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ABSTRACT

Biodiversity conservation remains largely shaped by technocratic and colonial paradigms that marginal-
ize the political agency of Indigenous peoples, traditional communities, and racialized populations. In
response, we propose Political Ethnobiology as a critical approach for a truly decolonial conservation.
Grounded in Political Ecology, decolonial thought, feminism, and Ethnobiology, we argue that socio-
environmental conflicts are not externalities, but arenas of negotiation regarding power, knowledge, and
nature. We examine how hegemonic models reproduce epistemic violence and exclusion through the
enclosure of territories and disregard for local autonomy, despite legal instruments for benefit-sharing.
This scenario reflects a structural incompatibility with plural ontologies. By centering local experiences
and those of racialized women, we highlight the disputes within conservation governance. Based on
this, we propose four pillars for a People-Based Decolonial Conservation: (1) epistemic justice and co-
authorship of knowledge, (2) people-based conservation and pluriverses, (3) ethics of Buen Vivir and
socioecological reciprocity, and (4) institutional transformation and epistemic justice. We advocate for
a paradigmatic shift that goes beyond symbolic inclusion, advancing toward the redistribution of power,
the recognition of “pluriverses,” and the construction of practices grounded in social justice, ecological

reciprocity, and political accountability.
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SIGNIFICANCE STATEMENT

This manuscript challenges the persistent colonial and technocratic paradigms in biodiversity conservation
that marginalize Indigenous and traditional communities. We propose a novel framework of Political Ethnobi-
ology and Decolonial Conservation, arguing that socio-environmental conflicts are central negotiations of power
and knowledge rather than mere externalities. By integrating Political Ecology with decolonial thought, we
outline four pillars — (1) epistemic justice and co-authorship of knowledge, (2) people-based conservation and
pluriverse, (3) ethics of Buen Vivir and socioecological reciprocity, and (4) institutional transformation and
epistemic justice - to restructure conservation practices. This work is significant as it advocates for a paradigm
shift beyond symbolic inclusion, demanding the redistribution of power and the recognition of diverse ontologies
(“pluriverses”). Tt offers a critical roadmap for transforming conservation into an emancipatory practice that
centers the agency and rights of Global South communities.

INTRODUCTION

Nature conservation, historically conceived under
the hegemonic paradigms of the Global North, has re-
produced mechanisms of exclusion, rights violations,
epistemic violence, and the territorial displacement of
Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities (hereafter
IPLC) in the Global South (Escobar 1998; Martinez-
Alier 2002; Dominguez and Luoma 2020). Since the
emergence of modern/colonial practices (see Dussel
1993; Mignolo 2017), nature has been transformed into
an object of domination, a resource to be exploited,
and a frontier to be conquered (Césaire 1978; Ferdi-
nand 2022). This logic sustains what Moore (2015)
termed the “capitalist world-ecology,” a regime that
transforms ecological and social relations into market
reserve sources, the legacy of which persists in con-
temporary environmental conservation models. Thus,
the global ecological crisis can only be fully under-
stood through the lens of the colonization of territo-
ries and traditional knowledge (Escobar 1998; Santos
2019; Dominguez and Luoma 2020).

Coloniality is structured by multiple forms of vi-
olence, spanning materiality and immateriality, ex-
pressed in the expropriation and commodification of
opportune territories, knowledge, and biodiversity; in
the rendering invisible and delegitimization of Indige-
nous and local knowledge; and in the “dispensabil-
ity” of life (Soldati and Almada 2024). The impo-
sition of a “white ecology” (Krenak 2018) — which
separates humanities and natures, subjects and ter-
ritories — marginalizes epistemologies that conceive of
the world as a network of relations and reciprocities.
Three overlapping but analytically distinct dimensions
of coloniality operate in this field: the coloniality of
power (Quijano 2000), which organizes territorial con-
trol and labor extraction along racial hierarchies; the
coloniality of knowledge (Mignolo 2017), which dele-
gitimizes non-Western epistemologies as valid scien-
tific inputs; and the coloniality of being (Maldonado-
Torres 2007), which renders certain lives dispensable.
Together, these constitute the structural architecture
within which conservation science and policy are pro-

duced. Under the lens of Political Ethnobiology, bio-
diversity is understood not as a set of manageable
species, but as a fabric of relations between humans
and non-humans, sustained by pluriversal ontologies
(Castro 1996; Kopenawa and Albert 2015). This vi-
sion of a living and pulsing world is clearly presented in
the words of the Yanomami shaman and leader, Davi
Kopenawa: “The forest is alive. It will only die if
the white people insist on destroying it” (Kopenawa
and Albert 2015). The denial of these pluriverses con-
stitutes one of the most persistent forms of colonial
violence (Escobar 2018). Thus, the problem is not
merely an “environmental crisis,” but the hegemony
of a “one-world world”™ a world that takes itself to
be unique, universal, and authorized to occupy and
erase other worlds through extractivism and conser-
vation that treat Indigenous territories as “nature” or
“resources” (Blaser and la Cadena 2018).

In the field of conservation, colonial logic materi-
alizes in “fortress conservation” practices, which expel
Indigenous peoples and local communities from their
territories in the name of the unconditional preser-
vation of nature (Adams and Hutton 2007; Parry et
al. 2025). Emblematic cases, such as that of the
Batwa in the Kahuzi-Biega National Park in Congo,
reveal this dynamic: in the 1970s, approximately 6,000
Indigenous Batwa were expelled from their ancestral
lands for the creation of the park without receiving
any form of compensation (O’Leary Simpson et al.
2025). More recently, even as the park has opened ne-
gotiations with Batwa representatives, the structural
asymmetry of power — with the State and interna-
tional conservation organizations controlling resources
and legitimacy — continues to reproduce colonial dy-
namics under the guise of “participatory management”
(O’Leary Simpson et al. 2025). Similar situations are
repeated in Indigenous communities across the tropi-
cal forests of Latin America, highlighting how exclu-
sionary conservation operates as a continuation of the
colonial project (Biischer and Fletcher 2020). It is
estimated that about 80% of the planet’s protected
areas were created without consulting Indigenous peo-
ples and local communities, representing a violation of
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traditional rights and demonstrating the inability of
the dominant paradigm to promote justice and plural-
ity (Tauli-Corpuz et al. 2020). Violations occur not
only through the establishment of protected areas but
across various other conservation strategies, moving
beyond a “biodiversity crisis” and continuing to wit-
ness an old, yet renewed, process of ethnocide (Soldati
and Almada 2024).

