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Abstract

This special issue advances “healing” as an analytical lens for examining (non)human—envi-
ronment relations amid planetary crisis in the Americas. By shifting attention from damage to
the practices that seek to heal disrupted relations, it argues that centring Indigenous and local
perspectives can generate innovative responses to environmental challenges and broader so-
cial transformation. Drawing on decolonial and feminist approaches, the issue conceptualises
healing through three intersecting dimensions: a) its transformative potential; b) its emergent,
non-linear temporalities; and c) its material properties, including the diverse forms of
knowledge it activates. Further, we also discuss the challenges of using and translating notions
of “healing” across cosmologies and different socio-political contexts. We therefore under-
stand healing not as a static framework or a solution but rather acknowledge its inherent in-
completeness and view it as a continuously evolving process. Keywords: healing, environ-
mental crisis, disaster recovery, decoloniality, Anthropocene.

Resumen: Conceptualizar la sanacion en los entramados humano-ambientales

Esta seccion especial promueve la “sanacion” como eje de analisis para examinar las relacio-
nes (no) humanas-ambientales en medio de la crisis planetaria en las Américas. Al desplazar
la atencion del dafio hacia las practicas orientadas a sanar las relaciones alteradas, se sostiene
que centrarse en las perspectivas indigenas y locales puede generar respuestas innovadoras a
los problemas ambientales, asi como transformaciones sociales mas amplias. Basandose en
enfoques descoloniales y feministas, el dossier conceptualiza la sanacion a través de tres di-
mensiones interrelacionadas: a) su potencial transformador; b) sus temporalidades emergentes
y no lineales; y c¢) sus propiedades materiales, incluidas las diversas formas de conocimiento
que activa. Asimismo, abordamos los retos que plantea el uso y la traduccion de la nocion de
“sanacion” en diversas cosmologias y contextos sociopoliticos. Por lo tanto, entendemos la
sanacion no como un marco estatico ni como una solucion, sino que reconocemos su caracter
inherentemente incompleto y la concebimos como un proceso en continua evolucion. Pala-
bras clave: sanacion, crisis ambiental, recuperacion tras desastres, descolonizacién, Antro-
poceno.
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Introduction

This special issue conceptualises “healing” as an analytical tool to advance our
understanding of human-environment relations in times of a planetary crisis.
Specifically, we explore the various ways in which Indigenous and local com-
munities act in the face of environmental damage and climate change. While we
acknowledge that the current crisis poses profound challenges to the planet’s
future habitability, we aim to explore efforts that look beyond devastation and
“end of the world” scenarios. In this vein, we focus on practices that emerge to
respond to such crises, seeking to heal disturbed, disrupted or otherwise harmed
human-environment relations. By applying “healing” as a multifaceted analyti-
cal lens, the contributions in this special issue show that putting Indigenous and
local perspectives at the centre of scholarly inquiries has the potential to generate
innovative responses to environmental challenges and to foster socio-ecological
transformation all at once.

A central argument driving our work is that healing must be decolonised.
What we mean by this is that the concept of healing must move away from prob-
lematic linear, medicalised, and resiliency frameworks informed by neoliberal
notions of individualised self-improvement and sufficiency. Instead, it should
shift towards a more relational understanding that brings humans and non-hu-
mans together for the purposes of future envisioning, building, and collective
healing (Camponeschi, 2022). We draw on the work of decolonial and feminist
scholars whose studies call for a more holistic, integrated, and collective ap-
proach and centre on concepts of well-being, inclusion, reciprocity, and the in-
terplay between individual and collective transformation (Field, 2022; Gonza-
lez-Hidalgo et al., 2022; Tuhiwai Smith, 2012; Valdivia, 2022). Applied to hu-
man-environmental contexts, we understand the multifaceted dimensions of
healing, its flexible forms, and the various ways healing processes adapt to and
recalibrate in response to changing material, political, and economic circum-
stances and the objectives of communities.

Following this line of inquiry, this special issue contributes to what Hosseini
and Gills (2021, pp.15) have termed “a new radical transformative scholarship”
in multiple ways, that is, by bringing to the fore voices, practices and capacities
that have been underestimated so far, and by using our writing as a vehicle for
advancing emancipatory projects. As we will show, this approach draws on the
power of local practices to alter wider conditions. In this sense, it is in accord
with studies that conceive of healing as a political project, often related to envi-
ronmental and climate justice (Gonzalez-Hidalgo et al., 2022; Tironi &
Rodriguez-Giralt, 2017; Valdivia, 2022).

This issue builds upon and extends existing scholarly work in this field, draw-
ing primarily from anthropology and geography, with a particular emphasis on
ethnographic studies conducted in the Americas. Our contributions and those
from our collaborators are informed by our variously situated spatial and inter-
sectional identities and standpoints. In curating this special issue amid ongoing
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social and environmental crises shaped by power inequalities, we centre inter-
national collaboration, particularly across hemispheric divides, to uplift contri-
butions from authors unevenly represented in published scholarly works in our
disciplines. While the guest editors and several authors of this issue are profes-
sors from universities and research institutions in Brazil, Canada, Germany and
Mexico, this special issue also includes important research based on the experi-
ences and writing of postdocs, graduate students, activists, and academics from
the majority world who stress their Indigenous and scholarly identity all at once.
These different positionalities allow us to develop a situated and nuanced under-
standing of healing, considering historical contexts and current challenges and
seen from different perspectives.

