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Abstract

This interdisciplinary study interrogates how centering epistemic sovereignty Indigenous communities’
authority over their knowledge systems can reconfigure climate governance in Assam’s Brahmaputra
Valley. Facing rising flood threats and cross-border hydro political conflict, Mising and Dimasa
peoples are also poorly represented on policy for a despite their advanced socio-ecological knowledge:
Mising stilt houses (chang ghar), community-based embankment management, and phenological
predictions reported among Indigenous populations in Assam (e.g., Sonowal Kachari, Bodo). Political
ecology and decolonial theories help us diagnose institutional obstacles to incorporating Indigenous
relational/living waters ontologies into state tools such as the Climate Action Plan (SAPCC) in Assam.
We propose co-governed knowledge-bridging institutions, operationalizing data sovereignty via CARE

Principles and UNDRIP compliance to advance resource justice through decolonial governance praxis.
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Introduction

1.1 Setting the Context: The Brahmaputra Valley as a Nexus of Crisis and Knowledge
Brahmaputra River is a river that flows in China, India, and Bangladesh, and its owner is the high
Himalayas. It is a massive socio-ecological and geopolitical complex with great biodiversity and

intense vulnerabilities. The river forms the base of livelihoods and a culture even though it forms the
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venue of mounting climate and resource disasters. It has been a geopolitical issue among the riparian
states, where the upstream control of China and the massive dam construction put lot of doubts among
the downstream communities in India and Bangladesh on the availability of water and the potential
risks associated with floods. These issues are being e compounded by climate change to which the
largest of the north east part of the Indian states - Assam is particularly vulnerable. Researches have
consistently ranked Assam as one of the most vulnerable regions in India for the temperature projected
to not only rise - but to rise even higher (inconsistent rains and more flood with more than 25 per cent
of it by the mid-century). In this context, the conventional and top-down governance frameworks used
to address these challenges often are not up to the task. They are often alienated from the living
realities of people most dependent on the river. The core issue stems from an overwhelming and
serious disconnection between prevailing and state-centric forms of governance and the highly
adaptive nature of the marginalized indigenous knowledge system (IKS) of the communities in the
valley. To truly attain climate and resource justice it is necessary to move away from a fragmented
approach and understand the river not only as a hydrological or geo-political entity, but rather as a

system that encompasses issues of "sovereignty, equity, and the future of shared rivers".

1.2 Theoretical Framework: Epistemic Sovereignty and Climate Justice

This paper is anchored on the theoretical concepts of epistemic sovereignty and decolonial
environmental justice. Epistemic sovereignty, at its heart, is the right of a community "to define, value,
and make use of their own knowledge system, particularly regarding a number of decisions that impact
on their lives and environment". This concept means, not just owning the data; it is a notion of owning
the basic structure through which the knowledge is being interpreted and given meaning. It contests the
phenomenon of "epistemological colonialism" throughout history and into the present day; that is to
say, the imposition of dominant and often Western knowledge systems as universal and superior, while
invalidating other forms of knowing. Climate and resource justice create the need for epistemic
sovereignty. According to a decolonial perspective, current issues and solutions to environmental
problems are based on colonial structures in the past. It is only through dismantling these colonial
structures of power and knowledge and making indigenous and marginalized voices central to
environmental decision-making that there will be true environmental justice. This paper argues that the
Brahmaputra Valley provides a compelling case study to analyze this critical relationship, where the

failure to acknowledge epistemic sovereignty perpetuates a cycle of vulnerability and injustice.

