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Territorial governance 
across worlds: 
cosmopolitics and 
autonomous design 
lessons from the 
Wampís Nation
By Domingo Alejandro 
Torero Gamero

Abstract

Contemporary research on anthropology, ecology, geography, and envi-
ronmental sciences establishes that indigenous peoples’ knowledges and 
practices contribute to the Amazon’s rainforest sustainability. Safeguard-
ing this biome is extremely relevant amid the current environmental crisis. 
However, in the last decades, the struggle for indigenous territorial rights 
in Peruvian Amazonia has been characterised by an ongoing conflict with 
extractive industries and ambivalent recognition from the Peruvian state. The 
nation-state’s territorial governance systems (land policies, norms, discours-
es, and practices) keep prioritising extractive sectors and do not secure 
indigenous peoples’ lives, autonomy and self-determination rights.

Within this context, this paper draws from critical design studies and political 
ontology to enquiry how the creation of territorial governance systems can 
ensure the socioecological sustainability of Amazonia. The analysis is divided 
into two main sections. The first section (chapter 3) explores how explores 
how territorial governance systems in the Peruvian Amazon have been 
designed and implemented by the state, illustrating how the region has been 
subjected to ontological occupation and territorial coloniality. A second sec-
tion (chapter 4) draws from the experience of the Wampís people and their 
Autonomous Territorial Government through the lens of autonomous design.

The research finds a strong interconnection among the sustainability of Ama-
zonia, the maintenance of indigenous knowledges, and the quest for indig-
enous autonomy. Therefore, the denial of indigeneity in Peru ends up being 
an existential threat. Moreover, by highlighting relevant lessons from Wampís 
practices, this research provides an insight into how indigenous autonomies, 
knowledges, and ontologies open relevant paths towards the rainforest’s 
sustainability. Based on these findings, this working paper proposes that 
pursuing the re-design of territorial governance systems in the Peruvian 
Amazon, as autonomous indigenous creations, is a critical endeavour for 
sustaining life at local, regional, and even planetary scales.
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Introduction
In the last decades, the struggle for indigenous territorial rights in Peruvian 
Amazonia has been characterised by two main conditions. First, an ongoing 
conflict with extractive industries, both legal and illegal. Second, an am-
bivalent recognition from the Peruvian state in the matter of territorial and 
self-governance rights. Today, most indigenous groups demand recognition 
from the state so that they can live autonomously in their ancestral territories 
(AIDESEP, 2017). National and international legislation recognise this struggle 
and declare that state institutions and policies should respect and protect 
indigenous lifestyles, territories and rights to self-determination (CCD, 1993a, 
1993b; UN, 2007). However, systems of territorial governance created and 
enforced by the state keep prioritising extractive industries and do not provide 
adequate tools for indigenous peoples’ autonomy and self-determination (Me-
rino, 2018).1 Original peoples are among the most vulernable of the country 
(Orihuela and Contreras, 2021): numerous authors explain how economic 
development and extractive industries drive processes of dispossession and 
environmental degradation, affecting their livelihoods, health, and autonomy  
(Finer and Mamani, 2017; Chirif et al., 2019; Guzmán-Gallegos, 2019b,).

In this sense, my first argument is that the quest for the Amazon rainforest’s 
ecological sustainability, the maintenance of indigenous knowledge systems 
and the autonomy of indigenous peoples are interconnected. First, the territo-
ry provides material and symbolic means that indigenous peoples require and 
demand for maintaining good lives, autonomy and knowledge reproduction 
(Viteri, 2004). Second, the preservation of the Amazon rainforest is aligned 
with many indigenous groups’ cosmologies, knowledge and practices (Posey 
and Balick, 2006). Finally, indigenous territorial management correlates with 
enhanced forest conservation, ecosystem preservation and carbon stock 
safeguard in the region (Blackman et al., 2017; Schleicher et al., 2017; Walker 
et al., 2020), extremely relevant amid the climate emergency (Dinerstein et al., 
2020). This argument will be expanded throughout the paper as a basis for 
analysing the dynamics of territorial governance.

Regrettably, indigenous knowledges and ontologies are frequently dismissed 
in Peru because of racial and colonial biases. On this matter, Drinot (2011) 
argues that a highly racialised understanding of progress has been the foun-
dation for historically disregarding indigeneity from nation-building projects. 
Drinot’s argument is built on an early-20th-century context, but this colonial 
rationale is still a relevant basis for understanding the relationship between 
the Peruvian State and indigenous peoples (Merino, 2015). Particularly, for the 
misrecognition of indigenous knowledges and cosmologies in the formulation 
of public policy.

01.

How can indigenous 
knowledges and 
ontologies be integrated 
into the formulation of 
territorial governance 
systems for the Peruvian 
Amazon’s socioecological 
sustainability? 

NOTE 01
This working paper proposes 

territorial governance systems 
to name assemblages of power 
and decision-making processes 

over the territory, in both material 
and semiotic sense. These 

systems are composed by land 
policy, laws, norms, discourses, 

infrastructural developments, 
and other spatial practices. The 
notion draws from Bevir (2012) 

and Blaser (2013), adapted to the 
Peruvian Amazon context.
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Drawing from the political ontology framework (Blaser, 2009), this paper analy-
ses these struggles as conflicts between different “onto-epistemic formations” 
(Escobar, 2018) – where multiple ontological-epistemological assemblages 
ultimately configure different worlds.2 Accordingly, my second argument is that 
the ontological foundations behind the design of state-driven territorial govern-
ance systems – and its differences with Amazonian indigenous worlds – are 
main drivers of indigenous dispossession and environmental degradation.3 
Particularly, those foundations emerging from racial-colonial and human-nature 
divides (Blaser, 2013), like notions of Amazonia as land for economic productiv-
ity. Therefore, this paper will illustrate the forms of “territorial coloniality” (Farrés 
and Matarán, 2012) and “ontological occupation” (Escobar, 2018) enforced over 
indigenous territories and lifeworlds by the Peruvian State. 

Departing from these struggles, this paper’s main research question is: how 
can indigenous knowledges and ontologies be integrated into the formulation 
of territorial governance systems for the Peruvian Amazon’s socioecological 
sustainability? Drawing from the experiences of the Autonomous Territorial 
Government of the Wampís Nation (GTANW onwards), and from the “au-
tonomous design” framework (Escobar, 2018), the research question will be 
reframed as a hypothesis: that territorial governance systems can truly incor-
porate indigenous ontologies and epistemologies if the process of creation is 
performed, autonomously, by indigenous peoples themselves “as practitioners 
of their own knowledges” (184).

The GTANW was instituted in 2015 by the Wampís people of Peruvian Ama-
zonia “to defend their livelihoods from the increasing pressure from extractive 
industries” (IWGIA, 2018). This paper analyses the GTANW as an adaptative 
response and a socially produced design, by the Wampís people, in re-
sponse to ontological occupation. This main hypothesis has two interrelated 
dimensions. First, I propose that specific foundations of Wampís territorial 
governance open relevant paths towards the sustainability of Amazonia – 
though radically different from state-driven proposals. Second, I argue that the 
GTANW is not entirely based on Wampís ontologies and epistemologies, but 
it is an adaptation created to articulate with the ways-of-knowing of the state 
and other actors. Therefore, it aims to bridge gaps across different worlds (de 
la Cadena, 2015) for their co-existence – a genuine intercultural effort. 

The working paper comprises five chapters. Chapter 1 is the introduction. 
Chapter 2 outlines theoretical elements of political ontology and autono-
mous design, particularly in the Latin American context. Chapter 3 historically 
analyses territorial governance in the Peruvian Amazon, its main ontological 
foundations and differences with indigenous lifeworlds. Chapter 4 introduces 
the GTANW as a system of territorial governance and autonomous design to 
understand how it opens relevant discussions for the Amazon’s socioecolog-
ical sustainability. Finally, chapter 5 concludes with lessons from the Wampís 
Nation and challenges faced by Peruvian society concerning the future of 
Amazonia.

The quest for the Amazon 
rainforest’s ecological 
sustainability, the maintenance 
of indigenous knowledge 
systems and the autonomy 
of indigenous peoples are 
interconnected.

NOTE 02
Accordingly, this paper’s title 

borrows the terms “across 
worlds” (de la Cadena, 2015), 

“cosmopolitics” (de la Cadena, 
2010) and “autonomous design” 

(Escobar, 2018) from the cited 
authors and Blaser (2013), adapted 

to the Peruvian Amazon context.

NOTE 03
Territorial governance systems 

(land policies, laws, discourses, 
and practices) are examined as 

designs produced under specific 
onto-epistemic foundations.
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Elements for 
pluriversal 
politics and 
autonomous 
designs4

        “What does it mean to think of social struggles as epistemic struggles?    
        What happens if we see social struggles as questioning our worldviews?”

- Icaza and Vázquez, 2013

In the Peruvian context, Merino (2015) claims that social conflicts involving 
indigenous peoples and extractive industries are not only the result of ill-de-
signed policies, lack of transparency or neoliberal practices of the state; but 
most fundamentally they emerge “because of the permanence of a coloni-
al pattern of domination that denies indigenous ontologies” (92, emphasis 
added). In the following sections, this paper will outline elements for analysing 
this denial as performances of coloniality, but mostly as ontological conflicts 
between “divergent”, but “partially connected” worlds (de la Cadena, 2015; 
Escobar, 2018). Understanding how patterns of coloniality are embedded 
in territorial governance is the first step. It is also essential to recognise the 
defence and consolidation of ways-of-being that challenge and disassemble 
these patterns of domination. Therefore, the second purpose of this chapter 
is to review different approaches to indigenous knowledge, relationality, critical 
design studies and autonomy.5 These theories provide analytical tools for the 
study of territorial governance systems.

02.

Understanding how 
patterns of coloniality are 
embedded in territorial 
governance is the first 
step. It is also essential to 
recognise the defence and 
consolidation of ways-
of-being that challenge 
and disassemble these 
patterns of domination. 

NOTE 04
The term “pluriversal politics” or 

“cosmopolitics” is based on de la 
Cadena (2010) and the framework 

of “autonomous design” is 
proposed by Escobar (2018). 

