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Abstract

The eco-climate crisis can be defined as a profound civilisation crisis, leading to questioning the
dominant anthropocentric, capitalist, extractivist system and its Cartesian values. Therefore, flowing
among ecology, political ontology, Indigenous ecological knowledge and green extractivism, this
work advocates for the need to rethink the ecological transition in broader terms, overcoming the
technological realm, as to encompass the social, political, and cultural one. In doing so, it adopts a
decolonial stance and engages with Indigenous cosmologies, practices, and mobilisations from
Colombia. First, the Indigenous movement, which led to the creation of the Indigenous organisation
CRIC and ONIC, represents a crucial point of reference, since it embodies several claims compatible
with those related to the ecological transition. Secondly, the ecological practices of the Arhuaco
community of Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta are appreciated through Berkes’ Indigenous Ecological
Knowledge framework, thus emphasising the crucial role played by the cultural framework within
the ecological transition. And finally, the limits of an ecological transition only focused on
technological solutions are depicted by an analysis of wind park projects’ impacts in the Wayuu

territories of La Guajira (Colombia).

Keywords: Ecology; Indigenous Environmental Justice, Green Extractivism, Political ontology.
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Introduction

Water was hitting us, fired at high speed from the hydrants. Despite the shortages due to
climate change-induced drought, there appeared to be enough of it to use against climate activists. 1
was lining up together with hundreds of people from all over the world, willing to bring our climate
and social justice claims under the spotlight of the Venice Film Festival, and yet we had been stopped
by the police impetus. One minute before, we were marching together, elbow to elbow, as one single
body, a long, intertwined, and self-regulating human ecosystem, which was much more than human:
we were nature defending herself. Then, suddenly, everything changed. I remember a moment of
darkness and confusion. Something hit my head. Something was forcefully pushing us back. Then |
realised that water was been fired at us. The march opened up, someone fell; we tried to regroup, but
the waterjet was strong, and we were disheartened. And then, in the midst of that chaos, a voice stood

out:

La lucha es por la vida.

The struggle is for life.

Juan Pablo, an Indigenous leader from Colombia, was chanting these words to reignite us with
strength and hope, reminding us why we were there, who we were, and what we were fighting for. The
climate and ecological crisis was undermining the very life fabric on the planet, and we demanded a

radical paradigmatic change to reverse the course.

It is emblematic that it would be precisely an Indigenous leader from South America to provide such
encouragement. Much more than an energy boost for that moment, he seemed to respond to one of
the main doubts that had been echoing in my mind ever since I started reflecting on the eco-climatic
crisis, and one of those questions that led to me to embark on this journey within the environmental
humanities: is there an alternative? Are there social and cultural models more apt to foster a more
harmonious relation with nature and among human beings, safeguarding rather that destroying the
ecological balance? The day of the march, Juan Pablo gave me a hint, and I decided to follow it. This
is how I ended up on a mesmerising journey through Indigenous territories, experiences, and

mobilisations in Colombia, which are the raw material on which the present work builds.



Flowing among ecology, political ontology, Indigenous ecological knowledge and green extractivism,
in this thesis I try to articulate an answer to the question of what an “ecological transition”, in the face
of the eco-climatic crisis, might look like. To do so, I approach the “ecological transition” as an
ambiguous term, apt to be interpreted according to the context from where it emerges. Indeed, in the
scenarios where I first encountered it, that are activist and grassroots movements, the ecological
transition is commonly referred to as a structural, political, and social change. By borrowing a
definition from the Treccani encyclopaedia, this first conceptualisation of the ecological transition
can be summarised as a “process through which human societies interact with the physical
environment, aiming for more balanced and harmonious relationships within local and global
ecosystems” (Treccani, 2021, my translation). However, this is not the only connotation of the term.
In technocratic and political discourses, such transition emerges, instead, as a mere technological
change, simply aimed at producing less greenhouse gases emissions and pollutants, without
questioning the cultural, ideological, and political model in which such technological advances are
implemented. In this sense, a clear example is represented by the European Green Deal, based on
policies of emissions reduction, and intending to make the economy “modern, resource-efficient and
competitive” (European Commission, n.d.). Departing from these two ways to define the “ecological
transition”, with this work I further enquire: what is the role of cultural and social change within the

context of the ecological transition? And what, instead, is the role of technology?

More precisely, the objectives of this work can be articulated on three lines. First, it aims at expanding
the conceptualisation of the ecological transition as a cultural, social, and political transformation, by
drawing on ecological principles, socio-ecological justice and a decolonial approach. Secondly, and
building from this first conceptualisation of the ecological transition, it seeks to further showcase the
link between cultural framework and ecological practices. And finally, it looks at the other side of the

coin, questioning the limits of an ecological transition solely intended as a technological shift.

The ecological and climatic upheaval is by now a widely acknowledged reality. The consequences of
human disruption of the planet’s boundaries and ecological balance are every day more evident:
increasingly frequent and violent extreme events, alternation of floods and droughts, melting of ice
caps and sea level rise are just some of its symptoms (IPBES, 2019; IPCC, 2023; Richardson et al,
2023; UNEP, 2023). The crisis is urgent, and calls for immediate, radical action and structural change.
Consequently, addressing the meaning and scope of such change, commonly referred to as the
“ecological transition”, is unquestionably crucial. However, the relevance of this work is not limited

to this. Considering the increased popularity of the concept and the evident effects of the eco-climatic

5



disruption, it is not surprising that research on the ecological transition is abundant across various
disciplines. Nevertheless, one of the critical points that is often absent in research regarding the
ecological transition is a generalised deeper questioning of the ontological, cultural, social, and
political paradigm underlying the eco-climatic crisis. As a result, the ecological transition is
frequently depicted in terms of technological adjustments aimed at constructing a more ecological
society (Grossmann et al., 2021). According to such predominant view, if the climatic and ecological
crisis is the problem, technology is the solution. This work, on the contrary, proposes a different
standpoint, typical of the field of the environmental humanities, namely that of overcoming the
technocratic approach by placing the eco-climatic crisis within the social and cultural realm (Ghosh,

2017; Oppermann & lovino, 2017).

Moreover, the relevance of this work stems from its interdisciplinarity. Again, confronting the
ecological and climate havoc implies facing a complex set of interconnected issues, which is not
possible to address from a univocal disciplinary perspective. Again, part of the originality and value
of the research undertaken within the environmental humanities is directly related to such
interdisciplinary approach, whereby humanistic and scientific fields converge and inform each other.
This thesis goes in the same direction, by resorting to ecology as a scientific point of departure for a

social and cultural analysis.

Existing research and, broadly speaking, the dominant narrative on the ecological transition is also
defective insofar as it lacks a decolonial approach (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018; Quijano, 2000). As
pointed out by several authors, the ecological and climate crisis can be understood as both a
consequence and continuation of the colonial violence that saw the European powers impose
themselves on Indigenous lands, in South America as in other parts of the world (Dhillon, 2021;
Escobar, 2014; McGregor et al., 2020; Povinelli, 2021). Such domination occurred not only on a
material level, but also on an epistemic one, devaluing and obscuring Indigenous knowledges,
practices, social models, and worldviews (Quijiano, 2000; De Sousa Santos, 2016). Integrating a
decolonial gaze and referring to Indigenous people when dealing with how the ecological transition
can be conceptualised is thus relevant and necessary, for two reasons. First, it provides an opportunity
to assume and try to heal the colonial past (which, in many ways, extends to the present), by making
sustainability a “decolonial project” (Escobar, 2008, p. 155). Secondly, directing attention towards
Indigenous worldviews and practices is beneficial as it opens up the range of the conceivable
possibilities and helps informing the radical paradigmatic shift that an ecological transition could

imply. If, as Ghosh (2017) states, the climate crisis is a “crisis of culture, and thus of the imagination”
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(p. 9), and if it is so difficult to imagine an alternative to the modern, capitalist system (Fisher &
Mattioli, 2018), then attending to Indigenous people is relevant since it proves the opposite:
alternatives do exist, we only need to acknowledge them, include them in the narrative and let them
inspire the transformation we call for when we refer to an “ecological transition”. For this reason, the
argument exposed in this thesis builds on three Indigenous case-studies, with which I engaged all

along my journey in Colombia.

At this point, it is important to clarify what I refer to when I say that it is important to include a focus
on Indigenous people in the discourse around the ecological transition, since such a stance could give
rise to misinterpretations and criticisms. I should start by acknowledging my positionality within the
framework of this academic research, namely that of a white, European, middle-class student. This
work adopts an anthropological standpoint and related tools, and it is important to remind that both
were born in colonial times and served for colonial purposes, i.e. describing and acquiring knowledge
over people in order to better gain control over them. In the course of history, anthropology as a
discipline has undergone a process of self-reflection, and to some degree has rejected such stance.
However, without a proper critical use, anthropological tools might end up perpetuating similar
colonial dynamics. One of the risks of anthropological practice is that of “academic extractivism”,
whereby scholars attend to alternative knowledge systems, such as Indigenous ones, with a profit-
driven attitude, extracting concepts for academic analysis without giving proper credit or participation
to the local actors (Alatas, 2022). Another approach that mirrors a colonial attitude is that of claiming
to speak for Indigenous people, or, in other words, claiming to be suited for describing them better
than how they would describe themselves (Vasco, 2007). As I was anticipating, in the light of my own
positionality, it is fundamental to clarify the way I approach Indigenous matters in this work, thus

distancing myself from the attitude previously described.

The analytical approach I have adopted in the course of this work is informed by Ingold’s definition
of anthropology. According to him, doing anthropology means “taking the other seriously”, that is,
attributing equal value and significance to the worldview and ontology of the “other” as well as to
the one of the anthropologist (Ingold, 2018). However, attending to the “others” with serious
attentiveness is not aimed at better explaining them. Rather, the reasoning follows a reflexive path -
comparable to the Hegelian thesis, antithesis and synthesis — whereby the focus goes back to
questioning the researcher’s own standpoint and worldview. “Taking the other seriously”, then, is an
introspective endeavour, which allows a constructive self-critique, rather than a detailed description

of the alterity. Moving from this stance, with this work I do not claim to speak for Indigenous people,
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nor is my goal to provide the most accurate description of their worldviews, ontologies, and practices.
I do not believe to be in the position to do so, since, as previously expressed, that would determine a
colonial attitude on my behalf, which I reject. What I intend to do, instead, is to start from my
positionality as a scholar of the Global North, acknowledge the limits and failures of the cultural,
social, and political model to which I belong, and thus resorting to Indigenous worldviews, ontologies
and practices as a contrasting point that enables me to forge a constructive self-critique with relation
to such worldview and socio-political, cultural model. Such critique takes a double form: it implies
emphasising the shortcomings as well as pointing to possible solutions. Moreover, it is important to
note that, in doing so, I do not assume the Indigenous models as one-size-fit all alternatives. On the
contrary, they serve as contrasting points through which it is possible to critically engage with our
dominant model. This is especially true and necessary when dealing with the concept of the ecological
transition. What should an ecological transition look like? To what extent can it be considered as a
social, political, and cultural transformation? What is the role of technology within it? It is to these
sorts of questions that anthropological attention towards Indigenous people should help find answers.
In doing so, this work attunes with Geertz’s (1973) and Vasco’s (2007) accounts of a relevant
anthropological research: it should start by considering society real needs, and its worth should be
valued according to its aim. In other words, theories and methodologies are subordinate to the goal
of the research: “knowledge, science, research are not ends in themselves, but they are means, they
are tools... and they are tools, as Marx says, to transform the world” (p. 19, my trans.). The ecological
and climate crisis points to the need for a profound change in the dominant Western socio-political
paradigm, and anthropological research focusing on Indigenous people helps informing how such

transformation — in the form of an ecological transition — might look like.

This thesis presents the character of a qualitative experimental research. The methodology has varied
to suit each chapter’s specificities and research needs, and it is further clarified at the beginning of
each of them. However, it is possible to provide a general overlook. Apart from the first section, where
the method was solely based on an interdisciplinary literature review, all the others present a mixed
method, also including participant observation during fieldwork and semi-structured interviews, and
informal conversations. More precisely, the second chapter combines 6 semi-structured interviews
with an extensive analysis of second-hand data, spanning from state and organisations’ documents
and communications, journals, and websites. The third chapter, instead, is predominantly based on an
ethnographic approach where participant observation was key. First-hand data is provided in the form
of relevant ethnographic scenes and informal conversations, but they are also complemented by an

analysis of additional relevant documents and an academic literature review. Finally, the fourth
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chapter resorts mainly on 15 semi-structured interviews, but also participant observation and informal
conversation, matched with a literature review. In all cases, the material collected through the

interviews was transcribed and analysed through coding and thematic analysis (Bryman, 2012).

Space and timewise, the present research follows a 6-months (March-August 2023) path across
several regions of Colombia, which are all relevant for the presence of Indigenous actors. Broadly
speaking, Colombia represents a flourishing and inspiring ground with regards to Indigenous people.
The country is indeed officially recognized as pluri-ethnic and multi-cultural (art. 7, Constitucion
Politica de la Republica de Colombia, 1991) and grants special rights and autonomy to its Indigenous
inhabitants, which count around two million individuals and belong to 115 different native groups
(DANE, 2019; Laurent, 2005; 2012). Both in past and recent times, Indigenous people are significant
agents in Colombia, in virtue of their political mobilisation, cultural, cosmological, and ontological
diversity, and involvement in socio-environmental conflicts. For this reason, Colombia was deemed

as a fertile ground to elaborate this research.

I will now delve more on the different passages of the research process. For the second chapter,
interviews were conducted between March and May 2023, in two locations. One of them is Bogota,
capital of the country, but, more importantly, home to the headquarter of the main national Indigenous
organisation, the Organizacion Nacional Indigena de Colombia (ONIC). The other is the city of Santa
Marta, on the North-West coast, where, due to my involvement with Indigenous communities of the
area, I had the possibility to conduct two interviews with members of the local cabildo (Cabildo
Arhuaco Magdalena y Guajira), a special public entity for the administration of Indigenous lands.
The fieldwork for the third section was done between June and July 2023 in the Arhuaco Indigenous
community of Bunkwimake, in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, a coastal mountain complex home
to four Indigenous groups, known as an example of biocultural conservation, whereby Indigenous
practices play a significant role in preserving local biodiversity (Duran-Izquierdo & Olivero-Verbel,
2021; Ebus, 2017; Cancilleria Gobierno de Colombia, 2022; CIT, n.d.; Rodriguez-Navarro, 2000;
UNESCO, 2023). Finally, the research-journey ends in the Wayuu Indigenous territory of La Guajira,
the Northernmost peninsula of Colombia, which, due to its favourable exposition to sun and wind,
has become the epicenter for the production of green energy, with projects implying the installation
of wind parks in Indigenous land. In this case, fieldwork covered a 17-day period, spanning from July
to August 2023, predominantly in the middle and upper parts of the region, focusing on the cities of

Riohacha, Uribia, and Maicao, as well as their surroundings.



The work is divided into four chapters. The first one is dedicated to the description of the ecological
and climate crisis as an expression of a deeper social, political, and cultural crisis of the dominant
Western modern paradigm. In doing so, it draws on works of scholars such as Armiero (2021),
Haraway (2015), Moore (2017), Tsing (2015), Hickel (2020) and Capra (2005), among others.
Moving from this standpoint, the ecological transition is conceptualised as a transformative
paradigmatic shift, which overcomes the strictly technological realm as to encompass the cultural,
social, and political one. To better define the elements of such transition, ecology is mobilised to infer
some fundamental principles, which, it is argued, should inform the paradigmatic transformation
needed. Finally, the chapter includes a decolonial stance by arguing for the need to engage with
Indigenous experiences, mobilisations, and political claims at the time of defining the scope and

meaning of an ecological transition.

The second chapter delves more into the connection between Indigenous mobilisations and the
ecological transition by focusing on the Indigenous movement in Colombia, and more precisely on
the uprising which led to the creation of the two main Indigenous organisations of the country —
namely the Consejo Regional Indigena del Cauca (CRIC) and the ONIC. This serves as an example
of a social movement whose claims and transformative political and cultural vision are compatible
with those related to the ecological transition, in its connotation of profound socio-cultural
paradigmatic change. Moreover, this chapter resorts to political ontology (Escobar, 2014) to
emphasise the depth of Indigenous proposals, which go well beyond the cultural sphere, but are

indeed ontological.

The third chapter, then, zooms in this conceptualisation of the ecological transition, and focuses more
specifically on the role played by cultural and social change. On a theoretical level, it resorts to the
Indigenous Ecological Knowledge (IEK) framework proposed by Berkes (2012) and to the idea of
cosmology presented by Reichel-Dolmatoff (1976). Applying these critical lenses, it builds from my
fieldwork experience with the Arhuaco community of Bunkwimake to analyse the relevance of
Indigenous cosmology, cultural values, and social norms in relation to their ecological practices. For
analytical reasons, here cultural norms and practices are referred to as if they were distinguished and
separable, while it is important to bear in mind that such distinction is fictitious. Worldviews and
environmental practices arise simultaneously, are co-dependent and influence each other. Engaging
with the natural environment forges people’s worldview about it, while, at the same time, the

worldview informs ecological practices. The two poles (belief/practice) are not really separated, but
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rather influence each other in a continuous feedback process. However, once having clarified this, the

IEK appears as a useful tool, particularly suited for the argument presented in this thesis.

While the third chapter is focused on the link between cultural context and ecological practices, and
therefore its relevance in the context of the ecological transition, the fourth and final chapter reverses
the point of view and analyses the shortcomings of technological solutions. In other words, it
scrutinises the second conceptualisation of the ecological transition, that is that of simply
implementing technological changes. More precisely, this section centres on the impacts of wind park
projects in the Indigenous Wayuu territories of La Guajira and evaluates them under a triple
theoretical prism: that of the Just Transition, the Environmental Justice Framework, and Green
extractivism/colonialism. With regards to technology, it is important to stress that the argument
sustained here is not that technology is not necessary for an ecological transition, quite the opposite.
What it questioned is not technology in and of itself, but rather the unquestionable faith associated to

it, and the idea that an ecological transition can be conceived only in terms of technological change.

Water had stopped. We turned our back to the police trucks. We had not made it to the red
carpet, and yet our presence there signified something important. We knew the road ahead of us was
long, tortuous, and hard, but being there with our bodies and souls was, for as little as it might seems,
a small rift in the dominant paradigm, the materiality of a fermenting alternative willing to thrive. An
alternative embodied by climate activists and Indigenous leaders marching side by side. Soaked with
happiness, we walked back to our camp. But my journey in the exploration of the ecological transition

through Colombian Indigenous experiences of resistance had just begun.
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Chapter one — what ecological transition?

1. The eco-climate turmoil as a socio-political, cultural crisis

In an era defined by unprecedented environmental shifts, the pervasive effects of climate change have
emerged as a pressing global concern, redefining landscapes, economies, and the very fabric of human
existence. The increasing number of extreme weather events, rising temperatures and sea level rise
pose a substantial threat on human infrastructures and well-being, with a direct impact on the food
production systems and freshwater availability. While ice caps are melting, oceans are becoming
increasingly acidified. And the consequences of climate change are directly visible, and will become
even more so, making some parts of the world unhabitable, causing mass migrations, disrupting
economies, and fuelling conflicts all around the globe. Climate change is also rooted in global
inequalities: the less responsible and most vulnerable countries and communities are also the most
affected ones (IPCC, 2023). Yet, climate change is just one side on the global turmoil we are facing
as a society. Entire ecosystems are being disrupted, as we make our way into the sixth mass extinction
the world has ever faced (IPBES, 2019; UNEP, 2023). Although climate change captures most of the
attention nowadays, focusing only on this aspect, without considering human impact on the planet in
a wider sense, risks to render a partial or inaccurate picture of the situation. This becomes clear when
looking at the planetary boundaries framework, which was developed in 2009 in order to assess the
conditions of those physical limits within which humans can continue to develop and thrive
(Richardson et al.,, 2023). They include climate change, biosphere integrity, novel entities,
stratospheric ozone depletion, atmospheric aerosol loading, ocean acidification, biogeochemical
flows, freshwater change, and land system change. According to the latest study, six out of these nine
thresholds have been transgressed, while pressure is increasing on all of them, except for ozone
depletion (Richardson et al., 2023). These reports draw a dark picture of the situation of the human
species on the planet: we have generated this global crisis through continued transgression of the
planet’s biophysical limits, causing unprecedented and, in some cases, irreversible changes, which

undermine the very basis of human and non-human life on Earth.

The changes the planet is undergoing due to human pressure are of such a magnitude as to convince
scientists that this epoch deserves a name of its own. We entered, then, in the Anthropocene, a
geological time marked by the profound and lasting impact of human activities on the Earth's systems

and environment. Human activity is, indeed, responsible for chemical, physical and biological
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alterations, resulting in major changes in economic, social, and environmental aspects of the Earth

and disrupting the functioning of the planetary system (Crutzen & Stoermer, 2000).