In conceptualising healing, we critically engage and further develop existing
concepts. While notions such as “hope”, “repairing” and “resilience” are not cat-
egorically different from healing, they stress different dimensions. Hope, for in-
stance, has been debated as an important approach and a way forward in the
literature on building a more just and meaningful future (Haug, 2021; Haro,
2010; Sommerschuh & Schnegg, 2025; Zigon, 2009). However, Lindroth and
Sinevaara-Niskanen (2021) point to the ambivalence of the “politics of hope”,
which can foster transformation, but also stagnation and limitation: “by succeed-
ing in instilling hope, politics has succeeded in endlessly postponing the materi-
alisation of fundamental changes or improvements” (Lindroth & Sinevaara-
Niskanen, 2021, p. 238). Thus, instead of triggering transformations and altering
the status quo, hope may also postpone or even hinder radical change. In a sim-
ilar vein, resilience has become a prominent concept in addressing and overcom-
ing the consequences of climate change. However, resilience often rests on the
assumption that certain groups are unable to transform their living conditions.
Instead, they are expected to adapt to the circumstances they face. Resilience is
demanded not primarily as a pathway towards a more just future, but to better
cope with ongoing injustices and power imbalances (Lindroth & Sinevaara-
Niskanen, 2021; Lizarralde et al., 2020; Oliver-Smith, 2016). Thus, more inte-
grative forms of resilience need to be developed (Camponeschi, 2022).

The notion of repairing, on the other hand, may not necessarily carry the bur-
den of resisting change; however, it can be understood as a concept aimed at
reconstituting something so that it functions as it did before it was broken. This
concern has been articulated by Helen Milroy, an Australian First Peoples de-
scendant, who contrasts healing with repairing (see Mackean, 2009, p. 522,
quoted in Westoby et al., 2021, p. 4). In her view, healing is closely associated
with renewal. While we acknowledge the growing body of literature that situates
repairing within more dynamic, relational, and future-oriented contexts (Blanco-
Wells, 2021; Di Giminiani et al., 2026; Ofrias, 2022), we contend that healing
opens space for a novel conceptualisation that avoids the temporality implied by
the prefix “re”. However, the papers in this special issue address various inter-
pretations of the term healing at the local level. Terms such as repair, restabili-
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sation, or revitalisation may indicate a “returning to”, “going back”, or a process
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of repetition. While healing processes may involve a “re-connecting” to a time
or place before a disruption occurred, we stress the potential of healing to chart
new pathways forward which may contain elements of the past or represent com-
pletely new possibilities. In this way, healing is a process that both carries ele-
ments of the “what was” while generating possibilities of “what can be” — much
like scars that both support and signify recovery.

The contributions in this special issue further highlight healing’s potential as
a practice that connects lived experiences of rupture and loss to broader scales.
This approach not only enables the restoration of relationships across these
scales but also calls for the transformation of existing socio-political structures.
Healing, therefore, is inherently relational, holistic and transformative — it in-
volves the re-making of relationships and the forging of new alliances and col-
laborations. During the healing process, unexpected linkages and new forms of
cooperation and solidarity may emerge. These dynamics become particularly ev-
ident when boundaries between species are blurred, dominant worldviews are
contested, and alternative modes of knowledge generation are pursued (Hernan-
dez, 2020). Ultimately, healing is about change and the re-configuration of rela-
tionships. It does not follow a predetermined script but unfolds as an evolving
and uneven process.

In theorising healing, our introduction examines three overlapping dimen-
sions that we consider key in healing practices. We explore a) healing’s trans-
formative power and its inherent striving to bring change; b) its temporalities
which are neither fixed nor linear but emergent in the course of the healing pro-
cess and may encompass different and seemingly contradictory notions of time;
c¢) the materialities of healing and the various forms of knowledge it calls forth.
Further, we also address the challenges of translating notions of healing in dif-
ferent contexts and cosmologies. These challenges, in turn, lead us to
acknowledge the situatedness and incompleteness of our conceptualisation,
which should be understood as a dynamic scaffolding rather than a “finished”
universal framework. In what follows, these dimensions will be explored in more
detail to empirically grasp how healing may evolve. Finally, we discuss the ways
each of the individual papers of this issue speak to the conceptual properties we
propose in this introduction. Together, the contributions offer a situated and nu-
anced understanding of healing practices across the Americas.

Healing as a transformative process

We contend that processes of healing challenge the status quo and call for trans-
formation across multiple, interdependent, and contingent scales. This is partic-
ularly prominent in the work of Adrienne Johnson and Alexii Sigona (2022) on
the Amah Mutsun Tribal Band of California, an Indigenous tribe that has expe-
rienced harsh oppression by colonial forces. They discuss the notion of “justice
as healing” by drawing on the concepts of “recognition” and “co-stewardship”
that emerged in this process. Thus, healing begins with negotiation,
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accompanied by the reclamation of land and the fostering of spiritual and iden-
tity-based dimensions. This example demonstrates not only that healing operates
across different scales, but also that it necessitates a transformation of the status
quo and embodies a distinct form of agency. These relational dynamics situate
healing within a broader socio-political and ecological context, thereby unleash-
ing its transformative potential.

This case study also shows that healing practices may appear to be confined
to local contexts, but can have far-reaching, even revolutionary, transformative
effects. As demonstrated throughout this special issue, transformative healing
processes address the tension between agency and structure on a more concep-
tual level. Moreover, transformation within healing carries a distinctly political
dimension, as it addresses power imbalances by accounting for both individual
agency and structural conditions. Therefore, we argue that transformation, un-
derstood as a relational category, is inherent to healing as a deeply collaborative
endeavour — one that involves multiple actors and unfolds across multiple scales.