NOTE 05
Following Whyte (2018), this 

paper uses the term indigenous 
knowledge as short for indigenous 

knowledge systems.
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2.1. The epistemic question – 
       towards a plurality of knowledge
In ecology and environmental sciences, there is growing engagement with 
indigenous epistemologies for enhancing research capacity in matters of 
public policy (Whyte, 2018). Western professionals interested in knowledge 
exchange with indigenous peoples frequently attempt to incorporate indig-
enous expertise into modern science and conservation projects. However, 
many misunderstandings and conflicts emerge from these attempts (Blaser, 
2009). Such misunderstandings are frequently attributed to cultural differences 
or faulty communication. Oftentimes, indigenous claims are disregarded when 
they contest scientific or modern ways-of-knowing (Ibid).6

Theories of both coloniality and feminism have criticised the universality of 
western, modern and male epistemologies. In the foundational feminist pro-
posal of situated knowledges, Haraway (1988) argues that boundaries be-
tween what counts as knowledge and what is disregarded can be understood 
as practices of power, rather than moves towards objectivity. Expanding on 
this, Simandan (2019) argues that human knowledge about the world is al-
ways incomplete and partial because the information we receive is always me-
diated by unavoidable epistemic gaps. Therefore, one’s knowledge is always 
subjected to inherent biases – which are ethical and political. Nonetheless, 
epistemic partiality is not framed as a deficit, but as a privilege: acknowledging 
our stance is both necessary for objective knowledge claims and methodolog-
ically useful. Knowledge partiality allows to recognise the existence and validity 
of different ways-of-knowing from one’s own: a plurality of epistemologies.

 
2.2. Ontological foundations and the enaction of worlds
The theory of cognition as enaction by Varela, Thompson and Rosch (1993) 
provide further understandings on epistemic partiality. They argue that “cog-
nition is not the representation of a pregiven world by a pregiven mind but 
is rather the enactment of a world and a mind on the basis of a history of 
the variety of actions that a being in the world performs” (9). Their proposal 
is based on the notion that our bodies, languages and social histories – our 
embodiments – are inseparable from the world we inhabit. Therefore, cogni-
tion as embodied action is neither determined exclusively by the observer nor 
by its environment. It emerges from the relationships between both. Stewart, 
Gapenne and Di Paolo (2010) add that living organisms, as cognitive systems, 
do not simply perceive their environments. They rather “participate in the gen-
eration of meaning through their bodies and action often engaging in trans-
formational and not merely informational interactions; they enact a world” (39).  
This proposal clarifies that our explicit participation in meaning generation also 
creates our biases. Furthermore, acts of perception have material implications 
for our worlds: organisms actively transform their world while learning from it. 
Therefore, cognitive organisms and their environments are mutually constitut-
ed; they depend on and continuously affect each other.

These concepts lead us to grasp that different ways-of-knowing are likely to 
enact different ways-of-being and realities altogether, carrying forward the 
possibility of a plurality of ontological formations. Considering different config-
urations of living organisms (even if only human) and their cognitive capabilities 
thereof, “there are many various ways the world can be taken to be” (Varela, 
Thompson and Rosch, 1993, p. 9). These notions of ontological plurality have 
also been pointed out by anthropologists working on indigenous ontologies 
and how these can be radically different from what western-modern research-
ers usually label as “real”.

It is essential to clarify what “ontology” means here. Scott and Marshall (2009) 
preliminarily defined ontology as an inventory of assumptions about the world, 
for understanding the world: including what kinds of beings can exist, in what 
conditions, with which relationships of dependence, and more. Furthermore, 
Blaser (2010) argues that “ontologies do not precede mundane practices, 

NOTE 06
“Modern” here refers to the 

project of modernity based on the 
euro-american onto-epistemic 

tradition (see Quijano, 2007; 
Blaser, 2013), not to temporality or 

contemporaneity.
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but rather are shaped through the practices and interactions of both human 
and non-humans” (3).7 Another useful formulation is the notion of “traditional 
ecological knowledge” (Berkes, Gadgil and Folke, 1993) in which indigenous 
knowledge systems are framed as a knowledge-practice-belief complex.8 In 
this concept, local knowledges about species and environmental processes 
are related to practices of agriculture, hunting and fishing. Those are also 
connected to beliefs that people hold about their role within ecosystems and 
their relationships to natural processes (Berkes, 1999). This set of beliefs is 
coherent with Scott and Marshall’s inventory of assumptions: both operate as 
ontological foundations.

Notwithstanding their condition as traditional, indigenous knowledge systems 
are not static but open to change and adaptation (Berkes, 1999). Knowledge, 
practices and beliefs constantly co-evolve (Berkes, Gadgil and Folke, 1993), 
interacting with their environments (Berkes, 1999) and in the continuous en-
action of worlds (Blaser, 2010). Today, those processes include also conflicts 
with extractive economies, globalisation and single-crop plantations – which 
are based on radically-different ontological foundations (Escobar, 2018). 

2.3. Political ontology – 
       tools for navigating the pluriverse
The framework of political ontology,  alongside notions of cosmopolitics, 
pluriversal politics and the pluriverse, emerges from ethnographic works on 
indigenous ontologies and the awareness of ontological plurality (Blaser, 2009; 
de la Cadena, 2010; Escobar, 2018). Key authors working cohesively in this 
line of enquiry are Mario Blaser, Marisol de la Cadena and Arturo Escobar.9 
Their proposals are formulated from and respond to the Latin American con-
text, and are especially relevant to the territorial and onto-epistemic struggles 
of indigenous groups. In this sense, “political ontology recasts political econo-
my and political ecology’s traditional concerns with power and conflict in light 
of the notion of multiple ontologies” (Blaser, 2009, p. 11). From there, this field 
of study emphasises two dimensions: the “power-laden practices” that enact 
(or bring-into-being) different worlds (or ontologies); and the “interrelations 
among worlds” – including the ontological conflicts that emerge from such 
interactions and world-making practices (Escobar, 2018, p. 66).

Then, according to political ontology, conflicts over extractive operations and 
dispossession of local communities do not only arise from resource maldistri-
bution or misunderstood cultural perspectives but most fundamentally from 
ontological difference. For example, what is a forest or a mountain? In some 
worlds, they are resources or nature; in others, they are persons or sen-
tient-beings (de la Cadena and Blaser, 2018). As a clarification, this ontological 
plurality is not about self-contained or clearly bounded worlds (Blaser, 2009). 
Quite the opposite, worlds are in a constant process of becoming as they 
interact with each other (de la Cadena, 2015).

Returning to the misunderstandings introduced at the beginning of the chap-
ter (those that frequently occur between modern-western practitioners and 
indigenous peoples), Viveiros De Castro (2004) points out that these could be 
better explained as “equivocations” between different ontologies.10 An equiv-
ocation is “a failure to understand that understandings are necessarily not the 
same, and that they are not related to imaginary ways of ‘seeing the world’ 
but to the real worlds that are being seen” (11). For example, Blaser (2009) ex-
plained how, in a sustainable hunting programme involving the Yshiro peoples 
and the Paraguayan National Parks Direction, the notion of what “sustainable” 
meant had radically different meanings based on the ontology of each actor. 
The government officials attempted to enact a notion of conservation, while 
the Yshiro acted according to networks of reciprocity between humans and 
non-humans which must be respected for their territory to be sustained (Ibid). 

Expanding on these concepts, de la Cadena (2015) introduces the term 
“incommensurability” for describing a specific relationship of mutual difference. 
In her relationships with Nazario Turpo (Andean peasant, co-labourer and her 

NOTE 07
  Drawing from Actor-Network-Theory.

NOTE 09
 For a full genealogy on this line of 
enquiry, see: Blaser (2009, 2010, 

2013); de la Cadena (2010, 2015); de 
la Cadena and Blaser (2018); Escobar 

(2018, 2020).

NOTE 08
Here, there is no essentialist 

assumption that indigenous peoples, 
their knowledges and ontologies 

have any fundamental difference from 
modern-western ones apart from 

their situated social, ecological and 
historical constitution. Therefore, in 

this paper, the knowledge-practice-
belief complex is not limited only to 

indigenous onto-epistemic formations.

NOTE 10
This concept is widely used by Blaser 

(2009) and de la Cadena (2010, 2015).
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friend), she mentions how they both become aware of the connections and 
differences between their worlds (de la Cadena, 2010, 2015). For instance, 
they discussed their reasons for participating in a demonstration against a 
mining project planned near the Ausangate mountain. Nazario explained the 
relationship he had with Ausangate, not as a mountain, but as a sentient 
being with active agency (de la Cadena, 2010, pp. 338–339). Marisol, with 
her “usual epistemic tools”, could not “know Ausangate” as Nazario did (de 
la Cadena, 2015, p. xxv). Those mutual differences “could not be explained 
through the analytics of race, ethnicity, and class” (63). Moreover, she “learned 
to identify radical difference as a relation” (63): a mutual condition which made 
them aware of those outside realities between each other, but at the same 
time kept them unreachable – impossible to understand what those outsides 
were about. It was not about dissimilar beliefs, but about the enaction of 
different worlds that are “partially connected”, but “divergent” at the same time 
(Ibid). By closing the door of cultural relativism, the author opens the door of 
ontological relationships (de la Cadena, 2019). From there, the discussion is 
not any more about different beliefs about a single world, but it is about differ-
ent real worlds altogether.

Acknowledging the radical difference and incommensurability of other 
knowledges also involves accepting that we might simply be unadequately 
equipped – lacking the experiences, concepts and languages – to know them 
as they are (de la Cadena, 2015). Furthermore, the objective is not to undo 
such differences, but to recognise them, embrace them and learn how to mu-
tually navigate them (Ibid). These are departure points for respectful conversa-
tion, collaboration and collective action “across worlds” (4). 

