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Abstract 
This study examines Wangari Maathai‘s Unbowed: A Memoir as a 

compelling account of how indigenous leadership, guided by 

Bioregionalism, advances environmental governance. Maathai‘s 

narrative reveals the deep interconnections among land, culture, and 

community well-being, showing how Indigenous communities draw on 

traditional knowledge and practices to protect their lands and ecosystems 

against the pressures of climate change. Her founding of the Green Belt 

Movement exemplifies the creation of community-conserved areas that 

restore ecological balance while reinforcing cultural identity and food 

sovereignty. Through the theoretical lens of Bioregionalism which 

prioritizes place-based approaches and local ecological knowledge, 

Unbowed is situated within broader debates on environmental 

governance and stewardship. The memoir affirms that the health of 

ecosystems is inseparable from the physical and cultural vitality of 

indigenous peoples. Therefore, Maathai confronts the enduring 

constraints of colonial systems that have marginalized indigenous voices, 

practices, and land rights. Her resilience and commitment to 

environmental justice provide a model for contemporary efforts toward 

land return and restored access to natural resources. Drawing from her 

experiences, Maathai illustrates key indigenous strategies for climate 

adaptation, including emergency preparedness and hazard reduction. 

Taken together, Unbowed not only chronicles histories of oppression and 

resistance but calls for collaborative frameworks that centre on 

indigenous leadership in environmental governance, thus, advancing a 

holistic model of climate adaptation grounded in people and place. 
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Introduction 
Wangari Maathai‘s Unbowed: A Memoir (2006) is a powerful 

autobiographical narrative that weaves together personal experience with 

the complex socio-political and ecological realities of postcolonial 

Kenya. Through her pioneering leadership of the Green Belt Movement 

(GBM), Maathai demonstrates how indigenous leadership and 

environmental stewardship can serve as transformative forces for 

grassroots mobilization, ecological restoration, and social change. This 

paper critically examines the indigenous epistemological foundations of 

Maathai‘s environmental stewardship and leadership, with particular 

attention to the central role of traditional knowledge systems, cultural 

practices, and community ethics in shaping sustainable environmental 

practices across Africa. By situating Maathai‘s work within the 

framework of Bioregionalism, the study further explores how place-

based approaches rooted in local ecological knowledge can inform more 

just and effective models of environmental governance in the face of 

climate change and colonial legacies. 

 Consequently, by rooting her activism in traditional Kikuyu beliefs 

and practices, Maathai challenges dominant narratives that position 

Western scientific knowledge and development paradigms as the sole 

legitimate frameworks for environmental governance. Instead, she 

demonstrates how indigenous knowledge systems, embedded in local 

cosmologies, sacred relationships with the land, and everyday 

subsistence practices, offer sustainable, culturally grounded approaches 

to ecological restoration and community resilience. Her environmental 

philosophy is shaped by an ethic of care, reciprocity, and 

interconnectedness that is deeply rooted in African communal traditions, 

where the well-being of people and the health of the land are understood 

as inseparable. 

 As Ango (2021, p. 29) observes, Maathai‘s work represents a call to 

―return to indigenous values that were lost at the advent of the colonial 

onslaught‖ in Kenyan society. This call is neither nostalgic nor romantic; 

rather, it constitutes a strategic act of epistemic and political resistance. 

Recent scholarship reinforces this reading. Okuyade and Egule (2024) 

argue that Unbowed reveals an ―Indigenous environmental consciousness 

that integrates African ecological values and local knowledge systems 

into a practical model of activism‖. Similarly, Klinken (2022) 

demonstrates how Maathai deliberately reclaimed Kikuyu religious and 

cultural traditions as a form of indigenous African knowledge capable of 

fostering environmental responsibility and eco-spiritual awareness. 

http://www.journalofenglishscholarsassociation/


JESAN www.journalofenglishscholarsassociation Vol. 28 (3) Sep 2026      461 

 