Since its introduction, the term “Anthropocene” has sparked interest in the academia and has been
widely adopted. However, alternatives appeared too. Armiero (2021), for instance, has proposed the
name “Wasteocene”, pointing at the centrality of “waste” in our time. Not only is waste “matter out
of place” — he argues — but it is a process, namely that of creating people (human and non-human
alike) and places that are considered disposable. “Wasteocene”, then, refers not only to this
transformation and classification, but also to the power relations that make it possible. The concept
of “waste” is replaced by that of “plantations” in Tsing’s “Plantationocene” (Haraway et al., 2015;
Davis et al., 2019). According to her view, the current epoch is characterised by social, economic,
and environmental dynamics corresponding to those inherent to the functioning of a plantation (both
metaphorically and materially), namely global and long-distance circulation of capital investments,
people and plants and the resulting simplification of landscapes, together with dynamics of
homogenisation and control. Instead of focusing on criticising existing destructive processes,
Haraway’s proposal highlights the possibilities that exist in a world marked by mass extinction and
climatic distress. She chooses “Chtulucene” to signify the necessity to forge new human and non-
human kinship, while picturing the Earth as an entanglement of “diverse earth-wide tentacular powers

and forces and collected things” (Haraway, 2015, p. 160).

Apart from their specificities, what all these names hold in common is that they shift the focus and
responsibility of the current situation from a general and homogenous “humanity” — as the word
anthropo- would imply — to specific political, socio-economic systems and power relations. In this
sense, perhaps the most notorious alternative that has been put forward to replace the term
Anthropocene is that of “Capitalocene” (Moore, 2017), according to which the current climate and
ecological crisis is caused primarily by the capitalist system. Its proponent builds from a Marxist
analysis, describing capitalism as a “world-ecology” based on a double exploitation: that of workers’
labour and of nature. Placing humans outside of nature paves the way for its unlimited depletion and
such an approach is considered the main cause of the destructive consequences previously outlined.
Furthermore, capitalism’s reliance on continuous expansion, growth, and accumulation for the benefit
of a small élite is not compatible with the planet’s biophysical boundaries (Herrero, 2021; Hickel,
2020; Grossmann et al., 2021; Pérez Orozco, 2020). And yet, according to Latour (2020), the power

that such an élite holds prevents any real action from being taken to reverse the course.
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One of the major critiques posed to capitalism as a way to organise social and environmental relations
comes from a feminist approach. Capitalism, which relies on infinite growth and extraction, is
inherently incapable of providing the circumstances for the continuation of life, since capital places
production and profit over the reproduction of life. This is what Federici (2020) refers to as “crisis of
social reproduction”. On one hand, the system is organised around “profit” as a value, therefore
undervaluing human life and the conditions that are necessary for the social reproduction on a daily
basis. On the other hand, the profit-seeking imperative is deeply connected with an extractive attitude
towards nature, and this, in turn, leads to a disregard of the planetary boundaries and undermines the
material basis that make the reproduction of life possible, on a wider, ecological level. The crisis of
social reproduction generated by the capitalist system refers, then, not only to a state of growing
inequality, precariousness, and social exclusion, but also to the increased elimination of the possibility
for human life to be sustained in the future (Herrero, 2021; Gutiérrez Aguilar & Salazae, 2020; Pérez

Orozco, 2020).

Rephrasing the “Anthropocene” in terms of “Capitalocene” is then useful, since it recognizes two
major points: not all humanity is equally responsible for the current eco-climatic catastrophe, but
there are power and hierarchical dynamics involved. Such dynamics are enshrined in a socio-
economic system which places profit and production over human and non-human life, while
simultaneously being rooted in an unbridled expansion and exploitation of human and natural
resources. This generates benefits for a small part of the global population, while widening social
inequalities (Hickel, 2020). Understanding that a socio-economic system based on human and non-
human exploitation for the benefit of a few is at the core of the current situation is indeed useful, and
yet not sufficient, since, as every human system, its establishment and continuation is determined by

an ideological paradigm.

The ideological paradigm underpinning the capitalist, extractivist, patriarchal and neocolonial system
traces its roots to ideas introduced by religious traditions (White, 1967), but then systematized by two
of the major thinkers of the XVII century: Descartes and Galilei. On one hand, Cartesian’s philosophy
described the world according to a set of dualisms: mind and body, man and nature, science and
religion, man and woman; on the other, Galilei’s scientific method, which is the basis of modern
science, instilled a profound belief, the certainty of the possibility of knowing (and thus manipulating)
nature through science (Capra, 2005). Organising the reality according to this separation paved the
way for the rise of hierarchical and oppressive dynamics between the two categories. Indeed, placing

man outside and above nature granted him the possibility to exploit it for its own benefit (Merchant,
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1988; Oppermann & lovino, 2016). A similar dynamic occurs in the relationship that involve men
and women and that define the patriarchal society we are enmeshed in. According to an ecofeminist
critique, modern society allows humans to exploit nature just as it allows men to oppress women
(Gaard, 1993; Mies & Shiva, 2014). The core of the problem does not lie in the subjects themselves
— being them nature or women — but in the dualistic and hierarchical relationship that ties them with
men. The same dualistic and hierarchical approach is what has justified colonial enterprises from the
West to the rest of the world, legitimising violence and exploitation of land and people considered to
be not only different and separate, but also inferior to the Western male gaze (Acosta, 2015;

Santamaria, 2013).

Cartesian dualism has another implication: by severing humanity from nature, it overlooks the fact
that human existence depends on its relations with its human and non-human environment. Failing to
conceive the world as an assemblage of connections rather than as individual entities fuels
individualistic attitudes and marks an approach of domination (Herrero, 2021; Plumwood, 2002).
This appears to be one of the prevailing features of modern society: the lack of a sense of connection
between human and non-human entities, which is instead replaced by a sense of radical difference
(Rose, 2011; Oppermann & lovino, 2016). Reality is perceived as objective and pre-existing the
relations that configure it (Escobar, 2014). Such a logic marks a sense of alienation from the Earth as
well, numbing humans’ ability to perceive their connection and belonging to the planet they inhabit,

as Latour (2020) argues.

Cartesian thought paired with Galilei’s scientific stance resulted in the widespread attitude towards
nature which lies at the basis of the capitalist and extractivist system. With the establishment of the
scientific method, the natural world came to be viewed as objective, perfectly divisible and apt for
being studied, therefore controlled, dominated, and manipulated. Such a view does not just contrast
deeply with the medieval perception of nature, which was still imbued with spirituality and sense of
divine (Herrero, 2021), but it is also contradicted by contemporary scientific and physical discoveries
(Capra, 2005). However, this has not changed the general common perception, imaginaries, nor the

technological apparatus, which was crafted based on those ideas (Herrero, 2021).

Apart from being determinant in crafting human attitude towards nature, the establishment of the
scientific method and of science as the most suited means for investigating and capturing the essence
of the reality led also to another downside, that is the tendency to downgrade other sources of

knowledge (e.g. spiritual, religious, embodied) and to place an unquestionable optimism on science,
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its discoveries and its direct applications, which are technological advances (De Sousa Santos, 2016;
Herrero, 2021). And yet, a blind optimism towards scientific methods and technological solutions
risks limiting society’s ability to question itself and its own self-destructive dynamics (Plumwood,
2002). According to Escobar (2014), the Western world fails to undertake an internal critique because
it relies too much on a faith in science as “absolute” and “neutral” (p. 49). In doing so, it also fails in
recognising the validity of other forms of knowledge, such as those presented by subaltern and

Indigenous groups, resulting in their invisibilisation.

To summarise, it can be argued that Cartesian dualism, paired with the prevalence of the scientific
method, represent the pillars of an anthropocentric ideological apparatus, which radically separates
the Western men from the “other” — being it nature, women, or Indigenous populations — and thus
justifies the latter’s exploitation and oppression. Such an ideological paradigm encompasses also
other characteristics, such as technological optimism, individualism, competitiveness, and the idea of
progress as a materialistic, infinite growth of production and consumption. And it is precisely such
an ideological paradigm that lies at the basis of the capitalist and extractivist socio-economic system,

which is fuelling the present climate and ecological disruption (Herrero, 2021).

Understanding the link between the ideological apparatus, the socio-economic system and the eco-
climate crisis highlights an important nexus: the ecological and climate crisis we are facing represents
a crisis of the Western modern society and its deeply embedded values and core ideas (Gil, 2020;
Herrero, 2021; Pérez Orozco, 2020). Therefore, in order to imagine a solution to the current situation,
a mere technological approach appears insufficient. Although we witness an attempt made in the
general discourse, which aims at naturalizing the current economic model, its inherent dependence
on growth and technological optimism, thus creating taboos in the general narrative which prevent
the system from being criticised (Grossmann et al., 2021), that is precisely the shift needed: a deep
questioning of the socio-economic system and the cultural, ideological beliefs that keep it alive

(Escobar, 2008). In the words of Oppermann and Iovino (2016):

It is imperative to seek new modes of thought that would shift our mindset towards a
disanthropocentric discursive change, which in turn will create and implement more sustainable

economic practices, social behaviors, and moral paradigms. (p. 5)

It is by now clear that the modern, capitalist, materialistic and consumeristic concept of development

is not replicable on a global level, since it is not compatible with the ecological limits that make the
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survival of the human species possible (Acosta, 2015). Not only does the current socio-economic
system contradict the ecological principles, it is also strongly dependent on social inequalities.
Reversing this pattern requires questioning the system not only on a material basis, but also on a

cultural and spiritual one (Burn, 2011; Dahl, 2012; Restrepo, 2022). As Escobar (2008) phrases it:

To build a more sustainable relation with the planet we’d have to revers some of the pillars of
modernity, such as the division humas/no humans, the utilitarian use of nature, and in general
restructure profoundly Western political, economic, religious and cultural institutions that are at

the base of current “disintegration of life systems”. (p. 308)

After having described the ecological and climate situation as inherently dependent on the modern
capitalist, extractivist socio-economic system and its ideological paradigm, thus arguing for the need
of a change in the latter, it is important to delve more on the concept of “ecological transition” that

the present situation calls for.

2. Defining the ecological transition

The civilisation crisis previously outlined calls for a deep, paradigmatic change. When talking about
the ecological and climate crisis, it is common to associate it with the concept of “ecological

transition”. And yet, the meaning of such a transition is not unambiguous nor self-evident.

The first time I encountered the term “ecological transition” it was embedded in an activist context.
When I started taking part in climate justice marches, and when I joined local activist groups, one of
the most common slogans used was “system change, not climate change”. We were demanding a
structural transformation. In that context, then, the “ecological transition” appeared with a specific
connotation, which can be summarised as a shift towards a social and political model characterised
by a just and harmonious relationship among human beings, with the ecosystems and the living planet.
This view is common not only in activist circles, but has also gained increased popularity in academic
fields, such as that of the environmental humanities (Oppermann & lovino, 2016). However, this is
not the only way the “ecological transition” can be understood. A second conceptualisation of the
“ecological transition” can be derived from political, social, and technocratic discourses, whereby
emphasis is placed only on the technological transformations aimed at producing less pollutants and

adopting more efficient and clean energy sources. In this sense, a clear example is represented by the
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European Green Deal, based on policies of greenhouse gas emissions reduction, and intending to

make the economy “modern, resource-efficient and competitive” (European Commission, n.d.).

To summarise, there are two possibile connotations that can be associated with the term “ecological
transition”. To describe them, I will borrow the definitions presented in the online enciclopedia

Treccani (2021):

1. Process through which human societies interact with the physical environment, aiming for

more balanced and harmonious relationships within local and global ecosystems.

2. In a narrower and more concrete sense, a process of technological conversion aimed at

producing fewer pollutants. (my trans.)

These definitions reflect the two existing postures regarding the changes to be undertaken in order to
confront the ecological and climate crisis. One of them is technology-based: without questioning the
current socio-economic model, it advocates for technological adjustments that would imply a shift in
the energy production system, thus resulting in a cut on global greenhouse gases emissions. This
approach — which exemplifies the modern technological optimistic attitude — appears nevertheless
flawed. On one hand, as previously mentioned, climate change is just one component of a much larger
and interconnected process of ecological disruption and global overshoot. Extrapolating the issue of
climate change and global greenhouse gas emissions and hoping to solve it separately from the
context appears to be limited and insufficient (Seibert, 2021). This does not mean that technological
advances will not play a pivotal role in the transition needed, quite the opposite. And yet, as long as
science and technology will be guided by the market or by the prevailing capitalist ideology, they will
not serve the aim (Escobar, 2014). Moreover, only focusing on a technological shift may hinder and
replicate social injustices, or even create new ones (Wang & Lo, 2021). As Plumwood (2002) rightly

points out:

Technofix solutions make no attempt to rethink human culture, dominant lifestyles and demands
on nature, indeed they tend to assume that these are unchangeable. They aim rather to meet these
demands more efficiently through smarter technology, deliberately bracketing political and
cultural reflection and admissions of failure. But we did not just stumble by some freak
technological accident into the ecological mess we have made [...]. Our current debacle is the

fruit of a human- and reason-centred culture that is at least a couple of millennia old, whose
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contrived blindness to ecological relationships is the fundamental condition underlying our

destructive and insensitive technology and behaviour. (p. 8)

For these reasons, I argue for the need to embrace the broader definition of the “ecological transition”,
as the first conceptualisation suggests, whereby technological shifts are embedded in a general social,
economic, political, and cultural transformation. Such a transformation would take the form of a
paradigmatic shift, replacing the ideas and values that foster and sustain the eco-climate crisis, with
those that can sustain a different, more harmonious relation among humans and with the planet
(Oppermann & Iovino, 2016). Since the cultural and epistemological framework shapes the way
people see the world and act in it (Escobar, 2008; Gil, 2020; Ratner & Holen, 2007; Restrepo, 2022;
Trevisam & al., 2020), I also suggest that it is fundamental that an ecological transition is underpinned

by a cultural shift where ecological principles and socio-ecological justice are re-integrated.

2.1 Ecology and ecological principles

The first relevant aspect concerning the necessary cultural and epistemological shift underlying the
ecological transition is that of resorting to ecology and its principles. Among all the sciences, ecology
is perhaps the most suited to provide a description of reality, since it studies the relationships between
living beings and between biotic and abiotic elements, that is, the living environment we are
surrounded by, part of, and dependent on. Yet, we witness a paradox. Western modern society is
strongly reliant on science and scientific discoveries as the privileged means to scrutinize reality, up
to the point where such an attitude has come to contaminate all aspects of society, including those
that do not directly relate to science — as previously stated, scientific and technological optimism
extend to and are deeply embedded in our cultural, political, and economic framework (Plumwood,
2002). Ecology is a science, too. And yet, the laws and principles of ecology are not given as much
relevance as to inform our commonly held epistemological stance (Capra, 1994). While an
unquestionable trust is placed on the power of scientific and technological innovation as a way to
solve societal problems related to the climate and ecological crisis, poor attention is given to the
possibilities that an ecological understanding of reality could provide. On the contrary, if the problem
can be described in ecological terms, then its solutions can also be found in the ecological realm, that
is, by “(re)situating humans in ecological terms” (Plumwood, 2002). However, considering ecology
merely in its scientific niche might be insufficient. What is necessary, instead, is to expand the
ecological consciousness beyond its strictly scientific domain and integrating it in the cultural and

epistemological spectrum as well, as the proponents of ecosophy, deep ecology or the “new ecological
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paradigm” argue (Capra & Capararo, 1997; Kunchamboo et al, 2021; Naess, 2005; Trevisam et al.,
2020). In this sense, the ecological transition would then be defined as a transformation towards an

ecological culture.

In order to understand the implications of this cultural shift underpinning the ecological transition, I

must first define ecology, its history, and to then highlight its most relevant principles.

Ecology, a term derived from the Greek words "oikos" (house) and "logos" (study), is a discipline
that delves into the intricate relationships among organisms and their environments. It serves as a
linchpin for understanding the complex web of interactions that shape the natural world. The roots of
ecological thought can be traced back to ancient philosophical traditions, with early scholars
contemplating the interconnectedness of living organisms and their surroundings. However, the
formalisation of ecology as a distinct scientific discipline emerged in the late XIX and early XX
centuries. Pioneers such as Ernst Haeckel and Alfred Russel Wallace laid the groundwork by
investigating the dynamics of ecosystems and the interdependence of living organisms. Haeckel, in
particular, coined the term "ecology" in 1866, framing it as the study of the household of nature. As
ecological principles evolved, the discipline transcended its initial focus on individual species to
encompass the broader dynamics of communities, populations, and ecosystems. Indeed, in the 1930s,
Artur Tansley defined the ecosystem in terms of “dynamical unit”. The study of ecosystems was then
advanced by Odum, who would focus on the flow of energy and materials. The importance of the
functioning of an ecosystem and, more importantly, of the direct dependence of human well-being on
it has more recently been enshrined in the concept of “ecosystem services”. The rise and evolution of
ecology, which has changed all along the XX and XXI, shifting its focus from evolutionary ecology,
to ecological thinking, and to conservation, reflect the need to understand the interaction between
human society and the so-called natural environment, which is not a novelty of our times, as Seidler
& Bawa rightly point out. The difference, nowadays, is that from such an understanding depends the

survival of the human species on the planet and this is what makes it particularly relevant (Seidler &

Bawa, 2016).

During its evolution, ecology has developed some foundational principles to describe the interaction
among living beings and their environment. Among them, those that are relevant for our discussion
stem mainly from community ecology and ecosystem ecology. The first refers to the study of

communities, defined as group of individuals belonging to different species sharing the same habitat
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at the same time; the second, instead, focuses on the ecosystem level, identifying the ecosystem as a

community of living organisms and their interactions with their abiotic (non-living) environment.

2.1.1 Focus on community and system, rather than on the individual

The first principle that one can infer from an ecological understanding of reality is that the
individualistic approach, which is instead so relevant in Western dominant epistemology, is an
illusion. Reality is made up of individuals which interact within communities and ecosystems and
whose structure and functioning is directly shaped by these systems. Indeed, when describing an
ecosystem in ecological terms, the word “nesting of system” is adopted. It consists of identifiable,
self-organising parts (or holons). They are wholes composed of parts, but at the same time part of a
greater hole, meaning that each system is independent, but at the same time it consists of other
systems. The individual, for instance, is then part of a community, which is itself part of an ecosystem.
Although it is possible to describe the functioning of each individual as a self-organising system, its
conformation is then linked to the fact that it belongs to wider systems, namely that of a community
and of an ecosystem. By describing the natural environment in these terms, ecology then highlights
the importance of considering the collective dimension, instead of being limited to the individual one

(Robertson & Choi, 2010).

2.1.2 Interconnectedness and interdependence

The importance of focusing on the collective, instead than on the individual level, is bolstered by
another ecological principle, that of interconnectedness or interdependence. In an ecosystem, every
factor, be it biotic or a-biotic, is connected in space and time; therefore, any unit depends on the
others, either directly or indirectly (Capra, 1994). In the intricate tapestry of nature, no organism
exists in isolation; instead, each individual is intricately woven into the fabric of its environment,
relying on and influencing others in a delicate balance. The concept of interdependence highlights the
mutual dependencies that drive ecological systems, emphasizing that the health and survival of one
species are often intricately linked to the well-being of others. Whether through symbiotic
relationships, predator-prey dynamics, or the interconnectedness of food webs, every organism plays

a role in maintaining the equilibrium of the ecosystem (Robertson & Choi, 2010).

Such a principle has important implications. It suggests the need to reconfigure the concept of “life”

in a time of global disruption as the Anthropocene, moving from bios, the unique and individual
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existence, to zoé, the life that connects every living being within the natural cycle (Pulcini, 2020).
Moreover, it stands at odds with Western individualistic epistemology and the social, political, and
economic apparatus it sustains. Indeed, when ecology appeared as a science, it was considered

“subversive”:

The realization that the biosphere is the real ‘unit’ and it is driven by an interdependence among
biotic and abiotic components challenges both small minds and big governments. It is a realization
that subverts any nationalistic philosophy that promotes the importance of one political,

economic, or disciplinary group over others. (Meyer & Helfman, 1993, p. 571)

Moving from this posture and expanding it, we could argue that relying on the ecological principle
of interdependence challenges the current socio-economic apparatus, which is instead so strongly
reliant on the presumption of separateness as to have devised a mode of production and consumption
that is based on the exploitation and destruction of the natural environment, as if such an impact could
be considered a “side effect” of development. Instead, ecology teaches that any action undertaken to
subvert one unit of an ecosystem will inevitably have an impact on all the other components too. And
this is precisely what we are witnessing nowadays, with the eco-climatic crisis unfolding as a result

of having disregarded human intricate connection with its non-human environment.

To systematise the idea that human well-being is directly dependent on the ecosystem’s thriving, the
idea of “ecosystem services” (ES) was coined. They represent the direct or indirect contributions of
nature to human well-being and can could help to assess the (strong) dependence of our species

(humans) from all the others. Usually, ES are divided in four groups:

Regulating services, which refer to the benefits obtained from the regulation of ecosystem

processes, such as carbon sequestration and water purification;

e Provisional services, which identify the material products obtained from the ecosystem,;

e Supporting services, which point at the importance of all processes “supporting” all the life

cycles;

e Cultural services, which include ‘“‘nonmaterial benefits people obtain from ecosystems
through spiritual enrichment, cognitive development, reflection, recreation, and aesthetic

experiences” (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005, p. 40). They are intangible and
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incommensurable; based on human co-production; include the concept of value and are place-

based (Dickinson & Hobbs, 2017).