2.4. Towards territorial decoloniality
According to Escobar (2018), political ontology “has a decided decolonial 
orientation in that it rearticulates the colonial difference (…) into a vision of 
multiple onto-epistemic formations, ineluctably co-constituted within power 
relations” (66). In this sense, coloniality is “the hierarchical classification of dif-
ferences created historically by the [western-modern] domineering ontology” 
(Ibid). Quijano (2007) relates how structures of Eurocentric power that legiti-
mised western knowledge in the years of imperial colonialism in Latin America 
and other parts of the world are still in place today for the legitimisation of 
modernity and its cultural coloniality. He argues: “Cultural Europeanisation was 
transformed into an aspiration. It was a way of participating and later to reach 
the same material benefits and the same power as the Europeans” (169).

According to political ontology, 
conflicts over extractive 
operations and dispossession 
of local communities do not 
only arise from resource 
maldistribution or misunderstood 
cultural perspectives but most 
fundamentally from ontological 
difference. 
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From there, western onto-epistemics were framed as universal. Today, they 
are framed as able to provide worldwide salvation through “progress”, “devel-
opment”, “modernisation”, and “global market democracy” (Mignolo, 2017). 
By consequence, other ways-of-knowing and ways-of-being that do not 
conform to euro-modern norms have been disregarded and oppressed to 
date. The are framed as unable to enact a valid project for society, denied as 
barbaric, uncivilised or ignorant. Based on these arguments, Quijano (2007) 
made explicit that both modernity and coloniality are strands of the same 
project and pillars of western civilisation.

Following these arguments, political ontology emerges precisely because 
modern-western ontologies sustain themselves “through performances that 
tend to suppress and or contain the enactment of other possible worlds” 
(Blaser, 2009, p. 16). Moreover, resistance and social unrest emerge when 
the world of modernity and global capitalism hinders the possibility of other 
lifeworlds to exist – like the ones of indigenous peoples who are brothers of 
a river (de la Cadena, 2019). Amid the current historicity, political ontology 
proposes the pluriverse as an alternative: “a world in which many worlds fit” 
(EZLN, 1996 as in de la Cadena and Blaser, 2018). Finally, decolonial scholars 
point out that a way forward outside coloniality is to scrutinise the ontological 
foundations of modernity: 

“If the fundamental task of decoloniality is to decolonize knowledge and being, 
how do you do it? You cannot ‘take’ knowledge as the State was ‘taken’ 

by armies of national liberation during the Cold War. You cannot decolonize 
knowledge if you do not question the very foundation of Western epistemolo-
gy. And you cannot decolonize being if you do not question the very founda-
tion of Western ontology. How do you decolonize Western political economy 

if you do not question and change the epistemic assumptions from which the 
edifice of political economy has been built since Adam Smith?” 

- Mignolo and Walsh (2018) 

An important point of critique, emerging from the cartesian-rationalist tradition 
(Quijano, 2007), is the formulation of ontological dualisms: the division be-
tween humans and nature; mind and body; “us” and “others”; man and wom-
an. Escobar (2018) adds that “the problem is not that dualisms exist” (94), 
but instead how they are framed as hierarchical binaries in which one side is 
disregarded as inferior. The nature, the body, the “others” and the woman are 
usually subjugated to what the human, the (western) “us”, the reason, and the 
man claims, with several “social, ecological, and political consequences” (94).

This paper will enquire the hierarchical division between humans and nature; 
and between “us” (western, modern, developed) and “others” (racialised, 
non-modern, underdeveloped). The separation between humans and nature 
as having inherently different conditions is also the basis for the domination of 

Quijano (2007) relates how 
structures of Eurocentric 
power that legitimised western 
knowledge in the years of 
imperial colonialism in Latin 
America and other parts of the 
world are still in place today for 
the legitimisation of modernity 
and its cultural coloniality.
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nature by humans (McGregor, 2018). The second divide (“us” and “others”) 
was formed during the process of European colonisation of the Americas as a 
social classification between colonisers and colonised, with race framed as an 
“external manifestation” of their different inherent conditions (Quijano, 2007). 
This divide established a categorisation of racialised “others” related to a spe-
cific division of labour and power structures (Ibid).

Additionally, it is crucial to scrutinise how these foundations are constitut-
ed into territories. On that matter, Farrés and Matarán (2012) elaborate the 
notion of “territorial coloniality”. Using the case of La Havana, they conclude 
that imported Eurocentric notions of modernisation, development and growth 
produce inhabitation spaces that are severly detached from local conditions, 
like culture and climate (Ibid).11 This territorial coloniality also imposes foreign 
forms of management over indigenous territories; which leads to indigenous 
peoples’ land dispossession, food insecurity, water scarcity and lack of agen-
cy to plan their lives according to their traditional knowledges (Whyte, 2016, 
2018). These practices are also framed by Escobar (2018) as forms of “onto-
logical occupation”: when modern-western ontologies seizes and impair other 
worlds by imposing mining, plantations or industrial farming with extensive 
unsustainable consequences. Therefore, “the historicity of political ontology 
at the present moment, finally, is given by the utter necessity (…) of defending 
relational territories and worlds against the ravages of large-scale extractivist 
operations” (66–67). 

2.5. Autonomous design – reframing the question
As a counter-proposal to the consequences of ontological occupation in 
Latin America, a stream of thought about autonomy has emerged from social 
movements, indigenous groups, activists and scholars. Based on those the-
ories and practices, Escobar proposes the forward-looking notion of auton-
omous design (2018, pp. 165–201): a practice of collective creation where 
communities formulate their own tools for autonomy, and from autonomy. 
Furthermore, autonomy is framed by Escobar as a practice of “interexistence 
and interbeing” that has the potential to foster the realisation of the pluriv-
erse: “a world where many worlds fit” (175). However, autonomous design is 
“offered in the spirit of a hypothesis: that design and autonomy can indeed 
be brought under a common roof” (168). His framework is founded on the 
following discussions.

First, Escobar (2018) acknowledges that hegemonic practices of design 
(understood broadly as practices of creation) have substantially contributed 
to the structural unsustainability of western civilisation. Moreover, the ontolog-
ical foundations of modernity originated those unsustainable practices (Ibid). 
Second, the proposal by Manzini (2015), in the context of social innovation, 
argues that design is a practice in which ultimately everybody designs. He 
decentralises the role of the “expert” designer to open space for everyone as 
a creator of social change. Therefore, design becomes a collective practice, 
and the focus is now on co-creation or co-design instead of single authorship. 

NOTE 11
Eurocentric notions found 

in both in capitalist and 
socialist systems.

As a counter-proposal to the 
consequences of ontological 
occupation in Latin America, 
a stream of thought about 
autonomy has emerged from social 
movements, indigenous groups, 
activists and scholars. 



13

Thirdly, Escobar (2018) highlights the ontological dimension of design, a con-
dition that becomes clear “when we recognize that in designing tools we are 
designing ways of being” (Winograd and Flores, 1986, p. xi). Furthermore, the  
tools and worlds that humans have created, ultimately act and design us back 
(Willis, 2006, p. 80). A wide range of innovations and creations (objects, digital 
technologies, institutions and life stories) are not as neutral as we might initially 
consider: they constantly shape the possibilities of our existence (Escobar, 
2018, pp. 110-111). 

For instance, territorial governance systems (land policies, laws, discourses, 
and practices) can ultimately enact forms of coloniality, unsustainability and 
dispossession over indigenous lifeworlds; or they can provide possibilities for 
socioecological sustanability. On that matter, Whyte (2018) highlights the value 
that indigenous knowledge systems hold for indigenous peoples’ self-deter-
mination and life-planning practices. Additionally, Walker, Jojola and Natcher 
(2013) argue for reclaiming planning as a practice led by aboriginal peoples for 
themselves. In the Latin American context, these ideas are framed as autono-
my, a stream of thought embodied by the Zapatistas and followed by many in-
digenous and peasant groups in their resistance to state-driven development, 
globalisation and extractive operations.

In that context of collective social life, autonomy occurs “when the conditions 
exist for changing the norms from within, or the ability to change traditions 
traditionally. It might involve the defence of some practices, the transformation 
of others, and the veritable invention of new practices” (Esteva, as cited in 
Escobar, 2018).  It is important to stress that “the demand for autonomy made 
by [indigenous peoples] implies respect and recognition for what they already 
have” (Esteva, 2015, p. 136). That is, their territories, their self-determination, 
self-governance and their forms for achieving a good life. Autonomy also calls 
for situations where collectives prepare themselves to articulate with other 
actors, and other worlds, in ways that allow them to sustain their existence as 
a whole, autonomous entity (Escobar, 2018, p. 173). 

Escobar connects these ideas with notions of biological autonomy by Ma-
turana and Varela (1980).  In their formulation, an autopoietic organisation 
is an autonomous system in a constant process of self-creation: its internal 
dynamics are articulated so that they constantly re-produce the elements that 
constitute the system. The result is an interconnected network of relations that 
constitute “a concrete unity” (79). To achieve this, autopoietic organisations 
also remain open to their environments by constantly exchanging materials 
and information (Ibid). In this sense, “a key feature of both biological and social 
or cultural autonomy” is that “systems can undergo structural changes and 
adopt various structures in response to interactions with the environment, but 
they have to maintain a basic organization in order to remain as the units they 
are” (Escobar, 2018, p. 170). Therefore, autonomy is not about independence 
or self-sufficiency, but about maintaining the internal conditions for self-crea-
tion while being able to interact with external actors (Ibid).

Territorial governance systems 
(land policies, laws, discourses, 
and practices) can ultimately 
enact forms of coloniality, 
unsustainability and dispossession 
over indigenous lifeworlds; or 
they can provide possibilities for 
socioecological sustanability. 
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From here, Escobar’s (2018) framework proposes autonomous design as a 
practice where communities engage in processes of co-creation for (re)produc-
ing their autonomy: formulating tools that aim to sustain – constantly self-create 
– the community. They resist processes of homogenisation and dispossession 
by consolidating their ways-of-knowing and ways-of-being, as “practitioners of 
their own knowledges” (184). Moreover, their traditional knowledges are used 
as tools for facing the future (188). At the same time, they prepare for relating 
with external actors and technologies, opening “pluriversal articulations” and 
“interepistemic conversations” (188). Outside professionals might collaborate 
by providing insights or specific techniques, but the process is ultimately owned 
by the community. This proposal widely differs from hegemonic design or devel-
opment practice, where foreign tools are usually implemented as solutions for 
indigenous people’s problems, without much contextualisation (Ibid). Finally, by 
enacting relational life principles, autonomous design provides oportunities “for 
the flourishing of life on the planet” (188). 