With this perspective, this paper makes four orig-
inal contributions to the literature at the intersection
of ethnobiology, political ecology, and decolonial stud-
ies. First, it explicitly articulates Political Ethno-
biology as a disciplinary and political stance within
the field of ethnobiology, distinct from existing crit-
ical frameworks by its commitment to territorial ac-
countability and community co-protagonism. Second,
it operationalizes decolonial conservation through four
actionable pillars that bridge theory and institutional
practice (see Table 1 and Conclusions). Third, it in-
tegrates Southern feminist perspectives and intersec-
tionality into the ethnobiology-conservation nexus —
an analytical angle largely absent from existing re-
views in the field. Fourth, it introduces a systematic
critique of academic publishing monopolization as a
structural dimension of epistemic coloniality, an un-
derexplored theme within ethnobiological literature.
Together, these contributions aim not merely to syn-
thesize existing debates, but to advance a coherent
and actionable framework for transforming conserva-
tion practice.

By positioning Political Ethnobiology as a critical
field, we propose a science that assumes the decolo-
nization of knowledge and conservation as a primary
task, repositioning IPLCs as epistemological and po-
litical subjects. This perspective roots territorial and
collective knowledge as an ecological foundation, clear-
ing the way for truly situated and plural alternatives
(Acosta 2019; Escobar 2018). In this context, we un-
derstand decolonial conservation as a constituent of a
critical approach that breaks with the Global North’s
legacy of environmental management, proposing the
recognition of the knowledge, practices, and cosmolo-
gies of the peoples of the Global South as legitimate
foundations to produce ecological futures and just soci-
eties (Escobar 2018; Santos 2019). Unlike conventional
strategies based on logics of territorial and epistemic
exclusion, decolonial conservation affirms the right
to autonomy, participation, and self-determination of
peoples, recognizing that ecosystems and cultures are
deeply interdependent (Krenak 2018; Moore 2015; Sol-
dati and Almada 2024). This perspective claims al-
ternatives to coloniality, which has historically trans-
formed nature and knowledge into objects of tutelage
or extraction (Césaire 1978; Ferdinand 2022) and in-
serts socio-environmental justice as the central axis of
the conservation debate.

Given this panorama, we propose — here — a criti-
cal reflection for profound changes in the hegemonic
ways of conceiving and practicing nature conserva-
tion, grounded in the principles of Decolonial Con-
servation and Political Ethnobiology. By problema-
tizing the persistence of colonial logics in the manage-
ment of territories and knowledge, we argue that over-
coming the socio-environmental crisis requires the re-
appropriation of conservation processes by the peoples
and traditional communities themselves, through the
valorization of their epistemologies, territorial prac-
tices, and proposals for ecological justice (Escobar
2018; Santos 2019; Soldati and Almada 2024). Thus,
we aims to demonstrate that decolonial conservation
emerges not only as a critique of exclusionary hege-
monic practices, but as a call for the production of
emancipatory alternatives — politically rooted and plu-
ral — where relations between humans and non-humans
are reconstructed from networks of reciprocity, auton-
omy, and territorial dignity (Acosta 2019; Biischer and
Fletcher, 2020; Moore 2015; Krenak 2018). We pro-
pose, therefore, to understand and practice conserva-
tion from the territories of the Global South, shifting
the epistemic and political axis from tutelage to the
co-protagonism of peoples, thus becoming a practice of
thinking or “hoping” (esperangar) for another society
— a world where many worlds may fit. The argument
is organized as follows: we first situate Political Eth-
nobiology as an engaged epistemological stance; we
then examine territorial and pluriversal conceptions
of conservation; we discuss people-based conservation
models and their limitations; and finally, in a consol-
idated section, we connect Southern feminisms, the
Buen Vivir horizon, and global institutional impera-
tives, before presenting our concluding framework.

ETHNOBIOLOGY IS POLITICAL

Ethnobiology, as a field dedicated to understand-
ing the manifold interactions between human soci-
eties and biodiversity, finds itself at a profound po-
litical and epistemological inflection momentum (Al-
buquerque 2025; Lenta et al. 2025; Zank et al. 2025).
As developed by Soldati and Almada (2024), refers
to an epistemological stance that explicitly recognizes
the political dimensions of knowledge production, the
power asymmetries that traverse field research, and
the ethical obligation of the researcher toward the
communities with whom they work. It is not a sub-
discipline but a transformative orientation — a com-
mitment to making ethnobiology accountable to the
territories and peoples it studies. Traditionally de-
voted to the documentation and interpretation of tra-
ditional knowledge, the field has expanded its scope to
address issues related to epistemic justice, the auton-
omy of peoples, and the historical asymmetries that
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permeate knowledge production. This reconfiguration
stems from the recognition that all scientific practice
is situated, marked by power relations, and therefore
cannot be conceived as neutral (Albuquerque et al.
2024; Soldati and Almada 2024). In the face of current
socio-environmental crises, the affirmation of a Politi-
cal Ethnobiology — an engaged science capable of not
only observing but of being fundamentally critical and
active — has become imperative.

This necessity imposes itself with (particular) force
in the territories of the Global South, where scientific
practices still bear the marks of epistemic colonialism.
In numerous research contexts, asymmetries persist
between those who formulate the questions and those
who are called upon to answer them. The university,
as a research entity, frequently utilizes communities as
sources of knowledge, explaining concepts already ex-
perienced by them without providing meaningful feed-
back, recognition, or a redistribution of power. In this
scenario, the concept of Action Ethnobiology (Arm-
strong and McAlvay 2019) offers a fundamental eth-
ical perspective: it proposes a participatory science
engaged with territorial struggles, self-determination,
and the sovereignty of peoples.