Muhonja (2020) further situates Maathai‘s thought within the framework 

of utu (shared humanity), showing that her insistence on indigenous 

knowledges was central to her broader vision of democratic, equitable, 

and sustainable governance. Collectively, these perspectives affirm that 

Maathai‘s insistence on revitalizing indigenous stewardship and ancestral 

wisdom is not a retreat into the past but a forward-looking intervention, 

an assertion that the future of African environmental governance depends 

on the recovery and creative adaptation of indigenous ways of knowing, 

relating, and caring for the land 

 In this regard, the term ―indigenous‖ in the African context is 

profoundly culture-centric, reflecting the intricate interplay between 

cultural identity and the natural environment. This conceptualization of 

indigeneity extends beyond mere geographic origin; it embodies a deeply 

rooted cultural and spiritual relationship with a specific ecological 

landscape. As Grim (2007, p.198) notes, being indigenous involves a 

reverence for the natural world and an ethos of environmental 

stewardship, often manifesting in sustainable subsistence practices that 

maintain ecological balance over time. This intimate connection between 

people and place underscores a worldview in which nature is not an 

external resource to be exploited, but a sacred and integral part of 

communal life and cultural continuity. In this regard, the term 

―indigenous‖ in the African context is profoundly culture-centric, 

reflecting the intricate and reciprocal interplay between cultural identity, 

spiritual cosmologies, and the natural environment. Indigeneity here 

extends far beyond mere geographic origin or ancestral residence; it 

signifies a deeply rooted, multi-generational relationship with a specific 

ecological landscape, one in which land, forests, water, and non-human 

beings are understood as kin rather than commodities. This relationship 

is sustained through oral traditions, ritual practices, seasonal ecological 

knowledge, and ethical obligations that bind communities to particular 

places across generations. 

 Scholars of indigenous religions and ecology have long emphasized 

that being indigenous involves a reverence for the natural world and an 

ethos of environmental stewardship, often expressed through sustainable 

subsistence practices that maintain ecological balance over long periods 

of time (Grim, 2007, p.190). In African indigenous worldviews, nature is 

not conceived as an external resource available for unlimited 

exploitation, but as a sacred and integral dimension of communal life, 

moral order, and cultural continuity. The health of the land and the 

vitality of the people are regarded as mutually constitutive: to care for the 

http://www.journalofenglishscholarsassociation/


JESAN www.journalofenglishscholarsassociation Vol. 28 (3) Sep 2026      462 

 

environment is simultaneously to care for the ancestors, the living 

community, and future generations. 

 Elaborating on this perspective, Jessen et al. (2022, p. 93) describe 

indigenous knowledge as a form of place-based wisdom, one that is 

contextually grounded and passed down through generations via oral 

traditions, experiential learning, and communal practices. Unlike the 

universalizing tendencies of Western scientific paradigms, indigenous 

epistemologies are deeply situated, adaptive, and embedded within 

specific sociocultural and ecological frameworks. While often 

marginalized or undervalued in mainstream discourse, indigenous 

knowledge systems constitute valid and sophisticated forms of science in 

their own right—offering alternative epistemological lenses through 

which to understand natural phenomena, human health, and 

environmental change. These systems provide crucial insights into 

ecological resilience, biodiversity conservation, and sustainable resource 

management, thereby contributing to both local survival and global 

environmental discourse. 

 Ward (1989, p.91) asserts that the diverse terminologies used to 

describe indigenous knowledge and leadership in African societies, 

including ―people‘s science,‖ ―ethnoscience,‖ ―folk-ecology,‖ ―village 

science,‖ and ―local knowledge.‖ These terms capture the expansive and 

holistic nature of indigenous intellectual traditions, which encompass 

virtually every domain of life. Indigenous knowledge is not 

compartmentalized but integrative, covering fields such as botany, 

linguistics, medicine, clinical psychology, agriculture, animal husbandry, 

environmental science, climate observation, and artisanal craftsmanship. 

