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Aboriginal law/lore 
and governance is a:
• Place-based,

• Sacrelised,

• Collaborative,

• Self-regulating,

• Ecological stewardship system



The Relationalist Ethos
“Any notion of Aboriginal social and political order has to 

begin with the Aboriginal relationship to Land, which is 

primary: The Land is the source of the Law

The land created us, and we are obliged, forever, to care for it. 

It looks after us, we look after it. Our relationship with land, 

Country, provides the template for our relationship with each 

other”

Dr Mary Graham





Reflecting on 
Western law
Where are we going?
Some (very brief) non-indigenous reflections on Western-style 
legal systems

1. Western-style, ‘top down’ law is not sufficient to support 
life on earth

2. The Relationist Ethos and ‘place based’ (bioregional) 
governance could form foundations for remarkable change

3. Radical change is needed – it’s possible, but in many 
places, not likely at present 

4. Even without holistic re-design – there are still many things 
we can do, to respect and learn from Indigenous wisdom, 
strengthen environmental law and regulation (and support 
life on Earth) 



Before colonisation …
The world was a patchwork quilt of bio-cultural governance



Many of today’s 
dominant 

legal systems 
were born from 

Western/European 
Empires

These laws were not 
designed to care for people 

and planet

Is decolonisation possible?



Earth jurisprudence
Within the Western tradition, Earth jurisprudence (Earth 
laws) provides a useful CRITIQUE

It calls for us to rethink the underpinning foundations of 
governance in Western/industrialised nation-states:

• LAW

• ECONOMICS

• EDUCATION

• RELIGION/CULTURE

And it invites us to CREATE new systems 

So we can shift from our human-centred & growth 
focused world view and practices, to an ecocentric, life 
focused worldview

Thomas Berry (1914-2009)



The roots of different 
legal systems?
Aboriginal law Western law 

(eg Australia)

Place-based, integrated 
laws for unique 
ecosystems

‘Universalism’ + ‘silos’

Sacrelised – land as a 
moral entity

Land as human 
property

Collaborative Hierarchical

Self-regulating, 
autonomous communities

Centralised control, 
‘top down’ laws

Ecological stewardship as 
a foundation for life
(regenerative, ‘steady 
state’)

Material growth as a 
foundation for life?
(expand, extract)



So how might we rethink 
Western-style laws?

Australia’s 
89 ‘IBRA’
bioregions

Australia’s 
catchments
(watersheds)



Call to action
 – Mary Graham
The legal systems of the Aboriginal Peoples of 
Australia are some of the oldest knowledge 
systems in the world and can offer important 
insights for present and future law and 
governance.

The mainstream legal systems in Australia and 
many other Western-style countries are ‘top 
down’ – this excludes local people from being 
able to protect the environment and support 
environmental law. 

The environment, people and the legal system, 
would benefit significantly if we link 
ecological stewardship obligations to 
citizenship and local governance.



Call to action
- Michelle Maloney
Future law needs to be relationalist, ecocentric, 
‘bioregional’ and ‘fractal’

To make laws that are fit for purpose (good for life on 
earth), we need to:

• Decolonise our laws

• Pivot our legal systems to focus on integrated, 
place based ecological health

• Create a fractal governance system of 
interconnected obligations

• Build a culture of ecological custodianship

Where more holistic reform isn’t possible (yet), existing 
legal systems at least need to be ‘cracked open’ to 
create innovative, place-based, participatory (not just 
representative) decision making



Thank you!
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