1.3 Thesis and Scope of the Paper
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This paper argues that the prevailing multi-level governance framework for climate and resource
management in Assam suffers from a critical epistemic deficit. A more just, resilient, and effective
approach requires the formal recognition and integration of indigenous knowledge as a manifestation
of epistemic sovereignty, guided by principles of co-governance and decolonization. To substantiate
this thesis, the report will proceed as follows. The literature review will establish the theoretical
foundations of decoloniality and epistemic justice, It will contextualise the socio-ecological and
geopolitics of the Brahmaputra Valley. It will then capture the indigenous knowledge systems of the
Mising and Dimasa communities and how the systems have served as living examples of adaptive
place-based governance. This framework will be applied to a case study of mega-dam politics in the
discussion section, which brings to light the severe epistemological clash between state-led and
indigenous perspectives. Finally, the conclusion will propose a conceptual framework for integrating
indigenous knowledge into state-led governance that respects epistemic sovereignty and facilitates a

more just and resilient future for the Brahmaputra Valley.

Literature Review: The Politics of Knowledge and Place
2.1 The Conceptual Terrain: Decoloniality and Epistemic Justice

Decolonial theory provides a powerful lens through which to analyze environmental governance. The
academic literature regards that the legacies of colonialism to this day still dominate modern forms of
governance by systematically silencing and disenfranchising the voices and rights of the local people
and privileging the global economic pressures. Epistemological colonialism refers to the historical
means of installing the dominant and mostly Western epistemic forms as the only valid, legitimate
ways of knowing, alongside reduce indigenous or traditional knowledge to the margins or branding it
unscientific. This is a phenomenon that goes beyond historical contingency; it is a dynamic that has
existed since then, to this time which is reflected to the present-day policy formulations and practices.
Scholars are increasingly turning towards a different epistemic practicum fashioning the lived
experience of the Global South in advance. It anticipates native ideas and questions the alleged
dominance of Western paradigm. This argumentative logos holds that the most crucial sources of
injustice, which include colonial histories of land dispossession, resource exploitation and the
imposition of Eurocentric epistemic frameworks are not taken into account in canonical models of
environmental justice. A critical examination of existing set of governance models on environmental
management reveals a massive point of contention which lies in this epistemological split. Even
though modern models often refer to the notion of sustainable development and green growth, a
critical analysis shows that they might still be based on a colonial logic of resource control and

extraction. As an example, large-scale projects, when placed as climate solutions, are often based on
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technical, top-down approaches that ignore or erase the local knowledge and agency. The issue cannot
be described as a lack of communication or consultation but as a deeper rooted structural conflict
between two radically distinct modes of epistemology and ontological approaches to environmental
relationship. The criticism of many modern development projects is more basic: their ultimately
commercial character wherein complex socio-ecological issues are approached through measurable
and quantifiable metrics and monetary rewards thus making sacred lands, neighbourhood ties, and
even abstract cultural values a marketable commodity that can be traded. The following table, adapted
from existing research, provides a clear conceptual comparison of the two dominant knowledge

systems at play in this context.

Table 1: Comparison of Western Science (WS) and Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS)

Western Science (WS) Indigenous Knowledge
Systems (IKS)
Epistemological Basis Objective, empirical, and Subjective, qualitative,
quantitative. relational, and holistic.
Transmission Based on academic and literate | Transmitted orally from one
methods. generation to the next, often by
elders.

Relationship to Environment | The environment is an object for | The environment is a network of

study and management. relations with which humans co-
exist.

Purpose To generate universal, abstract To advance community self-
knowledge for control and determination and collective
prediction. benefit.

Values Universality, replicability, and Context-specific, place-based,
neutrality. and purpose-oriented.

2.2 Contextualizing the Brahmaputra : Geopolitics and Climate Vulnerability

India fears that China could use its upstream position to “weaponize water,” potentially leading to a
sharp reduction in water flows during the dry season or sudden, catastrophic floods from releases

during the monsoon. Indian government analyses indicate that China’s proposed mega-dam could
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reduce water flows by as much as 85% during the non-monsoon months, raising alarms for regional

stability and millions of livelihoods.

Beyond the geopolitical concerns, the Brahmaputra Valley is at severe risk of climate change. Assam
is also one of the most susceptible states in the Indian Himalayan Region. According to Assam State
Action Plan on Climate Change (SAPCC), the average maximum temperature will be 2.4 o C in the
middle of the century, and the extreme precipitation might be up 5-38 percent. Those socio-economic
factors can worsen all these climatic hazards: catastrophes like floods and erosion unjustly impact

those population groups, which are located far below the poverty line.