Such breadth and depth underscore the epistemic richness and practical 

utility of African indigenous knowledge systems, affirming their 

relevance in contemporary debates around sustainability, climate 

adaptation, and cultural preservation promoting sustainable ways of life. 

 

Bioregionalism as a Theoretical Lens 

Bioregionalism is a theoretical and practical framework that emphasizes 

the value of local ecological knowledge and place-based practices, 

advocating for a reorientation of human societies to live in harmony with 

the ecological characteristics of their immediate environments. It 

promotes the formation of self-reliant and self-governing communities 

rooted in natural boundaries—such as watersheds, river basins, and 

ecosystems, rather than political or administrative divisions. These 

communities are characterized by a deep connection to, and care for, the 
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land, prioritizing sustainable livelihoods and ecological integrity. The 

concept was popularized by thinkers and activists including Peter Berg, 

Raymond Dasmann, Gary Snyder, Kirkpatrick Sale, John Elder, Scott 

Russell Sanders, Keith Pezzoli, and Stephanie Mills, each of whom 

contributed to framing bioregionalism as a response to locally embedded 

environmental challenges. 

 Pezzoli (2016) articulates bioregionalism as both a grassroots social 

movement and an action-oriented scholarly field, aimed at fostering 

sustainable ways of living, working, eating, and recreating within the 

dynamic systems of the Earth. Central to this approach is the belief that 

human beings, as inherently relational, must cultivate secure and ethical 

relationships not only among themselves but also with the landscapes, 

waters, habitats, flora, and fauna that sustain them. Similarly, Peter and 

Dasmann (2015) emphasizes bioregionalism as a response to the 

ecological and ethical imperatives of harmonizing human cultures with 

the region-scale ecosystems they inhabit. Taylor (2000, p. 50) further 

refines this understanding by stressing the importance of aligning human 

life with ecological and not political boundaries, thus, advocating for a 

responsiveness to the natural contours of one‘s place. 

 Thomashow (1995) complements this view by emphasizing that 

bioregionalism entails a deep commitment to learning from local 

ecologies and cultivating a sense of belonging through intimate 

knowledge of place-based interrelationships. Echoing this, Glotfelty and 

Quesnel (2015), in reflecting on the foundational work of Peter Berg, 

frame bioregionalism as a decentralized and grassroots endeavour 

grounded in ecological restoration, wilderness preservation, spiritual 

connection, autonomy, social ecology, and watershed-based governance. 

 While the explicit term bioregionalism may not be commonly 

invoked within African environmental thought, its core principles are 

profoundly resonant with African worldviews and cultural traditions. 

African environmental philosophy inherently emphasizes the 

interconnectedness of all living beings and the responsibilities humans 

hold within specific ecological contexts. These principles are not 

externally imposed but are embedded within indigenous knowledge 

systems, ethical practices, and spiritual cosmologies that honor reciprocal 

relationships with land and life. The African approach to environmental 

stewardship mirrors bioregional values through its emphasis on 

communal responsibility, ecological balance, and place-based wisdom. 

 This convergence is clearly illustrated in the environmental 

philosophy of Wangari Maathai. Her advocacy for community-managed 
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natural resources and the deliberate integration of indigenous knowledge 

into environmental governance exemplify the practical application of 

bioregionalism. Through the Green Belt Movement, Maathai advanced 

localized leadership, community empowerment, and ecological care, 

insisting that environmental practices must remain aligned with the 

specific ecological conditions and cultural realities of African 

communities (Thayer, 2003). In this way, bioregionalism, although 

articulated within Western ecological discourse, finds a profound 

counterpart in African indigenous thought, revealing a shared 

commitment to living responsibly within the limits and possibilities of 

one‘s local environment. 

 

Review of Related Literature 

Existing scholarship on Wangari Maathai‘s Unbowed: A Memoir has 

engaged a range of critical perspectives that reflect the multifaceted 

nature of her activism and intellectual contributions. These studies have 

examined her environmental advocacy, the integration of indigenous 

knowledge systems, decolonial feminist thought, and her complex 

engagement with religious traditions. 