The term “ecosystem services” first appeared in 1997 in a study aimed at quantifying their economic
value, which then concluded that it had been widely underestimated in mainstream economic thinking
(Costanza et al., 1997). Since then, academic and scientific interest on the role and importance of
ecosystem services has spread. However, such an approach has been criticised as well, due to the
inherent limits of trying to assess the ecosystem’s values in economic terms. Moreover, focusing
solely on the link between biophysical factors and the production of ecosystem services conceals the
role played by humans in maintaining or modifying some ecosystems and the benefits that stem from
such an interaction, together with the meaning and value attached to it (Dickinson & Hobbs, 2017).
Anyway, overall, the introduction of the “ecosystem services” framework presents positive impacts,
such as that of providing an ad-hoc terminology to describe the dependence of human well-being on
that of the health of the ecosystems. This nexus was clearly stated in Millennium Ecosystem
Assessment and supported by scientific evidence since then: “Ecosystem services are indispensable
to the well-being and health of people everywhere” (Millenium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005, p. 2).
This, in other terms, points to the fact that humans are not severed and nor independent from their

environment, but rather that a dynamic of interdependence is constantly unfolding.

2.1.3 Relationality

The concept of interdependence is closely linked to that of relationality, which implies a shift from
the focus on separate entities and subjects to the links and relations that bind them — a posture that is
mirrored by Bourdieu’s sociological approach (Lejano, 2019). Indeed, adopting an ecological stance,
one could define an ecosystem (and broadly speaking, socio-ecological systems) as a “web of
relationships” (Lejano, 2019, p. 8). Not only ecology, but physics and biology have come to describe
reality in similar terms. As Capra elucidates, the quantic theory has contradicted physicians’
endeavour to discover the smallest, most fundamental “brick of reality”. What it showed, instead, is
that it is not possible to break down reality in single, independent units. Rather, the foundation of
reality is a “web of relations” which connect the various parts of the system. Moreover, such relations
involve as well the one between the observer and what is observed. The properties of a subatomic
object can indeed only by described as the result of the interaction between the observer and the object
that is being observed. Understanding the fundamental role that relationships play in describing and

understanding reality questions profoundly the Cartesian thought at the basis of Western epistemology
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(Capra, 2005). However, the predominance of relationality over individuality has an even deeper
meaning: it does not only shift our point of view of reality, but also on ourselves and on how we
conceive our identity (Pulcini, 2020). An ecological thought, ultimately, points to the fact that we are
relational beings, meaning that our own identity is defined by the relationships we weave with other
human and non-human beings (Lejano, 2019). Again, such a view is supported by the latest advances
in biological research, especially those concerning the microbial world. Thanks to the latest
technological advances, we now know that only 1 % of the human cells have human origins: the
remaining are microbial (Benezra, 2021; Hendy et al., 2021). And since microbes represent the
marker of our interaction with our surroundings, this discovery deeply challenges the very notion of
human identity as single, separated individuals. Relationality could then be understood a way to re-
define human identity as inherently dependent on its interactions with human and non-human agents
(Gil, 2020; Yaka, 2019). To better seize this point, building from her background on physic,
philosophy of science and feminism, Barad suggests to replace the word “interaction” with “intra-
action”, implying that individuals do not pre-exist their relations, but rather that their identity emerges
as a co-constitutive process (Kleinman & Barad, 2012, p. 77). Again, the Cartesian epistemology and
ontology, which informs societal values such as that of individualism and separation between humans

and non-human agents, is fundamentally contradicted.

2.1.4 Cooperation, instead of competition

Another social theory which presents itself as a continuation of the Cartesian dualistic and
hierarchical epistemology and which is reflected by cultural, social, and economic norms today is that
of social Darwinism. The studies undertaken by Darwin on natural selection and “the survival of the
fittest” (a term borrowed by Spencer) were determinant in shaping the social theory that is named
after him (Claeys, 2000). According to social Darwinism, society is viewed as a group of individuals,
engaged in a perpetual struggle among each other for the appropriation of resources, and where only
the fittest prevails, eventually leading to the emergence of a higher social type (Claeys, 2000). It
follows that values as individuality, selfishness, and competition came to be seen as fundamental laws
of social evolution and exerted a long-lasting influence on Western thought from the XIX century on
(Claeys, 2000). Today, the same ideas are embodied in the functioning of the capitalist market

economy, based on the laws of competition and the “survival of the fittest”.

Individuality and competitiveness have then surged to define social interactions in a wider sense and

can be recognised in cultural norms and social, economic, and political institutions. The reliance of
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those ideas on the biological and evolutionary theory provided in Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859)
has resulted in a wide and unquestioned acceptance of such norms as mere “laws of nature”. However,
taking a closer look at ecology and its insights reveals that such a view is partial. Indeed, in
community ecology, the branch describing the interaction between individuals of the same species,
competition is defined as just one of the possible modes of interaction, along with predation and
symbiosis. In particular, symbiotic relationships, those which imply a long-lasting relationship where
species live in intimate contact, play a pivotal role. Symbiotic relationships can be further divided
into three groups: mutualism, commensalism and parasitism. While in a mutual symbiotic relation,
both individuals of the species obtain a benefit, in commensalism it is just one who benefits, while
the other is not affected, neither positively nor negatively. Parasitism, instead, defines a relation that
i1s more similar to competition; however, it is listed as part of the symbiotic relations since the
predators stays with the prey over time. What is interesting to note is the consequence of the various
types of interactions on the individuals’ energy budget: while competition, predation and parasitism
result in a lower level of energy for at least one of the two individuals, mutualism and commensalism
have a positive impact in the sense that they increase the level of energy of either one or the two
organisms. Such an insight reverses the idea that positive social outcomes only result from
competition, as it is implied by the social Darwinist thought. Instead, it reaffirms the value of
cooperation as an essential and beneficial mode of interaction. This shift provides the basis for
cultural, social, political, and economic changes too, such a move from the market, capitalist economy
based on exploitation and competition to a feminist “economy of care”, grounded instead on “care of
life”, “cooperation”, “complementarity”, “reciprocity” and “solidarity” (Acosta, 2015, p. 325, my

trans.).

2.1.5 Valuing biodiversity, ecocentric view

The ecosystem functioning, that means all the ecological processes, depends on the biodiversity. The
ecosystem’s health and possibility to thrive is directly linked to the number of species in contains
(Brockerhoff et al., 2017). Not only is the richness and variety of an ecosystem a core component; it
also implies that, even within such an abundance, every organism plays a role, which is defined by
its ecological niche. The loss or alteration of even one species can have a cascading effect on the
whole ecosystem. Understanding the importance of biodiversity and the fact that each part of the
ecosystem assumes a specific and valuable function is another principle that stands in contrast with
the anthropocentric view of modern Western society. While the latter relies on the idea of the

centrality of men in the environment, and the subsequent subordination of everything else to him —
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again, not only nature, but women and marginalised categories as well - ecology points to an
ecocentric paradigm, which places equal value and importance to any unit of the system, human and

non-human alike.

2.1.6 Energy provision and nutrient cycling

Another law that regulates the functioning of an ecosystem is the closure of matter cycles, that means
no waste production, in an ecosystem, since what it is considered waste for one species becomes a
source of energy for others. While energy flows through the ecosystem unidirectionally (it enters as
solar energy and is then leaves in form of heat), the transformation of matter is cyclical. Again, such
a principle is not followed in the actual mode of production and consumption, making the problem of

waste one of the many symptoms of the socio-economic crisis we are living in.

2.1.7 Ecological limits and equilibrium

One last principle that emerges in ecology is that of limit, which is also expressed in terms of “carrying
capacity”. The carrying capacity is defined as “the limit of growth or development of each and all
hierarchical levels of biological integration, beginning with the population, and shaped by processes
and interdependent relationships between finite resources and the consumers of those resources” (Del
Monte-Luna et al., 2004, p. 488). In order to maintain balance and to flourish within an ecosystem,
every species is subjected to such limits. It cannot grow indefinitely. Again, this ecological principle
seems to be absent in the current socio-economic configuration, which is instead deeply and
unquestionably rooted in the possibility of an infinite growth in production and consumption (Acosta,

2015; Hickel, 2020).

To summarise, ecology can provide useful insights that could shape the type of ecological transition
needed to face the present crisis. The prominence of the collective rather than the individual
dimension, interdependence/interconnectedness and relationality instead of separateness, cooperation
in the place of competition, ecocentrism instead of anthropocentrism, recycling instead of waste
production and the respect of limits instead of unlimited growth are some of the key principles we
can discern from an ecological understanding of reality. As we have seen, they contradict on various
levels the current socio-economic order and its ideological paradigm. Therefore, if the current crisis
can be described in terms of a civilization crisis which leads us to question the pillars of Western

modern ideological paradigm and the related cultural, socio-political, and economic institutions —
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individualistic, capitalistic, extractivist, neocolonial and patriarchal - , than a paradigmatic shift that
re-integrates the ecological principles previously outlined is necessary. In the words of Robertson &
Choi (2010), “humanity must become more ecologically minded” (p. s91). Again, it is important to
stress that since “one’s hopes and politics are largely the result of the particular framework through
which we analyze the real” (Escobar, 2008, p. 284), and considering that social practices are linked
to cultural values (Ratner et. al., 2007; Restrepo, 2022), the transition should happen on an
epistemological and cultural level first, to then incorporate wider changes in the social, political and

economic structure of society (Robertson & Choi, 2010; Trevisam et al., 2020).

2.2 From environmental justice to socio-ecological justice

The ecological transition as it has been described so far would integrate ecological principles on an
epistemological and cultural level. However, a second aspect that is worth considering is that of social

justice.

Indeed, the eco-climate crisis is strongly linked to social justice issues. As it was mentioned, not only
is the current socio-economic system characterised by deep social inequalities; it is also fundamental
to highlight that the poorest people and countries, those that have less contributed to the climatic and
ecological alteration, are also the most affected ones. Therefore, when envisioning the kind of change
that an ecological transition would embody, specific attention should be paid to social justice. In the

following section I will delve more in the concept of justice within the ecological transition.

The idea of social justice in relation to the envirnmental-human nexus precedes the latest climate
justice movement and it dates back to the concept of “sustainability” and “sustainable development”.
In its original definition, it enshrined the concept of intergenerational and intra-generational justice.
Indeed, sustainable development would imply “meet[ing] the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987). Such
definition, though, is considerably vague and gave rise to several, including conflicting,
interpretations. The two most known stances are that of weak of strong sustainability. Weak
sustainability posits that social, ecological, and economic capital can be exchanged or substituted,
with the objective of preserving the total capital stock. It does not advocate for significant alterations
to socio-economic systems but rather suggests adjustments aimed at counterbalancing losses. On the
other hand, strong sustainability contends that both natural and socio-cultural capital are integral to a

larger system and cannot be interchangeable or replaced (Grossmann et al., 2021). Dividing the

27



concept of sustainability into three interlaced but distinguishable pillars — economic, social, and
environmental — has generated an apparent contradiction: for instance, the idea that to achieve a
sustainable development it is possible to rely on continuous economic growth (Grossmann et al.,
2021). The way justice is defined in the sustainability framework appears than not only too vague,

but also apt for interpretation that could lead to opposite ends.

Apart from being present in the notion of sustainability and before being incorporated in the climate
justice lexicon, the idea of social justice appeared also in the environmental justice movement
(Schlosberg & Carruthers, 2010; Schlosberg & Collins, 2014). According to Scott (2014),
environmental justice can be defined as “a social movement, and a theoretical lens, that is focussed
on fairness in the distribution of environmental benefits and burdens, and in the processes that
determine those distributions. That is, it is concerned with both the ‘fair treatment’ and the ‘significant
involvement’ of poor, racialized and indigenous communities in environmental policy and natural
resource development decisions” (p. 3). The movement surged in the 1980s in the United States and
was led by poor communities of colour that would oppose the unequal distribution of environmental
harm, in particular that related to the concentration of polluting industries in the lower socio-economic

neighbourhoods (Scott, 2014).

From the environmental justice movement, social justice came to be a pillar of the climate movement
as well, though it varies in its definition (Wang & Lo, 2020). Indeed, scholars and proponents of
environmental justice have come to view climate change as an additional environmental challenge
that highlights the overarching social injustice faced by impoverished and minority communities. The
unfair consequences of climate change, encompassing not just the disparity in impact but also other
injustices like insufficient acknowledgment and inclusion in political decision-making, serve as yet

another illustration or indication of societal inequity (Schlosberg & Collins, 2014).

All of this considered, it follows that social justice is at the core of an ecological transition. And yet,
although there is wide agreement on this point, the approaches on how to reach it differ, just as it
happened with the idea of sustainability and its practical implications. While a “reformist” stance
relies on the belief that it is possible to shift towards a green capitalism, others identify in the capitalist
economic system the root cause of global injustices and environmental degradation (Grossmann et

al., 2021).
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The cause of the problem appears to be that in defining “justice” in the sustainability, environmental
justice and climate justice framework, no attention is given to the ecological side, and this, in turns,
generates contradictions at the time of implementing of the concept. For this reason, scholars and
activists have recently proposed another terminology: socio-ecological justice (Calcagni et al., 2019;

Stevis & Felli, 2016; Barton & Roman, 2012). Yaka (2019) defines in the following terms:

It builds on the interconnection between the two, between humanity and ecology, nature and
society/culture, human and non-human life. It is about recognising the right of human and non-
human worlds to live and flourish together in their environments free from social and ecological
destruction and degradation. This conception of justice draws on the intrinsic relationship between
ecological and social spheres, and requires a conceptual framework that would combine
conceptions of justice to humans in relation to their natural environment and of justice to nature.

(p. 363)

In conclusion, social justice has been incorporated in the struggle for environmental and climate
justice and in the definition of a sustainable development for the future. Consequently, when referring
to the ecological transition, it is inevitable to place social justice at its core. However, relying on the
socio-ecological justice framework is helpful in highlighting the necessary connection between social

justice and the ecological dimension.

3. With a decolonial gaze: Indigenous people and the ecological transition

As it has been argued so far, the ecological and climate crisis appears to be a crisis of the values and
the ideological framework which shaped Western society’s interaction within the human and non-
human realm, resulting in an exploitative attitude towards marginalised groups as well as towards
natural resources. Consequently, the ecological transition can be framed as a shift towards an
alternative epistemological/cultural paradigm, one that is grounded in ecological principles and socio-
ecological justice, in order to shape social, political and economic institutions accordingly. Moving
from Ingold’s (2018) definition of anthropology as a tool to construct a self-critique by “taking the
other seriously”, it can be argued that, in the endeavour of shaping and understanding what an
ecological transition could look like and the “transformative changes” it could imply, referring to

Indigenous people is fundamental (McGregor, 2020, p. 37).
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The first reason is a social justice issue. As explained by Escobar (2008), Western modernity emerged
in conjunction with the colonization of the Americas - or Abya Yala, as South American intellectuals
and activists refers to it, following a decolonial posture (Porto-Gongalves, 2011). Ideologically
speaking, colonisation was justified and legitimised by a double separation: human was severed from
nature, just as Europeans were seen in contrast to Natives. Such separation was used as an ideological
framework to support the domination of the colonisers over Indigenous people and territories (Acosta,
2015). The process of colonisation gave rise to a “coloniality of power” (Quijano, 2000) that shaped
the uneven and hierarchical dynamics inherent to the modern, capitalist world-system (Santamaria,
2013), which are still at play today. Indeed, an uneven and exploitative interaction between the
countries belonging to the Global North and the Global South continued all along the XX century,
when the idea of development was adopted not only as a means to control and influence South
American countries on an economic and geopolitical level, but also as a way to exert “biopolitical
power” over the bodies of Indigenous, working-class and gendered people. This, again, implied

extraction and exploitation of natural resources as well (Powell, 2006, p. 128).

Indeed, the colonial project is just another form of environmental injustice, which operates as an
“ecological form of domination” and “violent disruption of human relationships to the environment”
(Whyte, 2018, pp. 125, 136). Although the environmental justice framework encompasses the
struggles taking place from the 1980s on, from an Indigenous, Native American perspective this view
omits the fact that colonisation was one of the major environmental injustice cases in history. In the
words of Dhillon (2021), “Indigenous peoples [...] have had to survive environmental catastrophe
since the initiation of the colonial project. From the vantage point of Indigenous resistance, the
environmental crisis aligns with the time of colonialism” (p. 901). The Indigenous environmental
justice framework (IEJ) captures the nexus between environmental injustice and colonialism,

highlighting that:

From an Indigenous point of view, environmental injustices, including the climate crisis, are
therefore inevitably tied to, and symptomatic of, ongoing processes of colonialism, dispossession,

capitalism, imperialism/globalization and patriarchy. (McGregor et al., 2020, p. 36)

The eco-climate crisis, then, can be reconfigured as a continuation and “intensification of
colonialism” (Dhillon, 2021; McGregor et al., 2020, p. 36), with Indigenous people being among the
most affected by its consequences. As a result, the ecological transition, with socio-ecological justice

at its core, presents itself as an opportunity to undertake a “decolonial project” (Escobar, 2008, p.
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155; McGregor et al., 2020). If the construction of modern society and its political-economic system
— whose destructive implications have already been outlined — was rooted in colonialism, dismantling
and re-articulating the modern apparatus in the face of the ecological and climate upheaval necessarily
means to challenge colonialism too, in all of its forms. This means placing historically marginalised
and oppressed categories at the centre of the ecological transition. And this includes, of course,

Indigenous people.

It 1s important to emphasise the connection between coloniality, modernity and the ecological and
climate crisis, and, consequently, the necessity for an ecological transition to be grounded in socio-
ecological justice and to be re-configured as a decolonial project as well. This becomes even more
pressing when witnessing how the ecological transition is used as a means to legitimise another wave
of extraction and exploitation of Indigenous people and land in the name of a “green” transition (Dorn,
2022; Jerez et al., 2021). When, instead, socio-ecological justice is placed at the core of what it means
to undertake an ecological transition, such practices cease to be coherent with this framework and
become blatantly contradictory. In sum, grounding the definition of the ecological transition in the
idea of socio-ecological justice should prevent such a transition from becoming another way of

perpetrating exploitative and neo-colonial practices.

Indigenous people have been colonised and dominated not only on a material basis, but also on an
epistemological one (De Sousa Santos, 2016; Watts, 2013). In the process of reconfiguring modern
Wester ideological and cultural paradigm, resorting to Indigenous cosmologies, knowledge, and
practices becomes not only a promising and fruitful possibility (McGregor, 2020), but it also a way
to render epistemic justice. Indeed, Indigenous people’s centrality in the discourse on an ecological
transition is not only a matter of justice. Indigenous people, with their specific ontologies,
cosmologies, socio-political structures, and ways to relate with the non-human environment, emerge
“in the cracks of the modern colonial world system” and exemplify “possible reconstruction of local
and regional worlds on different logics which [...] may get to constitute narratives of alternatives to

modernity” (Escobar, 2008, p. 162).

In the face of the civilisation crisis generated by the eco-climate crisis, Indigenous movements,
resistance, and existence highlight two major points: on one hand, that the current system is inherently
excluding and colonial; on the other, that alternatives do exist (Restrepo, 2022). And they exist as
alternative civilisation models that integrate ecological principles on a cultural, epistemological, and

ontological level (Acosta, 2015; Escobar, 2014; Fenelon & Alford, 2020; Milgin et al., 2020; Thomas,
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2015; Whyte, 2013), which result in social and territorial dynamics more apt to preserve a balance
between society and its environment (Salmon, 2000). Again, if the ecological transition aims precisely
at this goal, namely shifting towards a socio-political model suitable for maintaining a planetary
ecological balance, then Indigenous proposals become signposts in the face of the climate and

biodiversity crisis (Dhillon 2021; Escobar, 2014).

The Indigenous socio-political proposal can be summarised in the concept of Buen Vivir. The term
has been widely used and adopted as a political tool by Indigenous movements in South America and
is mirrored by similar concepts around the world (Acosta, 2015; Velasco-Herrejon et al., 2022). It is
an umbrella term, comprising a variety of specific forms of interpreting and enacting it, yet it is useful
because it summarises how an Indigenous alternative vision of development aligns with the
characteristics of the ecological transition outlined so far, especially that of integrating ecological

principles and socio-ecological justice.

Indeed, the concept of Buen Vivir encapsulates a profound philosophy that diverges from conventional
Western perspectives on development and well-being. Emerging predominantly from the Andean
region, this paradigm emphasizes a holistic understanding of life, intertwining ecological balance,
cultural integrity, and social harmony. Buen Vivir, which translates to "good living" or "living well,"
challenges the prevailing notions of progress that often prioritise economic growth at the expense of
environmental sustainability and cultural diversity. Instead, it promotes a symbiotic relationship
between humans and nature, recognising the interconnectedness of all living entities. In this
framework, the pursuit of material wealth takes a backseat to the cultivation of harmonious
relationships with the environment, community, and oneself. Buen Vivir implies a move from an
extractivist, growth-driven and competitive economy, which disregards the planet biophysical limits,
to an economy based on sufficiency, solidarity, cooperation, and care; an economy where the goal is
not profit or growth on its own, but rather human dignity and ecological balance. It promotes
immaterial and spiritual wealth, instead of the pursuit of material gains. And in order to satisfy current
generations’ needs without compromising those of the future generations (just as the “sustainable
development” supposedly aims at), it suggests processes of wealth redistribution and the
implementation of a criterion of sufficiency, rather than relying on energy efficiency and
unquestioned economic growth (which are, indeed, false or partial solution) (Acosta, 2015;
McGregor, 2020; Schlosberg & Collins, 2014). The Universal Declaration of the Rights of Mother

Earth, released after the Cochamba conference, is clear in proposing the Buen Vivir as the basis of the
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new social system needed in the face of the ecological and climate crisis (World People's Conference

on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth, 2010).