2.3 Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) as a Type of Adaptability

The indigenous people of Brahmaputra Valley and especially the Mising and Dimasa
community have elaborate and centuries old knowledge structures which testify to their
innate versatility to the riverine habitat. Mising tribe is located on the side of Brahmaputra
River which is a watercube that touches almost every other part of their lives. The amount of
knowledge that they acquired over the years allows them to live in harmony with the
unpredictable flow of the river. Such adaption can be traced in their homes, called Chang Gar
or Kare Okum which are the stilt houses constructed on elevated bamboo frames shielding
families against flood during rainy seasons. Their agricultural practises are quite versatile: the
Mising grow numerous types of paddy strains, such as Lai aam during dry season, Aamdang
Arig during wet fields, thus reducing the effect of rain variation on food security. Such
practises are not only part of personal cultural customs but an individual, people led

approach, which increases resilience and strengthen of disasters.

On the same note, a good example of a well-established socio-ecological association of
individuals with nature in India is the Dimasa community living within the Dima Hassao
district. Their conservation ethics are based on the belief in cosmology that forests and
streams have spirits and deities which interact with humans in a reciprocal agency. The
notion of Daikho which are recognised as intra-communal rangelands is based on this
worldview. Managing community forests appropriately, although may not be part of a
centralised governmental administration, community forests are still full reserves of
biodiversity and medicinal herbs, frequently containing the type of species not found

elsewhere in the forest patches. The ecosystem is maintained by traditional governance
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structure which helps these patches of forests to be protected for humane purposes with little

utilisation by human beings in the forms of Jhum farm or timber harvesting from forests.

2.4 The Multi-Level Governance Framework in India and Assam

The Indian climate policy is based upon multi-level governance structure that connects national and
local policies. Policies at the state level are drawn from the National Action Plan in Climate Change

(NAPCC).

In Assam, the government introduced a State Action Plan on Climate Change (SAPCC). It discusses
local impacts in eight priority areas, while paying special attention to water and disaster management.
The Science and Policy Platform for Climate Change (SAPCC) is a living document that seeks to
connect new and changing climate change science, policy and practice and was developed through

extensive stakeholder input, including NGOs, academic institutions and individual climate experts.

Nevertheless, the Assam SAPCC is found to suffer from a critical and systemic deficiency. While the
plan recognises the state's increased vulnerability to climate change and the need for well-researched
strategies to address it, there is no explicit mention of, or incorporation of, indigenous knowledge
systems. While the document focuses on building institutional capacity and investing in technical
solutions - such as embankment reinforcement and vertical evacuation structures - it does not
acknowledge that the instinctive knowledge to adapt to hundreds of years of experience in building and
living with disasters is already embedded in indigenous populations. The exclusion of the indigenous
in a plan that seeks to protect the most vulnerable is a telling sign of underlying epistemology deficit.
This is no coincidence; it is a sign of a structural preference for a Western, technical approach to
climate change and a preference for large scale infrastructure and economic development over a more
dynamic and holistic approach based on social and cultural realities.. This conceptual framework,
while seemingly comprehensive on paper, is rendered incomplete and ineffective for the very people it

purports to protect.

Objectives, Data Collection Methods, and Study Area

3.1 Research Objectives

This research is framed by three main objectives :
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1. To make a thorough study of the nature of epistemic injustice and scope of the same that exists in
the structure of multi-level governance organised to handle climatic and resource management in

Assam today.

2. To organise and explain the expressions of epistemic sovereignty as illustrated by the indigenous

knowledge system of the Mising and Dimasa communities.

3. To formulate and present a conceptual framework through which indigenous knowledge may be
integrated into state-led governance, and thus in support of the principles of epistemic sovereignty and

the enhancement of fairer and more resilient response to climate and resource management.