 Schell (2013) examines Wangari Maathai‘s environmental activism 

through the lens of ecological rhetoric and literacy. She argues that 

―Maathai developed a distinctive form of transnational environmental 

justice rhetoric that effectively linked local Kenyan struggles over land, 

trees, and women‘s livelihoods with global discourses of environmental 

justice, democracy, and human rights‖ (p.583).Schell shows that 

Maathai‘s power as a communicator lay in her ability to move fluidly 

between different audiences and scales, from rural Kenyan women 

planting trees, to national political confrontations, to international forums 

such as the United Nations. Through the Green Belt Movement, Maathai 

created practical ―ecological literacies‖: ways of reading the landscape 

(deforestation, soil erosion, loss of biodiversity) and translating those 

observations into collective action and political demands. 

 Van Klinken (2022) investigates Maathai‘s engagement with 

Christian religious traditions, exploring how she reinterprets biblical and 

Christian frameworks in dialogue with Kikuyu indigenous spirituality to 

address contemporary African environmental concerns.  Adhikari (2025) 

approaches Maathai‘s writings from an ecofeminist perspective, 

analysing how her books and related publications foreground the 

interconnected oppression of women and the degradation of the 

environment. Okuyade and Egule (2024) emphasise the centrality of 
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African ecological values and indigenous knowledge systems in shaping 

Maathai‘s environmental activism. They argue that Unbowed is not 

merely a personal memoir of resilience but also a testament to the global 

significance of indigenous environmental philosophies. Through 

principles such as community land stewardship and spiritual connections 

to nature, Maathai demonstrates how localized ecological wisdom can 

offer sustainable responses to modern environmental crises. 

 Goutam and Byrne (2024) emphasize Unbowed as a form of 

―knowledge born in the struggle‖ (drawing on de Sousa Santos). They 

argue that Maathai‘s memoir disrupts Western epistemic dominance by 

presenting a decolonial ecology rooted in African lived experience, 

indigenous knowledge, and grassroots activism. The article positions the 

memoir as a text that generates alternative, pluriversal knowledges 

necessary for sustainability and environmental justice in the Global 

South. Also, Mariita (2024) in her master‘s thesis investigates eco-

womanism, ecofeminism, and female empowerment. It centers on 

Wangari Maathai‘s memoir Unbowed and texts by prominent African 

American women. Her thesis deploys eco-womanism and ecofeminism 

to study the link between the oppression of women and the destruction of 

nature in Unbowed. 

 Also, Alrasheedi (2024) examines the decolonial and ecofeminist 

narratives in Unbowed, underscoring how Maathai‘s activism contributes 

to the formation of indigenous Kenyan women‘s collective identity and 

agency. The study emphasizes the transformative role of feminist 

decolonization in environmental activism and situates Maathai within 

broader discourses of indigenous female empowerment. Njagi (2022) 

focuses on the Green Belt Movement‘s application of African indigenous 

knowledge systems in the preservation of Mount Kenya Forest. By 

examining the movement‘s emphasis on reforestation, spiritual and 

cultural teachings, and the treatment of the earth as a sacred entity, Njagi 

illustrates how Maathai‘s leadership reinforced ecological stewardship. 

Guided by ecofeminist theory, the study draws attention to the parallel 

exploitation of women and the environment and to the movement‘s 

resistance against both forms of subjugation.  

 Furthermore, Mutie (2022, p.1) underscores the memoir as a site 

where Maathai articulates a distinctly African feminist scholarship 

intertwined with environmental activism, education, and resistance to 

patriarchal and colonial structures. Mutie emphasizes how Maathai‘s 

autobiographical narrative reclaims women‘s agency and knowledge 

production. This source is valuable for linking indigenous leadership, 
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gender, and environmental stewardship in the memoir. Similarly, 

Muhonja (2020) engages theoretical concepts related to gender equality, 

democratic spaces, and indigenous knowledges in Maathai‘s work, 

contextualizing her activism within broader feminist and African 

intellectual discourses. 