2.6. Analysing territorial governance
As shown in figure 2.1, the discussions so far point to the close interconnec-
tion among indigenous autonomy, knowledge systems and territories as a 
basis to analyse how territorial governance systems are designed and enacted 
across modern and indigenous worlds.

FIGURE 2.1
Theoretical-analytical synthesis.
Source: own elaboration
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Historical 
struggle for 
indigenous 
land rights 
This chapter analyses how territorial governance systems in the Peruvian Am-
azon (Figure 3.1) have been designed and implemented by the state, mostly 
between the decade of 1970 until the late decade of 2010.14 It buils upon the 
arguments about the denial of indigeneity in Peru (de la Cadena, 2010, 2015; 
Drinot, 2011; Merino, 2015). Moreover, the section introduces the struggle 
of indigenous organisations for territorial recognition and preservation of their 
lifeworlds throughout the years. The main foundations behind state-driven ter-
ritorial governance will be scrutinised through the lens of political ontology. For 
this purpose, the analysis draws from discursive practices in legal documents, 
historical trends of public policy and cartographic practices of delimitation; 
complemented by the political rhetorics of state officials.

03.

This chapter analyses how 
territorial governance systems in 
the Peruvian Amazon have been 
designed and implemented by the 
state, mostly between the decade of 
1970 until the late decade of 2010.  

NOTE 14
Monterroso et al., (2017) provides 

a detailed historical account of 
indigenous collective rights and 

land tenure reforms (1960-2016).

FIGURE 3.1
Peruvian Amazon.
Source: own elaboration based on Suarez 
(2014) and Olson et al. (1998)
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3.1. The construction of a nation based on colonial divides
Indigenous peoples have been historically excluded from Peruvian nation-build-
ing. To illustrate this, Drinot (2011) argues that a highly racialised notion of 
progress was embedded in the formulation of early-20th-century Peruvian labour 
policies. Indigeneity was seen as “incommensurable with the achievement of 
progress” (234). Such racial/colonial divides were also present in the formulation 
of the first public policies for the Amazon territories during the rubber boom (late 
19th century-early 20th century).15 During that period, the Peruvian Amazon fell 
dependant to international industrial capitalism, under the dominance of foreign 
– mostly European – investors (San Roman, 1994).

In these decades, several policies were created to provide institutional and 
resource rights to rubber investors and promote the development of the Am-
azon through agricultural colonisation (Monterroso et al., 2017).16 The general 
assumptions behind those laws was a notion that Amazonia was underpopu-
lated and underused, and, therefore, needed to be “colonised”, “invested in” 
and “transformed” from forests to agriculture and settlements. By promoting 
colonisation and foreign enterprises in a region inhabited by indigenous peo-
ples, the state virtually neglected their existence.

Furthermore, those laws did not recognise indigenous peoples as subjects with 
rights. On that matter, many explorers documented that in rubber estates they 
“were treated as a labor reserve rather than constituent citizens in need of ter-
ritorial rights”(Monterroso et al., 2017). In this sense, their “hiring” took forms of 
subjugation and slavery (San Roman, 1994). Therefore, the first systems of ter-
ritorial governance in the Peruvian Amazon excluded indigenous peoples from 
the power structures that ruled over their territories. This created a clear pattern 
of domination in the form of ontological occupation (Escobar, 2018).

Nonetheless, the general view of the Peruvian State was not monolithic. Two 
regulations escape the trend of the previous examples. First, the 1920 Polit-
ical Constitution of Peru “recognized for the first time the legal existence of 
indigenous communities, and included provisions to legally protect indige-
nous lands” (Monterroso et al., 2017). Moreover, Manuel Prado’s government 
proclaimed the 1957 Supreme Decree No. 03, creating Land reservations for 
indigenous tribes of the rainforest (Ludescher, 2001). Yet, the state retained 
the land property, and its practical application was minimal (Chirif, 2006, as 
cited in Monterroso et al., 2017). These two laws set basis for the regulations 
that followed. 

NOTE 15
  A process of intense rubber 
extraction which affected the 

Amazonian regions of Brazil, Peru, 
Ecuador, Bolivia, Venezuela and 

Colombia.

NOTE 16
Specifically, five laws in 1893, 
1898, 1909, 1938 and 1950 

(Monterroso et al., 2017).

By promoting colonisation 
and foreign enterprises in a 
region inhabited by indigenous 
peoples, the state virtually 
neglected their existence.
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3.2. Ontological difference in the titling 
       of Native Communities
The government of Juan Velasco Alvarado, instituted by a military coup in 
1968, introduced several land tenure reforms.17 For the Peruvian Amazon, 
the state created a series of policies that granted land rights to indigenous 
peoples.18 Thus, in 1978, the Law-Decree No. 22175: Law of Native Com-
munities and Agrarian Development of the Lowlands and Highland Rainforest 
was passed (CM, 1978).

These regulations created Comunidades Nativas [Native Communities] as 
legal entities which are granted land rights in the form of imprescriptible collec-
tive property titles (Art.10, Art.13). Nonetheless, the state retained the rights 
over watercourses, subsoil resources and forests. Forestry rights are only 
granted to native communities through usufruct contracts (Art.11). Further-
more, even if the law intended to provide territorial rights to indigenous peo-
ples, it had some inadvertent negative consequences that stem from ontolog-
ical difference. The system of territorial governance established by this type of 
collective property will be referred here as Titulación de Comunidades Nativas 
[Native Community Titling, TCN], conformed by the Law of Native Communi-
ties, its implementing regulations and other policies that interact with it.19 Until 
today, it is the main system of indigenous land rights in the Peruvian Amazon. 
In the following paragraphs, I draw from state policy, indigenous rights litera-
ture and anthropological research to propose four ontological foundations that 
remain present in the TCN until today.

First, the proposal to divide communities, rivers, forest and subsoil as sepa-
rate realms (Art.11, Art.31,) (Figure 3.2) is based on the assumption that these 
can operate as independent entities. As if the connection between them is 
not fundamental or could be “controlled” through a procedure of delimitation. 
This technique “codified a dichotomy between agrarian and forest lands that 
has had a considerable [negative] influence on progress toward the titling of 
indigenous lands ever since” (Monterroso et al., 2017).  Moreover, it opened 
the possibility for third-party resource extraction on traditional indigenous land 
(Ibid). This foundation of territorial division contrasts heavily with indigenous 
territorial practices and onto-epistemics. For instance, the Wampís people 
conceive the territory as a continuum, a system of relations between different 
beings, entities, and “forces of nature” (GTANW, 2015c).

NOTE 17
The most significant reform at the 

national level was the Agrarian 
Reform of 1969. Nonetheless, it 

played a minor role in Amazonia.

NOTE 18
The 1974 Law-Decree No. 20653 
(First Law of Native Communities) 
was quickly ammended in 1978.

NOTE 19
Many reforms have shaped the 

TCN’s nuances over the decades 
(Monterroso et al., 2017).

FIGURE 3.2
Division of realms in the TCN.
Source: own elaboration

TCN delimitation
 property rights granted to native communities

Rivers
property of the state

Forest
property of the state

granted only by usufruct contract

Subsoil
property of the state

usually concessioned to third parties.
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A second foundation of the TCN is the fixed delimitation, through which native 
communities are bounded and limited to a particular area of the territory. Fur-
thermore, it assumes that the main activities of Amazonian communities are 
agriculture, livestock and forestry (CM, 1978, Art.29). Moreover, even if it con-
siders the possibility of seasonal migration (Art.10), the TCN carries forward 
a vision that communities are mostly sedentary, bounded and relatively static 
entities (Art.8, Art.13). 

By contrast, the cosmovision of most Amazonian indigenous do not uphold 
the necessity to strictly demarcate their territories from others’: boundaries be-
tween groups where traditionally more flexible and considered shared spaces 
(Chirif and García Hierro, 2007). For instance, some Asháninka communities 
migrate every certain number of years before the resources, land fertility and 
other ecosystemic services are exhausted: a process of adaptation to the 
ecological limits of the rainforest (Bodley, 2013).20 Their main economic activity 
is a mixture of agroforestry, hunting, gathering and fishing that provides them 
with a variety of foods. These practices allow them to sustainably thrive in 
the Amazon rainforest while pursuing what they define as “good lives” (168). 
Additionally, Amazonian rivers drastically change its courses throughout the 
years (Figure 3.3), driving inhabitants to migrate accordingly (Romero, 2020). 
Therefore, fixed delimitation is mostly incoherent with indigenous lifestyles.

Thirdly, related to the previous notions, is the foundation about land as prop-
erty.21 Within state formulations, the notion of property is embedded with an 
anthropocentric understanding: the inherent assumption that humans have 
the right to possess land. In the Law of Native Communities, territorial rights 
are granted by property titles to the legal entity defined as a native commu-
nity (CM, 1978, Art.8, Art.10). The Peruvian Constitution of 1993 claims that 
the state supports “the right of property over land, in private, communal or 
any other associative form” (Art.88). Here, the land is ontologically defined as 
humans’ property, without much room for alternatives. This foundation stems 
from the hierarchical divide between humans and nature.

NOTE 20
Bodley describes isolated communities 

he visited in the 1960s, which still 
practiced traditional lifestyles. The 

description is not applicable to 
all Asháninka or other indigenous 

communities, but some groups still 
follow similar practices.

NOTE 21
Even if proposed as  
collective property.

FIGURE 3.3
Ucayali River.
Source: Google Earth, Landsat / 
Copernicus, 2019.
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From the practices of inhabitation explained previously, it is doubtful that 
Amazonian indigenous held notions of property similar to the references 
above. Moreover, the division between humans and nature is neither strict 
nor hierarchical in indigenous ontologies: they usually attribute conditions 
of personhood and active agency to animals, forests and other territorial 
beings (Guzmán-Gallegos, 2019a). Furthermore, in indigenous systems 
of relations, the role of humans is not to hold property of land, but to pay 
respect to relations of reciprocity that extend beyond humans (Blaser, 2009). 
These relational ontologies allowed indigenous peoples in Amazonia to live 
sustainably in the rainforest for millennia (Berkes, Gadgil and Folke, 1993; 
Posey and Balick, 2006).