3.2 Methodology: A Qualitative and Decolonial Approach

This study employs a qualitative, synthesis-based methodology, which is a form of secondary data
analysis. This approach is strategically chosen to overcome the ethical and logistical constraints of
conducting extensive field research, particularly in a politically sensitive region. The intent of this
secondary analysis is to use existing, and often disparate, data to develop conclusions and knowledge

that are different from those resulting from the original analysis.

The synthesis-based approach to the methodology is a conscious practise of decolonial work. Several
traditional academic research, especially in the so-called global South, is often extractive in its nature.
Scholars related to mainstream institutions might collect information on minority groups, and publish
results in their own academic gain without considering mutual advantages or recognition of local
epistemic creation. These practises are the best examples of data colonialism. Reconfiguring and re-
integrating available knowledge through a decolonial process, the current study challenges established
power frameworks in knowledge production and attempt to generate a more encompassing and fairer

intellectual discourse.

This methodology implies a strict cross-analysis of various secondary data sources. These include
peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly monographs about the decolonial theory, Brahmaputra
hydropolitical studies, and Indigenous knowledge systems. Official government reports and policy
documents, including the Assam SAPCC and project reports released by the Asian Development Bank
are also the focus of the inquiry. Besides, technical and ethnographic research is built into the study to
provide factual information about particular Indigenous Knowledge Systems(IKS) and community-

based programmes. The reports by news media and non-governmental organisations also are to be
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analysed to provide contextual and real-life evidence to the theoretical arguments. This multifaceted
compilation of non-homogenous sources is both a strong and sustainable approach to the creation of a

unified argument, which is empirically based.

The study is informed by principles of decolonising research that rest on ethical considerations which
question the hegemony of western paradigms and prepares the voices and epistemologies of
Indigenous peoples. It also aligns with the CARE Principles for Indigenous Data Governance
(Collective benefit, Authority to control, Responsibility, Ethics). This ensures that the study advocates
for a model where indigenous communities govern their own knowledge and data, and that all research
is conducted in a non-extractive manner, designed to provide collective benefit to the communities

from which the knowledge originates.

3.3 Study Area : The Brahmaputra Valley

The study area is the Brahmaputra Valley in the state of Assam, with a specific focus on the Mising
and Dimasa communities as representative case studies of indigenous knowledge and adaptation. To
include the wider trans boundary picture of the Brahmaputra River Basin, and to give a detailed view
of the forces thinkers in operation in the region, the trans boundary setting of China/India in the

hydropolitical relations of these two countries is also factored in the analysis.

Discussion of Data and Results: Epistemic Conflicts and Assertions of Sovereignty

4.1 The State's Epistemic Deficit: A Case Study in Mega-Dam Politics

The conflict between the governmental planning and the epistemological constructs of the Indigenous
communities is illustrated by the case of the Upper Siang Multipurpose Storage Dam project in
Arunachal Pradesh, India. The Indian government has mostly written about the initiative with much
technical and economical overtones, which is also a geo-political tool of employ. Some attempt to
depict the project as a reaction to the intensive upstream projects by China, in which they were to
achieve so-called water security and enable them to control floods. However, such rhetorics seem to be
too simplistic and do not reflect hardships that can be observed on the ground. This argument is
working with a more traditional state-centric paradigm that river water can be commodified like a

resource and used as a strategic instrument to be created against geopolitical competitors.

The resistance of the local Adi villagers, in their turn, is based on the completely different value

system. The community possesses alleged ancient divine rights to the river what they call Ane Siang or
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Goddess Siang and do not want the dam to be built in the pretext of not killing their holy river in
favour of the production of electricity. Their arguments are not simply of an economic nature, since the
dam would submerge no less than sixteen villages and evict thousands of people, but rather are more
spiritual and cultural in nature, based on the centrality of the river to their civilization, as well as its
sacredness. As an option, they suggest smaller development projects in which they build hydro-electric
power facilities on the tributaries of the river but ensuring that they do not alter the main flow in

proving local contextual understanding to build on viable development.