 Collectively, these studies provide a framework for understanding 

Maathai‘s environmental and feminist activism. However, they differ 

from the present study, which focuses specifically on indigenous 

leadership and bioregional approaches to environmental governance as 

articulated in Unbowed. This study seeks to illuminate the ways in which 

Maathai‘s ecological philosophy not only advocates environmental 

sustainability but also embodies indigenous leadership practices that 

challenge dominant paradigms of governance and resource management. 

Through her memoir, Maathai presents a compelling vision of ecological 

stewardship rooted in collective indigenous wisdom, positioning 

environmental activism as an extension of cultural identity, place-based 

knowledge, and community resilience 

 

Indigenous Knowledge, and Place-based Environmental Governance 

in Unbowed: A Memoir 

Maathai (1940–2011), a visionary environmental leader, Nobel Peace 

Prize laureate, and socio-political activist, emerged from the Kikuyu 

heartland of Nyeri and Nakuru in Kenya. She was raised in a family of 

subsistence farmers. This formative context grounded her in a deep 

spiritual and cultural connection to the land. As Nanulundah (2014, 1) 

asserts, Maathai ―touted a servant-leadership model embodied in her 

father and Kenya‘s freedom fighters,‖ likening her relentless efforts to 

plant trees to an act of devotion, both to the people and to the Earth that 

sustains her. Her environmentalism is not simply political; it is an ethical 

and ontological response to the intertwined structures of ecological 

degradation and socio-political oppression. In her worldview, as Florence 

emphasizes, the logic of domination that facilitates political and 

economic exploitation is inseparable from the logic that permits 

environmental destruction. 

 Maathai‘s environmental consciousness is rooted in her Kikuyu 

heritage, which regards land as sacred and places communal 

responsibility at the center of environmental care. In Unbowed: A 

Memoir (2006), Maathai recounts the cultural reverence her community 

held for the mugumo (fig tree), which was considered sacred and 

untouchable. This reverence for sacred ecological markers cultivated a 
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collective ethic of environmental stewardship, which Maathai later 

embedded into her environmental activism. These indigenous 

epistemologies, grounded in place-based spiritual ecologies, offer 

profound alternatives to extractivist paradigms and are, as Okuyade 

(2024) argues, essential for confronting contemporary ecological crises. 

 Therefore, central to Maathai‘s environmental philosophy and 

stewardship is the recognition of reciprocal relationships between natural 

systems and human well-being. She explains the hydrological 

significance of the fig tree: 

 

… that there was a connection between the fig tree's root 

system and the underground water reservoirs. The roots 

burrowed deep into the ground, breaking through the 

rocks beneath the surface soil and diving into the 

underground water table. The water traveled up along 

the root until it hit a depression or weak place in the 

ground and gushed out as a spring. Indeed, wherever 

these trees stood, there were likely to stream. The 

reverence the community had for the fig tree helped 

preserve the stream and the tadpoles that so captivated 

me. The trees also held the soil together, reducing 

erosion and landslides (Maathai 2006, p.46). 

 

From the excerpt above, again Maathai‘s ecological reflections align 

with bioregionalism. A philosophy that emphasizes deep connections 

between human communities and their natural surroundings. Her 

invocation of Kikuyu environmental knowledge and stewardship 

regarding the fig tree illustrates this principle. Thereby showing how 

indigenous land stewardship fosters ecological balance. The fig tree‘s 

role in maintaining underground water reservoirs, preventing soil 

erosion, and sustaining biodiversity reflects bioregionalist ideals of 

localized ecological wisdom and reciprocal relationships between people 

and nature. By preserving sacred landscapes and respecting native 

ecosystems, Maathai advocates a form of environmental activism that 

resonates with bioregionalist calls for place-based sustainability and 

community-driven ecological resilience. In this regard, Okuyade puts it 

that:  