However, considering Indigenous experiences merely as examples to follow is not only simplistic,
but it also does not thoroughly convey the influence that Indigenous socio-political proposals entail.
Their scope and depth is better captured when analysed through the political ontology framework
proposed by Blaser, Maria de la Cadena and Escobar (2014). In their view, ontology refers to people’s
assumption on what it means that something or someone exists. A specific ontology entails coherent
practices. For instance, a dualistic ontology, based on a separation between the subject and the object,
leads to an exploitative attitude towards natural resources. A relational ontology, based, instead, on
relationality and interdependence between the subject and the object, implies in an attitude of care
(Escobar, 2014). The “political ontology” framework highlights the “political dimension of ontology
and the ontological dimension of politics” (Escobar, 2014, p. 1). This implies that any given ontology
shapes the political practices and imaginary, but also that political conflicts may be reconfigured as
ontological conflicts. In this sense, Indigenous political proposals, such as that of Buen Vivir,
Indigenous movements and practices are re-defined not just as expression of a different culture, but
of a different way of being. They construct and defend other worlds. And this is a crucial point, since
it contradicts the idea the modernity, with its current socio-political, economic configuration, is the
only world existing. In an historical moment haunted by an imagination crisis where alternatives to
the current capitalist reality seem unconceivable (Fisher & Mattioli, 2018; Ghosh, 2017), political
ontology asserts the opposite. It works against the idea that the world constructed on the principles of
modernity is the only existing one. On the contrary, it “re-situates this modern world as one world
among others” (Escobar, 2014, p. 108). In this sense, Indigenous struggles and political propositions
are ontological practices, in the way they defend those worlds and prove that alternatives to the
capitalist, extractivist modernity already exist. This, in conclusion, does not imply that Indigenous’
models should be used as a reference point and applied on a global level: this would mean ignoring
their located historical, cultural, and even ontological specificities. However, they can serve as a
contrasting point, as well as inspiration, to inform the process of profound, transformative changes

the eco-climate crisis is calling for.

To summarise, it has been argued that the ecological and climate crisis we are facing today are the
result of the modern capitalist, extractivist socio-political system, based on a Cartesian dualism,
which justifies the exploitation of marginalised categories and nature, generating social injustice and

ecological disruption. Secondly, the idea of “ecological transition”, which becomes key in the face of
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such socio-environmental upheaval, was introduced and problematised. Indeed, from social, political,
activist, and academic discourses, the same notion appears to assume different connotations: one is
based on a mere technological shift, while the other questions the ideological, cultural, and socio-
political system in a broader sense. Building from this second conceptualisation of the ecological
transition, I argued for the need to consider the ecological transition as a shift towards a cultural
paradigm and socio, political, economic model based on ecological principles and socio-ecologic
justice. Moreover, through the Indigenous environmental justice framework and a political
ontological approach, I also advocated for the inclusion of Indigenous people struggles, propositions,
and modes of existence, in the discourse about the ecological transition. For this reason, the present
work builds its argument based on three cases studies regarding Indigenous mobilisations,

cosmologies, and practices in Colombia.
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Chapter 2 — The Indigenous movement in Colombia: challenging the dominant

paradigm

In the previous chapter, the ecological transition has been introduced with its two possible
conceptualisations, on one them being that of a cultural, social, and political transformation, which
would aim to reintegrate principles of ecology and socio-ecological justice, thus fostering a more
harmonious relationship among people and with the planet. Moreover, it has been argued that, in the
discourse surrounding the ecological transition, it is fundamental to refer to Indigenous experiences.
This is essential both for reasons of social justice and due to their inspirational role. Consequently,
this chapter aims at providing the context of the Indigenous movement in Colombia, highlighting
how its struggle and political vision mirror the idea of ecological transition previously outlined, that
is a social and cultural paradigmatic change, with ecological principles and socio-ecological justice

at 1ts core.

To analyse a broad phenomenon like the Indigenous movement in Colombia, this chapter primarily
focuses on the country's principal Indigenous organization — the ONIC. Its history and political vision
are further complemented by insights from other Indigenous entities, conveyed through official
declarations, interviews, or journals. By drawing upon this diverse range of sources, this chapter
synthesises the alternative model embodied by the Indigenous movement in Colombia. Emphasis is
placed on the pertinent points that resonate with the paradigmatic change underlying the ecological
transition, as discussed in the preceding chapter. With this regard, it is fundamental to emphasise that
the aim here is to provide a general overview and to extrapolate some key elements from Indigenous
political discourses, practices, and worldviews. Although I recognise their variety, peculiarities, and
differences, for operational reasons this work focuses instead on their commonalities, in order to
provide a comprehensive image, which, I am aware, does not reflect thoroughly the complexity of
Indigenous experiences, cosmovisions, political and cultural stances, but that proves useful in the
endeavour of comparing the Indigenous model with the paradigmatic change inherent to an ecological

transition.

The theoretical framework adopted in this section relies on some core ideas such as the concept of
reindigenizacion (Chaves & Zambrano, 2006) and the construction of the Indigenous identity in terms
of nativo ecoldgico, as proposed by Ulloa (2001), which will be expanded upon later. Moreover, it

adopts the standpoint of the ontological turn and pluriverse proposed by Escobar and Viveiros de
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Castro, among others (Cadena, 2010; Escobar, 2015; Kohn, 2015; Lazar, 2021; Viveiros de Castro,
1998; Soto Arias, 2020).

On a methodological level, criticisms usually arise when non-Indigenous scholars deal with
Indigenous matters, since their legitimacy and authority on the topic can be questioned and labelled
as academic extractivism (Alatas, 2022). Such criticisms have been considered when writing this
section. Yet, while I recognize the inherent limits deriving from my positionality as a non-Indigenous
scholar, 1 have strived to overcome them by resorting as much as possible to statements and
communications stemming directly from Indigenous actors. In the context of this research, I have
then opted for content produced by Indigenous organizations through their websites and official
communications, the material retrieved from recognised Indigenous journals, such as Unidad Alvaro
Ulcué, and the insights from Indigenous planes de vida (“life plans”), which are tools for political
planification elaborated collectively by Indigenous communities and which contain information about
them, about the changes they intend to undertake and their political stance with respect to the
government on the long term (Monje Carvajal, 2014). They begin with an internal diagnostic of the
observed problems and proceed with proposing structural adjustments. These documents are officially
recognised by the Interior Ministry of Colombia and can be retrieved from its website. In addition,
six semi-structured interviews were carried out with members of Indigenous political organizations,
namely two members of the ONIC, one member of the Organizacion de Autoridades Indigenas del
Sur Occidente Colombiano (“Organization of Indigenous Authorities of the Colombian South-West”,
AISO) and two members of the cabildo of the Magdalena department, a special public entity for the
administration of Indigenous lands (Cabildo Arhuaco del Madgalena y Guajira, n.d.). They were
recorded upon their permission, and the interviews were then transcribed, analysed through thematic
coding (Bryman, 2012), and translated, since the language adopted in the conversation was Spanish.

Lastly, academic bibliographic research completed the work.

The chapter is structured in the following way. The first section introduces the topic of Indigenous
population in Colombia and articulates the difficulties with respect to a univocal definition of an
“Indigenous identity”. The second chapter, then, provides an historical overview of the Indigenous
movement in the country, as embodied by two of its main organizations: the Regional Indigenous
Council of Cauca (CRIC), first, which was followed by the National Indigenous Organization of
Colombia (ONIC). Subsequently, the third section centres on how the Indigenous movement serves
as an example of a social, political, cultural and including ontological mobilisation, embodying an

alternative model sharing some of the claims pertinent to the ecological transition, as it has been
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described so far, namely a structural change including principles of socio-ecological justice. Finally,
the fourth section serves as both as a conclusion for the chapter and an introduction for the one that

follows.

1. Indigenous people in Colombia and the debated question of identity

Colombia represents a fertile ground when it comes to Indigenous matters. As its Constitution
recognised in 1991, the country is indeed multiethnic and pluricultural (art. 7, Constitucion Politica
de la Republica de Colombia, 1991), with general and specific rights granted to special groups, such
as that of Indigenous people (Laurent, 2005; 2012). According to the latest census, Colombia hosts
an Indigenous population of 1.905.617 individuals, which belong to 115 different native groups. The
most numerous are the Wayuu, Zenu, Nasa and Pastos, who represent the 58 % of the total Indigenous
population of the country (DANE, 2019). This census adopted the ““self-recognition” method to assess
Indigenous presence in the country. However, the question of Indigenous identity is still a debated

topic (Laurent, 2005) and it is thus appropriate to expand on this point.

Defining a person’s identity is never a simple endeavour, since identities are constructed and relational
(Archila, 2009; Ulloa, 2001). At the time of defining the presence of Indigenous population in a
country, especially in the case of South America, two different methodologies have been employed
over time: objective or subjective. Both possess advantages as well as shortcomings. One attempt to
provide an objective marker for defining Indigenous identity has been based on language. According
to this approach, a person's identity is defined by the language they speak. While this method has
proven useful, it also poses challenges, especially in the case of bi- or multilingual individuals, as
highlighted by the Bolivian census in 1992. This ultimately underscores the fact that relying on a
single objective indicator is an unrealistic possibility (Lavaud & Lestage, 2012). To overcome similar
constraints, subjective approaches have also emerged. Subjective methods involve asking each person
to identify themselves as belonging to a certain category. Despite reflecting the person’s self-
perception more than the objective assessment method, this approach also entails some limitations.
For instance, the ability to identify with a specific category is constrained by the number of choices
presented in the questionnaire, resulting in an “induced” or “constrained” self-definition (Lavaud &

Lestage, 2012, p. 12).

Notwithstanding the inherent limitations of the subjective methodology, self-recognition is now the

prevalent method adopted in census in South American countries, including Colombia (Lavaud &
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Lestage, 2012). Its application further highlights the complexity of encapsulating one’s identity,
especially the Indigenous ones, while also pointing to the fact that, since identities are a construction,
they can vary over time. Indeed, the Indigenous population of Colombia increased by 36,8 % from
2005 to 2018. Such increase cannot be explained solely in terms of demographic growth, but it is also
dependent on an increased sense of belonging to the Indigenous identity among the persons consulted
(DANE, 2019). This trend can be justified by the fact that the perception of the Indigenous role within
Colombian society has also changed along the centuries: if, in the past, belonging to an Indigenous
group implied a lower social status, it has progressively changed its connotation, to the point of being
proudly reclaimed by Indigenous actors in their struggles for social and political rights (Laurent,
2012). The process of identity re-appropriation by Indigenous people is described as reindigenizacion
(“re-indigenization”) by Chaves and Zambrano (2006). It emphasizes that identities are not only
constructed but can also be used instrumentally to pursue social and political claims, as seen in the

context of Indigenous struggles in Colombia (Archila, 2009).

Within the debate around identity, criticisms have emerged regarding the simplification of Indigenous
identities as mere environmental stewards. According to Ulloa (2001), starting from the 1970s,
Indigenous participation in the political arena, coupled with the global expansion of ecological
consciousness, led to the characterisation of Indigenous people as nativos ecologicos (“ecological
natives”). This label enshrined their role as protectors of the environment and the planet, a position
further emphasized in the context of the ecological and climate crisis. This definition resulted from a
dual interaction: Indigenous people's active participation in national and international events related
to environmental protection, on one hand, and the increased interest of environmental organizations
in Indigenous people, on the other. This mutual engagement contributed to formulating the Indigenous
identity in terms of environmental stewards, a characterisation embraced by both Indigenous actors

themselves and external entities, such as non-governmental organizations.

The notion of nativo ecoldgico is useful for two reasons. First, it underscores that identities result
from a negotiation process between individuals and their social context, allowing for articulation to
meet specific necessities. In the case of Indigenous identities, the ecological aspect has been
reclaimed by Indigenous organizations to form new alliances and strengthen their actions. Secondly,
Ulloa’s argument is valuable for avoiding the essentialization of Indigenous identities.
Acknowledging that nativo ecologico is a constructed identity makes it clear that this work does not
assume ecological sensibility to be an inherent, defining, or essential component of Indigenous

people. Simultaneously, it does not reject it when actively reclaimed by Indigenous actors themselves.
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Overall, when dealing with Indigenous matters, it is crucial to start from the premise that it is not
possible to refer to Indigenous people in a univocal way, as a homogeneous group. As attempts to
devise an appropriate census methodology demonstrate, Indigenous identity and self-perception are
not unequivocal and vary over time, just like anyone’s identity. This premise is even more significant
since Indigenous people are often reduced and essentialized as environmental stewards, as suggested
by Ulloa (2001). Rejecting this essentialization does not negate the presence of ecological values in
Indigenous people and cultures, but it contrasts with the idea that Indigenous people are inherently

more environmentally sensitive.

2. The historical development of the Indigenous movement in Colombia: from CRIC to

ONIC

After having sketched the presence of Indigenous people in Colombia and the impossibility of
providing a univocal definition of an “Indigenous” identity, this section aims at tracing the
development of the Indigenous movement in the country, with a focus on two of its main

organizations, the CRIC and ONIC.

To comprehensively understand the emergence and development of the Indigenous movement in
Colombia and its related organizations, it is essential to begin with a historical framework—
specifically, the era of colonization. The conquest of Colombia unfolded in a heterogeneous manner
between 1509 and 1539. The initial institutional mechanism for controlling and subjugating territories
and peoples was the recompensa (“reward”) system, involving the distribution of land and people to
conquistadors. In 1538, this system was replaced by the encomienda, aiming to curb abuses against
Indigenous people by the conquistadors and simultaneously advance their evangelization. However,

the encomienda system also resulted in another form of slavery.

In 1561, the resguardo and the cabildo were introduced, becoming pivotal for Indigenous political
struggles and demands. The resguardo represented the territorial unit collectively assigned to
Indigenous people, while the cabildo or consejo indigena (“Indigenous council”) was the
corresponding legal and administrative entity for that territory. The introduction of resguardo aimed
to prevent the dispersion of Indigenous workforce and promote their evangelization, while the cabildo
served to preserve social cohesion within the territory. Among its members, the gobernador was

entrusted with maintaining relations between the resguardo and the outside world. Additionally, the
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gobernador was responsible for paying tribute to the Spanish Crown and organising the distribution

of the workforce (Laurent, 2005).

It was not until the 19th century that attempts to obtain the recognition and nationalisation of
Indigenous peoples started. From a first decree in 1810 onwards, some important changes were
introduced: the term indios was replaced by indigenas (“Indigenous”), the payment of tribute was
cancelled, and an attempt was made to shift the land ownership model from collective to private.
However, this latter aspect encountered resistance from Indigenous communities as it represented a
form of territorial fragmentation, weakening them against the power of large landowners. In this
sense, a milestone in the history of Indigenous political recognition was Law 89 of 1890, which
ensured a special treatment for Indigenous people, especially in terms of land ownership. According
to such law, the resguardo became a form of collective ownership “unattachable”, “inalienable” and
“imprescriptible” (Laurent, 2005, p. 73, my trans.). From that point forward, the resguardo and the

cabildo, initially forms of control and oppression, evolved into fundamental tools for Indigenous

people's claims to land, its defence and their autonomy over it (Laurent, 2005).

The organised Indigenous mobilisation emerged in the 1960s precisely around three axes: land,
identity, and autonomy. At that time, some representatives of the Indigenous communities in the
Cauca department (in the South-West of the country) joined the Association of Indigenous Peoples in
the Cauca region (4sociacion Nacional de Usuarios Campesinos, ANUC), created in 1968 with the
aim of accompanying agrarian reforms and ensuring land redistribution for peasants. The issue of
land was fundamental also for the Indigenous people, especially in view of its relation to identity and
cultural permanence (Archila, 2009; Laurent, 2022). However, these latter aspects determined a
rupture between the peasants and the Indigenous members of ANUC: while the former fought for
land in its purely material conception, the latter also added a cultural, identitarian and cosmological
dimension (semi-structured interview with Didier Chirimuskai, in charge of Memory and
Relationship of the AISO, 10/03/23). For this reason, the representatives of some of the Indigenous
cabildos abandoned the ANUC and founded, in 1971, the Regional Indigenous Council of Cauca
(CRIC). Their programme postulated a territorial and identity-based struggle, consisting in the
recovery and extension of the territory of the resguardos, the strengthening of the traditional
authorities, the defence of history, language, and customs, among others (Laurent, 2005). This
struggle was characterised by a dual strategy: it opted for both direct, extra-institutional action and

institutional advances (Archila, 2009).
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Between the 1970s and 1980s, following the example of the CRIC, various Indigenous organizations
arose throughout the country and, with them, the need to strengthen coordination at the national level.
It was in this spirit that, in 1982, the first national congress of Colombia's regional Indigenous
organizations was organised in Bosa. On that occasion, the National Indigenous Organization of
Colombia (ONIC), was established. Its pillars are unity, land, culture, and autonomy (ONIC, n.d.-a),

while its mission reads as follows:

“Strengthen and support the self-government of Indigenous peoples and their exercise of authority
so that they can assume with unity, autonomy and dignity, the control of their territories and the
realisation and defence of their human and collective rights. Advocate for the social and
institutional recognition of the ethnic and cultural identity of Indigenous peoples, accompanying
them in their own local, regional, national and international organizational processes. Participate
in the construction of an alternative social and economic model for our country, with other

Indigenous and social movements, at national and international level" (ONIC, n.d.-b, my trans.).

Undoubtedly, the creation of ONIC represents a milestone in the history of the Colombian Indigenous
movement and it was fundamental for the advancement and achievement of their territorial and
political goals. However, it should be noted that this is not the only national Indigenous organization
in Colombia, nor was it free from internal or external conflicts (Laurent, 2005). One of the most
relevant outcomes of the Indigenous mobilisation was the stipulation of the 1991 Constitution. This
is due to two reasons. On the one hand, for the first time, two Indigenous candidates were elected
among the members of the constituent assembly - Lorenzo Muelas, for the Movement of Indigenous
Authorities of Colombia (Movimiento de Autoridades Indigenas de Colombia, AICO) and Francisco
Rojas Birry, for the ONIC (Laurent, 2005). On the other hand, from that moment, Colombia officially
became a multiethnic and pluricultural country, recognizing Indigenous peoples’ right to be equal and
different, based on their access to general rights as citizens like any other, but also to specific rights

based on ethnocultural criteria, and ensuring their participation in the country's political life (Laurent,

2012).

Once having described the historical evolution of the Indigenous movement in Colombia, as it is
embodied by the creation of the Indigenous organizations CRIC and ONIC, I will now proceed by
presenting the relevant points emerging from their political, social and including ontological

alternative proposal. In doing so, I will also refer back to the ecological principles outlined in the
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previous chapter, in order to emphasize the connection between the Indigenous movement, on one

hand, and the ecological transition, on the other.

3. Indigenous transformative social, political, ontological alternative

Just as the movement for ecological and climate justice calls for a radical, transformative structural
change, the mobilisation led by Indigenous people in Colombia can be read as a struggle in favour of
a different social, political, and economic model. Indeed, ONIC’s mission clearly states, among its
goals, that of participating in the “construction of an alternative social and economic model” for the
nation (ONIC, n.d.-b, my trans.). What are the elements of such a paradigm, and how do they align
with the conceptualisation of the ecological transition as a profound, transformative cultural
transformation? Which ecological principles can be identified in such alternative paradigm? This

section seeks to respond to these enquiries.

3.1 From land reclamation to the “Liberation of Mother Earth”: embracing a different human-

nature relationship

As mentioned earlier, the Indigenous movement in Colombia initially emerged around the issue of
land and mobilized for its reclamation. However, over time, this struggle acquired a broader
significance: it shifted from the liberation of the territory to the “liberation of Mother Earth” (Laurent,
2022; Vargas Reyes & Ariza Santamaria, 2019, my trans.). In this context, Indigenous peoples,
particularly those from the Cauca area, asserted not only a larger territorial space for themselves, but
also a different relationship with the territory, nature, and what they term as Mother Earth. Such
liberation involves opposing the mistreatment of the environment and its elements, resisting the logic
of extractivism, and countering the accumulation of capital at the expense of nature. Consequently,
one tangible manifestation of such claim is the reclamation of those territories dedicated to
monocultures. In the Cauca region, for example, Indigenous communities, alongside the CRIC and
the Association of the Indigenous Cabildos of the Northern Cauca (4sociacion de Cabildos Indigenas
del Norte del Cauca, ACIN), deliberately set fire to sugar cane crops, replacing them with other crops
— such as corn, yucca, and beans — more useful for community sustenance (Vargas Reyes & Ariza
Santamaria, 2019). Similarly, the Kokonuku people, inhabitants of the Cauca region, employed

strategies like planting food and refusing to pay the terraje’ in their mobilization for the “liberation

! The terraje was a system adopted in the XVIII century, based on the fact that landowners would give part of their land
to be worked by farmers or Indigenous people, which, in turn, would have to pay a rent (Hermes, 1982).
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of Mother Earth”. This liberation did not merely aim to protect their economic interests but, more

importantly, sought to safeguard their relationship with the land.