By assuming a social, ethical, and scientific com-
mitment, Political Ethnobiology problematizes the
persistence of colonial practices in the production of
scientific knowledge, especially those associated with
the access, use, and economic exploitation of tradi-
tional knowledge linked to biodiversity. Although in-
ternational instruments, such as the Convention on Bi-
ological Diversity and the Nagoya Protocol, establish
safeguards against the misappropriation of this knowl-
edge, practices of access without prior informed con-
sent and without the fair and equitable sharing of ben-
efits remain persistent in academia, particularly in the
field of medicinal plants (Pimenta and Moura 2010).
Under narratives of innovation, open science, and sus-
tainable development, such dynamics continue to con-
vert collective biocultural heritage into economic as-
sets, often dissociated from the material and political
recognition of the communities that maintain them.
This process expresses contemporary and refined forms
of coloniality, in which biodiversity is commodified
while the peoples and communities who depend on it
remain invisible and progressively vulnerable due to
the intensification of the exploitation of resources in-
trinsically linked to their existence and ways of life
(Parry et al. 2025).

In this context, Armstrong and McAlvay (2021)
propose a “sixth phase” for Ethnobiology, marked by
the challenge of decolonizing institutions, projects,
and researchers. This new stage represents more than
a theoretical evolution; it constitutes a paradigm shift.
Decolonizing, in this sense, is not merely studying lo-
cal knowledge, but revising the structures that sus-

tain scientific practice itself: who defines the ques-
tions, who holds the resources, who is recognized as
an author, and who benefits from the results. This
inflection converges with the proposal of Soldati and
Almada (2024), who outline an Ethnobiology commit-
ted to ecological justice and epistemic equity, capable
of articulating knowledge production with agendas of
social and environmental transformation.

The Coloniality of Academic Publishing

A dimension of epistemic coloniality that ethno-
biology must urgently confront is the structural mo-
nopolization of scientific publishing by institutions
and journals concentrated in the Global North. The
high-impact academic publication system — organized
around indexed journals, impact factors, and article
processing charges (APCs) — functions as a gatekeep-
ing mechanism that systematically disadvantages re-
searchers from the Global South, and especially In-
digenous researchers and activists, from participating
in the legitimate production of scientific knowledge
(Zank et al. 2025; Albuquerque 2025).

Indigenous researchers face multiple and com-
pounding barriers: linguistic (dominant journals pub-
lish almost exclusively in English); economic (APCs
can reach thousands of dollars, inaccessible without
institutional support); epistemological (the “dictator-
ship of method” — Reis 2022 — privileges quantitative,
hypothesis-driven knowledge formats over oral, rela-
tional, and place-based forms of knowing); and institu-
tional (research credentials are granted by universities
that themselves reproduce colonial logics). However,
the critique should not target the act of publishing,
translating, or systematizing, processes that can, in
many contexts, grant visibility to political struggles
and safeguard knowledge threatened by erasure. The
heart of the issue lies in the linguistic and methodolog-
ical hegemony that validates these voices only when fil-
tered through the Global North’s scrutiny and, above
all, in the exclusion of research subjects from decision-
making spheres. This structure means that knowledge
produced in and about territories of the Global South
is largely controlled, interpreted, and profited from by
researchers based elsewhere — a process that Mignolo
(2017) identifies as the ’coloniality of knowledge’ in its
most institutionalized form.

For ethnobiology, this has direct methodological
implications. The field cannot claim to be decoloniz-
ing knowledge while reproducing a structure of knowl-
edge expropriation or offering simplistic solutions that
uniformize the complexity of human communities into
a single object. In this sense, the pathways forward
include reflections on these issues: the active con-
struction of South-South publishing networks as a po-
litical alternative, while remaining vigilant to ensure
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they do not internally replicate the very hierarchies
they critique; knowledge repositories that account for
the internal disputes and conflicts within communi-
ties, which must not be treated as monolithic blocks
or unison voices; the recognition of co-authorship as
an ethical dialogue that respects the leaders’ desire
for recognition, understanding that not every collab-
oration fits the academic authorship model and that
other forms of accountability may be more urgent than
a name on a paper; and the evaluation of researchers
based on criteria that include territorial impact and
community accountability (Carroll et al. 2020; McAl-
vay et al. 2019).

However, it is essential to recognize that these
pathways do not constitute ready-made solutions, nor
are they free of contradictions. South-South coop-
eration networks, while vital for breaking the hege-
mony of the Global North axis, are not automatically
less hierarchical and can, in the absence of constant
critical vigilance, reproduce new forms of internal in-
equality. Similarly, the management of community-
controlled repositories requires deep reflection on gov-
ernance and representation: questions regarding who
decides what is shared, how to protect sensitive knowl-
edge from unauthorized circulation, and how to pre-
vent management from silencing the plurality of local
voices in favor of a monolithic representation are cen-
tral methodological challenges. These proposals func-
tion, therefore, as initial mechanisms for emancipa-
tion and the valorization of situated research, aiming
to mitigate the hegemonic role of traditional scientific
conduct and create openings for the protagonism of
territories, without claiming to be universal formulas
that erase the complexities and conflicts inherent to
these processes.

Based on these reflections, we can synthesize a cen-
tral thesis: ethnobiological knowledge is only legiti-
mate when it is emancipatory and not subservient to
extraction. Thus, an Ethnobiology that does not con-
tribute to the strengthening of Indigenous peoples, lo-
cal communities, and their territories risks reproduc-
ing the same colonial logics it claims to combat, lead-
ing to the exhaustion of the foundational resources of
its own knowledge production. However, ’good in-
tentions’ are not enough (Reo 2019); it requires an
ethnobiology rooted in the territory, which recognizes
that decolonizing is not a ready-made formula, but
a context-dependent process. Consequently, it is in-
evitable to conclude that Ethnobiology is, in itself, po-
litical — rather than an academic fad — presenting itself
as a response to the urgencies of the present time: an
ethical summons to responsibility in the face of the en-
vironmental crisis and the crisis of meaning within sci-
ence itself, and consequently, a return to its epistemo-
logical origins. Assuming this stance does not mean re-
nouncing scientific rigor but understanding that rigor

and responsibility are inseparable dimensions of doing
science. Political Ethnobiology, therefore, proposes a
situated, reflexive science committed to epistemic jus-
tice, aware of the asymmetries that traverse it and
willing to confront them in the formulation of ques-
tions, the definition of what counts as knowledge, and
the distribution of research benefits. Only through this
path can the field fulfill its original promise: to value,
protect, and co-produce the knowledge that sustains
life in times of environmental destruction and epis-
temic injustice.