The fourth foundation is the productive-economic purpose as another in-
herent condition of the land. The TCN was created along with initiatives for 
the promotion of agricultural development. In its opening, the Law of Native 
Communities emphasizes that its objective is to optimize the social, economic 
and ecologic rentability of land use (CM, 1978). Furthermore, land was divided 
according to productive-economic use into three categories:  “cultivation”, 
“livestock” or “forestry” (Art.29). These western-modern notions have already 
been qualified as incoherent with indigenous territorial concepts (Chirif and 
García Hierro, 2007).

Here, the underlying assumption keeps being that Amazonia is under-devel-
oped. Even if indigenous peoples were now granted rights, their lifeworlds and 
modes of resource management were not thoroughly considered. Further-
more, social life within native communities is reduced to the productive focus: 
relationships with other beings of the territory or the value of preserving their 
ancestral autonomy were not addressed. As a consequence of these dif-
ferences, many native communities have been demarcated with small and 
fragmented areas that do not provide the means required for sustaining their 
lifeworlds: leading to conflicts, vulnerabilities and dispossession (Tipula, 2013; 
Monterroso et al., 2017, 2019) (Figure 3.4). 

FIGURE 3.4
Puerto Azul community.
Source: own elaboration based 
on IBC (2008) and data by IBC 
(2020)

The underlying 
assumption 
keeps being 
that Amazonia is 
under-developed. 
Even if indigenous 
peoples were 
now granted 
rights, their 
lifeworlds and 
modes of resource 
management were 
not thoroughly 
considered.
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NOTE 22
AIDESEP was founded in 1980 

by a coalition of indigenous 
organisations (see AIDESEP, 2020).

NOTE  23
Numbers vary across different 
sources. IBC (2020) holds an 

updated database of titled native 
communities.(see AIDESEP, 2020).

3.3. Struggles and achievements of 
       indigenous organisations
Even if the TCN does not satisfy all the needs of indigenous peoples, it has 
provided significant territorial rights. Between the late 1960s and the early 
1980s, many indigenous organisations were created to support the titling of 
communities and respond to state-driven colonisation projects. According to 
AIDESEP (2020) – the most influential indigenous organisation in Peru –, more 
than 12 million hectares and more than 1500 indigenous communities have 
been titled between 1974 and 2020.22 23 This organisation “became a key 
stakeholder in the mobilization of demands for the recognition, demarcation 
and titling of native communities” (Monterroso et al., 2017).

Additionally, indigenous organisations also pursued other forms of territorial 
recognition. First, in the form of Reservas Comunales [Communal Reser-
vations], officialised in national legislation by 1975 (Chirif and García Hierro, 
2007). Those reservations were constituted as Natural Protected Areas: large 
regions to be used by rural inhabitants for accessing natural resources under 
controlled regimes (Ibid) (Figure 3.5).

FIGURE 3.5
El Sira Communal Reserve.
Source: own elaboration based 
on data by IBC (2020) and SER-
NANP (2020).
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Furthermore, AIDESEP led the creation of reservations for indigenous peoples 
in isolation or initial contact (Gray, 1998, as cited in Monterroso et al., 2017). 
Those are known today as Reservas para Pueblos Indígenas en situación de 
Aislamiento y Contacto Inicial [PIACI Reserves] (Figure 3.6).

As the maps in figure 3.5 and figure 3.6 reveal, both the Communal Reserves 
and the PIACI Reserves created vast regions of continuous indigenous territo-
ries that intended to overcome the limitations of the TCN (Gray, 1998, as cited 
in Monterroso et al., 2017). They provide indigenous peoples more margin to 
perform their traditional forms of resource management without strict bound-
aries between communities or between forest, subsoil and waterbodies. By 
2020, more than 18.7 million hectares have been granted recognition as some 
form of indigenous territory, which comprises the 23.28% of the Peruvian 
Amazon (Figure 3.7).24 This only accounts for legally documented areas, as 20 
million more hectares are still pending for recognition (AIDESEP, 2017).
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NOTE 24
Comprising Native Communities, 

Communal Reserves, PIACI Reserves 
and Reserved Zones. Other Natural 
Protected Areas are not considered 

because they cannot be managed nor 
freely used by indigenous peoples.
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3.4. Reinvigorating difference in the neoliberal state
Peru went through a significant socioeconomic crisis and internal armed 
conflict through the 1980s and 1990s. In parallel, a series of market-led 
reforms performed by the government of Alberto Fujimori (1990-2001) aimed 
to overcome the recession. For this government, collective ownership was an 
obstacle to free-market of land and promotion of private investment (de Soto, 
1989, 2001). Consequently, the reforms weakened collective rights and were 
accompanied by a lack of political will to support the titling of native com-
munities (Monterroso et al., 2017). Accordingly, titling slowed considerably 
after 1997 and stopped by 2010 (IBC, 2014). Subsequent governments have 
followed almost the same market-led agenda until the late decade of 2010 
(Crabtree and Durand, 2017).

During this period (1990-2020), four underlying rationalities (also found, in 
another form, in the TCN) underpin state-driven territorial governance. First, 
the notion of Amazonia as being underused and the need for its “develop-
ment” remain (García, 2007). Accordingly, state policies prioritised large-scale 
infrastructure initiatives and extractive industries (oil, mining and logging) in the 
Amazon (Little, 2014). Both priorities are interrelated, as the construction of 
transport infrastructures is a mechanism to prepare land for resource extrac-
tion (Gago and Mezzadra, 2015; Alvarez, 2019).

Second, the concept of land as an economic-productive asset provides fur-
ther leverage to extractive industries within government institutions: this sector 
delivers an important share of the state’s budget and GDP growth (Monge et 
al., 2011).25 Consequently, by 2017, more than 27.5 million hectares were lots 
or concessions for resource extraction, comprising 34.21% of the Peruvian 
Amazon (Figure 3.8).

Thirdly, contemporary territorial governance operates under the same concep-
tion of delimitation and division of land, without following neither hydro-geo-
graphical references nor local territorial knowledge. Hence, the demarcation of 
extractive frontiers is performed without much care or respect for indigenous 
territories, causing overlaps with more than 3.5 million hectares (18.84%) of 
the recognised indigenous land (Figure 3.9).

Accordingly, the evidence that extractive industries drive the dispossession 
of indigenous peoples is enormous: they are a major barrier for communities 
land titling (Monterroso et al., 2017), compromise their health (Guzmán-Galle-
gos, 2019b), livelihoods (Tipula, 2013), and sociocultural structures (Chirif and 
Barclay, 2019). Moreover, processes of deforestation and environmental deg-
radation are also driven by resource extraction and transport infrastructures 
(Vergara, Figallo and Glave, 2014; Finer and Mamani, 2017).

NOTE 25
By the late decade of 2010, GDP 
growth was still an unquestioned 

political priority for Peruvian 
governments, beyond any other 

measure of wellbeing.

When indigenous claims 
challenge the foundations of 
the modern nation-state, such 
as the pursuit of “development” 
and “progress”, the ontological 
difference is disregarded as 
“irrational” and “primitive”: 
performances of coloniality that 
frame indigeneity as unable to 
enact a civilisation project.
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FIGURE 3.8
Extractive industries, 2017.
Source: own elaboration based 
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Fourthly, the denial of indigeneity is still a rationale of political elites. This 
became explicit when an emblematic mobilisation of Awajún and Wampís 
peoples contested the pro-extractive policies approved by the government of 
President Alan García. In June 2009, the demonstrations ended in a confron-
tation known as Baguazo, where 33 peoples (both indigenous and police) lost 
their lives.26 Regarding indigenous resistance against extractivism and its pol-
luting consequences, Awajún leader Santiago Manuin claimed that “the forest, 
the air and the mountains are [their] brothers” (2009 as in Espinosa, 2009, my 
translation). In contrast, the rhetorics of president García are illustrative of the 
government’s rationality:

“Enough is enough. This people are not a monarchy, they are not firstclass 
citizens. Who are 400,000 natives to tell 28 million Peruvians that you have no 

right to come here? This is a grave error, and whoever thinks this way wants 
to lead us to irrationality and a retro-grade primitivism.” 

2009, as in de la Cadena, 2015

The Peruvian state respects the brotherly relationship that indigenous peoples 
have with the forest only as a cultural belief (de la Cadena, 2019). However, 
when indigenous claims challenge the foundations of the modern nation-state, 
such as the pursuit of “development” and “progress”, the ontological differ-
ence is disregarded as “irrational” and “primitive”: performances of coloniality 
that frame indigeneity as unable to enact a civilisation project.

These rationalities of the contemporary state are not isolated but arise from 
historical trajectories which were amplified by neoliberal agendas. Accordingly, 
I argue that the ontological difference stemming from these foundations are 
main drivers of indigenous dispossession and environmental degradation in 
Amazonia. Following Merino (2015), there is more than just deficient govern-
ment capacities or insufficient regulations, as it is frequently argued (Tanaka, 
2012; Monterroso and Larson, 2018). Most fundamentally, these conflicts 
emerge as forms of ontological occupation performed by the state into the 
lives and territories of indigenous peoples.

FIGURE 3.9
Overlapping rights.
Source: own elaboration based 
on data by IBC (2020), RAISG 
(2020), SERNANP (2020), 
Petroperú (2020a), SERFOR 
(2020), and INGEMMET (2019)

NOTE 26
This paradigmatic conflict has been 

analysed by Crabtree and Durand 
(2017, p. 152-153), de la Cadena 

(2010, p. 362-363), Merino 
(2015) and the documentary by 
Brandenburg and Orzel (2012).
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Autonomous 
designs of the 
Wampís nation     
The conflict of Baguazo made explicit that the state was unable to granting 
adequate recognition to indigenous peoples (Gómez, 2019). Additionally, 
recent international legislation ratified by the Peruvian State, specifically the 
ILO-Convention 169 (CCD, 1993b) and the UNDRIP (2007), recognise indige-
nous rights to self-determination, by which “they freely determine their political 
status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development” 
(Art.3). This context provided indigenous peoples of north-Peruvian Amazonia 
the motivations and legal grounds for enacting their ontologies and knowleges 
into explicit tools for their autonomy (Surrallés, 2017; Niederberger, 2020).