In this regard, we find O’Brien et al.’s (2023) approach to sustainability
transformation particularly productive, as it foregrounds the often-underesti-
mated effects of individual agency at the local level. By applying a fractal model
of transformation across multiple scales, O’Brien et al. argue that “human
agency can transcend scales to connect individual change, collective change, and
systems change” (O’Brien et al., 2023, p. 1449, italics in original). In this vein,
this approach illustrates how small-scale actions can have large-scale conse-
quences and help to transform the whole. It is also an empowering approach as
it expands and affirms the significance of individual agency beyond systems:
“fractal agency recognizes that everyday actions matter across scales (O’Brien
2023, et al., p. 1454, italics in original). Further, this approach is compelling as
it conceives of transformation not as an abstract political concept but ascribes
transformative power to actors and levels which are often overlooked. As a re-
lational category, this approach aligns with Indigenous thinking and sees human
and non-human realms as inherently connected, attributing agency across net-
works and assemblages (O’Brien et al., 2023, p. 1451).

On a more general level, there is a strong call to include local and Indigenous
voices in the literature addressing environmental harm and in enacting trans-
formative processes promoting a more just and sustainable future (Diirr & Roh-
rer, 2022; Ford et al., 2016; Jurt et al., 2015; Levis et al., 2024). These calls have
shifted from integrative approaches that combine social and ecological dimen-
sions towards demands to incorporate diverse forms of knowledge and ontolo-
gies, thereby addressing colonial dimensions. However, it is important to note
that despite the acknowledgement of the relations between colonisation and cli-
mate change by powerful institutions and actors, such as the UN’s Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2022), significant barriers to a more
just future remain in place (Agathangelou, 2024; Alvarez & Coolsaet, 2020).

The inclusion of different forms of epistemologies and world conceptions in
transformative processes may help decolonise thinking, writing and narrating
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change in the face of environmental degradation. Local narratives provide a
compelling alternative to often dominant technological and scientific discourses
that frequently frame transformation in the environmental realm. Further, on a
more methodological level, narrating local experiences and storytelling are not
just fruitful ethnographic inquiries but also heuristic tools for accessing and bet-
ter understanding alternative worldviews and, hence, notions of change as they
emerge within healing processes. These are grounded in lived experiences and
thus complement more abstract and policy-driven models of change (Fonck,
2024).

We argue that it is precisely this openness to ontological shifts that is key to
healing processes and underpins their transformative potential. Recognising di-
verse ways of being in the world entails acknowledging micro-histories and fore-
grounding the patchiness and relational texture of transformation — conceived
here as uneven and non-linear. From these debates, a range of powerful, trans-
formative concepts have already emerged in Latin America, emphasising less
anthropocentric and more inclusive perspectives. Seminal examples include the
notions of buen vivir and convivencia, which Ranta (2021, pp. 419, 427) has
described as “transformative alternatives”, encompassing new ways to interact
with non-human entities. Further, ideas about other possible futures have mani-
fested in the rights of nature movements and thinking in terms of pluriverse as
alternatives to the universe (Escobar, 2021). In “civilizational transition(s)”, Es-
cobar (2021, p. 2) envisions the “co-existence of a multiplicity of models, a
world where many worlds fit, a pluriverse”.

While the conceptual vagueness and at times utopian suggestions inherent in
these notions may have contributed to their proliferation, they share a common
feature: they open up space for engaging with diverse approaches to (non)hu-
man-environment relations. These approaches encompass a wide spectrum of
understandings of personhood, spirituality, and community — often aligned with
non-human worlds (de la Cadena & Blaser, 2018; de la Cadena, 2015). While
we acknowledge ontological differences, we are also aware of critiques that this
approach risks essentialising and harmonising heterogeneous social entities by
neglecting analyses of power, difference, and inequality, particularly within spe-
cific collectives themselves (Canessa, 2017). Therefore, we attend to the nuances
of healing interventions that mobilise diverse actors and forms of agency across
multiple scales, while also recognising that such interventions may generate fric-
tions, ruptures, and new forms of exclusion, as communities are not homogene-
ous entities but are shaped by divergent interests. These dimensions contribute
to the patchiness of healing and the fragmented ways it may evolve over time.
Thus, there is also a distinct velocity to transformative projects, with temporal
trajectories that span and interconnect the past, present, and future, albeit une-
venly.
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Healing times and temporalities

What are the temporalities of healing in the context of the Anthropocene and
planetary crisis? How are they used and produced by diverse actors, and what
are their effects? To address these questions, we explore temporal frameworks
of healing by bringing together anthropological and geographical approaches to
time. These perspectives do not treat time as a neutral container in which healing
unfolds but rather analyse how temporalities are actively produced and enacted
— both within healing processes and in the broader political realm concerned with
environmental issues and governance (Fuentealba et al., 2025; Mika & Kleman,
2020). In this section, we foreground the temporising potential of healing — in
other words, we argue that healing exerts a temporising effect in its work both
across scales and in individuals’ lives. Healing, therefore, shapes and is shaped
by temporal configurations — opening up alternative rhythms, durations, and tra-
jectories that challenge linear or progress-oriented models of change.

We begin with the assumption that specific temporalities can be mobilised to
achieve defined goals. In the Latin American context, Marc Goodale (2022) in-
troduces the concept of “timerendering” to analyse political conflict in Bolivia
between 2006 and 2019. Drawing on the work of Bear (2016) and Greenhouse
(1996), he foregrounds how time is turned into a “technique”, put differently,
how time is used for political ends. This approach is valuable when analysing
temporal claims as they become manifest in environmental politics, for instance
when exploring the chronopolitical calls inherent in many climate change sce-
narios. In the face of the consequences of the Anthropocene and disaster man-
agement, time is framed as scarce and urgent. There is no time to wait, as action
is required now — before it is too late; there is no time for hesitation or delays, as
time is “running”, glaciers are melting, and species are dying out. We have to
push the thresholds and watch the tipping points; otherwise, it will be too late
forever, with no chance of returning. An action in the present is required to pre-
vent the worst in the future.