TERRITORIES AND THE PLURI-
VERSES OF CONSERVATION

In recent decades, fields within ecology have turned
to a political perspective as a foundation for advanc-
ing discussions on the unfolding of socio-environmental
conflicts (Alier 2007). This epistemic turn inaugurates
a political understanding of ecology as a field of dis-
puted meanings, in which conservation, development,
and socio-environmental justice are arenas of power
and negotiation (Escobar 1998; Fricker 2007). Polit-
ical ecology adopts a critical perspective that recog-
nizes human relations as an active part of ecosystems,
attempting to remedy the rift between society and na-
ture that preceded classical ecological studies, in ad-
dition to confronting the conflict between economic
logics and ecological logic — the latter of which values
interdependence and reciprocity among living beings
(Soldati and Almada 2024). Ecological conflicts go
beyond the dispute for resources; they reflect the cri-
sis of a colonizing rationality based on the domination
of nature (Leff 2003).

At the center of this confrontation lie two funda-
mentally incommensurable cosmologies. The first is
the modern economic rationality that reduces nature
to an input exploitable for profit — what Blaser (2013)
calls a ’political ontology’ of resource management,
grounded in a Cartesian separation between human
subjects and natural objects. The second is what Es-
cobar (2018) terms ’relational worlds’: ontologies in
which humans and non-humans are not separate en-
tities but constitutive elements of a common fabric
of life, sustained by reciprocity, obligation, and be-
longing. These relational worlds are not pre-modern
curiosities but sophisticated and ecologically effective
frameworks for territorial management, as evidenced
by millennia of Indigenous stewardship of biodiversity-
rich territories (IPBES 2019).

Within ethnobiology, this contrast maps directly
onto the distinction between biocultural approaches —
which recognize the co-evolution of biological and cul-
tural diversity — and extractivist research models that
treat Indigenous knowledge as data to be harvested.
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Castro’s (1996) Amerindian perspectivism provides a
particularly powerful theoretical resource here: in the
perspectival ontologies of many Amazonian peoples,
‘nature’ and ’culture’ are not separate domains but
perspectival positions — what Western science sees as
a resource, the non-human being may experience as a
person, a relative, a community member. To reduce
this cosmological architecture to ’traditional ecologi-
cal knowledge’ amenable to conservation databases is
itself an act of epistemic violence.

Academic and institutional recognition of diverse
epistemologies remains limited, perpetuating epis-
temic and ethical conflicts — a central issue in the
struggle for epistemic justice and debates regarding
the Rights of Nature (Fricker 2007; Santos 2019). This
scenario contrasts with human cultures that, by in-
teracting with and transforming dynamic ecosystems,
challenge colonial ideals of conservation. Further-
more, such conflicts evidence that the debate on the
Rights of Nature (Zahedi and Gudynas 2008; Gudynas
2011) and Epistemologies of the Global South (Medina
2013) is inseparable from the critique of the coloniality
of knowledge and being (Quijano 2000; Maldonado-
Torres 2007).

Coloniality permeates current ecological thought,
as postulated by Lourengo (2019) when criticizing
anthropocentrism. The denial of dignity to Nature
maintains an anthropocentrism that feeds and cre-
ates conflicts essential for the perpetuation of the
socio-environmental misery required to sustain current
modes of relationships and consumption, generating a
vortex of vulnerability. This spiral reproduces what
Foster et al. (2010) call the unequal metabolism be-
tween the center and the periphery, wherein countries
of the North export degradation and import resources
from the Global South. Such practices become evi-
dent in economic analyses revealing a persistent pat-
tern of exploitation by the Global North, which pur-
chases natural products from Latin America at values
up to five times lower than the prices of the products
these countries import (Infante-Amate et al. 2022).

Some communities in the Global South, such as
Indigenous peoples and Quilombola populations (ma-
roon descendant community), express another form of
relationship with the territory, marked by oral tra-
dition, collectivity, and reciprocity. This conception
breaks with the colonial logic of property and re-
verses the hierarchy imposed by modern thought, un-
derstanding the territory as an intricate part of the
social fabric of these people (Santos 2023). Antonio
Bispo dos Santos, one of Brazil’s most important Afro-
descendant counter-colonial thinkers, conceives of “or-
ganic knowledge” — knowledge focused on being and
life, rooted in the land, ancestry, experience, and oral
traditions of traditional peoples — in contrast to “syn-
thetic knowledge,” linked to Euro-Christian/colonial

logic, development, commodification, and the separa-
tion between human and nature (Santos 2023). On the
horizon of the pluriverse, Indigenous territories and
those of local communities do not appear as “conser-
vation areas” to be managed by the State or NGOs,
but as societal projects in dispute with colonial moder-
nity.

In Latin America, there are important advances in
the valorization of territories and nature, such as the
constitutional recognition of Pachamama in Ecuador
(Ecuador 2008; arts. 71 - 74). The Ecuadorian case
is particularly instructive, however, not only as an
achievement but as a site of contradiction: even af-
ter the constitutional recognition of Nature’s rights
in 2008, the Ecuadorian government has authorized
large-scale extractive projects in Amazonian Indige-
nous territories — demonstrating that legal advances
and material decolonization follow different temporal-
ities and require different political struggles (Gudynas
2011; Acosta 2019). In Colombia, Afro-descendant
community councils (Consejos Comunitarios) estab-
lished under Law 70 of 1993 represent a significant
experiment in autonomous territorial governance, en-
abling Black communities to exercise collective territo-
rial rights and resist encroachment from agribusiness
and mining. Yet these councils also operate under per-
sistent pressure from armed actors and extractive in-
dustries that the Colombian state has often failed to
counteract.