The government response to this objection points to a deep misunderstanding. Rather than addressing
the spiritual and cultural concerns that are relevant to the community, officials have focused on
providing a high compensation package and livelihood programmes designed to train the displaced
villagers on new skills such as horticulture and apiculture. This practice is the manifestation of
transactional colonial mentality and an analogy for the measuring and expendable nature of the sacred
river and our ancestral land rather than those intangible spiritual and cultural underpinnings.
Consequently, the response is not addressing underlying the causes of the conflict - a clash of world-

view, and is instead reproducing the epistemic injustice the communities are in conflict over.

4.2 Indigenous Knowledge as an Exercise of Sovereignty

The indigenous knowledge systems of the Mising and the Dimasa communities are not static traditions
but living and dynamic systems that exhibit this immense assertion for epistemic sovereignty. They are
frameworks for self - governance, resilience; developed over centuries of close observation and
adaptation to the local environment.. The Mising community's architecture and agricultural methods
are a form of applied science, a "knowledge bank" that enables co-existence with the "unpredictable
'moving ocean" of the Brahmaputra. The construction of their Chang Ghar or Kare Okum stilt houses
is a direct, community-led disaster risk reduction strategy. Similarly, their multi-crop cultivation
techniques ensure food security in an unpredictable climate. The Mising's collective preparedness,
including the building of raised platforms for cattle (Murong Okum), is a tangible manifestation of
their right to self-govern their resource and disaster management. The Dimasa community's sacred
groves (Daikho) are another powerful example of community based conservation and an assertion of
sovereignty. These forests are managed by community groups, not by the government, and their
preservation is guided by a belief in spirits and a reciprocal relationship with nature. This system,
managed by a traditional hierarchy of priests and village headmen, is a clear assertion of the
community's authority to control their own resources and knowledge. The spiritual beliefs serve as a

moral and ethical framework for sustainable use, a concept that is often absent in state-led
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conservation policies. The following table synthesizes these key practices and their underlying

epistemological foundations.

Table 2: Community Indigenous Practice and Epistemic Underpinning

Community | Indigenous Practice Epistemic Underpinning

Mising Chang Ghar (stilt houses) A deep, empirical knowledge of flood dynamics and
river behavior, leading to a sophisticated form of

community-led, climate-resilient architecture.

Mising Multi-crop cultivation An understanding of local soil-water cycles and
rainfall patterns, enabling the development of climate-

resilient agricultural practices for food security.

Dimasa Daikho (sacred groves) A holistic worldview where nature is imbued with
spiritual power, leading to a community-based
conservation ethic and the belief that the well-being of

the people is tied to the health of the ecosystem.

Dimasa Traditional village hierarchy | A governance structure that authorizes community
leaders (Khunang, Dillik, Jonthaima) to manage

resources and enforce sustainable practices in

alignment with spiritual beliefs.

4.3 Towards a New Paradigm: An Integrated Framework of Climate and Resource

Justice.

This analysis suggests that a radical change is needed to ensure that the climate and resource problems
of the Brahmaputra Valley are effectively dealt with. Neither can this be resolved by simply
incorporating indigenous knowledge into the current policy framework since it would only consider
this as a supplementary input as opposed to the basic worldview. Instead, it is to apply indigenous
knowledge as a foundation to create a paradigm shift, shifting towards a disjointed, top-down model to

one of co-creation.

The new framework should be anchored on a change towards tokenistic consultation to real and
participatory engagement and co-governance. This demands a legal and ethical base to acknowledge
indigenous people collective rights as stipulated in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of

Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). India was a voting member of the UNDRIP, but will officially say that
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the declaration does not apply domestically (only because all citizens are indigenous). Such a
contradictory stand is one of the key legal challenges that have to be overcome in case any

improvement can be made.