Accordingly, in 2011, the Wampís, Awajún, Achuar, Chapra, Quechua, Shiwilo, 
Shawi, Kandozi and Kukama peoples self-recognised their Indigenous Integral 
Territories (CORPI, 2011) (Figure 4.1). The conceptualisation of this tool and 
the delimitation process was performed through a collaboration between these 
groups, backed by anthropologists and lawyers (Garra and Gala, 2014; Burneo, 
2018; ORPIAN-P and CAAAP, 2018).27 Their objective was to contend the TCN 
delimitation (only as independent communities) and demand recognition at the 
scale of each indigenous people (as a collective of communities).28

Amid this endeavour for autonomy in the region, the Wampís people consti-
tuted their Autonomous Territorial Government, the GTANW, in November 
2015  (GTANW, 2015a).29 It was the first indigenous organisation of such kind 
in Peru.30 At the same time, the Wampís recognise themselves as Peruvians; 
their endeavour is not about independence from Peru (Codjia and Colliaux, 
2018). Drawing from official documents of the GTANW, literature written by 
Wampís leaders and online audiovisual content, this chapter highlights the 
ontological differences between Wampís systems of territorial governance with 
those proposed and implemented by the state.

04.

Drawing from official 
documents of the GTANW, 
literature written by Wampís 
leaders and online audiovisual 
content, this chapter highlights 
the ontological differences 
between Wampís systems 
of territorial governance 
with those proposed and 
implemented by the state.

NOTE 27
Led by the Coordinadora 
Regional de los Pueblos 

Indígenas (CORPI).

NOTE 28
Pueblo indígena [indigenous 
people] is a self-recognised 

collective with language and 
socio-cultural affinity.

NOTE 29
Wampís is the current self-

denomination, previously known 
as Huambisa.

NOTE 30
Pérez and Delgado (2019) 

develop a historical account 
on the Wampís people’s 

memories and experiences 
of autonomy. Gómez (2019) 

tracks the GTANW’s articulation 
between1968 and 2015.
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This analysis requires to recall some considerations of ontological pluralism: 
even when radical difference can be pointed out, knowing what the differ-
ence is about might be unreachable (de la Cadena, 2015). Therefore, what 
follows should always be understood as an approximation. The objective 
here is not to give an account of indigenous ontologies, but to draw attention 
and reflect on the space that they might open. Accordingly, when a Wampís 
denomination [and its translation] is used, it works more like a placeholder 
than a definition. The reader must remain aware that its whole meaning (within 
Wampís lifeworlds) can only be portrayed as incommensurable in this aca-
demic research: with our available epistemic tools, we can not know them as 
they are (de la Cadena, 2015). Remaining aware of ontological difference is 
essential for approaching the practices here described and for respecting the 
endeavour of the Wampís and other indigenous nations.

4.1. Securing autonomy for socio-territorial self-creation
The GTANW is a response to the dispossession and environmental degrada-
tion processes described in chapter 3. Wrayz Pérez, Pamuk [Head of Govern-
ment] of the GTANW, claims that their objective is to “face the threats against 
the conservation of the territory (…) and guarantee a good life for our people” 
(2020a, my translation). On that matter, Shapiom Noningo, Technical Secre-
tary of the GTANW, expands: 
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FIGURE 4.1
Indigenous Integral Territories.
Source: Own elaboration based 
on CORPI (2011), and data by 
IBC (2020) and SERNANP (2020).
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“The economic development model and the skewed public policies imposed 
by successive governments are beginning to have a negative and, in many 

cases, irreversible impact. We have to respond to this and endeavour to 
reverse these processes through collective and systematic work, as we are 

beginning to lose the knowledge of our traditional practices, and are witness-
ing the destruction and pollution of our abundant nature.”

Noningo, 2018, p. 2

 
Expanding on this, Wrayz Pérez argues that “an indigenous person without 
territory is not indigenous; but at the same time, a territory without indigenous 
peoples is no territory, because other people can come and depredate it. This 
is autonomy: (…) conservating the forest, knowing how to cultivate it, knowing 
how to treat diseases” (Pérez, Noningo and Hinojosa, 2017, my translation). 
These statements further support the interconnection between the Amazon’s 
ecological sustainability, the maintenance of indigenous knowledges and 
indigenous peoples’ endeavour for autonomy.

Additionally, Wampís leaders claim that “dispersed and fragmented commu-
nity autonomies established by the Constitution do not meet our collective 
needs [and] far less to the joint construction of a common future” (Noningo, 
2018, p. 2). This correlates with the analysis of the TCN and its incommen-
surability with indigenous autonomy and lifeworlds (chapter 3). Lacking state 
recognition for a joint socio-territorial unit as a Nation, the GTANW claims: 
“Our territory, Iña Wampisti Nunke [Integral Territory of the Wampís], is indivis-
ible and integral” (2015c, Art.2). This territory is “owned by the Wampis Na-
tion”(Ibid). Nonetheless, an indigenous Nation is an entity not yet recognised in 
the Peruvian State’s formulations. In this case, the scale comprises over 
11 000 people living in 65 communities (INEI, 2018).31

 

NOTE 31
Wampís population is 

estimated between 11 767 
(MINCUL, 2020) and 15 300 

people (PNUD, 2013).

FIGURE 4.2
Views from the continuation of 
Kampankis Cordillera, 2017.
Source: Photographed by author.
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4.2. Territorial self-recognition 
The integral territory was defined through a process of self-recognition per-
formed by the Wampís – in collaboration with other neighbouring indigenous 
peoples and organisations (Gómez, 2019) – as a socially created tool for 
securing their autonomy. The GTANW self-recognises the Wampís tradition-
al territories as the habitat comprised by the basins of the Kanús and the 
Kankaim rivers, with the headwaters of the Sinit river (2015c).32 Kampankiasa 
Murari [Kampankis Cordillera] is the “spiritual centre” and “territorial hinge” that 
unites both basins where the Wampís live (Art. 39) (Figure 4.2).

The delimitation of these areas conforms to a mixture of titled communities’ le-
gal boundaries with hydro-geographical and geological limits (Figure 4.3). This 
allows for community rights already recognised by the TCN to be integrated 
within the GTANW. At the same time, Wampís traditional knowledges inform 
the naming of territorial elements and the establishment of areas designated 
for economic, pedagogic, spiritual and ecological functions (GTANW, 2015b). 
While encompassing legal-technical methods (like maps, boundaries and GPS 
coordinates), by being socially created and incorporating traditional territorial 
knowledge, these practices unfold beyond modern notions of state-driven 
delimitation and territorial governance.

4.3. Ontological difference from Wampís 
       territorial foundations
The ontological foundations of territory enacted by the GTANW open space 
for questioning the notions of the Peruvian state’s territorial governance. In 
contrast with the TCN’s separation of realms, the GTANW claims that their ter-
ritory “integrates diverse spaces whose inhabitants are related to each other”, 
like “Entsa, the aquatic space”; “Nunka, the space of the earth”; and “Nayaim, 
the space of the sky” (2015c, Art. 21). These realms are inhabited by beings 
like Nunkui, their farmer mother who lives in the earth; Etsa, the sun and their 
guide; and Nantu, the moon (Ibid). Moreover, “all these spaces are alive and 
depend upon each other. Our (..) people are part of this territory and its com-
ponents” (Art. 21). The foundation of territorial realms as interdependent and 
alive is incommensurable with the operation of separating forests, rivers and 
communities (Figure 4.4).33

NOTE 32
These rivers are named 
Santiago, Morona and 

Cenepa, correspondingly, in 
Spanish.

NOTE 33
The Achuar and Kichwa 

peoples also recognise the 
territory as alive (Viteri, 2004; 

López and Napolitano, 2007).

While encompassing  
legal-technical methods, by 
being socially created and 
incorporating traditional 
territorial knowledge, these 
practices unfold beyond 
modern notions of state-driven 
delimitation and territorial 
governance.



30

Soledad

Yutupis

Mayuriaga

77°15'0"W77°30'0"W77°45'0"W78°0'0"W78°15'0"W
2°

45
'0

"S
3°

0
'0

"S
3°

15
'0

"S
3°

30
'0

"S
3°

45
'0

"S
4°

0
'0

"S
4°

15
'0

"S
4°

30
'0

"S

K
A

N
Ú

S
 

R
I

V
E

R

 
 

K
A

M
P

A
N

K
I

S
 

 
M

O

U
N

T
A

I
N

S

E C U A D O R

W

I
N

C
H

I
N

K

I M
 N

A
I

N
 

M
O

U
N

T
A

I N S

T
U

N
T

A
N

A
I

N
 

M
O

U
N

T A

I
N

S

S
I

N
I

T
 

R
I

V
E

R

K
A

N
K

A
I

M
 

R
I V

E
R

M
A

R

A Ñ Ó N  R I V E R

A
W

A
J

Ú
N

 P
E

O
P L E

T
E

R
R

I

T
O

R
I E S

A
C

H
U

A
R

 
P

E
O

P
L

E

T
E

R
R

I
T

O
R

I

E
S

C
H

A

P
R

A
 

P
E

O
P

L
E

T
E

R
R

I
T

O
R

I
E

S

Santiago-
Comaina

Reserved Zone
(1999)

Ichigkat Muja
National Park

(2007)

Tuntanain
Communal
Reserve
(2007)

Legend
Wampís Integral Territorry

[Territorio Integral Wampís] 

Titled Native Communties
[Comunidades Nativas Tituladas] 

Indigenous Settlement
[Poblado Indígena]

Protected Natural Areas
and Reserved Zones

[Áreas Naturales Protegidas y
Zonas Reservadas]