In Brazil, the 1988 Constitution represented a po-
litical milestone by recognizing Indigenous peoples and
Quilombolas as subjects of rights (Lourengo 2019),
subsequently reaffirmed by the Kari-Oca Declaration
(Declaragao da Aldeia Kari-Oca e Carta da Terra dos
Povos Indigenas, 1992) — the first international man-
ifesto of Indigenous peoples regarding the environ-
ment (Gudynas, 2011) — and by differentiated edu-
cational policies, such as the National Plan for In-
digenous School Education (PNEEI) (Brasil 2019) and
the National Policy for Quilombola School Education
(PNEEQ) (Brasil 2024). However, these policies still
operate under the civilizational paradigm of Eurocen-
tric formal education, which impedes their full eman-
cipation (Freire 1967). In Bolivia, the Plurinational
State’s constitutional incorporation of Buen Vivir and
the Rights of Mother Earth (Pachamama) — inspired
by Andean Quechua and Aymara cosmologies — rep-
resents the most institutionally ambitious attempt at
decolonial governance in the region. Yet tensions be-
tween the Buen Vivir framework and the extractivist
development model pursued by successive Bolivian
governments reveal the structural limits of decolonial
constitutionalism when it confronts the material im-
peratives of a resource-dependent economy (Gudynas
2011; Acosta 2019). These cases illustrate a recur-
ring dynamic: legal recognition of territorial rights
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and non-Western ontologies advances unevenly and is
consistently contested by economic interests operating
through colonial institutional structures. Understand-
ing this dynamic is central to what we call decolonial
conservation — and it is this understanding that the
next section translates into concrete conservation gov-
ernance models.

PEOPLE-BASED CONSERVATION
AS A PATH AGAINST COLONIAL-
ISM

In the Brazilian Amazon, co-participatory gover-
nance models demonstrate that sustainable-use pro-
tected areas present better economic indices and ac-
cess to basic infrastructure (Campos-Silva et al. 2021;
Den Braber et al. 2024). However, we understand
that centrality must be placed on the titling and au-
tonomy of traditional territories. Indigenous lands
in this region reduce deforestation rates more signif-
icantly when compared to other types of protected ar-
eas, in addition to maintaining higher carbon stocks
(Soares-Filho et al. 2010; Pfaff et al. 2015; Prioli-
Duarte et al. 2023; Lima et al. 2024). Indigenous
peoples and local communities are central to conser-
vation (IPBES 2019), and their territories are incorpo-
rated into the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity
Framework under the term “other effective area-based
conservation measures” (OECMSs). Nevertheless, these
effects depend on the extent to which communities and
their distinct social actors hold rights and responsi-
bilities over the territories, with more positive effects
observed when Indigenous peoples and local commu-
nities possess total autonomy or participate equitably
in decisions regarding the territory’s future (Dawson
et al. 2024). These evidences reinforce that the path
to confronting colonial conservation practices depends
on the capacity of communities to exercise rights over
their territories as “forest citizens” (Parry et al. 2025).

Despite advances, it is necessary to expand the the-
oretical framework toward a more critical and political
understanding of the realities of Indigenous popula-
tions and local communities in the face of conserva-
tionist actions (Fisher et al. 2022). This requires re-
thinking the people-nature relationship, reducing the
focus on forest disturbances and strictly economic cri-
teria, and incorporating the agency of humans and
non-humans (Krenak and Carelli 2023). The main
challenge lies in “liberal conservation,” whose economic
bias seeks to simultaneously maximize conservation
and human well-being but neglects the debate on the
just distribution of environmental costs and benefits
(McShane et al. 2011). The installation of wind farms
in the Caatinga and on the lands of traditional commu-
nities evidences these contradictions: despite threat-

ening biodiversity and local well-being, such projects
are promoted as “green public policies” (Klingler et al.
2024; Neri et al. 2019; Oliveira et al. 2025). Pre-
sented as a “green” solution to the climate crisis, car-
bon credits have often been implemented over the ter-
ritories of Indigenous peoples and local communities
without the recognition of their collective rights and
governance systems. This results in exclusion from
decision-making processes, disregard for free, prior,
and informed consent (FPIC), forced evictions, and
the loss of access to land and the resources upon which
they depend (Redvers et al. 2019). The declared ob-
jective of promoting a “green economy” ends up, in
practice, serving hegemonic economic interests; there
is no equitable distribution of implementation bene-
fits among different peoples, thereby perpetuating en-
vironmental injustices and sacrificing the ways of life
of communities to achieve a supposed sustainability
(e.g., Amancio et al. 2024).

Another significant challenge for the transforma-
tion of conservation theories and practices is the lack
of public policies that effectively support changes in
the field. Although global instruments increasingly
open space and recognition for the participation of In-
digenous peoples and local communities (IPBES 2019),
the urgency to protect remaining ecosystem fragments
hinders deep reflections and multidimensional evalua-
tions (ecological, economic, cultural, and individual) of
conservationist interventions. While the international
community demands that countries comply with, for
example, the CBD’s 30x30 initiative (Target 3 of the
Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework),
the actual ecological and social impacts of these ar-
eas are widely criticized (Adams and Hutton 2007).
This urgency to meet global demands results in the
creation of protected areas only on paper (i.e., “paper
parks”) and the overriding of legal mechanisms for con-
sultation and popular participation, preventing local
populations from fully exercising their autonomy and
territorial management. A striking example of this
is found in the Caatinga, with the Tatu-bola Wildlife
Refuge. Created during the 2014 World Cup follow-
ing a scientific-conservationist movement demanding
urgency (Melo et al. 2014), the reserve is today the
stage for intense political-economic disputes that place
the local population in conflict with the unit’s man-
agement (Amancio et al. 2024). Although policies
downgrading protected area categories to more per-
missive levels of use are viewed with reservation by
the conservation field (Bernard et al. 2014), perhaps
they represent a necessary starting point for conser-
vation to re-evaluate its public policies. This difficult
debate may be the key to granting greater autonomy
to communities within their own territories.
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BODIES, TERRITORIES, AND THE
GLOBAL AGENDA: SOUTHERN
FEMINISMS, BUEN VIVIR, AND
THE DECOLONIAL IMPERATIVE