Time, in this framing, becomes a political category — its representation serv-
ing as a source of legitimation for specific interventions and practices. In this
sense, time is structured, mediated, and deployed within institutional and ideo-
logical frameworks, shaping both perception and action. The call for urgency in
environmental politics stands in contrast to the temporalities that emerge from
the subjective experience of time, as documented in (post)disaster research. In-
sights from this body of literature are particularly valuable for our inquiry, as
they engage with processes of recovery, rebuilding, and ultimately healing. Dis-
asters are multifaceted occurrences and take shape as both events and processes
alike. Latin American scholars have pointed to the trajectory of disasters and the
colonial condition, thus stressing environmental damage, extractivism and vul-
nerability not as exceptional occurrences, but as quotidian and enduring experi-
ences. Rather than being confined to a singular moment on a linear timeline,
disasters are embedded in historical and political continuities that shape
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everyday life (Tironi et al., 2022). Inspired by Nixon’s (2011) conceptualisation
of “slow violence” and Knowles (2020) “slow disasters”, the idea of “slowness”
draws attention to the processual texture and persistent impact of disasters. A
group of Latin American scholars have taken up the notion of “slow disasters”
(Fuentealba et al., 2025, p. 19) not only to address the “slow temporalities” in-
herent in these processes but also to challenge the epistemological grounding of
these terms. In doing so, they allow for alternative conceptualisations of tempo-
ralities related to disasters and environmental crises.

Thus, we ask how, and when, does the temporising capacity of healing come
to light? What forms of time and rhythms are emerging in the healing process,
and what kinds of transformations does this set in motion? Just as disasters gen-
erate distinct temporalities — such as periods of grieving, planning, and mitiga-
tion (Fuentealba et al., 2025, p. 28) — healing, too, produces specific temporal
frameworks that extend over a range of scales. These temporalities are not
merely reactive but generative, shaping both individual and collective trajecto-
ries of transformation. Thus, situated in another cultural context, intentionally
crafting the future resonates, to some extent, with the North American Indige-
nous perspective on time, as reflected in the Seven Generation Principle of the
Haudenosaunee (Iroquois), who consider the impact of current decisions on
seven generations in the future (Monture, 2014).

Discussing concerns of post-disaster recovery, Mika and Kelman (2020, pp.
646, 647) suggest the term “shealing” as a contraction of “slow healing” in the
aftermath of disasters. They conceive of shealing as an open-ended and multi-
scalar approach pointing to continuous efforts to assemble one’s life and liveli-
hoods in post-disaster contexts, while also linking it to grief, trauma and social
work. They argue that, just like physical wounds, recovering and healing from
experiences of loss, harm, and damage take time, thus speaking against speed in
recovery projects (Mika & Kelman, 2020, p. 646).

Importantly, “shealing” embraces diverse temporal velocities and does not
presume synchronicity among all participants in the healing process. Rather, it
acknowledges and legitimises “asynchronous and discordant temporalities”
(Mika & Kelman, 2020, p. 648) — recognising that harm, particularly when
rooted in systemic vulnerabilities such as race- and gender-based inequities, can-
not and perhaps should not be addressed swiftly. This temporal openness is cen-
tral to the transformative potential of healing, as it allows for the emergence of
new rhythms, relationships, and forms of agency that challenge dominant para-
digms of recovery and change. Further, coping with loss and harm is linked to
meaning-(re)making and to understanding the experiences of damage in the
framework of one’s own cosmology and sense of being in the world. In the pro-
cess of re-assembling one’s life, erasing the signs of destruction may not always
be the best way forward. On the contrary, it may be essential to remain with the
material and symbolic witnesses of life before the loss — to memorialise, narrate,
and acknowledge the harm (Mika & Kelman, 2020, p. 649).
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In sum, shealing, as a concept, does not just support slow motion in recovery
and healing processes but also possesses the capacity to work across different
scales — linking the political sphere with individual experiences of loss, mourn-
ing, and re-establishing meaning in one’s own life. The rhythm of these prac-
tices, such as rebuilding, memorising, and conducting rituals, may be influenced
by political decisions and socio-economic constellations. This underscores how
different temporalities emerge, and take shape, in relation to healing. Moreover,
healing may draw on multiple temporal registers, both before and after the crisis,
extending from historical trajectories into imagined futures of transformation
and reconstruction.

Healing materialities

Material aspects of socio-environmental life are crucial to processes of healing.
Although materialities may refer to the “things” that have been damaged and lost
during environmental catastrophes, we also want to focus on the material aspects
of the environment that may need healing, the particular material elements, ob-
jects, or knowledges that may facilitate human or non-human healing, and lastly,
on the materialities of new worlds and futures — after healing has taken place —
and how they may be brought forth?

In a time of relentless environmental threats and destruction, the biophysical
materialities of environmental damage and the environment’s natural capacities
to heal need to be discussed. For example, trees, particularly in urban environ-
ments, are widely known to remove pollutants from the air and improve air qual-
ity (Nowak et al., 2006). In a related example, data have shown that oceans ab-
sorb large quantities of carbon, thereby moderating atmospheric CO; buildup
and, ultimately, climate change. Both of these examples underscore nature’s own
healing powers in recovering from environmental damage. However, these re-
covery capabilities may be jeopardised if extreme pressure is placed on a re-
source. In Latin America, continued capitalist demand for palm oil and the rapid
deforestation of biodiverse hotspots have caused a plant disease to spread due to
the growing number of homogeneous monoculture landscapes (Johnson, 2017).
Governments in Ecuador and Colombia have paid little attention to emerging
disease ecologies and have responded by shaping economic development poli-
cies based on the intensification of agricultural extraction and the expansion of
the palm oil frontier. Similarly, Chile’s aquaculture industry experienced a dev-
astating marine virus outbreak, which exploded due to the immense stress placed
on salmon resources, directly linked to increased global demand (Bustos-Gal-
lardo & Irarrazaval, 2016). The biophysical materialities of the disease and its
consequences provoked enormous financial and social crises which led to mas-
sive restructuring of the industry so that capital accumulation, based on marine
extraction, could continue. These examples illustrate how the socio-environmen-
tal contradictions and crises of capitalism are simultaneously caused and ad-
dressed by the mechanisms of capitalist accumulation. Specifically, they show
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how intensified capitalist production, extraction, and distribution create condi-
tions in which environmental resources cannot naturally recover from biophysi-
cal disturbances, thereby requiring social, economic, and political interventions
to sustain production.