In the last fifty years we have advanced in what we call the “liberation of the mother earth”.
Planting food and not paying rental were some of our first objectives. Little by little, we came to
realise that, by retrieving our territory, we were also retrieving our traditions and coming closer

to a communal Buen Vivir. (Melenge Meneses, 2023, my trans.)

They reflect a joy, that of sharing their experiences of struggle that they did with their soul, life
and hearts, in order to defend that piece of land, not for their commercial interest, but for the

protection of their relation with the territory. (Mestizo, 2018, my trans.).

The significance of the territorial struggle undertaken by Indigenous people is also articulated in
CRIC’s mandate, with its ninth point stating: “Retrieve, defend, protect the life spaces in harmony
and balance with Mother Earth” (CRIC, n.d, my trans.). Evidently, the reclamation of land by
Indigenous people extends beyond a mere material acquisition, but it also implies safeguarding a
specific relationship with it. As Gunzareiman Villafana, a young Arhuaco economist working in the

Indigenous cabildo of the Magdalena department, expresses:

It is in this search for a good co-living, for going back to harmony, that Indigenous people start
taking decisions of resistance and struggle (Gunzareiman Villafafia, semi-structured interview,

16/03/23).

3.1. Kinship and care

To understand more thoroughly how the fight for territorial reclamation becomes a struggle for the
"liberation for Mother Earth", it is necessary to delve deeper into the concept of Indigenous
worldview. First of all, it is important to stress that speaking about one worldview is inaccurate, as
each Indigenous group possesses its own peculiar cosmology, which can be defined as the discourse
about the universe: its origins, the beings that compose it and their relation among each other (that is,
ontology), the way it works and where it is heading to (Kyriakakis, 2014). Although Indigenous
cosmologies are as numerous as Indigenous groups, thereby making it difficult to summarise them in

a single, comprehensive compound, it is also true that there are some common and recurring aspects.
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One of these is to consider the Earth as a nurturing Mother, thus defining the relation with her in terms

of kinship and care (ONIC, 2017). According to Aida Quilcue, Human Rights advisor for the ONIC:

The earth is our mother and in Nasa people’s cosmovision, we talk about about three spaces: the
world on top, the superficial-physical space and the world of below (eka kiwe, na kiwe , tasxi
kiwe). For sure, every people interpret it in their way to see the world, but also in their own
language, this is the foundation of life, and we cannot observe the earth as capitalism does, where

everything has to be destroyed. (Conejo, 2017, my trans.)

Clearly, such a view is openly opposed to the dominant modern, Western conception, which instead
considers natural goods as mere resources to be exploited. According to the authors of the journal
Unidad Alvaro Ulcué, such vision “reduces territorial realities to economistic variables, where there
is no room for a rights-based approach, neither for peoples nor for nature" (Vidal Trochez, 2017, pp.
10-11, my trans.). If, on the one hand, the materialistic and economistic vision is at the basis of the
overexploitation of natural resources and the overcoming of the planet's biophysical limits (with the
eco-climatic crisis as one of the most obvious consequences), a worldview based on a familiar bond
with the territory and nature implies, on the other hand, a relationship of care and protection (CRIC,
2016; ONIC, 2017). Ultimately, Indigenous mobilisations, which predominantly took the form of
territorial reappropriation, also represent a movement in defence of an alternative conception of land,
nature, the whole planet, and people’s relation with them. Such view is based on, but not limited to,
an attitude of care and protection. In this sense, a connection can be highlighted between the
Indigenous movement, its territorial claims and the cultural changes which underlie an ecological
transition, as it has been described so far, especially with regards to the ecological principle of
relationality and interdependence. These would imply a shift precisely towards an attitude of care

towards the living environment, based on the recognition of human dependence on it.

3.1.2 Ecological balance

Another aspect worth noting is that a search for human-environmental balance is key both in the
context of the ecological transition and in the vision embodied by Indigenous mobilisations. For
instance, according to Arhuacos’ cosmovision — which will be dealt with more in detail in the
following chapter — every Indigenous individual is born with the duty of protecting and taking care
of the territory, not only because it is considered the origin of life, but also because each of its element

has a function and is essential for maintaining a general equilibrium:
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Before, everything was dark, everything was spirit. And everything materialised to take on an
important function in the universe. Even the stones were spirit, even the trees, these things that
you don't see, that don't speak... but that are there for some reason. You go to the river, and it's
normal for you to bathe in the river in the Sierra, and you find stones. And your parents tell you:
"You can't move that stone from the place where it is, because it is there, no matter how small you
see it, it is fulfilling a function there”. (Gunzareiman Villafafia, semi-structured interview,

16/03/23).

Similarly, the plan de vida elaborated by the Misak people revolves around the search for a

harmonious integration among human beings, the environment, and its elements:

The territory nupirau, our “big home”, is the space where our life takes place, searching for
harmony and balance with nature, with the spirits of our ancestors, with the spirits of the water,
the wind, the rain, the plants, the lagoons, the rivers, the paramos, the floods that bring with them
the caciques [indigenous leaders] that are born once every one hundred years. (Tunubald &

Muelas Trochez, 2009, p. 23, my trans.)

U’was’ plan de vida goes in the same direction, postulating as central the search for a human-nature
balance (2006). In their view, such balance is fundamental for the survival of the same Indigenous
people. Other Indigenous cosmologies point to the same idea, whereby the communal and individual
existence and well-being appears to be inextricably linked to territorial integrity (Acazunip, 2008;
Tunubald & Muelas Trochez, 2009). Daris Maria Cristancho, who belongs to the U’wa people,
expresses such relation of co-dependence in the following terms: “When our territory is destroyed, to
us it is like slowly dying” (ONIC, 2023, my trans.). This is, again, another common point between
Indigenous vision and the cultural changes implied in an ecological transition. Moving from an
atomizing and individualising stance to embrace ecological principles of interdependence and
relationality, with respect to the natural environment and non-human entities, is indeed one of the

shifts that should form the basis of the ecological transition, in social and cultural terms.

3.1.3 Ecocentrism and intergenerational responsibility

Following Indigenous’ proposal, nature’s value does not appear to be only subordinate to human use;

it is rather intrinsic. Human beings, on the contrary, are perceived as transitory:
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From a young age we are thought to have a different relationship with nature. When you are
raised, they make you understand that nature is not just a resource bank, but that it is also
something sacred and that we are in the world only for a moment, while the Earth is always there.

(Gunzareiman Villafafa, semi-structured interview, 16/03/23).

The transitory character of human beings is an element present in several Indigenous cosmologies
and it strengthens the mandate to take care of the territory for future generations, in a broader and
holistic sense, encompassing human and non-human entities alike. In this sense, as Gunzareiman
recalls, “we are not just talking about people, but also animals and all of what makes up the Earth”
(semi-structured interview, 16/03/23). Foregrounding this need of protection, then, there is an
ecocentric view, which places the human agent as one temporary actor moving into a bigger and more
complex whole. Human impermanence is also expressed through language. For instance, Misak’s
idiom lacks the verb “to be”, therefore the idea of a permanent existence is absent (Tunubald &
Muelas Trochez, 2009). Edelmiro Imbachi belongs to the Inga people and has participated in the
Indigenous movement since he was seventeen. In the past twenty-six years, he has been working with
the ONIC and dealt with human rights, territory, environment and Indigenous economies. With
respect to the latter, he explained to me that the necessity for territorial preservation is also central in

Indigenous economic approach and its underlying idea of “development”:

The aim is always to ensure that future generations will continue to have a healthy and clean
environment, water, food, and this is the reason for preserving our own forms of production, our

own products, seeds, handicrafts... (Edelmiro Imbachi, semi-structured interview, 13/03/23).

Intergenerational responsibility, paired with an ecocentric attitude, are thus yet two additional points
bridging the Indigenous movement and the kind of change inherent to an ecological transition. More
precisely, this refers to the need to move from an anthropocentric to an ecocentric stance, whereby
biodiversity is recognised as imbued with intrinsic value, rejecting human predominance over other
life forms. Although they do so under different worldviews, both the Indigenous movement and the
ecological transition imply the conservation of the environment and ecosystemic balance, not only
for present but also for future generations; they both oppose extractivist dynamics that overexploit
natural resources and jeopardise the material conditions of survival for the sake of short-term
economic gain. In short, they both imply a profound systemic change with respect to the dominant

paradigm, encompassing cultural and political aspects.
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3.1.4 Land protection and biodiversity conservation practices

An alternative conceptualisation of nature and its “resources” is important and becomes even more
evident when considering the practices that it entails. Indigenous territories and peoples are indeed
recognised for their contribution to natural conservation. Although it is not possible to essentialise
them as environmental stewards (as previously expressed), it is also interesting to highlight that, both
in Colombia and worldwide, Indigenous lands coincide with the best hotspots of biodiversity
conservation (Pastas Cuastumal, 2014; WWEF, 2021). Moreover, on many occasions, the same
Indigenous actors claim this role of protectors of nature (Laurent 2022; Urrutia Hoyos & Muelas
Calambas, 2023; Viviana Suarez, semi-structured interview, 10/03/23; Gunzareiman Villafafia, semi-
structured interview, 16/03/23). As an example, in the occasion of the Earth Day, the ONIC published

a communication stating:

In the country, Indigenous rural territorial area has a vegetation cover of 89.3%, which is destined
for conservation. The percentage of the national Indigenous territory with agricultural production
is 8.2% (National Agricultural Census 2015). This situation occurs because of the cultural
relationship that we Indigenous peoples have with our territories and our natural resources, which

makes us predominantly conservationist cultures. (ONIC, 2017)

Similarly, the role of Indigenous people’s in preserving environmental and territorial integrity is

stressed by Gunzareiman Villafana:

We have been talking about conservation for many, many years, and it is not something that is
simply reduced to something spiritual, that mother nature is something mystical and so on,
because that is how they want to sell us and then say that this is why we are not supporting
development. But they don't realise that nature has everything we need to live and that the
relationship and respect for nature is fundamental for us and for the whole world. [...] And, when
you go to study Colombia and the great conservation work it has done, I can assure you that at
least 70% of the conservation that there is in the forests is thanks to the Indigenous peoples. There
is no one who has played such a great and significant role in the defence and conservation as the

Indigenous peoples.” (Gunzareiman Villafafia, semi-structured interview, 16/03/23).

Such biodiversity conservation depends on some territorial management practices enacted by
Indigenous people, such as land resting processes, the delimitation of protection and production areas,

the respect of natural cycles, the rejection of chemical fertilisers and the recovery and exchange of
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traditional seeds (Acazunip, 2008; Omar Zapata Acevedo, semi-structured interview, 12/05/23;
Ozcimi, 2008). In this sense, the type of economy proposed by the U’wa people is that of an
“alternative sustainable economic development” (Gobernacion de Casanare, 2006, p. 15, my trans.).
Ultimately, Indigenous people contribution encompasses both a reconceptualisation of nature and of

the relationship between people and land, which is embodied in practices of biodiversity conservation.

As it has been described so far, with its territorial struggles, the Indigenous movement of Colombia
fights not only for land reclamation, but also for the defence of an alternative human-nature
relationship. This is rooted in an ecocentric view, where humans are seen in their co-dependence with
land and the other elements of the ecosystem; moreover, humans are deemed as transitory, and this
underpins a sense of intergenerational responsibility encompassing non-human entities too.
Furthermore, human bond with the territory, nature, and the Earth is conceived in terms of kindship
and care and is embodied in practices of biodiversity conservation. Altogether, such alternative vision
of human-nature relationship aligns with the ecological principles that would underly an ecological
transition, as suggested in this work, namely those of relationality, interdependence, ecological

equilibrium and ecocentrism.

3.2 Indigenous alternative paradigm: a broader picture

The contribution of the Indigenous movement goes beyond the struggle for the recovery and
conservation of their own local territories and biodiversity. As it was anticipated, Indigenous
mobilisations have had a broader scope. Beginning by reclaiming their own cosmovision in terms of
their own relationship with nature and their conservation practices, they have come to stand as an
example of an alternative cultural, political and economic model, in opposition to the dominant
Western paradigm, which is considered as the root cause of several current problems, including the
eco-climatic crisis (Laurent, 2022; ONIC, n.d.-b; Tunubald & Muelas Trochez, 2009; Vargas Reyes

& Ariza Santamaria, 2019). Misak’s plan de vida concludes as follows:

“[...] in the hope that our proposal will be recognised as a contribution and an example of
coexistence and an alternative to the many problems that Western society has not been able to
solve, such as poverty, the human-nature contradiction, violence, the exploitation of women and
children, racial discrimination, injustice in all its dimensions.” (Tunubald & Muelas Trochez,

2009, p. 19, my trans.)
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3.2.1 Opposing extractivism and consumerism

In general, in their declarations, Indigenous peoples reject the Western neoliberal capitalist model, in
several respects. First, they oppose the extractivist and exploitative dynamics that conceive the
territory as a bank of resources to be infinitely exploited. Such ideology has historically materialised
through oil, mining and agroindustrial companies and their monocultures, against which Indigenous
peoples have fought and continue to fight, both materially and ideologically (CRIC, 2016; ONIC,
2023; Tunubala & Muelas Trochez, 2009; Urrutia Hoyos & Muelas Calambas, 2023; Vargas Reyes
& Ariza Santamaria, 2019). As the ONIC states, “one of the themes that most profoundly impacts
dignity and sovereignty in ancestral territories is the extractive mining and energetic strategy of the
country.” (ONIC, 2017, my trans.). Such exploitative logic is considered incompatible with

Indigenous’ existence and well-being, as expressed in Misak people’s view:

The poverty or the poverties that the West invented at the time of the expropriation of Indigenous
peoples’ goods and cultures is not our poverty; nor its authority and laws are our law. For this
reason, its ideology and space of natural and human exploitation is not valid for our life and our

growth as people. (Tunubald & Muelas Trochez, 2009, p. 19, my trans.)

Indigenous people contrast such logic of extraction and exploitation, which eventually leads to
environmental destruction. In opposition to this, they postulate a different way of managing the
territory, which is rather centred on resting practices for the land and on the preservation of agro-

ecological biodiversity.

The extractivist economy, such as that of large-scale monocultures and mining... is an economy
that extracts, damages the environment and everything, but does not leave wealth, it does not
leave anything in the region, it only extracts. The difference with our economy is that it is
sustainable, it is permanent, it does not end, it rotates. There is a seed bank that is alive. [...] There
is a rotation, there is an exchange of seeds between peoples, between the same people, to conserve
seeds and enrich the genetics of the seeds themselves. And it is produced in this way and, as [ was
saying, it is different from the other way, which only extracts but is not seeing in the territory.
And knowing that this ends. That is why there is always a tendency among Indigenous peoples to
conserve, to give the soil a rest and in communities they always, always, have to give, at least,
minimum, they let the land, the soil, rest for two years before sowing again. And there are others
that have ten, fifteen, twenty years. Then they sow again. That's why the soil doesn't deteriorate.

(Edelmiro Embachi, semi-structured interview, 13/03/23)
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The striking contrast between Western extractivist and exploitative model of production, as it is
perpetrated by the mining and agricultural industry, and Indigenous approach is clearly delineated by
Omar Zapata Acevedo, who started to collaborate with the ONIC after a traditional, Western academic

education:

And the first thing one sees is precisely this, that you are promoting the abysmal difference
between an education designed for models that are supposedly efficient, for models that they
call... that they call modern... in a context in which there is a very different model. So that is an
immediate clash. And that shock meant that I would have had to relearn, because our training is
a training aimed at continuing to promote a green revolution. All the faculties of agronomy in the
country and many of the faculties of environment, forestry and environmental studies are
conceived from the economicist idea, the idea of income, the idea of value obtained from
exploitation, exploitation of natural resources. Whereas in these peoples, in this case the
Indigenous peoples, the idea, the conception is very different. The concept focuses on the
management of the territory as a whole, with Indigenous peoples we are talking about a traditional
system of production. And it is a traditional production system that depends on the relationship
between culture and territory and that has subsystems through which the process of sustainable
use of natural resources is consolidated. So they constitute the fundamental basis for several things
that are very important for Indigenous peoples. One: the conservation of ecosystems and

biodiversity. (Omar Zapata Acevedo, semi-structured interview, 12/05/23)

According to Omar, the Indigenous model of production is different with comparison to the modern
one, since it is grounded in the respect of biophysical limits, natural cycles and a holistic approach in
the use of natural elements, thus marking a stark distinction with a model based on overexploitation

for capitalistic production:

When it comes to nature, there is no overexploitation, there is no looting... [...] One of the
characteristics of the Indigenous model is the use, management and utilisation of all of the
components that there are in the territory, according to the natural cycle. [...] This is key in the
differentiation of the vision of development. One is about use according to natural cycles, in
contrast with the idea of intensive use for the accumulation of capitals. (Omar Zapata Acevedo,

semi-structured interview, 12/05/23)

Apart from proposing an alternative model of production, Indigenous people also contrast territorial

exploitation. To protect their territories from the impacts of extractivist projects, they resort, among
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other strategies, to their rights to be consulted (consulta previa), although this is not always respected,

as it will be further illustrated in the last chapter.

And so, today Indigenous peoples are cornered in the face of the extractivist policies that have
been developed historically, and today they are already cornered, because in the rest of the
country, where there is no presence of Indigenous peoples is where these projects have been
developed, because in order to access the natural resources that are within the resguardos, within
Indigenous communities, they have to have prior, free and informed consultation. (Viviana

Suarez, semi-structured interview, 10/03/23)

And we are fighting because these sites are important to maintain a balance within the ecosystem
and we know how damaging it can be if it passes into the hands of mining projects. (Gunzareiman

Villafafia, semi-structured interview, 16/03/23)

Opposing the extractive modern system, where nature and human are exploited for an economic gain,
is one of the paradigmatic shifts common both to the Indigenous model and to the changes inherent
to an ecological transition. Additionally, another common point is represented by Indigenous’
rejection of unbridled consumerism and unlimited economic growth. This is expressed, for instance,

in Misak’s plan de vida:

516 years that separate us from the European invasion. Our own culture, identity and knowledge
have allowed us to guide us through all the difficult times; and today they help us to move away
from the model of consumerism and adapt to intercultural dialogue, which does not obey the
model of economic growth based on transgenic agriculture and its ideology of consumption that
has been offered to us and which has been damaging our community. Rather, it is an
environmentalist agriculture, healthy, food sovereignty, cultural preservation, protection of
traditional seeds, technological improvements in production and the right as farmers to save and
preserve seeds and their knowledge as the essence of collective life. The right of consumers to
know where, how and with what food is produced. (Tunubalda & Muelas Trochez, 2009, p. 18, my

trans.).

3.2.2 Buen Vivir and communal solidarity as alternatives to “development”

By rejecting economic-driven exploitation and materialistic consumerism, Indigenous people become

representatives of a paradigmatic alternative concerning the very meaning of “development”. For
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instance, for the Arhuaco people, “development” coincides with “protection, conservation and care
for nature” (CTC & Ministerio de la Cultura, n.d., p. 83, my trans.). On a similar note, according to
the U’wa people, “development” implies “living in freedom and harmony with nature, Mother Earth
and the blue planet” (ONIC, 2023, my trans.). They also add that “well-being is broader and more
precise than growth measured as per capita income, because it comprises all human necessities and
satisfiers (material, spiritual, social and cultural), possibilies and aspirations” (Gobernaciéon de

Casanare, 2006, p. 79). Furthermore, in Misaks’ view:

The word "development" has no place among our traditional concepts, it is Western: it simply
does not exist. [...] "Development" for us is to flow and remain in the territory, to grow and transit
in it, to come and go from the inside out and from the outside in, like the snail ... in harmony with
nature and the cosmos. Therefore, we cannot approach the subject of economic development from
the idea of linear progress, nor of indefinite growth, nor understood only as material growth, but
from the character of a people that insists on building its own history in its permanence and

survival.” (Tunubala & Muelas Trochez, 2009, p. 17, my trans.).

Such notion of development stands in striking contrast with that provided by the Western, modern,
capitalist system and its destructive dynamics, which are opposed by Indigenous resistance, as Omar

recalls:

[A blind development is] all that destroys biocultural rights, all that destroys the rights of nature,
all that destroys collective rights, all that seeks individual and not collective benefits, that destroys
the environment, the rivers, the water, and pollutes. And then, of course, the process of Indigenous
resistance to this led them to other conceptions. (Omar Zapata Acevedo, semi-structured

interview, 12/05/23)

Overcoming the idea of development as strictly related to natural exploitation, individual economic
benefit and indefinite material growth is one of the fundamental points highlighted in the context of
an ecological transition that reintegrates ecological principles. According to such paradigmatic
change, the very idea of development is questioned, just as Indigenous people do in their political,
cultural, and social claims. Going more in depth, it can be said that at the basis of such alternative
notion of development there are two fundamental aspects: the prevalence of the community over the

individual and the notion of Buen Vivir.
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With regards to the first, the importance of the collective dimension can be found with respect to land
property. In the case of the Nasa people, for instance, their understanding of land ownership in terms
of communal right appears incompatible with the state notion of private property (Vargas Reyes &
Ariza Santamaria, 2019). The same can be said for the U wa people, whose lands “belong to everyone,

they are collective or communal” (Gobernacion de Casanare, 2006, p. 90, my trans.).

The prevalence of the communal interests over the individual ones is also evident in the economic

system and the way work is organised according to principles of solidarity. In the case of the Misaks:

Our model of economic, social and cultural autonomy is a process of organic and structural
independence from the market society. A process of building an economy that is not based on the
exploitation of capitalist factors of production, but on solidarity, exchange, production in common
spaces, the minga as communal work and as a force for survival. (Tunubala & Muelas Trochez,

2009, p. 18 my trans.)