The historical structuring of society aims at the
homogenization of human bodies, idealizing the sub-
ject who possesses power, access, and decision-making
authority (Foucault 2020). This structure favors such
subjects while disregarding those who do not fit into
this standardization, pushing them to the margins so
they remain unseen, unheard, and unaware of such de-
cisions and their impacts (Hollanda 2023; Ferdinand
2022). Tt is within this framework that our reflec-
tion — in this article — intervenes, by highlighting how
women, Black populations, and peripheral groups re-
main systematically excluded from autonomy over na-
ture conservation, despite being intrinsically linked to
nature and being the most directly affected by contem-
porary socio-environmental crises. Hence, fields such
as Political Ecology/Ethnobiology are observed mak-
ing direct associations between environmental crises
and their consequences for Black and peripheral pop-
ulations (Alier 2007). However, there is still a lack of
contemplation regarding the woman’s body in this dis-
cussion, especially that of the Black woman (Gonzalez
2023; Nascimento 2023).

At the intersection of these exclusions, Mayan-
Xinka feminist and community healer Lorena Cabnal
(Guatemala) has developed the concept of community
feminism rooted in the defense of the body-territory
(cuerpo-territorio): for Cabnal, the colonization of the
body of the Indigenous woman and the colonization of
the ancestral territory are not metaphorically linked
— they are literally the same process of disposses-
sion, exercised through the same colonial-patriarchal
power structures (Cabnal, 2010; Zaragocin & Caretta,
2021). This framework, which emerges from practice
and struggle rather than from the academy, offers eth-
nobiology a profoundly relational and embodied un-
derstanding of territorial conflicts that no amount of
desk theory can replicate.

Together with (but not alongside) the normative
subject are women, performing their essentially do-
mestic roles as mothers, wives, daughters, and care-
givers (Hollanda 2023). Initially, white upper-class
women associated with the colonial period rebelled
against this exclusionary societal structure through
their contributions, along with Black women, to South
American and Caribbean aquilombamento (maroon-
age) processes (Ferdinand 2022), extending to strate-
gic associations with communist political parties and
the progressive Catholic Church (Hollanda 2023).
Without properly fitting into these spaces or aligning
with European or North American feminisms, women

of the Global South strengthened themselves through
art, music, and literature (Hollanda 2023). Today,
they are strongly intertwined with Afro-Latin Amer-
ican epistemologies and bodies, totally inverting the
colonialist and homogenizing logic (Gonzalez 2018;
Hollanda 2020). Among existing feminisms, the one
addressed here (Hooks, 2015) departs synergistically
from decolonial practices, making space for and ex-
tending a body previously objectified in the private
sphere, now fighting to encompass Institutions, Sci-
ence, Culture, and numerous public instances (Slobo-
dian et al. 2021; Saffioti 2023).

Nina Pacari, Kichwa jurist and former Ecuado-
rian Foreign Minister, offers another crucial voice from
within Indigenous legal epistemology. Her work on
the Rights of Nature demonstrates how Indigenous
women can operate simultaneously within and against
state institutions, advancing decolonial legal frame-
works from positions of institutional power — a model
that political ethnobiology must take seriously as ev-
idence that decolonial transformation is not limited
to extra-institutional resistance but can also occur
through strategic engagement with legal structures
(Gudynas 2011).

The struggle for gender equality in the Global
South intertwines with struggles beyond equal wages,
political representation, or suffrage (Gonzalez 2018).
The struggle below the imaginary economic line takes
place through the exploitation of women’s vulnerabil-
ity, the devaluation of lived experience as epistemol-
ogy, the body-as-object for tourism and leisure, the
discrediting of the working woman, and the solitude
of the Black mother and woman (Hooks 2015; Slobo-
dian et al. 2021). Associating this theme with con-
servation, women — in distinct layers of privilege but
nonetheless associated with the environment (Pitan-
guy 2023) — are distanced from their relationships and
lived experiences, depriving them of decision-making
roles and relegating them to administrative positions
(James et al. 2023), limited to stages of processing,
feeding, and selling natural resources, such as in fishing
or small-scale agriculture (Di Ciommo and Schiavetti
2012; Ayres et al. 2023). In Ethnobiology, women are
still cited less frequently and receive less credit for their
work, in addition to facing challenges regarding their
professional academic journeys related to data collec-
tion (Silva et al. 2019). To decolonize Conservation,
it is necessary to think about the structure, beyond
methodologies that encompass women and their effec-
tive participation as direct agents of transformation
(Clancy et al. 2014).

The lack of female representation and leadership
in politics, science, associations, and unions repro-
duces colonial practices regarding the use of natural
resources, as well as a patriarchal and Eurocentric vi-
sion of decision-making spaces and power (Foucault
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2020). The vision of “Mother Earth,” well-articulated
by Ferdinand (2022), becomes obsolete when it does
not include the voice and agency of the Black Latin
American and Caribbean woman (Leal 2020) in Biodi-
versity Conservation (Jones and Solomon 2019). What
is claimed here is not equality — which refers us to rep-
etition — but the plural of their individualities in the
restructuring of spaces and, in an expansive and opti-
mistic mode, of (Mother) Earth (Ferdinand 2022).

The Global Institutional Dimensions:
Decolonize or Perish

The contemporary biodiversity crisis reveals not
only ecological vulnerabilities but also the historical in-
equalities that persist in relations between the Global
North and South. Impacts on biodiversity are un-
evenly distributed, perpetuating and intensifying dis-
parities between countries, classes, genders, races, and
ethnicities (Song et al. 2024). These inequalities are
the result of current policies and have deep roots in the
structure of international law, which bears the mark
of colonial history (Islam et al. 2024). As demon-
strated by Atapattu (2021), international law emerged
from the European “civilizing mission,” responsible for
devastating ecosystems and marginalizing Indigenous
societies in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. The con-
cept of coloniality is central to understanding this pro-
cess: it is a pattern of power that survives the colo-
nial era, organizing structures of labor, knowledge,
authority, and social relations according to the logic
of the world capitalist market and the idea of race
(Maldonado-Torres 2007).