In some cases, technology must be used to facilitate the revitalisation of en-
vironmental resources. Due to increasing industrialisation and urbanisation, wa-
ter bodies often require remediation services to remove toxic materials, includ-
ing pollutants, metals, and plastics, that are harmful to human and animal popu-
lations (Md Anawar & Chowdhury, 2020). Remediation processes are also use-
ful in brownfield sites and areas with environmental justice concerns linked to
waste (Eckerd & Keeler, 2012). These examples demonstrate the techno-scien-
tific material processes involved in revitalising damaged environmental ele-
ments so that landscapes and their biodiversity can heal.

Materiality is also related to embodied practices essential to the healing of
one’s relationship to one’s self, community, or spirits. In this way, the contribu-
tions of “things” such as medicinal compounds, plants, gifts, or money during
ceremonies or spiritual exercises signify attempts to build good relations with
relatives, whether human or nonhuman. In some Indigenous cultures of the
Americas, offerings of deerskin necklaces or tobacco facilitate trust and reci-
procity among Tribal members (Chase & Johnson, 2024), enabling openness and
transparent communication — all important ingredients in the process of healing
—to begin. They are also offered to healers in the community for use in the ser-
vice of healing others (Williams & Brant, 2023). In other examples, money is
part of some Indigenous peoples’ gift logic which differs from the capitalist un-
derstanding of gifts. In this conceptualisation, monetary gifts are given to an
individual without the expectation of future reward, and instead, they are circu-
lated as a way to appease spirits or distributed among Indigenous community
members to ensure collective wealth, or to negotiate access to hunting, fishing,
or gathering sites (Williams & Brant, 2023) that are important to Indigenous
lifeways.

In delving further into our understanding of healing, we ponder the various
ways communities and environments heal or move forward from disrepair and
the framings employed in different spatial, temporal, and material contexts. In
this vein, we ask, how is healing framed in the face of differing modes of envi-
ronmental destruction and crisis? What are the various parameters and foci of
healing that anchor different interpretations? And how is healing translated
across different geographical and scalar contexts? In our special issue, we exam-
ine various interpretations of healing and parse through related dimensions, pro-
cesses, and politics.

Healing and the challenge of translation

In developing a relational and multifaceted scaffolding for healing, we
acknowledge the challenge of translating this concept across different
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geographies, socio-ecological scales, and political contexts. Healing means dif-
ferent things to different peoples, and its meaning is dependent on the situated-
ness of actors, their values and lived experiences, affective conditions, ontolog-
ical understandings, and the power relations they are enmeshed in. Differences
in terms of who or what is the source of ecological violence, and through what
individual or community modes, or institutional arrangements, healing can occur
make the formulation of any single “one size fits all” definition of healing an
impossible feat. Further, a static or one-dimensional interpretation would gloss
over unique contextual factors which constitute sources of destruction and also
causes of healing. Therefore, in highlighting this challenge, we acknowledge the
“incompleteness” of our healing interpretation and argue that healing is an ever-
evolving concept. It may include different people at different times, with shifting
needs and responsibilities. Below, we demonstrate the multiplicity of healing
and how translating the concept across contexts raises conceptual complications
and tensions.

For many Indigenous peoples, there are dual processes of healing. The first
is constituted by the internal recognition of one’s own history, cultural distinct-
ness, and obligations to relatives. The second is external recognition, which con-
sists of recognition by institutions of the uniqueness of Indigenous worldviews,
the legitimacy of their decision-making structures, and the acknowledgement of
past traumas, often stemming from institutional violence (see Alvarez &
Coolsaet, 2020; Taylor, 1994). As noted by scholars of the politics of recogni-
tion, internal and external recognition are relational concepts whose interplay
fosters healing processes with collective benefits for both Indigenous peoples
and non-Indigenous institutions (Johnson & Sigona, 2022). Concrete examples
of healing institutions based in the principles of recognition are state-led mech-
anisms such as Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which acknowl-
edges long-standing trauma of, and violence perpetrated against, Indigenous
peoples, often at the hands of the state. These commissions aim to establish pol-
icies and recommendations to reconfigure political and social systems to mini-
mise harm against marginalised communities, although with mixed results.

However, despite major state efforts to address past “wrongs” through com-
pensation or reparations, many authors remain sceptical about the extent to
which “healing possibilities” can emerge through initiatives led and circum-
scribed by the state (Alvarez & Coolsaet, 2020; Coulthard, 2014) as they are
often reliant on formal, exclusionary mechanisms and are based on the same
decision-making systems and institutions which have harmed communities in
the past. These critiques are also shared by Black intersectional feminists from
the United States whose work has been crucial to struggles against anti-Black
racism. As an alternative to state-led healing, they offer the concept of “healing
justice” — a call to abolish dominant institutions while emphasising the intercon-
nections between oppression, harm, and trauma and how transformational action
and well-being can emerge through everyday care, collective work, and move-
ment-building (Doetsch-Kidder & Harris, 2023). What is important to glean
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from these examples is that the psychological and affective elements of healing
are worth considering alongside the physical or material. Further, they demon-
strate the multiple launch points of healing and the diversity of actors, from for-
mal to grassroots, with efforts moving between, outside, and beyond formal in-
stitutions and activist initiatives, thus spanning a range of scales (see Di Gimin-
iani et al., 2026).