0 5 10 20 30
Km

Figure.13 – Integral Territory of the Wampís Nation

FIGURE 4.3
Integral Territory of the Wampís 
Nation.
Source: own elaboration based 
on GTANW (2015a, 2020a), and 
data by IBC (2020) and SER-
NANP (2020)
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FIGURE 4.4
Integral and interdependent 
territory.
Source: own elaboration based 
on GTANW (2015c)

Furthermore, the notion that humans are part of the territory challenges 
the modern-western division between humans and nature. Coherently, the 
GTANW envisions that their territory “will always be healthy, respected and 
guaranteed, never sold nor put at risk by ambitious decisions” (2015c, Art. 4). 
Furthermore, they propose to “learn to love [the territory] and make use of it 
without harming others or damaging it, (…) so that we all recognise our land 
as the nurturing mother and creator of life” (Art.4).34 Through these expres-
sions, the territory keeps appearing as a living being that deserves the same 
treatment as humans: it is embedded with a condition of personhood.35

Likewise, the Wampís are committed to “respect the spirits and other forces of 
nature as we were taught to respect them by our ancestors” (Art. 6, emphasis 
added). This phrase is reavealing because “spirits” are typified as “forces of 
nature” and associated with a practice of “respect”. Their “spiritual connection 
with the territory” (Art.2) is likely a placeholder for a particular way-of-knowing 
the territory (McCabe, 2008; Kimmerer and Ward, 2020). This notion of “spirit-
uality”, divergent from the western tradition, is dedicated to respecting forces 
of nature: 

“Our teachers and role-models are Etsa, the great hunter, Nayap, our fisher-
man teacher, Nunkui, our farmer mother, potter and teacher in caring for the 

earth. We promote (…) the love of our lands, the waters that bathe our territo-
ry and the sacred mountains of Kampankiasa Murari (…), the sacred waterfalls 

where we look for the vision of the arutam (…) and the guidance given to us 
by our myths and the wisdom of our visionaries.”

GTANW, 2015c, Art.2, emphasis added

 
These radical differences leave short the usual debates between individual 
or collective property of land in modern politics. Moreover, the incommensu-
rabilities steming from Wampís territorial foundations allow room for rethink-
ing the ontological conditions of property: a tool through which we humans 
developed an inherent right to possess land, to use it and trade it for our best 
interest, without much problematisation. These practices of possession and 
domination of nature become problematic in indigenous lifeworlds.

NOTE 34
The Kukama peoples also 
hold affective relationships 

with the territory (Fernandes 
and Ramírez, 2019).

NOTE 35
Indigenous notions of 

personhood widely exceeds 
modern onto-epistemics 
(Blaser, 2009; Guzmán-

Gallegos, 2019c).

Entsa
the acuatic space

Nunka
the space of the earth

Nunkui
farmer mother 

who lives on the earth

Etsa
the sun and guide

Nayaim
the space of the sky

Nantu
the moon

Nayap
�sherman teacher
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By contrast, notions of love and respect for the territory have the potential 
to “enable humans to relearn to dwell on the planet with nonhumans in 
mutually enhancing manners” (Escobar, 2018, p. 189). Accordingly, as the 
territory is alive and the Wampís recognise themselves as a part of it, they 
do not venture to drill the land, to taint the rivers or to pollute the air. This 
is coherent with their stance towards extractive industries and large-scale 
infrastructures that could affect their ecosystems and lifestyles: the GTANW 
establishes that these “definitely do not correspond to [their] priorities of 
development, life plan and well-being” (2015c, Art.32).

A key lesson from Wampís proposals is that they recognise the territory 
as an active agent in everyday life, territorial governance and even in the 
creation of tools for autonomy.36 My argument is that this principle (acknowl-
edging the territory as a co-participant in the design process) is crucial for 
creating systems of territorial governance that provide a chance for Amazo-
nia’s socioecological sustainability.

 
4.4. A self-development model
These territorial notions are enacted into specific forms of governance 
and economic policies that provide “alternatives to” what is hegemonically 
understood as “development” (Escobar, 2014). By contrast with the eco-
nomic development enacted by the Peruvian State, the GTANW proposes a 
“self-development” model based on their traditional notion of Tarimat Pujut 
[good living, pleasant living, a full life] (Noningo, 2019, p. 117).37 Their mean-
ing of self-development is twofold: their own-unique model of development; 
and also a self-managed development: pursued from their autonomy.

Moreover, the GTANW’s economic system is “oriented to the collective ben-
efit (…) and to Tarimat Pujut”, prioritising their “cultural system, food sover-
eignty and security, education, health, [and] traditional medicine” (GTANW, 
2015c, Art.84). For achieving these objectives, they propose a clear sepa-
ration between economic levels. All resources required for subsistence (like 
water, food and housing materials) are granted free access (GTANW, 2015a). 
At the same time, business activities and the use of natural resources for 
commercial purposes are regulated by the GTANW, with an orientation 
towards solidary economies and reciprocity (Art.45, Art.83). Therefore, the 
Wampís people propose their economy as a tool for other goals, rather than 
an objective itself.

This principle 
(acknowledging the 
territory as a co-participant 
in the design process) is 
crucial for creating systems 
of territorial governance 
that provide a chance for 
Amazonia’s socioecological 
sustainability.

NOTE 36
For instance, the 

GTANW’s government 
structure resembles the 

hydrogeographic configuration 
of the territory, composed by 

the Kanús and Kankaim rivers. 
Each basin has their own 

subgovernment with specific 
autonomies. Main authorities 

are elected and alternated 
between basins (GTANW, 

2015a, Art.61, Art. 78).

NOTE 37
Related to other Latin 
American indigenous 

notions like Buen Vivir and 
Sumaq Kawsay.
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Tarimat Pujut is deeply related to the territory and sustainability of Amazo-
nia. For instance, their education system is oriented towards transmitting 
the knowledges required to “live well within our territory, to love it, take care 
of it, conserve it and enjoy” (GTANW, 2015c, Art.7). Furthermore, the “deci-
sion-making capacity with regard to achieving Tarimat Pujut” is a crucial ele-
ment of their autonomy (Noningo, 2019, p. 118). Their goal of pursuing good 
collective lives, their autonomy and territorial conservation are understood as 
interrelated dimensions. Therefore, for the Wampís, the flourish of life in their 
territories is a chance for all life: human and nonhuman.

4.5. The enaction of Wampís lifeworlds
Coherent with these foundations, the GTANW has taken decisive actions to 
stop environmental degradation in their territories. For instance, the Pastacillo 
ban comprised an operation against illegal gold mining. As shown in figure 
4.5, these extractive activities deforested and contaminated 8 hectares of 
rainforest near the Pastacillo creek between 2014 and 2016 (Finer and No-
voa, 2016). After a series of unattended requests to the Peruvian state, the 
GTANW banned and seized mining equipment from the area (Balzani, 2016; 
Noningo, 2018). This was followed by a violent response from the miners 
towards some Wampís communities (GTANW, 2017). From there, the GTANW 
managed to establish a direct dialogue with state institutions and created 
patrols to displace illegal gold extraction (Noningo, 2018). The actions were 
successful: mining activities stopped, and the affected area appears regener-
ated today (Figure 4.6). In the fragile ecosystems of the Amazon, gold mining 
can reach irreversible levels of contamination and deforestation – as in Madre 
de Dios, southern Peru, where thousands of hectares have become a lifeless 
desert (Finer and Mamani, 2020).

Additionally, the GTANW has also successfully contested oil extraction 
promoted by the state. These industries have operated in the north Peruvian 
Amazon for almost 50 years without improving indigenous peoples’ qual-
ity of life (Barclay, 2010; Chirif, 2010). Quite the contrary, rivers have been 
contaminated with heavy metals, jeopardising the lives of local communities 
and ecosystems (Guzmán-Gallegos, 2019b). Recently, in 2016, an oil spill 
in the north-Peruvian pipeline affected the Wampís community of Mayuria-
ga.38 As shown in figure 4.7, oil Lot 64, oil Lot 116 and the north-Peruvian 
pipeline overlap with Wampís’ territories. Amid these conditions, the GTANW 
has established alliances with the Awajún and the Achuar peoples to face oil 
extraction.

Their goal of pursuing good 
collective lives, their autonomy 
and territorial conservation 
are understood as interrelated 
dimensions. Therefore, for the 
Wampís, the flourish of life in 
their territories is a chance for 
all life: human and nonhuman.

NOTE 38
  Balzani’s (2016) valuable 

photo-essay by depicts 
the Mayuriaga oil-spill and 

the Pastacillo events.
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FIGURE 4.5 (left)
Deforestation by gold mining near Pastac-
illo, 2016.
Source: Finer and Novoa, 2016.

FIGURE 4.6 (right)
Regenerated area near Pastacillo, 2020.
Source: own elaboration based on images 
by Google Earth, 2020.

First, the Wampís-Awajún coalition managed to withhold the operation of oil 
Lot 116, which was created by the state in 2006 without any prior consul-
tation to indigenous peoples (Vega, 2014).39 The Wampís-Awajún filed an 
“amparo” demand against this concession by 2014 (Ibid). In 2018, the Lima 
Supreme Court of Justice approved their demands and suspended the con-
cession contract (Chirif and Barclay, 2019). 

Additionally, since 2016, the GTANW and Achuar Federation pursued a se-
ries of coordinated actions against operations in oil Lot 64 by the company 
GeoPark – characterised by many mismanagements and dishonest corpo-
rative practices (Chirif and Barclay, 2019) even during the COVID-19 crisis 
(ICCA Consortium, 2020). In 2020, the Wampís-Achuar coalition launched a 
global advocacy campaign named Atsá Geoparkka [No to Geopark] through 
social media, webinars, legal demands and international petitions, with the 
support of national and international organisations (Yankur et al., 2020). 
Amid the gathered pressure, GeoPark retired from the contract of Lot 64 in 
July 2020 (Petroperú, 2020b). The Wampís-Achuar and allied organisations 
considered this as a victory in defence of Amazonia (Carrillo, 2020).

NOTE 39
   Prior consultation is 
mandatory by the ILO 

Convention 169 (CCD, 
1993b) and the Law of Prior 

Consultation (CRP, 2011).