Misaks’ mode of living is indeed guided by two fundamental principles of distribution and equality:
the Mayailei law, “there is enough for everyone”, which expresses the imperative of sharing what
they have among all members, and the Lata Lata, “to receive and share always equally” (Tunubald &
Muelas Trochez, 2009, pp. 23-24, my trans.). Moreover, when hierarchies exist, they are oriented by
a principle of brotherhood, as in the case of several Indigenous groups present in the Vaupés area
(Acazunip, 2008). The institutionalisation of collective and solidarity work is further represented by
the minga, described by Edelmiro as “all together, as one single man, for a common dream, a common
goal, this is the minga” (semi-structured interview, 13/03/23). The minga is a moment when the entire
community comes together with a spirit of solidarity to engage in various types of collective work.
This includes tasks ranging from land management and food production to territorial fixes and
improvements, as well as preparing the fields for sowing. It even encompasses moments of collective
discussion and reflection, the so-called minga del pensamiento (“minga of the thought”) (Omar
Zapata Acevedo, semi-structured interview, 12/05/23). Solidarity and collective endeavour emerge
then as distinctive features of the minga and the broader organization of Indigenous life. Again, this

stands at odds with Western individualistic attitude, as stressed by Omar:

Individualism is not professed here. It starts to penetrate afterwards, with the school, with the state
programmes, which then talk about benefits for those who own something. And at that time we
are talking about societies in which group solidarity, community solidarity, solidarity between
communities is present. And this is another of the reasons why they are talking about the need to
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go back to the origins, to recover these old forms. Because solidarity implies a very important
benefit, that is also permanence, sustainability. This is very important to achieve bio-cultural
sustainability. Solidarity is very important, it is necessary. People alone disappear. Cultures
disappear, when they are alone. That is why they always talk about community processes,
collective processes, and that is why their territorial claim is based on the conception of territory

as collective areas, not individual ones.” (Omar Zapata, semi-structured interview, 12/05/23)

Moving now from the collective dimension to the concept of Buen Vivir, which was already presented
in the previous chapter, it can be said that this is characterised as a harmonious co-living not only
among human beings, but also with non-human entities and the elements that compose the ecosystem.
“Buen Vivir means to be able to live in a sustainable way and in relation of equilibrium with nature”,
explained Viviana Suarez, ONIC’s advisor for the planes de vida. She also added that this represents
a central goal in the political proposal presented by her organization (Viviana Suarez, semi-structured
interview, 10/03/23). The connection between Buen Vivir and development is well expressed in the
editorial article of the first edition of the Indigenous journal Unidad Alvaro Ulcué: “living well [vivir
bien] does not only show that other ways of life are possible. It is a plural, intercultural concept under
construction. We can speak of an alternative to development for the whole society, based on principles
of sustainability.” (Editorial team, 2017, p. 4). Finally, a synthesis of this idea of development as Buen

Vivir is enshrined in the words of Omar:

Instead of individual benefit, collective benefit. Instead of destruction of nature, conservation of
nature. Instead of abandonment of nephews, old people and children, real and effective support
to all sectors of society. Instead of accumulation of money, accumulation of well-being. (Omar

Zapata Acevedo, semi-structured interview, 12/05/23)

In summary, the Indigenous alternative paradigm revolves around the primacy of the community over
the individual and embraces a distinct conception of development embodied in the notion of Buen
Vivir. This concept is defined as a state of balance and respect among human beings and their
ecological surroundings. Once again, these aspects resonate with ecological principles such as
ecocentrism, ecological balance, and cooperation, which play a crucial role in the paradigmatic shift

underlying an ecological transition.
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3.3 Indigenous mobilisation as ontological struggles

The Indigenous movement in Colombia is often characterised as a social movement that initially
mobilised around the issue of land retrieval. However, its scope soon expanded to encompass not
only territorial reclamation, but also a different relationship with land, nature, and what they call
“Mother Earth”. This relationship is articulated in terms of kinship, care, and intergenerational
responsibility; it presents an ecocentric perspective and is rooted in the pursuit of ecological balance.
Moreover, it has been emphasised that this cosmovision is inseparable from practices of conservation
and protection of the territory. Indigenous mobilizations and political claims extend beyond the
question of land, representing a paradigmatic shift that challenges various aspects of the Western
modern apparatus. This includes opposing exploitative, consumeristic, and individualistic attitudes.
In contrast, Indigenous communities propose an alternative model grounded in a distinctive notion of
"development," characterized by values such as communal solidarity and the pursuit of socio-

ecological balance, encompassing both human and non-human entities—referred to as Buen Vivir.

All of this considered, Indigenous mobilisation, seen as the embodiment of an alternative paradigm,
is surely relevant to think with, when reflecting on the scope of the ecological transition, especially
on a cultural, social, and political level. However, Indigenous struggles go beyond the social, political,
and cultural realm: they are rather ontological struggles. To understand this point, it is important to

draw on the definition of the ontological turn.

Anthropologists such as Viveiros De Castro (1998) and Escobar (2015) proposed a change in the way
cultural difference is dealt with in anthropology. From considering the world as composed by one
nature and multiple cultures, that is, multiple perspectives on the same, unique, objective reality, the
ontological turn reverses this axiom by considering the world as composed by several natures, since
ones’ perception of reality influences practices and, therefore, constructs the reality itself (Cadena,
2010; Kohn, 2015; Lazar, 2021; Soto Arias, 2020). It is in the wake of such anthropological stance
that Escobar defines the differences between “dualistic” and “relational” ontologies (Escobar, 2015,
p. 29). As already explained in the previous chapter, a dualist ontology, characteristic of the Western,
modern, capitalist apparatus, conceives the world as fragmented; individuals are perceived as severed
from their ecological and social surroundings and inhabit a reality that is strictly organised into sets
of hierarchical dualisms, such as man and woman, human and nature, nature and culture, human and
non-human beings. A relational ontology, on the contrary, negates such stark divisions, but rather

conceives subjects as the result of a co-constitution process, involving their ecological surroundings
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and other living entities (Escobar, 2015). Following this distinction, Indigenous struggles and political
proposal can be read under a different light. By embodying a relational ontology, which is evident in
the way they relate to land, nature, human and non-human beings, their territorial struggles go well
beyond the protection of land itself, or of their cultural values. They do not only defend their
cosmology, but the reality they enact through it, that is, the existence of other worlds, which persist
in resistance and opposition to the dominant one. Their battles are then much more than social,
political, and cultural: they are ontological struggles in defence of alternative existing worlds, which

compose the pluriverse we are immersed in (Escobar, 2014; Vargas Reyes & Ariza Santamaria, 2019).

4, Conclusion

The ecological and climate crisis call for a paradigmatic change, which encompasses radical social,
political, and cultural transformation and which aims at reintegrating ecological principles and socio-
ecological justice. When reflecting on the scope of such transition, Indigenous mobilisations represent
a valid point of reference, not only to respond to the need of adopting a decolonial gaze, but also
because the social, cultural, political, and even ontological alternative they embody presents
numerous common points with the paradigmatic change implied by an ecological transition, in the

face of the eco-climatic collapse.

Consequently, this chapter has introduced the Indigenous movement in Colombia, its historical
development, and the divergent model it epitomises. After outlining the presence of Indigenous
people in the country and the impossibility of reducing the Indigenous identity to one, common,
never-changing category, it then moved on to describing the emergence and expansion of the
Indigenous movement, focusing specifically on the establishment of two of the main Indigenous
organizations in the country: the CRIC in the 1970s, and the ONIC in the 1980s. The third section of
the chapter was then dedicated to illustrating the features of the “alternative social and economic

model” (ONIC, n.d.-b, my trans) embodied by Indigenous mobilisation in Colombia.

By resorting to an array of Indigenous sources, the aim was that of providing a comprehensive picture,
whose limitation certainly is that of overlooking the nuances and peculiarities existing within the
Indigenous movement and the peoples of which it is comprised; at the same time, such simplification
is justified by the need to articulate a comparison with the paradigmatic change underlying an
ecological transition, while it is legitimised by the fact that all the statements presented stem directly

from Indigenous actors. This is also the reason why the chapter abounds in direct references.
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The alternative model represented by the Indigenous mobilisation has then been delineated on three
lines. First, its territorial reclamation was reconfigured as a struggle not only for a material gain, but
also as a fight in defence of their own cosmovision with respect to their connection with land, nature,
and Mother Earth, broadly speaking. This relation is based on an ecocentric worldview, implying a
bond of kindship and care, a search for an ecological balance, and a sense of intergenerational
responsibility, and it materialises in practices of land and biodiversity conservation and opposition to
exploitative projects. In being so, this model already presents substantial parallelism with the cultural
shift implied by a radical, transformative ecological transition, where ecological principles are

reintegrated.

The second step was that of expanding the view as to encompass not only the alternative human-
nature relation, embodied by the Indigenous movement, but also other political, social, and economic
claims, through which the Indigenous model is openly opposed to the Western, modern, extractivist
and capitalist one. This concerns aspects such as resource extraction for capital accumulation, or
unbridled material consumerism, which are instead contradicted by a production model respectful of
natural cycles and limits. Moreover, the alternative paradigm proposed by Indigenous mobilisation
rejects the concept of development as it is intended in Western worldview, and replaces it with the
notion of Buen Vivir, which encapsulates a state of collective harmony and equilibrium among human
and non-human beings and with their ecological surroundings. By opposing extractivism,
consumerism and by striving for collective well-being, the model postulated by the Indigenous

movement is once more connected with the struggle for a transformative ecological transition.

Finally, the Indigenous movement’s scope has been described as even greater. Apart from re-defining
human-nature relationship in a way that is much more coherent with an ecological view, and apart
from contrasting some of the most prominent downsides of the Western model, the Indigenous
movement in Colombia represents the struggle for the defence of a different ontology, that is, a
different world (Escobar, 2014). In defining its fight as ontological, its radicality is enhanced, while
the conviction of the ineluctability of the modern world, with its social, cultural, and political
apparatus, is contrasted. Referring back to the present need for a transformative ecological transition,
I suggest that considering Indigenous experiences as ontological alternatives is fundamental for

sustaining a sense of hope for change.

Overall, this chapter served both as a contextual introduction to the Indigenous movement in

Colombia and a more articulated explanation of its contribution when discussing about the ecological
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transition, more specifically in its connotation of a transformative change, which transcends the mere
technological sphere, as to include a profound and radical cultural, political, social change.
Continuing on the same line, in the following chapter I will delve deeper into the connection between

the cultural context, worldview, social norms and the human-environmental practices they entail.
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Chapter 3: On the nexus between cosmovision, cultural framework and ecological
practices: the case of the Arhuacos of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta,

Colombia

We had woken up early in the morning, and after some rapid Auevos pericos for breakfast, we had
jumped on a bright yellow taxi, which had led us to the central market. Among the shouting crowd -
an entanglement of colours, smells, and vivacious sellers - we had found our way to the bus. One
hour ride later, we had gotten off at a bus station, on the long road that runs parallel to the Colombian
North coast, cutting across bananos plantations and the eccentric vegetation of the Tayrona National
Park. There, a group of riders, with their dark motorbikes, had taken us on another forty-five minutes
journey on the road that departs from the main one to climb up the mountain slope (it had been
necessary to go by motorbikes, since it is difficult for cars to access it). And in that moment, we were
sitting on the shore of the Don Diego river, waiting for an improvised wooden boat to take us on the
other side. From there, another three hours journey by mule would bring us to our destination,

Bunkwimake, an Arhuaco village on the mountain complex of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta.

While I was there, sitting on a rock, listening to the calm sound of the river flowing, surrounded by
birds, butterflies and a variety of trees that I could not number, I realised we were not alone. Just in
front of us, on the other side of the river, a group of young boys had arrived. Barefoot, with their
white tunic and long, dark hair, they were sitting on the rocks, among the trees, silently. When this
image filled my eyes, I could not help but thinking about the absurdity of considering humans and
nature as two separate entities, as my Western, Cartesian gaze had thought me to do. Nor made it
sense, in that moment, that nature existed on its own, in its wilderness, and that in order to preserve
it, we had to severe humanity from it and enclose it, as the conservation movement initiated by John
Miur had suggested. Neither I, an [talian citizen, raised and born between the city and the countryside,
nor these young Arhuacos, who had probably spent most of their life in the Sierra Nevada de Santa
Marta, could define our existence as isolated from the natural environment surrounding us. Ecology
teaches us that. And yet, why did it strike me to see them there, perfectly embedded in this natural
setting? Why was the human-environmental nexus so clear to my eyes, there, and instead, so
inconsistent in my daily, urban life? Once again, it was a sign of how much our cultural background
influences our perception of reality and, consequently, shapes our actions. And this is the reason why
I had come here. I wanted to understand how the cosmology and cultural values of this community

informed their ecological practices, i.e. their practical relation with the natural environment.
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The methodology I opted for to answer this enquiry is that of a qualitative research based on an
ethnographic method. Data was thus collected through participant observation and informal,
spontaneous  conversations. I  will expand more on these two  aspects.
Participant observation was carried out during a three-weeks period, in which I lived with one of the
families of the community of Bunkwimake, taking part in their daily life activities, which mainly
included working in and for their own household. In order to avoid the practice of academic
extractivism (Alatas, 2022), whereby researchers merely observe and extract data without fostering
reciprocal engagement with the respective community, I have articulated a commitment to participate
more actively in the community's affairs. This involves contributing something deemed valuable by
the community, thereby promoting a mutually beneficial interaction. I was proposed to contribute by
helping to working in the communal garden, therefore this is another activity I got engaged into during
the time I spent there. Apart from living with the family that hosted me during my stay, during several
occasions I could join broader gatherings, where members of the wider community, together with the
local authorities, would be present. This provided me with the opportunity to be immersed in more
extensive social dynamics, which transcended those of the single family with whom I resided.
Although my initial aim was to attend to the community’s practices with relation to land and
environmental management, this resulted only partially possible. On one hand, my first-hand
experience was limited to the practices enacted by the family that hosted me; I lacked the opportunity
to acquire firsthand insights within the context of additional families. On the other hand, this limit
was overcome by resorting to people’s account of their management practices and of the rationale
that informs them. While participant observation, which is inherent to ethnographic field work, was
one of the primary methods I adopted in this research, informal and spontaneous conversations were
the second relevant aspect of the qualitative method I adopted in order to collect data. I decided to
employ this approach, instead of that of structured, formal interviews, for two reasons. First,
spontaneous exchanges allowed for more authentic and unbiased answers. Secondly, I followed the
advice given by one of the members of the family that was hosting me, according to which it would
have been difficult to connect with the people of the community and understand what they truly think
and believe through formal interviews. The latter would have created an atmosphere of formality and
seriousness, potentially impeding individuals from genuinely expressing themselves. Therefore, 1
preferred to seize the most suitable moments, both within the dynamics of family and community life,
to engage in informal yet more intimate and authentic conversations with people. This is the second
most relevant method I adopted in my research. Moreover, it should be noted that all conversations

were held in Spanish, which figures as second language both for me and for the Arhuacos. Indeed,
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Ikw is their mother tongue, and it is what they spoke during collective gatherings. On many occasions,
I would then only participate in the activities, without being actively involved in the verbal
communication. However, this did not exclude other valuable forms of integration and non-verbal
interaction among us. The notes taken from direct verbal exchanges with community members were

then translated from Spanish to English.

The data collected during the ethnographic field work through participant observation and informal
conversations were then complemented with bibliographic research aimed at framing those insights
within a more general overview, especially for what concerns Arhuaco culture and cosmovision. For
this reason, preference was given to bibliographic material elaborated directly by Indigenous
organizations - in this case, the Tairona Indigenous Confederation (Confederacion Indigena Tairona),
which represents the Arhuaco people. Furthermore, additional bibliographic resources were employed
to establish a theoretical framework and foster a more comprehensive understanding of the geo-
historical context of the Sierra Nevada. This was particularly focused on elucidating the

interconnection between Indigenous practices and conservation efforts.

The chapter is divided into five parts. In the first one, I describe the theoretical framework underlying
my analysis; I subsequently provide the socio-geographic and historical context of my research; in
the third section I present some Arhuaco cultural and cosmological elements, which inform their
ecological practices; in the fourth section, the nexus between Indigenous ecological
knowledge/practices and natural conservation is further elucidate. Finally, the chapter ends by
highlighting the relevance of this case study within the wider debate on the nature of an ecological

transition, specifically for what concerns the role of the cultural framework.

1. Theoretical framework

Scholars interested in the human-environment relationship, especially in the context of the
sustainability discourse, have increasingly turned their attention to Indigenous environmental
practices (Milgin et al., 2020; Mistry & Berardi, 2016; Teng0 et al., 2017). What characterises the
latter, in contrast with the mainstream scientific or ecological approach, is their embeddedness within
a specific cosmovision and cultural context, which is strictly connected to the environmental practices

enacted within it.
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Applying Berkes’ definition, Indigenous Ecological Knowledge (IEK) is defined as “a cumulative
body of knowledge, practice and belief, evolving by adaptive processes and handed down through
generations by cultural transmission, about the relationship of living beings (including humans) with

one another and with their environment” (Berkes, 2012, p. 7).

Notwithstanding the potentially broad and vague nature of this definition, it proves beneficial by
emphasizing the robust connection between practices and beliefs. Indeed, these knowledge systems
are situated within a moral and ethical context, wherein nature and culture remain intertwined rather
than separate and where “purely ecological aspects of tradition cannot be divorced from the social

and spiritual” (Berkes, 2012, p. 6).

The interrelation between cultural framework, knowledge formation and environmental practices has
been outlined in different ways by various authors. In Kalland’s (1994) view, there are three layers of
knowledge: empirical, paradigmatic and institutional. The first kind defines practical knowledge
stemming from direct observation; the second one comprises the empirical observation and the related
context, while the latter defines the knowledge inscribed in social institutions and norms. Orlove &
Brush’s (1996) distinction, instead, follows Nabhan’s (1985) theory and distinguishes among
Indigenous environmental knowledge, the management practices arising from that knowledge and
the spiritual values and rituals regarding plant and animals. Another perspective is provided by
Stevenson (1996), whose definition of traditional ecological knowledge identifies three different
components, namely knowledge of the environment, knowledge of the ecosystem dynamics and a set
of moral and ethical principles guiding human-nature relationship (Kalland, Orlove & Brush, Nabhan

as cited in Berkes, 2012).

Building from previous theories, Berkes sketches his own schematization of Indigenous Ecological
Knowledge by defining a “knowledge—practice—belief complex™ comprised of four levels: local and
empirical knowledge of land and animals; land and resource management systems; social institutions;

worldview.
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Figure 1. Levels of analysis in traditional knowledge and management systems. Adapted from Berkes (2012, p. 17).

The first level, empirical knowledge of land and animals, describes the practical insights about the
local landscape and its flora and fauna, their distribution and behaviour, and is of fundamental
importance in terms of survival. The second level, land and resource management systems, adds to
the empirical knowledge of the local environment an appropriate complex of techniques, habits and
methods for its organization and use. The third level, social institutions, describes the rules and codes
inscribed in social relationships that render the management systems effective. And finally, the fourth
level, worldview, provides meaning for all the previous ones. Encompassing religion, moral values,
and belief systems, it shapes people’s perception of the environment, the management practices

arising from it and the social institutions sustaining them (Berkes, 2012).

What all these frameworks, and especially Berkes’ one, highlight is the fundamental role of the
cultural and cosmological framework in shaping and determining the environmental practices.
Indeed, “cultural patterns are important to understand the relationship between man and nature”
(Rodriguez-Navarro, 2000, p. 456). When referring to “cosmological framework”, I adopt the term
cosmology with the same connotation of Berkes’ “worldview”. However, its meaning can be further
elucidated as it follows. Cosmology can be defined as the discourse about the universe: its origins,
the beings that compose it and their relation among each other (that is, ontology), the way it works

and where it is heading to (Kyriakakis, 2014).
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In order to further describe this point, Berkes insists on the fact that Indigenous Ecological
Knowledge is composed of practices that are sustained by various social mechanisms. Again, these

social mechanisms can be divided into more sub-categories, as shown in the following table.

Management practices based on ecological knowledge
Practices found both in conventional resource management and in some local and traditional societies

Monitoring resource abundance and change in ecosystems
Total protection of certain species

Protection of vulnerable life history stages

Protection of specific habitats

Temporal restrictions of harvest

Practices largely abandoned by conventional resource management but still found in some local and traditional societies

Multiple species management; maintaining ecosystem structure and function
Resource rotation
Succession management

Practices related to the dynamics of complex systems, seldom found in conventional resource management but found in
some fraditional societies
Management of landscape patchiness
Watershed-based management
Managing ecological processes at multiple scales
Responding to and managing pulses and surprises
Nurturing sources of ecosystem renewal

Social mechanisms behind management practices
Generation, accumulation, and transmission of local ecological knowledge
Reinterpreting signals for learning
Revival of local knowledge
Folklore and knowledge carriers
Integration of knowledge

Intergenerational transmission of knowledge
Geographical diffusion of knowledge

Structure and dynamics of institutions

Roles of stewards/wise people
Cross-scale institutions
Community assessments
Taboos and regulations

Social and religious sanctions

Mechanisms for cultural internalization
Rituals, ceremonies, and other traditions
Cultural frameworks for resource management
World view and cultural values

A world view that provides appropriate environmental ethics
Cultural values of respect, sharing. reciprocity, humility, and other

Table 1. Socio-ecological practices and mechanisms in traditional knowledge and practice. Adapted from Folke et al. (1998) as cited

in Berkes et al. (2000, p. 1253).