In this context, decolonizing is more than an ethical
imperative; it represents a civilizational urgency in the
face of the environmental crisis and global injustices.
The persistence of coloniality in environmental legal
institutions exemplifies how access to resources, rights,
and recognition remains unequal, requiring historical
reparations and profound reforms. Various alterna-
tives emerge as solutions for climate crisis mitigation,
such as REDD+ (Reducing Emissions from Deforesta-
tion and Forest Degradation); however, the process of
the financialization of nature causes negative impacts
on territories, contrary to what is proposed (Alkmin
2023). To confront these injustices, it is fundamental
to transfer decision-making power regarding biodiver-
sity conservation funds and environmental governance
processes to the directly affected territories, as pro-
posed by Stoll (2025). The Global South must be a
protagonist not only in execution but in the control
of resources and decisions, integrating climate justice
and democracy into its agenda.

The ILO Convention 169 (1989) represents a fun-
damental milestone by guaranteeing the right of tra-
ditional peoples and communities to free, prior, and

informed consultation regarding projects that impact
their territories. However, in practice, its implementa-
tion reveals a significant gap between the legal text
and institutional dynamics. The systematic denial
of this right manifests through flawed, superficial, or
merely informative consultation processes, the results
of which are frequently decided even before dialogue
occurs (Atapattu 2021). Such violation is aggravated
by the appropriation of traditional knowledge discon-
nected from respect for the ways of life of these com-
munities, converting knowledge into a marketable re-
source while promoting the false promise of progress
and quality of life. Behind this rhetoric of inclusion,
a developmentalist model is perpetuated that subor-
dinates local autonomy to the logic of major politi-
cal and economic interests, reinforcing colonial struc-
tures that deny the self-determination and centrality
of these peoples (Santos 2015).

Colonialism is not limited to physical territory:
it also inhabits academia. Western science, histori-
cally built upon the denial and appropriation of other
beings and knowledges, still defines what is recog-
nized as valid knowledge. The so-called “dictator-
ship of method” imposes Eurocentric, racist, ableist,
misogynistic, LGBTQ-phobic, and patriarchal met-
rics, marginalizing Indigenous and popular epistemolo-
gies and transforming knowledge into a commodity
(Reis 2022). Decolonizing academia means recogniz-
ing and legitimizing the various other forms of pro-
ducing and transmitting knowledge — oral tradition,
spirituality, community practice, and sensitive obser-
vation. It implies recognizing that epistemic diversity
is an essential condition for facing complex issues, such
as the climate crisis (Reis 2022). Furthermore, ex-
panding plurality in knowledge production constitutes
a valid and necessary alternative for more assertive,
diverse, inclusive, and equitable conservation policies.
The scientific mechanism, when oriented by horizon-
tal dialogue and mutual respect, becomes fundamen-
tal in the co-construction processes of these policies.
In this scenario, scientists — especially ethnobiologists
— must act as instruments of connection, functioning
as bridges between communities, decision-makers, and
academic institutions. This posture of mediation and
collaboration is fundamental to ensuring that differ-
ent knowledges are recognized, valued, and incorpo-
rated into conservation strategies. As McAlvay et al.
(2021) state, researchers committed to social justice
must question the colonial legacy present in their fields
of study and adopt a posture of allyship: not speaking
for communities, but acting alongside them, support-
ing their agendas, respecting their timing, and recog-
nizing their voices as central.

It is incumbent upon researchers and educational
institutions to break with academic extractivism and
utilitarian practices that fuel mistrust and make tra-
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ditional peoples and communities vulnerable. It is in-
dispensable to rethink historical postures, questioning
to whom the produced knowledge belongs and who
actually benefits from it, promoting a science that is
dialogical, ethical, and rooted in local contexts (McAl-
vay et al. 2021). In this sense, articulating with the
international call present in the United Nations Dec-
laration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007),
the repatriation/rematriation of biocultural heritage
is a fundamental element to be considered in research,
where ethnobiologists occupy a strategic and political
role: defending the physical return of these resources
as a concrete step is fundamental to confronting the
colonial legacy instituted in collections and strength-
ening the sovereignty of peoples over their territories,
knowledge, and biocultural heritage (McAlvay et al.
2021).

For governments, the duty is imposed to guaran-
tee the titling and effective protection of territories,
recognizing that the right to land is central to the au-
tonomy and permanence of traditional peoples. Ti-
tling is a fundamental step to ensure territorial rights,
but it is not sufficient in the face of challenges regard-
ing land reconcentration and territorial fragmentation,
which favor the expansion of external interests and un-
dermine emancipatory processes (Moraes & Caetano
2024). As warned by De Sousa et al. (2025), titling
without inclusive and continuous support policies does
not achieve full agrarian reform; governments must
foster policies that effectively promote territorial and
social justice.

For legal institutions, it is necessary to expand the
recognition of different ways of living and managing
the land, overcoming colonial paradigms and advanc-
ing toward the full recognition of the Rights of Na-
ture as an autonomous, non-human entity worthy of
its own rights. Such a perspective, defended by Gudy-
nas (2011), opens the way for more just, plural, and
counter-colonial management and development alter-
natives, capable of valuing the diversity of cosmovi-
sions and socioecological practices that coexist in the
territories.

Finally, for society, it is necessary to strengthen
popular organization, the articulation between diverse
knowledges, and active support for territorial strug-
gles, building bridges between experiences and pro-
moting the necessary pressure for structural changes
(Santos 2023). The wisdom of Indigenous peoples re-
minds us that life is a vast web, woven from the rela-
tionships between species, knowledges, and territories:
“T did not learn to think about forest things by fixing
my eyes on skins of paper. I saw them for real, by
drinking the breath of life of my ancients [...]” (Kope-
nawa and Albert 2015, p.66).
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Table 1. Four pillars for a Political Ethnobiology and people-based Decolonial Conservation.

Pillar

Central Concept

Academia

Managers

Principles

(1) Epistemic Justice and
Co-authorship of Knowl-
edge

(2) People-Based Conser-
vation and Pluriverses

(3) Ethics of Buen Vivir
and Socioecological Reci-
procity

(4) Institutional Trans-
formation and Epistemic
Justice

Knowledge is  co-
produced from terri-
tories with reciprocity
and autonomy; IPLCs
are epistemic subjects

Conservation stems
from local relations;
Pluriverses replace

the colonial notion of
nature.