 

the autobiographical mode offers her the cultural 

and folk paraphernalia to dialectically reappraise the 
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plight of the Kenyan people with regard to 

government‘s policies for landscape preservation 

and appropriation in her homeland and recreate a 

vanishing idyll-the Edenic beauty and virginal purity 

of her nativity. Maathai‘s capital intention in 

Unbowed is to recover her vanishing homeland 

which she realizes through childhood memories 

(2013, p.145). 

 

In Unbowed, Maathai laments the erosion of traditional beliefs and 

sustainable practices under colonial influence, particularly with the 

arrival of European missionaries and administrators. These agents of 

Western modernity supplanted indigenous cosmologies with extractive 

ideologies, facilitating logging, monoculture plantations, wildlife 

depletion, and expansive commercial agriculture: 

 

Sadly, these beliefs and traditions have now virtually 

died away. They were dying even as I was born. When 

European missionaries came to the central highlands at 

the end of the nineteenth century…. Nevertheless, many 

people accepted the missionaries‘ worldview, and within 

two generations they lost respect for their own beliefs 

and traditions. The missionaries were followed by 

traders and administrators who introduced new methods 

of exploiting our rich natural resources: logging, clear-

cutting native forests, establishing plantations of 

imported trees, hunting wildlife, and undertaking 

expansive commercial agriculture. Hallowed landscapes 

lost their sacredness and were exploited as the local 

people became insensitive to the destruction, accepting it 

as a sign of progress (Maathai 2006, p.18). 

 

Maathai‘s reflections on colonial incursions resonate with bioregionalist 

concerns about the erosion of place-based environmental consciousness. 

As she laments, that European missionaries and administrators not only 

dismantled indigenous cosmologies but also facilitated extractive 

industries that destabilized Kenya‘s ecosystems. Their introduction of 

logging, and commercial agriculture disrupted precolonial land 

stewardship practices that once recognized forests, rivers, and mountains 

as sacred entities. In bioregionalist terms, this shift marked a transition 
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from reciprocal ecological engagement to exploitative resource 

extraction, where nature became a commodity rather than an integral part 

of human identity and survival. Thus, Maathai‘s emphasis on indigenous 

reverence for the land aligns with bioregionalist efforts to reclaim local 

traditions of environmental stewardship. By foregrounding concepts such 

as community land management and spiritual relationships with nature, 

she illustrates how bioregionalism is not merely a theoretical approach 

but an embodied practice deeply embedded in African ecological 

traditions. Unbowed presents a bioregionalist reclamation, the revival of 

place-based knowledge and sustainable relationships with local 

landscapes. 

 As an indigenous leader, Maathai sees the connection between 

environmental destruction and rural women problems. She is endeared to 

empower women through tree planting thereby combating deforestation 

and desertification from which women suffered its adverse effect. 

Maathai believes ‗she cannot protect the environment unless the 

environment‘ (Unbowed 2006, p.40). Karmakar (2025, p.313) articulates 

Maathai‘s leadership as an expression of ―decolonial ecological ethics‖, a 

narrative that reclaims indigenous stewardship and repositions Africa‘s 

oppressed communities as agents of ecological and cultural renewal. 

Maathai‘s strategies not only recover traditional ecological knowledge 

but also advance a political vision of dignity, self-determination, and 

planetary care. Her memoir becomes a testimony of environmental 

consciousness interwoven with the collective memory of colonial 

dispossession and resistance. 

 Furthermore, in Unbowed: A Memoir, Maathai emphasises the need 

for a shift in cultural practices, the rejection of indigenous diets and 

agriculture to a focus on the pursuits of cash crops agriculture which 

deplete the land has led to Africa‘s environmental disaster (Ango 2021, 

p.28). Maathai indicts the capitalist-driven modus of development toward 

the destruction of Africa's biodiversity: 

 

They eliminated local plants and animals, destroying the 

natural ecosystem that helped gather and retain water…. 