In other contexts, healing is translated as the revitalisation of cultural life-
ways, the restoration of landscapes, and the reconnection of lost relationships
(Corntassel, 2020) after colonial displacement and harm. The restoration of so-
cial, ecological, and familial relations helps sustain one’s livelihood by strength-
ening relationships with oneself, one’s community, and the more-than-human
relatives one is connected to, including land (Field, 2022) and plants (Chao,
2023). This reconnection illustrates what Field calls a “decolonisation of heal-
ing”, rooted in building community bonds and relationships. In this sense, heal-
ing is not simply a recovery of the physical body; it involves non-linear, rela-
tional movement through emotional, mental, and spiritual healing modalities
(Field, 2022) to achieve beneficial social and environmental outcomes. Further,
healing is a form of resistance that creates the foundations for collective, life-
generating futures.

Lastly, healing can be tied into negotiating cosmological relations to ensure
humans’ existence. In this understanding, healing converges with Indigenous
stories of lived experiences, shamanic knowledges, and apocalyptic narratives.
According to some Indigenous cosmologies, current socio-environmental crises
stem from the ever-present tensions between humans and spirits (Kopenawa &
Albert, 2023; Reyes-Carranza, 2021), through which humans must engage in
continuous generative practices such as rituals, gift-giving, and knowledge sto-
rytelling to, importantly, ensure their own survival. In this case, rather than un-
derstanding healing as a form of maintenance or a balance of cosmological rela-
tions, these efforts can be read as “prophylactic healing”, in which actions are
carried out preventively to heal potentially harmful relations between humans
and spirits. This example also illustrates what Viveiros de Castro (2004) calls
“the method of controlled equivocation”, namely recognising that people may
employ identical terminology while referring to radically different meanings
shaped by their ontological contexts.

In reviewing the above examples of healing, we emphasise the multiplicity
of concepts and the attendant difficulties in constructing a “framework” appli-
cable across all contexts. Nevertheless, these examples collectively advance the
theorisation of healing from different vantage points. Based on empirical evi-
dence from these cases, we propose rethinking healing as a contingent, non-an-
thropocentric concept rather than a fixed framework. Transformation, temporal-
ities, and materialities emerge as productive conceptual dimensions that illumi-
nate how healing, understood as a relational practice, takes effect across scales,
generates new forms of connection, reconfigures social and ecological relations,
and can contribute to the formation of political subjects. It therefore allows a
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differentiated exploration of (non)-human environmental relationships in the
face of damage and crises. We also contend that it is crucial to situate healing
practices within their specific historical and socio-political conditions, without
losing sight of the analytical dimensions we foregrounded in this introduction.

Connecting the contributions: Dialogues within the special issue

Drawing on empirical work from various locations across the Americas and ap-
plying a comparative lens, the contributions in this special issue move beyond
case studies to propose healing as an analytical framework with the potential to
operate across scales. Furthermore, they bring to the fore perspectives from ac-
tors that are, more often than not, excluded from mainstream discourses. Thus,
a major concern is achieving healing from colonial wounds and dealing with
ongoing coloniality. This finds expression in different ways. It can manifest as
contested land rights and exclusion from socio-political participation (Alderman,
2026; Johnson & Sigona, 2026), the negation and oppression of cultural identi-
ties (Diaz Soto, 2026), and exposure to waste and pollution (Chavez-Rodriguez,
2026; Gutberlet et al., 2026). These contributions show how specific actors in
different contexts address these issues and apply healing strategies, ranging from
mutual recognition to new pedagogies grounded in Indigenous and local episte-
mologies. As discussed in these articles, the actors in these cases call for a trans-
formation of the status quo at different scales, addressing not only local politics
but also seeking a renegotiation of relationships with the state and society more
broadly.

Furthermore, the contributions discuss various temporal trajectories related
to healing processes. While the case of the Santa Catarina River in Monterrey,
Mexico (Chavez-Rodriguez, 2026) shows that the river needs time to regenerate
and has its own pace, the policies and action plans for this river do not always
take this into account, leading to conflicting temporal approaches. A different
case is presented from the Brazilian Amazon (Barreto et al., 2026), where Indig-
enous people negotiate well-being between humans and non-humans. This ex-
ample also challenges linear conceptions of time, as healing occurs in the present
to prevent a future disaster originating in ancestral realms. Here, the specific
cosmovision of Northwest-Amazonia is key to understanding healing practices
and temporality. In a similar vein, ontological dimensions are central in the Ec-
uadorian Amazon (Panayiotou, 2026), where healing powers of sickness are en-
tangled with capitalist markets and wider socio-environmental concerns. This
case also points to the materiality of healing, when banknotes become included
in shamanistic practices and negotiations with non-humans. Taken together, the
papers offer insights not only into situated world-making processes in the Amer-
icas, but also into broader global dynamics shaped by the manifold consequences
of the Anthropocene. In doing so, the articles demonstrate how healing practices
are embedded in, and simultaneously reshape, the broader conditions in which
they unfold.
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The contribution by Adrienne Johnson and Alexii Sigona (2026) presents the
concept of “justice as healing” through “recognition” as a means of improving
relations between Indigenous communities and non-Indigenous actors in Cali-
fornia, USA. Basing their work on the non-federally recognised Amah Mutsun
Tribal Band and building on the internal and external dynamics of recognition
mentioned above, the authors show how “mutual recognition” between Indige-
nous peoples and actors such as state entities can lead to transformational rela-
tions rooted in trust and reciprocity. For the Amah Mutsun Tribal Band, both
internal and external recognition have enabled Tribal healing through strategic
engagement in conservation projects with non-Indigenous actors. By establish-
ing trusting relationships with state agencies, private conservation organisations,
and non-profits over time, the Tribe has been able to access ancestral lands and
traditional medicinal plants which have helped Tribal members gain a deeper
sense of themselves and their Native community. In addition to engaging with
formal institutions, the Tribe chooses to work outside and sometimes against
them as it continues to advance radical mobilisations that contest problematic
state and private conservation initiatives. Overall, this paper shows that strategic
engagement on behalf of the Tribe is another example of how Indigenous peo-
ples in California and across the Americas have exercised agency and employed
creative tactics to ensure their survival and longevity in a world that continually
threatens their existence. Further, it underscores the positive social and environ-
mental effects that can arise from mutually dependent and relational processes
of healing.