Some of these social mechanisms involve the way knowledge is produced and transmitted; others
describe the social institutions underlying management practices. Identifying some people as
stewards of the natural resources, for example, provides them with the incentive to protect them.
Likewise, taboos and regulations, together with social and/or religious sanctions, would prevent

people from over-exploiting local reserves. Rituals and ceremonies are described as aimed at
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internalising cultural norms. And finally, again, worldview and cultural values are presented as pivotal
social mechanisms at the basis of the management systems. This framework highlights, on one hand,
the importance of a cosmology grounded in a strong environmental ethics as “an essential component
for traditional knowledge and practice for ecologically sustainable outcomes” (Berkes et al. 2000, p.
1259). On the other, it recognises the role played by cultural values such as “respect, sharing,

reciprocity, and humility” (Berkes et al. 2000, p. 1259).

As previously stated, there has been a growing interest among scholars in taking up Indigenous
Ecological Knowledge, in various ways (Milgin et al., 2020), from the integration of Indigenous
practices and insights into the Western scientific paradigm (Berkes 2012; Ens et al., 2015), to the
consideration of Indigenous ethics as an example of a more balanced human-environmental dynamic
(Salmon, 2000). This is particularly true in the case of the management of resources and ecosystem
dynamics. Due to the pressing problems presented by the current environmental and ecosystem crises,
scientists at an international level are eager to consider Indigenous perspective and practices about
ecosystem functions and resource management (Berkes, 2012; Ens et al 2015; Mistry & Berardi,
2016). Indeed, “engagement of indigenous peoples and local communities is vital for these knowledge
contributions, also as they live in, manage and own vast areas of land often rich in biodiversity and
of significance for the generation of critical ecosystem services” (Tengoé et al., 2017, p. 17). However,
adopting Indigenous Ecological Knowledge outside its context entails some problems, such as that
of resorting to Indigenous practices within a different epistemological and ontological framework,
thus failing to completely understand the cultural meaning of those practices. Despite the need to
adopt a “decolonising methodology” in order to employ IEK, the general, persisting trend appears to
be that of incorporating Indigenous practices within Western cosmology, due to a fundamental

epistemological difference (Mistry & Berardi, 2016).

Instead of focusing on the Indigenous Ecological Knowledge as a useful compound of information
on biodiversity, ecosystem functioning or resource management practices, I would argue that it is
both more interesting and valuable to shift the attention to the other pole of the “knowledge-practice-
belief complex”, which is the worldview and cultural paradigm. Instead of extrapolating Indigenous
practices and adapting them to an external cultural context, it is worth considering the cultural norms
and cosmology that shape those practices. As a result, instead of integrating Indigenous practices
within the Western cultural paradigm, the focus would move to the Western paradigm itself and to the
extent to which it fosters or hinders the emergence of ecological and sustainable practices. With the

adoption of the Indigenous Ecological Knowledge framework as a theoretical basis for this analysis,
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it is then possible to appreciate the role of a cosmology and cultural values in shaping environmental

practices that can provide an ecological balance.

The Indigenous Ecological Knowledge framework goes hand in hand with the conception of
cosmology proposed by Reichel-Dolmatoff (1976). Building on his ethnographic work with the
Tukano Indians of the Colombian Northwest Amazon, he describes Indigenous cosmology as a tool
through which the ecological balance is preserved. Indeed, the Tukano’s belief system, based on the
idea that the spirits of certain animals cause illness, prevents excessive hunting; similarly, cultural
norms pertaining to food and sex result in a social mechanism of birth-rate control. Not only does
Reichel-Dolmatoft’s view encourage a move beyond the Western nature/culture dualism (Mora,
1995), but it also emphasizes the strong connection between cosmology, spiritual believes, cultural
and ecological behaviours. In the case of this research, then, the fundamental question is: how does

the Arhuaco cosmological and cultural paradigm influence their ecological practices?

2. Socio-geographic and historical context

2.1 The Arhuacos and the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta: socio-geographic context

The Arhuacos are one of the four main Indigenous groups inhabiting the Sierra Nevada de Santa
Marta, an isolated mountainous region on the North coast of Colombia. Its area covers approximately
17,000 km? and it reaches 5775 m above sea level (m.a.s.]) of altitude, making it the largest and
highest coastal mountain complex in the world (Duran-Izquierdo & Olivero-Verbel, 2021; Ferrari
Cortés & Saenz Forero 2022; IDEAM, 2021). It presents a bimodal climate, comprised of a dry season
(from December to August) to a wet season (from April to September) (CIT, 2015). Its average
temperatures span from approximately 27 °C at sea level to 0 °C in the higher parts (Duran-Izquierdo
& Olivero-Verbel, 2021). Due to its marked altitudinal variation - it presents all Colombian thermal
floors (CIT, 2015) -, this region is rich in ecosystem diversity, which include dry and wet tropical
forests, sub-Andean and Andean forests, mountain swamp, and areas with perpetual snow cover and
glaciers (Strewe & Navarro, 2003; Cardona & Ojeda, 2010). The high diversity of biomes also implies
a high biodiversity in terms of plant and animal species (Bonet et al., 2011). Moreover, its 35
watersheds provide water for 1,5 million people in the region (Rodriguez-Navarro, 2000). Due to its
richness and unicity, in 1979 the region was declared an UNESCO Biosphere Reserve (UNESCO,
2020), while in 2013 it was labelled by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUNC)
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as one of the world’s most irreplaceable ecosystems with regards to its contribution to the long-term

survival of endangered species (IUCN, 2013).

The political-administrative organization of the territory it complex. The Sierra Nevada de Santa
Marta comprises three departments (Cesar, Magdalena, Guajira) which include 20 municipalities. In
addition, it presents two National Natural Parks (NNP Tayrona and NNP Sierra Nevada de Santa
Marta) and the archaeological park of Teyuna-Ciudad Perdida. Finally, there are nine Indigenous
resguardos, established between 1983 and 2003. The main ones are the Arhuaco (1983), Kogui-
Malayo-Arhuaco (1980) and Kankuamo (2003). In addition, there are six resguardos belonging to the
Wayuus (1986-1994) (ProSierra, n.d.-b).
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Figure 2. Map of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, with Indigenous resguardos and National Parks. Adapted from ProSierra (n.d-b)

and La Sierra Nevada, El dishielo y la cuna de una civilizacion milenaria (n.d.).

The Arhuacos are established mainly in the middle part of the Southern and Western slopes, but some

population centres exist in the Northern slope as well, in the basins of the Don Diego and Mingueo

67



rivers. Their ancestral territory spans the entire southern and western region, from the snow-capped
peaks to the foothills between the Guatapuri River in Valledupar and the Mamatoco River in Santa
Marta. However, despite a process of land re-appropriation and legal recognition, which began in the
1970s, the area they currently inhabit constitutes merely 38% of their ancestral territory, with only
28% receiving official recognition (CIT, 2015). Moreover, the Arhuacos share the territory of the
Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta along with other three main Indigenous groups, namely Wiwas,
Kankuamos and Kogis (DANE, 2021), which are represented by four Indigenous organizations. The
Gonawindua Tayrona Organization (Organizacion Gonawindua Tayrona) serves as the representative
body for the Kogis, the Arhuacos, and the Wiwas. Furthermore, the Tairona Indigenous Confederation
represents the Arhuacos, while the Bunkwanarwa Tayrona represents both the Wiwas and the Kogis.
Lastly, the Kankwamos' political interests are advocated by the Kankuama Indigenous Organization
(Organizacion Indigena Kankuama) (Botero, 2005). Additionally, all four indigenous groups came
together in the Territorial Council of Cabildos (Consejo Territorial de Cabildos) in 1999 (Ulloa,
2011).

According to the cosmovision of the Indigenous people of Sierra Nevada, their ancestral land is
delimitated by the Linea Negra (Black Line), a boundary connecting various sacred sites and thus
configuring the limits of their territory. Such territory was officially recognized by the Colombian
state in 1973 through the 000002 resolution of 04/01, which was then modified by the 837 resolution
on the 28th of august 1995 (CIT, 2015). However, as indicated previously, only a limited portion of

this ancestral land is recognized and inhabited by Indigenous people today.

2.2 The Arhuacos and the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta: historical context

The arrival of Spanish colonizers in Nabusimake, the Arhuaco capital, in 1525, marked the beginning
of external actors’ intrusion in the Indigenous ancestral territories of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta
(CIT, 2015). They not only decimated the local population but also confiscated their land and
subjected them to enslavement. Subsequently, in 1693, the Capuchinos missioners commenced an
evangelization process in those territories, significantly impacting the cultural and religious landscape
(Guéqueta-Solérzano & Postigo, 2022; Viloria-de-la-Hoz, 2005). Despite centuries of colonization,
Indigenous land was officially returned to its inhabitants through Law 155 in 1871 (Fundacion Pro-
Sierra, 1991). However, while representing a landmark in the history of Indigenous people's
reclamation of their territory, this law was only a partial victory. The official recognition of the

obligation to return land to its original people and respect their political rights did not translate into
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practical implementation. An agreement signed between the Colombian State and the Church in 1887
reignited and strengthened the efforts of the Capuchin missions, leading to cultural and religious
conversion operations. These operations involved dismissing local practices, beliefs, and authorities,
seeking to replace them with Christian values and institutions (CIT, 2015; Fundaciéon Pro-Sierra,

1991).

Concurrently, the intrusion of colonos (“settlers”) into the territories of Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta
in the 1920s became a significant issue alongside the efforts of the Capuchin missioners. The
Arhuacos found themselves under dual pressure: from religious missioners on one hand, and from
campesinos (“farmers”) interested in productive land on the other. In response to this situation, in
1930 a land and culture defense movement, known as the Liga Indigena de la Sierra Nevada, was
initiated. The 1950s witnessed a period of extreme violence and political upheaval throughout the
country, resulting in new invasions of Indigenous territories (Fundacion Pro-Sierra, 1991). Another
wave of occupation occurred in the 1970s with the arrival of the so-called bonanza de marijuana
(“marithuana boom”). Illegal producers of cocaine and marihuana, along with armed groups
(guerrillas and paramilitaries), brought conflicts into Indigenous territories, leading to the
destruction of the natural landscape (CIT, 2015; Fundacion Pro-Sierra, 1991; Guaqueta-Solérzano &
Postigo, 2022). Nevertheless, the Arhuacos, in conjunction with other Indigenous groups in the
territory, resisted and obtained legal recognition of parts of their ancestral territories. In 1973, the
Linea Negra was officially recognized, followed by the creation of the Arhuaco reserve in 1974
(Resolution 113 of December 4/74). Subsequent recognitions include the establishment of the Kogi-
Malayo (Wiwa) resguardo in 1980 (Resolution 0109 of October 8/80), the Arhuaco resguardo in 1983
(Resolution 078 of November 10/83), and finally, the Kankuamo resguardo in 2003 (Resolution 012)
(Fundacion Pro-Sierra 1991; Torres Perico, 2018). Despite this recognition, socio-environmental
conflicts related to the presence of armed groups, illegal cultivation, and extractivist projects endured
in the Indigenous territory, all along the 1990s and persist including in contemporary times (Cabildo
Arhuaco de la Sierra Nevada, 2015; Giraldo Jaramillo, 2010; Guaqueta-Soldrzano & Postigo, 2022;
Osorio Granados, 2019; Ulloa, 2011).

2.3 Bunkwimake

After crossing the Don Diego River, we ascended the mountain slopes on the backs of three mules.
When I say "we," I am referring to Diana, her daughter Areliz, her sister Souheidi, her two-year-old

nephew Andrea, and myself. They belong to the Arhuaco village of Bunkwimake, which was our
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destination. Diana is the oldest sister of the family, in her late twenties, and is studying nursing at the
University of Santa Marta, the nearest city. However, considering it as "near" might sound a bit
euphemistic. As the entire morning journey had shown (we had departed precisely from Diana’s
apartment in Santa Marta), there is no way to reach Bunkwimake in less than 5 or 6 hours (which
become even longer without the mules), unless, of course, you use a helicopter. Diana explained to
me that this is how the materials for the construction of a health clinic were transported to the village

a few years earlier.

The considerable distance separating her community from the nearest hospital made it challenging
for people to respond to emergencies. Although they had their traditional medicine system, led by the
local medical authority, it did not always provide appropriate solutions to urgent health situations
experienced by the people of the village. When Diana’s aunt met a Spanish doctor and invited him to
visit her village, he became interested in helping the community. Therefore, together, they decided to
build a new health clinic. This is how the DUNI project started, with the support of Malteser
International (Bandera, 2015).

Yet, constructing a new health post was not sufficient; what the community needed was someone
capable of administering medical treatments directly in the village. Therefore, part of the project funds
were designated to pay for the nursing studies of a member of the community committed to working
at the health clinic, and that person was Diana. She told me that the problem in the old medical centre
was that the medical authority wanted to use traditional medicine to cure everything, including the
most severe cases. However, traditional treatments sometimes would not suffice in such cases. This
is why they needed someone like her, trained in both traditional and Western medicine, to be able to

choose which one to adopt according to each situation.
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Figure 3. Map of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, with emphasis on Bunkwimake. Adapted from Ferrari (2022, p. 69).

Diana and I had met a couple of months before, in the context of a project developed by an association
from my university in Bogot4, which was working with Indigenous and campesino communities in
Colombia. That's how I ended up in Bunkwimake in the first place. Despite not aligning closely with
the association’s methods and goals, I had developed a strong bond with Diana. So, when I asked her
if I could return to the village on my own, she enthusiastically agreed. I wanted to contribute to
something that, in her opinion, the community needed. Therefore, we decided to work together in the

traditional plants garden, located next to the health post.

After a final ride on the mules, along an up-and-down path weaving through astonishingly rich
vegetation, and the air filled with sounds of monkeys and birds, we finally reached her family's house.
Although Bunkwimake has a centre where the school, health post, two small shops, and other
buildings for communal use are located, each family (about 1000, according to Diana) lives on their
own plot. Diana’s family was only fifteen minutes away from the village. She couldn't specify the
exact size of their land, but she mentioned that it would take at least three hours to walk along its

length. However, some buildings stand at the core of the plot, and that is where most of the family
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life takes place. There’s the kitchen, a wooden, rectangular construction covered by a palm leaves
roof, where the food is prepared using a traditional oven. Just in front, there is another rectangular,
open-air construction, composed of wooden poles sustaining a palm leaves roof. That is where |
would sleep at night, hanging in my hammock. On its side, there is a house made of barren bricks,
still under construction, while next to it lies the house with rooms for all the other family members:
Diana’s parents, her eight siblings (two adopted from a Kogi community), two nephews, and her
daughter. However, the entire family was not there when we arrived, and I did not manage to see all

of them during the time I spent there.

Just behind the wooden kitchen, a pipe was adjusted to pour water into a blue, wide, tall tank, which
was used to wash clothes or to take an improvised shower. We used another small plastic container to
collect water from it and spill it on our bodies. At first glance, that blue tank might have seemed like
just a useful material tool; in reality, it reveals part of Bunkwimake’s history. Like other parts of the
Sierra Nevada, that land had experienced the violence and conflicts brought by farmers, armed

groups, and illegal crop producers.

One night, while sitting in front of the fire, Diana told me that in the past, that land belonged to the
Kogis but was then occupied by the campesinos, who started exploiting the territory to produce
marijuana and cocaine. After gathering in a spiritual consultation, the Kogis received the message
that those who could reclaim the land were precisely the Arhuacos. Therefore, they managed to reach
Diana’s grandfather, who rounded up a group of people and started to re-occupy the land. Some
campesinos agreed to return the land to the Indigenous owners, believing they would take better care
of it. Others resisted. However, in the end, the Arhuacos won the dispute and settled in the territory,

establishing the community of Bunkwimake in the early 1980s.

Diana mentioned that after being deprived of their once-occupied land, the campesinos were given
some time to collect their belongings and move away. They took advantage of this time by producing
cocaine until the very last moment. However, when they left, they did not bring with them all the
utensils they had used in manufacturing. The blue, wide, tall tanks adopted in the cocaine production
were left abandoned there. These are, in fact, the tanks that are now used in Diana’s house to collect

water for washing clothes and taking showers.
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Figure 4. Houses in Bunkwimake. Photo taken by the author (June 29, 2023).

3. Arhuacos cosmology, cultural framework and ecological practices

3.1 Pagamento

Every Saturday and Sunday, families scattered around the land belonging to Bunkwimake gather in
the centre of the village. One weekend, the reason is to attend to their spiritual work, done under a
huge sacred mango tree. The other weekend, they gather for maintenance affairs: while the women
sweep the floor with wooden broomsticks, getting rid of dried leaves and sand that have been
accumulating, men take care of collecting wood for the village’s necessities. After attending to either
the village cleaning or spiritual duties, they gather in the central palace of justice, a massive barren
construction standing in the middle of the village, to attend to any dispute that needs to be solved

within the community or to discuss matters of common interest and make relevant decisions.
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On one of those days, we had finished the cleaning up, and I was sitting under the roof in front of the
scholar shop, chatting with Juan, the husband of one of Diana’s best friend. The topic of our discussion
was the way they managed and took care of their piece of land. At some point, he said, “Before cutting
off a tree, you have to perform pagamento espiritual to Nature; you have to do /impieza... because

everyone has a mother, including trees.”

Some days later, I entered the common kitchen and found the semanero, the person invested with the
role of supervising the village during the week. Again, we started talking about the management of
their territories. He explained to me that, according to a common rule, if you do not perform
pagamento before planting, you are not allowed to plant anything. For this reason, everyone
participates in the pagamento ceremony before the planting season (March and August). “When
someone sows,” he continued, “they’re taking the life of many beings that live in the soil. Ants,

worms... one has to perform pagamento because he has to be conscious of the harm he’s causing.”

Another day, I was talking to Rodolfo, who has been managing the scholar shop for the past ten years.
He was recalling the history of Bunkwimake, of how the Indigenous inhabitants had reclaimed the
territory by expelling the settlers and of how they had “healed” the land. When I asked him what he
meant by that, he answered, “First of all, you have to work in the spiritual part. If you take a mango,
for example, you have to buy it spiritually. If you pick up some yuca, you have to buy it spiritually.
Just as in the city you can buy rice, water... here you buy in the spiritual part, so that Mother Earth is
not harmed.” He then continued talking about the pagamento, stating that there are three important
times a year when they do it: before burning off the land where they are then going to sow, before
sowing, and before harvesting. And he insisted on the fact that when it comes to taking care of land,

“you always have to look at the spiritual part.”

Pagamento means “payment” and it is “a way to repay Mother Nature for all the benefits we receive
from her for our subsistence” (CIT, 2015, p. 100). According to Arhuaco cosmology, “it is our
responsibility to carry out traditional pagamento and healing and thus compensate for the benefits we
receive from Mother Nature; we must also reciprocate to the ancestral guardians of the elements and
manifestations of nature so that they allow the life of all societies" (CIT, 2015, p. 24). Pagamento
represents then a cultural practice embodying the deep awareness of humans’ actions implications
and their consequent responsibilities. By providing a spiritual compensation for the material damage
caused, such practice is extremely relevant as it exemplifies a worldview based on reciprocity and

interconnection, which, in turn, shapes actions and attitudes in the management of the territory.
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Hence, it corresponds to one of the social mechanisms regulating human-environment interaction

(Berkes et al., 2000).

3.2 Human-nature relationship: care, interdependence and ecocentrism

In Berkes’ knowledge-practice-belief complex, a worldview implying a strong environmental ethic
figures as one of the prominent social mechanisms ensuring the preservation of ecological balance in
society’s interaction with its environment. This is precisely the case with the Arhuaco cosmology and
worldview, which presents taking care of nature as one of its core values. “We take care of nature; it
is part of our culture. If we start damaging it here, how are the people who live downstream going to
do? They won't have water” said Diana to me once. On another day, I sat in front of the health post,
talking to Juan Manuel, one of the traditional authorities. He explained to me that they (referring to
his people, the Arhuacos) take care of nature because they were created together with her, in the sky,
at the same time as the trees and the stones. The sense of duty regarding protecting nature as part of
the Arhuaco identity and culture not only emerged in spontaneous conversations but can also be
inferred from the official communications elaborated by the main organization representing them, the

Tairona Indigenous Confederation (CIT, 2015).

Respecting and taking care of nature, thus preserving a balance not only within the territory of the
Black Line of Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, but also in the whole universe, appears to be a goal in
itself. However, this ethic of care stems also from the awareness that human existence and well-being
are connected and dependent upon the integrity of its natural surroundings. This certainty is an
integral part of the Arhuaco worldview (CIT, 2015). “When we take care of nature, we take care of
ourselves,” continued Juan Manuel. Or, in José’s (Diana’s dad) words: “You say you take care of
nature, but the reality is that you’re taking care of no one but yourself, because we depend on nature.”
A similar idea was expressed by Juan during our conversation: “If you do not take care of nature, she
will end you.” Identifying people’s salvation as directly linked to nature’s salvation appears to be
another social mechanism (involving cultural values and worldview) which underlies a sustainable

environmental management.