Over the subsequent decades, underground water levels 

decreased markedly, and eventually, rivers and streams 

either dried up or were greatly reduced (Maathai 2006, 

p.39).  
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Maathai‘s approach to combating deforestation and its ills is a clear 

example of her environmental stewardship, She understands that 

protecting the environment is crucial for the well-being of her 

community. By promoting tree planting she not only aim to restore the 

environment but also provide long-term benefits to people affected by 

environmental issues. This stance is against: 

 

The demonization of Africa‘s indigenous culture led to 

the virtual disappearance of the yams, and green 

vegetables as well as the decimation of wildlife all in 

favour of a small variety of cash crops… the loss of 

indigenous plants and the methods to grow them has 

contributed not only to food insecurity but also to 

malnutrition, hunger and a reduction of local biodiversity 

(Maathai 2006, p.175). 

 

Maathai‘s environmental stewardship aligns with bioregionalism, which 

emphasizes the preservation of local ecosystems and sustainable land-

use practices rooted in indigenous knowledge. Her advocacy for tree 

planting seeks not only to restore degraded landscapes but also to 

address food insecurity. 

 Consequently, the success of Maathai‘s Green Belt Movement lies in 

its synthesis of traditional knowledge with contemporary ecological 

strategies. By grounding environmental activism in cultural practices and 

spiritual worldviews, Maathai fosters a sense of place-based 

responsibility and collective ownership. This model challenged 

patriarchal and neocolonial structures while promoting gender equity, 

ecological restoration, and cultural resilience. As Okuyade (2024) 

affirms, Maathai‘s environmental philosophy demonstrates that 

sustainable development must be rooted in local ecologies, cultural 

continuity, and spiritual accountability. 

 

Reclaiming Indigenous Leadership through Unbowed: A Memoir 

Wangari Maathai‘s leadership is emblematic of a synthesis between 

indigenous knowledge systems and modern socio-political activism. Her 

approach to leadership was grounded in Kikuyu cosmology, ethical 

frameworks of communal responsibility, and participatory governance 

structures, which she deftly merged with contemporary discourses of 

human rights, democracy, and ecological justice. In this regard, 

Maathai‘s leadership was not merely administrative or symbolic; it was 
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profoundly decolonial reclaiming indigenous authority in a socio-

political context long defined by colonial subjugation and postcolonial 

authoritarianism. 

 One of the most notable characteristics of Maathai‘s leadership is her 

intentional invocation of indigenous symbols and metaphors to articulate 

stewardship to the natural world and its inhabitants. Through the Green 

Belt Movement (GBM), Maathai mobilized the act of tree planting as a 

symbolic and material gesture of political defiance. As Alrasheedi (2024) 

argues, the GBM‘s reforestation efforts were not merely ecological 

interventions but politically subversive acts, each tree planted represent a 

reclamation of land, heritage, and self-determination. In the context of 

land grabs, deforestation, and state-sponsored environmental 

degradation, tree planting became a potent metaphor for regeneration, 

sovereignty, and resistance against climate crises. 

 Maathai‘s conception of leadership reflects African values of 

ubuntu- mutual care, community, interdependence and servant-

leadership. She consciously rejected hierarchical, top-down models of 

governance in favour of participatory decision-making that reflected 

communal consensus and local wisdom. The organizational structure of 

the Green Belt Movement (GBM) reflect these values, emphasizing 

grassroots empowerment, especially of women, and the collective 

identification of community needs and priorities. This approach 

democratized environmental activism by embedding it within local 

knowledge systems and ensuring that the movement‘s strategies and 

objectives resonate with the lived experiences and cultural contexts of 

rural communities (Maathai, 2006). 