The concept of epistemic sovereignty should be resolved with the help of a new model of managing
data. The power of reference can be a strong tool, which is the CARE Principles of Indigenous Data
Governance of Collective Benefit, Authority to Control, Responsibility, and Ethics. By using these
principles, native ethnic groups will be in a position to have full control of their data throughout the
data collection, analysis, and utilisation process; hence enabling the unparalleled level of self-
determination. In this paradigm, the indigenous communities are no longer viewed as social universe

of research subjects to which the outside researchers can apply, but as the holders of knowledge.

This is aimed to shift to a paradigm where the state acts as a direct provider of climate action, to a
paradigm where communities are active agents of change and co-producers of policy and intervention.
That is the case with indigenous and community-based projects like the North Eastern Region
Community Resource Management Project (NERCORMP) and Institute of Integrated Resource
Management (IIRM), the development of which has empirically proven this theory. An appealing
pattern with which the governance structures can be reformed is livelihood management and resource
utilisation grassroots programmes having a high level of scalability and replicability. This kind of
holistic system with integrated consideration of the interconnection of different actors and systems

represents the very spirit of a real multi-level governance.

Conclusion

5.1 Summary of Findings

The paper has substantiated that the existing crisis of climate and resource justice in the Brahmaputra
Valley is fundamentally an epistemological crisis. The encounter shows that there is an acute
incongruity between the state led governance, operating through a Western centric, technical and
fragmented view of the world, and the native knowledge of the people like the Mising and Dimasa,
which is holistic, relational and place based. This lack of epistemology can be found in the Assam
State Action Plan on Climate Change (SAPCC), which does not acknowledge indigenous knowledge
despite its purportedly comprehensive nature, and in the transactional nature of the state in addressing
mega-dam politics, which does not recognise the spiritual and cultural value of the land and the river.

On the other hand, the adaptive politics of the local communities, in the form of building Chang Ghar

137



The Research Frontline — Journal (Issue 1, January 2026)

stilt houses and the preservation of Daikho sacred groves, are highly effective and durable claims to
epistemic and resource sovereignty. They are not traditions, but dynamic systems of governance that

are sophisticated and have allowed communities to co-exist with a volatile environment over centuries.

5.2 Recommendations for a Decolonial and Integrated Future

To resolve the long-standing epistemological tensions and come up with a more equitable and stronger

future, the following paradigm shift towards a co-governance model is recommended in this report:

a) Policy and Legal Reforms : There should be a formal adoption and enforcement of the concepts of
the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) by government of
India instead of its existing paradoxical approach. This would establish the legal framework that would
permit indigenous people to practise their right to self-determination in making decisions about the
environment. Assam SAPCC needs to be amended officially in order to incorporate indigenous
knowledge where communities are no longer seen as mere victims of climate change but rather as

active agents of change.

b) Institutional Framework : It is suggested that knowledge-bridging establishments should be
established where a reciprocal non-extractive exchange exists between the traditional knowledge
holders and the modern science. Such institutions would have the members of both the government
and indigenous communities and thereby the design and implementation of climate solutions would be

culturally sensitive and ecologically viable.

¢) Methodological Standards : All the research and development works concerning the Brahmaputra
Valley must follow a participatory and community-based approach that follows the principles of
CARE Principles of Indigenous Data Governance. It ensures that the native peoples have control over
their own knowledge and information, as well as the fact that all projects are planned to be carried out

with benefit for the society as a whole and conducted by the highest ethical standards.

5.3 Areas for Future Research

This paper gives a background analysis, yet a number of avenues need further research. Future study
must get to know the specific legal processes of implementing the UNDRIP principles into the federal

Indian scheme. It is also necessary to have longitudinal case studies on the long term socio - economic

and ecological implications of community - led co - governance schemes, based on successful
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experiences of grass - roots efforts. Lastly, comparison between the adaptive approaches of different
riverine societies in the Brahmaputra basin will yield desirable data towards the design of an inclusive

pan-basin regime.
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