Interdependence of hu-
mans and non-humans;
collective Buen Vivir
over financialization

Decolonize science
and conservation, shift
enunciation axis from
the Global North to
the South.

Ethical co-authorship as dialogue: Move beyond
"names on papers" to ensure co-authorship respects
community desires and reflects genuine intellectual
partnership. Alternative Visibility: Prioritize pub-
lishing that grants visibility to political struggles
and safeguards knowledge threatened by erasure.
Accountability-driven evaluation: Shift focus from
peer-review satisfaction to methodological and ethi-
cal accountability to the communities involved.

Confronting the "Dictatorship of Method": Chal-
lenge the privilege of quantitative, hypothesis-driven
formats over oral, relational, and place-based ways
of knowing. Linguistic Pluralism: Actively resist the
linguistic barrier of English-only dominance by sup-
porting multilingual dissemination and translation.
Intercultural Curricula: Decolonize curricula to in-
clude Indigenous, quilombola, and feminist cosmolo-
gies as central (not peripheral) knowledge.

Extra-Academic Repositories: Develop and support
community-controlled knowledge repositories that
operate outside of indexed academic infrastructures.
Non-Extractive Research: Ensure research is eman-
cipatory, refusing to treat territories as mere data-
extraction sites for high-impact journals. Interdisci-
plinary Restoration: Foster research on biocultural
restoration where Buen Vivir (not financial profit) is
the primary indicator of success.

South-South Publishing Networks: Actively con-
struct and sustain publishing networks that bypass
the gatekeeping of North-centered journals and APC
costs. Metric Reform: Reformulate institutional
evaluation criteria to prioritize territorial impact and
community benefits over citation counts and impact
factors. Decolonizing Credentialing: Challenge uni-
versities to recognize research credentials and exper-
tise that emerge from territorial practice rather than
colonial institutional logic.

IPLC representa-
tion in environmen-
tal councils; Partic-
ipatory territorial
co-management
programs

Replace  "fortress
conservation" with
of co-management;
integrate peo-
ples rights into
conservation policy.

Indicators of reci-
procity in conser-
vation plans; Value
agroecological and
traditional manage-
ment

biocultural conser-
vation in Conven-
tion on Biological
Diversity  (CBD);
targets; policies
recognizing Rights
of Nature.

Co-production  of

knowledge; epis-
temological  hori-
zontality; cognitive
reciprocity.

Ontological plu-
rality;  territorial

co-management;
recognition of local
cosmopolitics; rela-
tional diversity of
life.

care and biocul-
tural  restoration;
ethics  of  reci-
procity; primacy of
life over profit.

Epistemic plu-
ralism; cognitive
redistribution; ter-
ritorial and cultural
justice; cooperation
between worlds and
knowledges.
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CONCLUSIONS

In face of the historical and contemporary chal-
lenges imposed by modernity/colonialism, the con-
struction of decolonial alternatives for conservation re-
quires the centrality of people, worldviews, and terri-
tories. Combating socio-environmental injustices re-
quires a rupture with exclusionary models and the
articulation of plural epistemologies, territorial au-
tonomy, and effectively participatory consultation
processes (Gudynas 2011; De Sousa et al. 2025;
Reis 2022). Such a process demands more than
piecemeal adjustments; it implies redefining institu-
tional, academic, and legal structures, calling upon
women, researchers, and society to an ethical commit-
ment to the emancipatory co-construction of conser-
vation—towards a biodiversity that serves as the path
to the autonomy of traditional territories.

In light of the reflections and provocations raised
here, we propose four fundamental pillars for a polit-
ical ethnobiology and people-based decolonial conser-
vation, which synthesize concrete and integrated rec-
ommendations: 1) Epistemic justice and co-authorship
of knowledge, 2) People-based conservation and pluri-
verses, 3) Ethics of Buen Vivir and socioecological reci-
procity, and 4) Institutional transformation and epis-
temic justice (Table 1). By provoking reflection and
action regarding these pillars, we invite a move beyond
the extractivist, utilitarian, and colonial models that
persist in the fields of ecology and ethnobiology. De-
colonial conservation is not merely a theoretical pos-
sibility; it is a practical urgency. The future of en-
vironmental policies will depend on the capacity to
recognize diversity, promote justice, guarantee rights,
and involve the voices and experiences of communities
as protagonists of their own destinies (McAlvay et al.
2021; Santos 2023). The challenge is set: transform-
ing structures and practices means affirming that the
future will be decolonial, or it will not be.

It is essential, however, that this framework be re-
ceived not as a triumphalist agenda but as a working
hypothesis laden with tensions. Political Ethnobiology
operates within — not outside of — the very institutional
structures it critiques. Researchers who write about
decoloniality from universities in the Global South still
occupy positions of epistemic privilege relative to the
communities with whom they work; the act of publish-
ing in indexed English-language journals, even with
the best intentions, reproduces some of the very dy-
namics this paper denounces. Good intentions are not
sufficient — as Reo (2019) argues, territory-rooted ac-
countability is required. The gap between researchers
who write theory from a desk and those who build
knowledge by walking territories is not a gap that theo-
retical sophistication alone can close; it requires struc-
tural changes in how researchers are trained, funded,

and evaluated.

Emerging models that particularly address this
tension include:  collective and community co-
authorship as a standard ethical requirement (not a
courtesy); research funded by and accountable to com-
munity organizations rather than exclusively to aca-
demic institutions; Indigenous-led territorial monitor-
ing programs that generate knowledge for commu-
nity use regardless of publication; and South-South
academic networks that operate according to crite-
ria of territorial relevance rather than impact factor.
The CARE Principles for Indigenous Data Governance
(Carroll et al. 2020) offer one institutional frame-
work through which some of these commitments can
be operationalized. These are not utopian visions but
practices already underway in various territories of the
Global South — evidence that decolonial conservation
is not merely a theoretical possibility
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