Recently, in 2016, an oil spill in the 
north-Peruvian pipeline affected the 
Wampís community of Mayuriaga. As 
shown in figure 4.7, oil Lot 64, oil Lot 116 
and the north-Peruvian pipeline overlap 
with Wampís’ territories. Amid these 
conditions, the GTANW has established 
alliances with the Awajún and the Achuar 
peoples to face oil extraction.
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Figure.19 –  Extractive industries in Wampís territories

FIGURE 4.7
Extractive industries in Wampís 
territories.
Source: own elaboration based 
on GTANW (2015a, 2020a), and 
data by IBC (2020), 
SERNANP (2020) and Petroperú 
(2020a) 
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4.6. Opening pluriversal translations and articulations
These experiences show the efficacy of the GTANW’s collaborations for Am-
azonia’s socioecological sustainability. In that sense, Noningo argues that au-
tonomy, for the GTANW, has a double-sided meaning: the capacity to self-ad-
minister their internal affairs and self-define their future; and the ability to relate 
externally with the state and other levels of government (Pérez, Noningo and 
Hinojosa, 2017). Additionally, they articulate with NGOs, international organi-
sations, environmental groups and other indigenous peoples (Figure 4.8).

Regarding these actors, the GTANW has creatively formulated translations 
for enabling conversations across worlds. First, they have appropriated legal 
formats of modern worlds (statutes, public policies and demands) as tools 
for their autonomy. Second, they have translated their territorial foundations, 
according to their own knowledges, into legal documents and publications 
that conform to international norms, like ILO-Convention 169 and the UN-
DRIP (Noningo, 2018; Pérez, 2020a). A process of synthesis and pluriversal 
translation – a collaboration between Wampís elders, leaders and community 
representatives with lawyers and anthropologists (Gómez, 2019) – crystallised 
into a “set of socio-technical documents” that support the GTANW’s claims 
and actions (Noningo, 2018).

FIGURE 4.8
GTANW´s external articulations and support.
Source: own elaboration based on GTANW 
(2020b), Yankur et al., (2020), Vega (2014), 
Chirif and Barclay (2019), 
Noningo (2018), IBC (2010), CORPI (2011), 
Garra and Riol (2014), Pérez, Noningo and 
Hinojosa (2017), 
ALDEAFundacion (2019), and Amazon 
Watch (2020)
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In a context of ontological difference, these translations imply being aware 
of the incommensurability of a concept. The GTANW’s expressions shape 
a form of “controlled equivocation” (Viveiros de Castro, 2004) when using 
phrases such as “spirits and other forces of nature” (GTANW,2015c, Art. 6), 
or including Wampís language in legal formats (Ibid.) and webinars (Yankur et 
al., 2020).40 This allows the modern reader-listener to be aware of the present 
incommensurability. At the same time, the Wampís also remain owners of the 
full meaning of their documents and statements. Moreover, they act as practi-
tioners of their ancestral knowledges, while, at the same time, keep their tradi-
tions open to change – by the contributions of new generations, technological 
innovations and knowledges of other peoples (GTANW, 2015c, Art.4, Art.7).

These strategies allow the GTANW to enact an indigenous lifeworld that 
stands in opposition to the world of the modern state. Simultaneously, estab-
lish “partial connections” (de la Cadena, 2015) with the state itself and the 
broader society: winning trials, conducting digital advocacy and establishing 
alliances with environmental and human rights organisations – instances 
operating under western-modern foundations. This dual condition is not to be 
understood as a contradiction. Quite the opposite, they manage to open pos-
sibilities for articulations across worlds without undoing the radical difference. 
As shown during this chapter, these are also valuable tools and lessons for the 
sustainability of life in Amazonia.

NOTE 40
  In a recent communication 
they “declare their territories 

as the Wampís’ natural 
hospital” (GTANW, 2020c, my 

translation)

These experiences show the efficacy 
of the GTANW’s collaborations 
for Amazonia’s socioecological 
sustainability. In that sense, Noningo 
argues that autonomy, for the GTANW, 
has a double-sided meaning: the capacity 
to self-administer their internal affairs 
and self-define their future; and the 
ability to relate externally with the state 
and other levels of government.
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Conclusion     
 

“Would it be too far-fetched to suggest that this particular social movement 
was pursuing a strategy of autonomous, ontologically oriented design?”

 Escobar, 2018, p. 187

 
Similar to Escobar’s proposal, the analysis of the GTANW as a practice of au-
tonomous design is presented here as a working hypothesis. The objective is 
not to label how things are for the Wampís Nation, nor to portray their endeav-
our as a “best practice” to be replicated. The objective is for professionals 
educated under modern-western knowledge to learn from the Wampís’ expe-
riences and foster opportunities for horizontal communication with indigenous 
worlds in the Peruvian Amazon and beyond.

Two main lessons arise from Wampís practices. First, the need to recognise 
the territory as an active agent, even a co-creator, in the design and enac-
tion of territorial governance systems. GTANW´s foundations of respect and 
consideration for the territory have proved to be a solid basis to ensure the 
sustainability of human and nonhuman life in Amazonia. In this sense, theoret-
ical frameworks where “everybody designs” (Manzini, 2015) and autonomous 
design (Escobar, 2018) could be further transformed by explicitly acknowledg-
ing the active participation of territorial actors (generally labelled as “nature”) in 
creation processes. 

Second, the GTANW´s pluriversal translations and articulations have also 
driven meaningful collaborations for the maintenance of indigenous lifeworlds, 
opening “the possibility of a world where many worlds fit” (de la Cadena and 
Blaser, 2018, p. 15). These practices have the potential to keep disassembling 
colonial forms of power, knowledge and being (Escobar, 2018; Mignolo and 
Walsh, 2018). By doing so, they open up space for cultivating new forms of 
creation that are collaborative, relational, embodied and situated – that ulti-
mately are, creations for life.

05.

Pursuing the re-design of 
territorial governance systems 
in Amazonia, as autonomous 
indigenous creations, is 
a critical endeavour for 
sustaining life at local, regional 
and even planetary scales.
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In Peru, a country with an immense diversity of ecologies, climates, peoples 
and cosmologies (frequently labelled as multiculturalism), the practice of 
sustaining conversations across worlds is all the more urgent. The articulation 
between Andean, Amazonian and rural lifeworlds with urban worlds, the state, 
and beyond needs to be taken seriously. Opening the space for the critique 
of coloniality and modernity (Quijano, 2007) as pillars of the Peruvian State 
and society is a necessary first step. Indigenous peoples, their ontologies and 
epistemologies have been mistreated as if they were unable to produce a civ-
ilisational project. Moreover, hegemonic stances portray that, for conforming 
to any project of nation-building, indigenous need to be educated to lose their 
indigeneity and be absorbed by modernity (Drinot, 2011; de la Cadena, 2015, 
p. 227). Critical scholars qualify this as cultural genocide by forced assimilation 
(Wolfe, 2006; Kingston, 2015). 

In the lens of political ontology, this accounts for ontological occupation and 
the destruction of lifeworlds. These are not only conformed by humans and 
culture, but encompass the devastation of nonhuman beings (de la Cadena, 
2015) and the relational weave that sustains life on this planet (Escobar, 2018). 
There is a strong interconnection among the sustainability of Amazonia, the 
maintenance of indigenous knowledges and the quest for indigenous auton-
omy. Therefore, the denial of indigenous ontologies in Peru ends up being an 
existential threat.

By learning from the GTANW, this paper has argued that, for indigenous ontol-
ogies and epistemologies to be integrated into territorial governance systems, 
the creation and enactment of such systems is to be led by indigenous peo-
ples themselves – from their autonomy and for their autonomy. This can be 
theorised as autonomous designs that drive processes of positive feedback 
among indigenous autonomy, indigenous knowledges and territorial sustain-
ability. Therefore, pursuing the re-design of territorial governance systems in 
Amazonia, as autonomous indigenous creations, is a critical endeavour for 
sustaining life at local, regional and even planetary scales.

 
5.1. Limitations and positionality
This research was framed within the boundaries of MSc BUDD and conduct-
ed during the early months of the COVID-19 crisis, making untenable to hold 
several interviews or fieldwork with Wampís leaders. Therefore, the opinions 
here are my own and do not necessarily reflect those of the Wampís people. 
Because of these limitations, I could not take the position of an ethnographer 
and stay slightly apart from the ethnographic proposal of political ontology 
(de la Cadena and Blaser, 2018). By contrast, I chose a position closer to an 
analyst-designer, coherent with my background, and embraced the proposal 
for connecting political ontology with critical design studies (Escobar, 2018). 
For understanding the GTANW, I relied on the extensive material published by 
Wampís authors about their endeavour. Aditionally, I had the chance to briefly 
share my perspectives with Shapiom Noningo, GTANW’s technical secretary, 
who taught me more valuable lessons about their experiences. Nonetheless, 
for achieving a truly interepistemic and situated work, it is pending to further 
contrast my views with Wampís leaders.

As a Peruvian, raised in Lima, I had the chance to travel, work and live in 
Amazonian indigenous communities for weeks at a time. There, my co-labour-
ers in the Napo, Ucayali and Putumayo rivers taught me valuable lessons that 
allowed me to humbly approach indigenous peoples, knowledges and lives. 
Additionally, three years of professional practice working for the public sector 
allowed me to grasp the tensions between state-led development and native 
communities. This paper is also a reflection on those experiences.



04. Abbreviations 
and translations     
This paper includes denominations in Spanish or Wampís languages. 
Translations are depicted as follows: 
Spanish or Wampís in italics [English translation] (Source, if applicable)

AIDESEP 
 
 
 
GDP 
 
GTANW 
 
 
 
ILO 
 
ILO-Convention 169 
 
 
UNDRIP 
 
 
TCN

Asociación Interétnica de Desarrollo de la 
Selva Peruana [Interethnic Association for the 
Development of the Peruvian Rainforest] 
 
Gross Domestic Product 
 
Gobierno Territorial Autónomo de la Nación 
Wampís [Autonomous Territorial Government of the 
Wampís Nation] 
 
International Labour Organisation 
 
Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention of the 
ILO (1989) 
 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples (2007) 
 
Titulación de Comunidades Nativas [Native 
Communities Titling]

06.

40
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