In his paper, Jonathan Alderman (2026) emphasises multi-scalar transfor-
mations as linked to recognition while drawing on a different political and eco-
logical context situated in the Bolivian Andes. Based on long-term ethnographic
work with the Kallawaya, the author argues that the formal recognition of the
Kallawaya nation in the Plurinational Constitution of Bolivia represents an im-
portant step in the decolonial healing of the region’s Indigenous peoples. Formal
political acknowledgement has led to the recognition of the Kallawaya as a dis-
tinct Indigenous group with the right to autonomy, self-government, and their
own social organisations and political obligations. The way these obligations can
be fulfilled first depends on the extent to which Kallawaya healers have fulfilled
their healing obligations to spirits and deities incarnated, for example, in the
mountains surrounding their ayllu or community territorial unit. Even at the
scale of the home or body, the Kallawaya must work to maintain good relations
with their spiritual divisions. In this way, the Kallawaya interpret good health
holistically, as connected to spiritual obligations between humans and more-
than-human beings; at the same time, Kallawaya well-being is bolstered by
recognition from the nation-state and their inclusion in formal events and polit-
ical processes. This paper demonstrates healing as an outcome of the interlinked
scalar connections between political context and cultural and spiritual modes of
healing which require constant negotiation between political structures, spiritual
obligations, and individual and community needs.
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The paper by Valeska Diaz Soto (2026) also draws on Indigenous peoples
and their visibility, cultural identity, and recognition, and situates these pro-
cesses in the wider context of Chile’s colonial history and current social texture.
Based on a detailed review of educational policies and the literature on the In-
digenous intercultural curriculum in Chile, the author situates the performance
of ancestral Mapuche games within existing regulatory and pedagogical con-
texts. Thus, schools are converted into spaces of change in which traditional
“games” are re-signified into claims to ancestral knowledge, recognition and so-
cial justice. In her work, Valeska Diaz Soto provides a perspective of “healing
in motion”, showing how playful practice not only reproduces memory and tra-
ditions, but also constitutes a performative act that challenges coloniality, calls
for structural changes, and projects transformations beyond the local sphere, in-
tervening on multiple scales — from the community level to the educational sec-
tor and to the political and institutional realm more broadly. Importantly, she
understands the performance of the ancestral game as a healing strategy and
points to the significant role of the body as a living archive of memory — in this
sense, every playful movement becomes an embodied actualisation of the rela-
tionship between memory, identity and territory. In this vein, the body cannot be
separated from environmental dimensions inscribed within specific notions of
territory that refer to knowledge, spirituality, and ancestry. The integration of
ancestral play dialogues with Indigenous epistemologies and relational perspec-
tives frames human beings, territories, and non-human worlds as deeply inter-
connected. Embodied cultural practices serve as a means of engaging with and
revitalising Mapuche environmental and cultural knowledge through the trans-
mission of traditional practices in Chile. These efforts extend well beyond indi-
vidual well-being, mobilising Mapuche activists, intercultural educators, and
community groups to challenge mainstream educational paradigms and ulti-
mately facilitate the articulation of political claims. Accordingly, this paper con-
tends that promoting ancestral, embodied play within formal educational con-
texts not only re-signifies historical experiences but also provides a pathway to-
wards collective healing by acknowledging past wounds, fostering the construc-
tion of a more just and equitable future.