 Notably, Maathai‘s leadership blurs the boundaries between the 

personal, the ecological, and the political. In Unbowed, she narrates her 

life not merely as a personal journey but as an embodiment of a broader 

struggle for environmental justice, political accountability, and cultural 

renewal. The memoir functions as an ecological manifesto that interlaces 

autobiographical reflection with indigenous epistemologies, 

demonstrating how the restoration of degraded ecosystems is inseparable 

from the restoration of political dignity and cultural identity. Her life 

story becomes a canvas upon which the deep interconnections between 

environmental health, democratic governance, and indigenous resurgence 

are vividly illustrated. 

 Moreover, Maathai‘s activism was met with fierce resistance from 

the Kenyan government, especially under President Daniel Arap Moi‘s 

regime. Her opposition to illegal land allocations, deforestation of public 
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spaces such as Uhuru Park and Karura Forest, and the marginalization of 

women placed her in direct conflict with the state. Despite facing arrest, 

public vilification, and physical violence, Maathai remained unwavering 

in her convictions. She drew strength from her cultural heritage and 

community solidarity, interpreting her struggles as part of a historical 

continuum of anti-colonial resistance. Her leadership thus redefined 

political activism not as confrontation for its own sake, but as moral and 

ecological responsibility grounded in ancestral traditions. 

 Furthermore, Maathai‘s embodiment of indigenous leadership 

positions rural women as central actors in environmental restoration, she 

reconstituted leadership as inclusive, dialogical, and transformative. The 

GBM‘s success in mobilizing thousands of women to plant millions of 

trees across Kenya is a testament to Maathai‘s capacity to fuse ecological 

consciousness with gender equity, thereby challenging dual oppressions 

of environmental degradation and gender marginalization. Her vision 

extended beyond environmental conservation to encompass social 

regeneration and political renewal. 

 According to Malcolm (2022), Maathai‘s decolonial leadership 

fosters a counter-narrative that resist both the epistemic violence of 

colonialism and the structural violence of authoritarian rule. Her model 

of indigenous stewardship emphasizes ecological interconnectedness and 

cultural identity as the basis for reimagining national development, 

thereby articulating a distinctly African framework for sustainability and 

governance. This was leadership not imposed from above, but cultivated 

from the soil, i.e. literally and metaphorically, through embodied 

practices of care, rootedness, and collective memory. 

 Put together Unbowed: A Memoir is more than a memoir, it is a 

dynamic political and ecological treatise that showcases how indigenous 

leadership, stewardship, health and resistance can converge to produce 

radical social transformation. Wangari Maathai‘s life and activism 

exemplify the power of indigenous worldviews in confronting systemic 

injustice, restoring ecological balance, and reclaiming political agency. 

Her legacy affirms that environmental stewardship, when informed by 

indigenous ethics and sustained by grassroots leadership, can catalyze 

enduring change across ecological, social, and political domains. 

 

Conclusion 
This study demonstrates that Wangari Maathai‘s Unbowed: A Memoir 

offers profound insight into the intersection of indigenous leadership and 

environmental stewardship as a catalyst for social and ecological 
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transformation. By grounding her activism in indigenous knowledge 

systems and cultural values, Maathai developed a sustainable and 

inclusive model of environmental conservation that closely aligns with 

the principles of bioregionalism. Her emphasis on community-based tree 

planting, ecological restoration, and the empowerment of local women 

reflects bioregionalism‘s core commitment to living in harmony with the 

specific ecological conditions of one‘s place. Thus, Bioregional theory 

calls for a renewed connection to place, urging communities to base their 

livelihoods, governance structures, and cultural practices on the 

distinctive characteristics of their local environments. Maathai‘s work 

embodies this place-based ethic, showing how traditional ecological 

knowledge and cultural identity can function as powerful resources in 

addressing global environmental crises. Consequently, her legacy affirms 

that indigenous knowledge must be integrated into contemporary 

environmental discourse not as a peripheral alternative, but as a 

framework for climate resilience and ecological justice. 
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