly towards a “green development” agenda that see mar-
kets and corporations as the most appropriate vehicles to 
achieving a viable, sustainable conservation. It is highly 
questionable whether what “got [us] to this place of ruin-
ation and ecological impoverishment” can create condi-
tions for alternatives (Collard et al. 2015: 2). FPE and other 
feminist approaches therefore ask for “pluriversal” rather 
than universal ways of knowing and doing and gover-
nance models that can break with historically exploitative 
economic relations that are inimical to nature, to create 
inclusive and sustainable political-economic alternatives 
(Escobar 2008, Collard et al. 2015).

Conclusion

The upcoming Decade for Ecosystem Restoration will likely 
result in a proliferation of restoration investments and 
interventions globally. This positive development calls for 
urgent attention to what has changed in our understanding 
of, and interventions to, restoring ecosystems. As noted ear-
lier, the revised SER Standards offer a five-star system and 
“Social Benefits Wheel” to assess stakeholder engagement 

and inclusivity. Yet, these are presented as a “complement” 
to a five-star system and “Ecological Recovery Wheel”, 
which takes center stage with defined biophysical measures 
of restoration success. These performance-based standards, 
inscribed in a technocratic approach to restoration, offer 
limited space for engaging with issues of power and justice 
as is needed for inclusive restoration. The chasm between 
feminist perspectives of environmental governance and 
mainstream restoration agendas remains deep and wide.

Higgs et al. (2018) argue that a “principles-first” approach 
that is contextual, evolving, and premised on engagement 
with communities can generate more meaningful space for 
communities to seek the restoration outcomes they desire. 
Building on this premise and following Mollet and Kepe 
(2018, 3), we underscore the need for such an approach 
to “name power in its multiple, intersecting and more 
than economic iterations” to avoid simplistic “solutions” 
to complex and deep-rooted problems. In this regard, we 
have argued that FPE can serve as an open and discursive 
approach to critically inform an understanding of power 
and politics and decolonize restoration science and prac-
tice. The issues examined in this special issue, framed 
within an FPE perspective here, provide three key lessons.

Firstly, there is critical need to examine the intersection 
of power, politics, and economic interests and mandates 
that drive restoration or “green” agendas. A convenient 
consensus between economic agendas and political inter-
ests has long underpinned development narratives and 
interventions (Mosse 2005). Political ecology scholarship 
has both critiqued and offered alternatives to “neoliberal 
environmentalism” by bringing attention to environmental 
injustices, the relational values and meanings of nature, and 
the incongruence between definitions of economic growth 
and human well-being (Swaffield 2016). Whether rural or 
urban, the environment is a contested arena, where fault 
lines of power, privilege, hierarchy and disparity merge to 
create uniquely embodied experiences of exclusion and 
inclusion (Swyngedouw and Kaika 2000). Lessons from 
diverse struggles, including racial justice, feminist move-
ments, trans rights and expanded notions of identity, as 
well as decolonial FPE, show that environmental (in)justice 
is embedded in many intertwined layers of oppression. 
Achieving an inclusive sustainability through restoration 
will require challenging the systems of oppression that 
drive both environmental degradation and exclusion. To 
see ecosystem restoration as an apolitical, technical project 
or assume that economic rewards and gains can offset com-
plex and mostly unequal contestations between the myriad 
needs, uses, values and meanings of the environment to 
diverse stakeholders goes against the transformative aims 
of the SDGs. As the case studies we have discussed show, 
such a narrow framing also fails to engender the desired 
change towards sustainable ecosystems.

The second lesson from our analyses is that what needs 
restoring is not simply a biophysical landscape, but a 
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complex, dynamically changing space of socio-ecological 
interrelations. Restoration that ignores or erases local 
people’s historical claims to land and resources, and the 
meanings they attribute to their landscapes, poses grave 
risks. As McElwee and Nghi’s paper from Vietnam (2021) 
shows, we must critically approach claims that seeding 
fast-growing commercial tree species in landscapes that 
represent a historic and complex political and economic 
dispossession of local communities counts as restoration.

Finally, a global restoration agenda that lends itself to 
top-down policies and interventions can foreclose inclusive 
and democratic engagement in its governance. In asking 
“Who decides what is restoration and on behalf of whom?”, 
we underscore the need to critically examine how and 
why restoration agendas and practices are framed across 
scales, and to legitimize the plural voices, values, situated 
knowledges, and paths to sustainably restoring degraded 
landscapes.

Feminist perspectives on natural resource management, 
which have unpacked and laid bare issues of inequality, 
power, patriarchy, and hierarchy in environmental agendas 
and outcomes, have yet to be espoused in restoration agen-
das, policies and plans (Yang et al. 2018). FPE perspectives 
provide the opportunity to analyze gender-power relations 
through a focus on embodied everyday experiences of 
degraded landscapes, as well as the historical, social, politi-
cal, and economic contexts that anchor and structure issues 
of power and powerlessness (Colfer et al. 2018). Transform-
ing degraded landscapes will require tackling not just the 
biophysical dimensions of the environment, but equally 
the systemic fault lines through which the environment 
is differently and unequally experienced by those whose 
marginality lies at the intersection of inequalities by gender, 
institutionalized power, and politics. Now is a momentous 
time to steer the restoration agenda towards “inclusive 
sustainability” (Leach et  al. 2018) through policies and 
interventions which go well beyond just “re-peopling” 
restoration practices.
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