Drawing further on pedagogical approaches from the Global South — partic-
ularly Paulo Freire’s pedagogy of popular education — and grounded in princi-
ples of knowledge co-creation and peer-based learning, Jutta Gutberlet, Lenin
Alfonso Morales, Leandro Luiz Giatti, Lucas Assumpg¢ao da Silva, Alexandre
Mendes Domingos and Samantha S. Alves Dias (2026) address urban waste as
a pressing environmental challenge. Established in 2023, UNICATA — the Uni-
versity for and with Waste Pickers — emerges as a transformative institutional
response to these issues. UNICATA constitutes a platform for valorising the ep-
istemic authority of waste pickers, strengthening their political agency, and en-
hancing their capacity to influence waste management systems. With classrooms
in Sao Paulo and Brasilia, the university equips waste pickers with the analytical,
organisational, and political tools necessary to shape public policy and expand
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regenerative practices. This contribution conceives of persistent escalation of
global waste generation not only as a visible manifestation of the contemporary
ecological crisis but also as a structural indicator of its systemic nature. This
trend directly exacerbates environmental degradation, biodiversity loss, and cli-
mate change. Within this broader context, waste pickers occupy a pivotal — yet
generally marginalised — position in environmental governance. By recovering
recyclable materials and reducing reliance on landfill, they advance the circular
economy, safeguard natural resources, and help mitigate greenhouse gas emis-
sions. Despite these substantial contributions to environmental sustainability,
waste pickers continue to face precarious labour conditions, entrenched social
stigma, and systemic exclusion from formal recognition and decision-making
arenas. This contribution demonstrates how UNICATAs initiative applies pop-
ular education and mobilises the principles of Buen Vivir as transformative
frameworks for advancing environmental justice and fostering planetary healing
and care. Within this conceptualisation, healing is understood as both pedagog-
ical and recognitional, while care is articulated as a relational and political prac-
tice that enables situated reconfigurations of environmental justice and human—
nature relations. The emerging evidence from this empirical research suggests
that initiatives rooted in the capillarity of grassroots knowledge and collective
action — such as the case examined here — possess significant potential to catalyse
systemic transformation. They offer meaningful pathways to advance global sus-
tainability commitments and cultivate more equitable and inclusive societies.
Taking up the topic of urban pollution and local interventions in the face of
severe environmental issues, Libertad Chavez-Rodriguez (2026) investigates
citizen-led initiatives of care that ultimately not only heal the Santa Catarina
River in Monterrey, Mexico, but also foster struggles for socio-ecological trans-
formation and environmental justice within the urban social structure. Further,
the author tackles the river(bed) and grey infrastructure as particular materiali-
ties, which extend well into the city, being used as parking lots or major road-
ways. The healing of the river is not limited to the ecological recovery of the
riverbed but also involves rebuilding the urban social fabric. Conceptually, the
author asks what care can contribute to debates about healing, and how these
notions can generate more just relationships between humans and the environ-
ment. Importantly, she does not romanticise care practices but acknowledges
that they are permeated by power relations, structural inequalities and regimes
of privilege. Departing from a feminist approach to care that encompasses both
the human and the non-human, the author understands the river and the moun-
tains where it originates as part of a network of interdependencies shared by all
beings inhabiting the metropolis. Drawing ethnographically on a socio-environ-
mental movement called ‘Un Rio en el Rio’, the author delivers a multi-scalar
and multi-perspective analysis of care in relation to healing processes, with a
focus on transformation and temporality. The gradual regeneration of the river
after extreme events such as hurricanes demonstrates the capacity of ecosystems
to heal over long periods, in tension with the political urgency and extractivist
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acceleration that characterise many current urban interventions. This friction be-
tween temporalities highlights that healing does not imply inaction but rather
requires political decisions that recognise the ecological and social rhythms of
care. In sum, the author shows that the social movement has succeeded in posi-
tioning the Santa Catarina River as a central axis of dispute around socio-envi-
ronmental justice, the right to the city, and collective care. In this paper, the
healing of the river is proposed as both a process of ecological restoration and a
practice of social care that challenges dominant ways of inhabiting the urban,
consuming, and managing water.

Taking us to the Amazon, Markos Panayiotou (2026) examines the conver-
gence of materiality, money, gift exchange, and healing modalities. His paper
explores the Kichwa concept of paju in Napo, Ecuador, loosely defined, among
other things, as an embodied healing power and a "messy" translocal network of
relationships. The author challenges romanticised notions of indigeneity by ask-
ing how local values are entangled with those of capitalist markets. In this con-
text, paju emerges at the intersection of healing practices and money. Histori-
cally, anthropologists viewed paju as a “mystical danger” or a finite skill passed
through generations. However, this contribution highlights the ambivalence of
paju as both an illness and a cure. The paper details how paju materialises
in non-human entities, such as extreme weather phenomena and medicinal plants
like the parasitic mistletoe called lumbichik. Interestingly, while these parasites
are seen as “pests” of no value in global markets, local healers reassign them
value by linking their ecological traits to healing properties. In discussing the
role and value of paju, the author notes the challenge of translating such a vast
and capacious concept into a static or unmoving term — a move that risks flat-
tening the concept of its power and multiplicity. This contribution ultimately
shows the increasingly translocal character of Indigenous communities in Napo
as they become more integrated into international markets and channel new eco-
nomic capital into healing capital.

Finally, the collaborative contribution authored by four Indigenous anthro-
pologists and religious specialists from Brazil, Jodo Paulo L. Barreto, Silvio S.
Barreto, Jaime Moura Fernandes, Rosijane Fernandes Moura, and two Anthro-
pologists from Germany, Wolfgang Kapthammer and Eveline Diirr (2026), em-
phasises the ontological context of healing practices, their specific temporalities
and the challenges of translating Indigenous concepts into non-Indigenous lan-
guage and categories. Drawing on fieldwork and working sessions held at the
Indigenous research programme at the Federal University of Amazonas in Ma-
naus, this paper begins with the ontological foundations of Northwestern Ama-
zonian culture to better understand (non)human environmental relations. Here,
the conflictive relationship between humans and the environment is grounded in
pre-human times, when other-humans became permanent antagonists of hu-
mans. These masters of life-giving resources, such as animals and forest prod-
ucts, must be kept at bay; in other words, the relationship between humans and
these spiritual beings results in a cosmological conflict that must be healed to
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prevent damage. In this vein, healing has a preventive property and a specific
temporality as it refers back to a pre-human time while ensuring well-being in
the present and future. Ritual specialists are called upon to intervene and exercise
their healing powers to ensure the well-being of community life. Furthermore,
this contribution tackles the challenging task of ethnographically translating In-
digenous notions and cosmologies, which are expressed primarily in speech
and/or orality, into academic languages and appropriate textual formats in ac-
cordance with (Western) scholarly standards. This challenge is inherent in re-
search that draws on Indigenous knowledge and ways of thinking. A collabora-
tive approach may help advance decolonial scholarship and chart new pathways
to address current and future environmental concerns.
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