The dependence of human well-being on its environmental and social surroundings is also a
fundamental aspect of the Arhuaco traditional view of medicine. On one occasion, I was working
with the health promoter in the traditional plants’ garden, located next to the health post. His

perspective was that Western medicine should serve as a complementary tool to traditional medicine,
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which is rooted not only in natural remedies but also in an understanding of the mental and spiritual
causes of an illness. For instance, if someone experienced a headache, the health promoter believed
it could be caused by relational imbalance within the person’s family or couple. In such cases, he took
responsibility for addressing this imbalance. The concept of a person’s health was not considered

independent of their relational ties; instead, it was intricately connected to them.

Just as the social network was considered when analysing the root causes of a health problem, its
solutions were also sought in its surroundings—this time, the natural environment. While we were
occupied sweeping dry leaves from the garden’s ground, the health promoter explained that when he
was sick, he would go to the middle of a garden, a field, or the woods, near any plant or tree, and
communicate with their spirits. “Spirits talk to each other. Even plant spirits communicate with your
spirit.” The Arhuaco perspective on human health and well-being is holistic and closely tied to its
eco-social environment. However, describing it simply as an “environment” is limiting since, in the

Arhuaco cosmology, there is no real separation between humans and nature:

We exist and endure both physically and spiritually because, both intrinsically and extrinsically,

we constitute or simply are part of the same nature that surrounds us. (CIT, 2015, p. 125)

Considering oneself as part of nature is another component of a set of cultural believes that promote

an ethic of care towards the so-called environment.

Apart from being embedded in the Arhuaco worldview with regards to the need to protect nature and
their vision of health, the sense of interconnectedness and interdependence between humans and
nature is materially present in their everyday life dynamics. This happens mainly in the form of food.
During the three weeks I spent with Diana’s family, there was not one single day that would not
revolve around food: searching for the raw material, preparing it, and eating it together. As I said,
Diana’s house stands in the middle of their plot. The extension of their land is such that you would
need three hours to walk all along it. Parts of this land are used to produce food for the family’s
subsistence: they plant yuca, guineo, platano, corn, mango and avocados. They have some chickens
running around the house, whose eggs we ate almost every day. There is a garden with aromatic herbs,
that we would use in the night to season the dinner (a bit of coriander could never miss). A couple of
minutes from the main house, there is the field where the cows graze. Every morning, after taking
breakfast, I would join the girls of the family and go there to milk three of the cows. We would fill a

red, plastic jar, carry it back to the house and use the milk for some preparation: either drinking it, or
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using it to make cheese or suero (a sort of cream that results from letting fresh milk rest during a
couple of days). While we were occupied with the milk, the boys of the family, led by Estiven, 15
years old and oldest boy in the house, would go to the fields to collect either yuca, corn or guineo,

depending on the day.

Not everything we ate was produced directly from the field, though. At some point, July and Camilo,
two of the siblings that were not there when we had arrived, because they were staying at their
grandmother’s house, at the foothill of the mountain, came back home with some mercado
(shopping): pasta, corn flower to make arepas, tinned sardines, rice, oil, salt and some legumes. Diana
had explained to me that almost every Indigenous household in Bunkwimake could be self-sufficient,
except for some products such as oil and salt. However, ingredients such as rice were time-intensive
to produce, therefore families preferred to buy them when they would go down to the city, or in the
shops in the village. And yet, apart from those products coming from the market, most of what we ate
every day came directly from their field. I could trace back the origin of almost each one of the
products that were composing my plate: the guineo that Estiven had collected that same morning,
some avocados we had retrieved from the field next to the river, a couple of tomatoes we took from
the school’s garden... Not only was I aware of the origin of the product, I had also participated in its
processing and preparation. What I had in my dish, at night, then, was not just food. It was the material
embodiment of my and our connection and dependence upon the earth and nature. In those moments,
while we were gathered around the fire in the kitchen, eating and laughing about some story from the
day, I realised that that sense of interconnection and interdependence was not just part of an abstract
worldview; it was rather a practical, day-to-day life experience. And it stroke me even more when I
left Bunkwimake and came back to the city, the first time I went back to do shopping: I had no idea
of where the products I was buying came from, nor had it interested me before. Of course, for those
interested, information about the origins and production process can be found. Yet, without an active
effort on the part of the consumers, the mainstream production-consumption dynamics alienates them
from the production process. This creates a distance, which obscures not only the implications such
production and the mechanisms behind it, but also the simple, intuitive fact that human well-being
and very existence depends on the interconnection with our natural environment, which provides the
primordial fabric for our life: food. For intuitive and simplistic that this consideration might appear,
Western society had to devise a framework (that of the ecosystem services) to acknowledge it
explicitly. Instead, what I felt by sharing the life with Diana’s family, in Bunkwimake, was that human
interconnection and interdependence with their natural surroundings was materially embodied in their

food production process, to which everyone participated and in which everyone was actively
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involved. Food turned out to be a material reminder of our interconnection and interdependence with

nature.

As presented so far, caring for nature as a person’s duty is one of the prominent aspects of the Arhuaco
culture. This attitude is also rooted in a deep awareness that human well-being depends directly on
nature — traditional medicine and the food production are yet another expression of that. Yet, from my
personal observations within the Bunkwimake community and what can be deduced from their
official organization, it becomes clear that the commitment to caring for nature goes beyond merely
recognizing dependency on it. Every part of nature appears to have value on its own, with humans
being just one factor among others. One of those days while we were working in the communal garden
next to the health post, the traditional health promoter tried to illustrate to me how nature works for
them. He started by talking about limits. “In human body” — he stated — “every cell has its own
function and limit. Heart’s cells do not go to the brain, and it does not happen the other way around
either. In a similar way, every animal, every plant has their own function that they have to fulfil, and
human beings as well”. Not only does everything has a function, but it is also imbued with life.
“Everything is alive. Some people think that stones are not alive. For us, they are.” uttered Alfonso,
another member of the community of Bunkwimake, at the end of a day of communal care in the
village, while he was talking about his Arhuaco culture and worldview. Not only nature’s elements,
but also every place has a specific function and meaning. “In the Sierra” — he continued — “every site
has an order. Just as in the city there are various offices with their different timetables, here in the
Sierra every place has its function”. Nature is thus conceived as a complex, intertwined whole, where
every part plays a specific function to assure a common balance and well-being. Indeed, in the
Arhuaco cosmology, the dynamics underpinning the relations among every part of the natural system

are described as a “correlation of benefits”:

The correlation of benefits is expressed throughout the functioning of nature: the seas need
freshwater to cool their heat, freshwater needs the sea to facilitate its movements; the temperature
of the earth needs to alternate to establish a balance, for which heat and cold are provided; the
food chain constitutes one of the clearest examples of the correlation of benefits, and so on;

everything is a correlation of benefits as a law of unity. (CIT, 2015, p. 16)

According to such worldview, humans, and specifically the Arhuacos, are nothing but “one more

expression, one more element that interacts with the beings and energies that make up a harmonious
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and balanced whole” (CIT, 2015, p. 11). Recognizing each element’s role implies understanding that

affecting one means affecting the whole:

We know, according to our traditional knowledge, that it is not possible to maintain a physical
and spiritual balance in the Sierra Nevada if the foothills are affected, as is currently happening.
Our culture is built on the life experience in this territory and the management practices we have

learned to ensure its continuity. (CIT, 2015, p. 33)

Similarly, according to their cosmology, it is illogic to damage a part of “Mother Earth”, since any

attack on any of its components would negatively impact all the rest:

We are children of the Earth, and that is why our bodies are shaped in resemblance to hers. All of
its parts serve a function, and therefore, the destruction of any of them generates an alteration that
inevitably affects the life of all beings inhabiting the Earth. For us, it is inconceivable to extract
solid, liquid, or gaseous parts from the depths of Mother Earth, as we would be destroying her
internal organs, and in doing so, incalculable disturbances are provoked, bringing us closer to the
end of life on the planet. Hurricanes, stormy rains, floods, as well as earthquakes, are some of the

manifestations caused by human assaults on Mother Earth. (CIT, 2015, p. 33)

All of this considered, the Arhuaco cosmology can be described as ecocentric, since it attributes to
human beings the same value as to non-human beings (including non-living entities, like stones). It
is a cosmology which is deeply characterised by an ethos of care towards nature, paired with a clear
sense of interdependence, interconnection and relationality, linking humans with their eco-social
surroundings (Prada et al., 2021). Such a worldview is coherent with an ecological understanding of
reality and informs their practices with respect to the land they inhabit, thus figuring as yet another

cultural, social mechanism which underpins the preservation of an ecological balance.

3.3 Limits and sacredness

From what has emerged up until this point, it is clear that the Arhuaco worldview — as it is reflected
by the members of the community of Bunkwimake, as well as by their official organization — is
characterised by ecocentric values such as reciprocity, interconnection, interdependence and care.
Humans and non-human beings alike are part of a whole, which they inhabit holistically, and whose
functioning depends on the integrity of all of its components. Referring once more to Berkes’
“knowledge-practice-belief complex”, it is possible to emphasize the nexus between such worldview,
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based on a strong environmental ethic, and the ecological practices enacted by the community. This
becomes even more evident when considering the social mechanisms regulating land use and natural

resources management.

During the time I spent in the community, I lived with Diana’s family and thus had first-hand
experience of their land management practices. Only a portion of their plot was planted or reserved
for cows’ pasture, and everything they produced from their land was aimed at satisfying the family’s
needs. I could not visit directly other families’ plots. However, what is interesting is what I gathered
conversing with people with respect to how they oversee their land, and the reasons behind their
approach. One day, I was talking to one of the semaneros, asking him about his portion of land. “Is
all of your plot cultivated?” I inquired. “No, most of it is virgin mountain. It is untouchable. It is land
where men never worked.” When I then asked once more if that land could be cultivated, he replied,
appearing puzzled by the question: “And for what? If someone already has enough for his own
consumption with just a pedacito de tierra (small piece of land)...”. To him, cultivating land was
primarily aimed at sustaining himself and his family. Edelmar, Diana’s neighbour, expressed a similar
view: “Indigenous people use their land for self-sufficiency, not for selling. A civilian from the outside
might think: With all of this land, I would use it for livestock, I would produce more... but we are not
like that”. Self-sufficiency, instead of profit-drive production, figures thus as a cultural value driving
Arhuaco land management. Certainly, this does not imply that every individual born in an Arhuaco
community necessarily embodies this value. It is important to make this distinction, as Juan Manuel,
one of Bunkwimake’s traditional authorities, reminded me: “A person can be born as Indigenous, but
if they always think about owning more, they are not thinking as Indigenous. Indigenous people work
in their land to live from it, and not to accumulate or to get richer”. Marking a distinction between
Arhuaco cultural values and the behaviour of every single member of their society is fundamental: it
would be naive or simplistic to expect any person belonging to an Indigenous community to adhere
completely to their cultural paradigm. However, once this distinction has been laid out, it is also
possible to recognize the importance of such cultural paradigm, speaking in a broader sense, and of
its practical implications. Conceiving the relationship with land in terms of self-sufficiency, instead
of accumulation of profit of wealth (CIT, 2015), can thus be described as another social mechanisms
(in this case, cultural values) that prevents land from being overexploited, thus assuring an ecological

balance.

However, self-sufficiency as a cultural norm is not the only social mechanism regulating Arhacos’

land management. Another pivotal cultural value is represented by the sense of limit. In the
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community of Bunkwimake, every family owns a plot of land and is relatively free to manage it
autonomously. Yet, one of the social rules to follow is that the land use cannot be excessive. When I
asked one of the members of the village if everyone could manage their territory as they liked, he
replied: “Yes, but not really. There are limits. You cultivate one pedacito (small part), then another...
there are seasons. Because if you cultivate everything you own, then when it ends, how do you do?”
The rules regarding the limits of tree logging are established at a communal level, during the
community reunions, following the indication of the mamo, the highest spiritual head of the
community, according to what Edelmar explained to me. He reckons that, following such rules, only
about 10 % of the whole territory of Bunkwimake is cultivated. The same rule applies on other
territories of the Sierra Nevada, too, according to the Tairona Indigenous Confederation (Guaqueta-
Soldrzano & Postigo, 2022). Traditional authorities are then entrusted with the task of supervising the
application of these indications. This is one of the social mechanisms presented in Berkes’ framework:
the roles of stewards as part of the institutional structure and dynamics aimed at preserving an
ecological balance. Yet, I would argue that the role of the authorities is secondary with respect to the
cultural paradigm within which they act. José’s explanation on how the rules’ application work is
telling in this sense. He says that if someone starts to cut too many trees or have too much pastureland,
“it looks bad” and “it catches the authorities’ attention”. Placing emphasis on the fact that not only
would exploitative behaviour go against common rules but that it would also attract attention
precisely because it is considered negative highlights the existence of a general, common sense
according to which such behaviour is socially and culturally unacceptable. Labelling an attitude of
excess and overexploitation as negative is then just another social mechanism, involving cultural
values, which results in a regulation of land use. Moreover, the use of sanctions represents yet another
indication of the importance of the social structure in the traditional land management system and its

effectiveness (Rodriguez-Navarro, 2015).

Apart from the rules regarding tree logging and land cultivation, other social norms present in the
community involve the regulation of fishing and hunting. According to Diana, there are temporal
restrictions on the fishing activity, corresponding to the time when fish reproduce; similarly, there are
periods of the year when it is not allowed to hunt wild animals. These strategies are common to other

Indigenous ecological knowledge systems as well (Berkes et al., 2000).

Special attention is also given to specific species of trees or places where lodging is not just limited,
but completely forbidden. Diana’s house stands quite close to the centre of the village, only about

fifteen minutes of walk away. As the health post and the communal garden are located just next to the
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centre of the village, we would walk that path, back and forth, every day. First, we had to cut across
the cows’ pastureland; then, after climbing over a fence, we would travers a small river, Don Dieguito.
This passage always took me some time: while Diana and her sisters were agile in jumping from a
stone to another, I had to take off my shoes, roll up my trousers, and slowly walk through the river,
with my feet aching at each step because of the pebbles on the river’s bed. After getting to the other
side, the path ran parallel to the course of the river for a while, before departing on its left, where a
short climb would finally bring us to our destination. Every day, on this path next to the river, we
would pass by a giant, magnificent tree. It was a caracoli. It looked beautiful, filled with grace, yet,
at the same time, somehow humble. Diana told me it was sacred and that, just as the other trees
standing next to the river, it was forbidden to chop them off. Once, her dad had even been fined for
cutting a caracoli, even though it was standing in their plot (he had done so because some bird had
made a nest on a caracoli nearby their houses and was attacking their chickens). Caracolis, together
with other tree species growing around the rivers, are sacred and therefore must be protected. Their
sacredness, though, appears to be directly linked to their role within the ecosystem functioning.
During one of my conversations with Juan Manuel, the traditional authority, around land
management, he said something that caught my attention: “Each family has its own plot and can
manage it, but there are rules. For instance, water is very important and cannot be depleted. That’s
why trees near water sources cannot be cut down. See all these forests on the mountain tops?” - he
continued, pointing with his finger at the mountains around us, whose peaks were completely covered
by vegetation - “They are not logged because there is water there”. His comment completes the
sacredness-protection nexus by showcasing how the sacred attribute of certain trees or species is
mirrored by their vital function for the ecosystem stability: in this case, providing water. There are
other sacred sites where it is forbidden to clear the vegetation. When I asked Rodolfo, the manager
of the shop next to the school, if doing pagamento would allow them to burn or cut trees in any place,
he responded negatively, asserting that there are sacred sites where that it not permitted at all. Apart
from the trees growing next to rivers or water sources, another site receiving special protection is that
of virgin forests, where human intervention is prohibited and punished with a fine, according to
Edelmar. The importance of virgin forest within an ecosystem, in the provision of what Western

science calls “ecosystem services”, is widely known (Brockerhoff et al., 2017).

The fact that social rules and the sacredness of specific areas or species contribute to the protection
of natural sites is not only a feature of Arhuaco culture, but it is common to other Indigenous
Ecological Knowledge systems as well (Berkes et al., 2000; Prada et al., 2021). Sacredness shapes

social behaviours, since the “concept of differentiated spaces or places sets the way of assuming
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activities and practices of the community, producing some communitarian or communal codices that
establish what is possible to do or not do” (Prada et al., 2021, p. 14). Moreover, sacred natural sites,
which can be defined as areas of land and water having “special spiritual significance to peoples and
communities” (Oviedo & Jeanrenaud, 2007, p. 77; Verschuuren et al., 2010), are also recognized for
their importance in biodiversity conservation, even though this is not necessarily identified as the
reason why they are established by the community in the first place (Berkes et al., 2000). Worldwide,
a significant number of sacred natural sites boast rich biodiversity, offering robust opportunities for
biodiversity conservation. The custodians of these sacred locations embody cultural expressions that,
often implicitly, demonstrate a dedicated care for nature. Beyond their spiritual and intangible
heritage connections, these sites also harbour substantial material elements. Apart from serving as
havens for flora and fauna, they yield valuable resources like water, medicine, and various ecosystem
services. Cultural services and human well-being are also intricately linked to sacred sites
(Verschuuren et al., 2010). Ultimately, the existence of sacred sites in Arhuacos’ relation with the
territory and the role they play in biodiversity conservation and ecosystem regulation is another
expression of a social mechanism whereby cultural values sustain an ecologically sustainable

behaviour and practices.

4. Arhuaco cosmology, ecological practices and natural conservation: a broader

overview

My experience in Bunkwimake provided me with first-hand insights on how various traits of the
Arhuaco culture, cosmovision and social norms influence their practical relation with the
environment. Spontaneous conversations, direct observations and my own lived experience helped
shaping my perception of Arhuaco cosmology as ecocentric, grounded in a sense of reciprocity,
interconnection, interdependence and care with respect to the land they inhabit and their human and
non-human elements. Their social dynamics include cultural and institutional mechanism which
avoid natural resources overexploitation, while fostering the protection of sites embodying ecological
and cultural value. This set of cultural values, worldview, and social mechanisms has been described
as part of the “knowledge-practice-belief complex” adopted by Berkes to outline Indigenous
Ecological Knowledge systems. In doing so, emphasis has been placed on the role played by Arhuaco

cosmology, cultural framework, and social norms in shaping their ecological practices.

Arhuaco environmental practices in terms of land and biodiversity conservation and ecological

adaptation have drawn extensive academic interest. Recent research provides a more comprehensive
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overview of the array of their practices, which range from reforestation, protection of sacred sites,
environmental education, to passive restoration, which means that degraded land is not use for around
20 years in order for it to regenerate autonomously (Guaqueta-Soloérzano & Postigo, 2022). The
intensiveness of harvesting is limited, while farming practices follow the seasonal calendar of
traditional cultivated species, which results as well in a good adaptation strategy in the face of climate
change (Guaqueta-Solorzano & Postigo, 2022). Agricultural practices are also dependent on the
cosmological calendar, which is part of Arhuacos’ ancestral knowledge. Through this calendar, the
mamo determines the most suited sites and times for sowing and harvesting, with the aim of assuring
the most productive and nutritive yield. The adherence to such calendar has proven to be of
inestimable value to face food productions shifts related to periods of drought or floods (Guaqueta-
Soldérzano & Postigo, 2022). Self-sufficiency can thus be considered another important conservation
practice (Zalabata, 2006). Traditional ecological knowledge and practices are also fundamental for

dry forest conservation (Barros, 2020; CIT, 2020a).

However, what is interesting to note is not only Arhuacos’ environmental practices, but the reliance
of such practices on a specific cultural and cosmological framework (Rodriguez-Navarro, 2001).
Indeed, framing them as “environmental practices” appears even misleading, since the cultural aspect
is inherent to them and prominent in shaping them. Arhacos’ practices are better understood as the
material expression of the “Law of the Mother”, which is “a complex code of rules that regulates
human behavior in harmony with plant and animal cycles, astral movements, climatic phenomena,
and patterns of transhumance in the sacred geography of the massif” (Rodriguez-Navarro 2000, p.
456). The ecological behaviours resulting from the application of the codes contained in the Law of
the Mother have permitted the survival and adaptation of the Indigenous groups in the Sierra Nevada,
limited the use of natural resources and assure biodiversity conservation (Rodriguez-Navarro, 2015).

As expressed by Ulloa (2011):

[T]heir concrete environmental practices arise ‘naturally’ from the synthesis of cultural strategies
and the environment][.] [...] Their territoriality reveals an ancestral relationship that inspires them
to insist on the integrated management of all lands in order to conserve them both culturally and

environmentally. (p. 85)

Indeed, the ecological knowledge and practices, belonging not only to the Arhuaco people, but to all
the four groups inhabiting the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, are considered a milestone in the

conservation and protection of such a fragile and unique territory. However, Indigenous efforts are
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constantly counterbalanced by the negative influence of external actors and activities. Indeed, recent
research identified some of the major problems destabilising the ecological balance of the region.
They encompass mining projects and their related pollution, inadequate water management practices,
deforestation, improper use of pesticides and fertilizers, unsustainable agricultural practices,
transportation routes, tourism and ecotourism, urbanization, waste generation, and natural events
influenced by human activities, notably forest fires, glacier loss, and erosion. Moreover, territorial
conflicts and climate change amplify human impacts across the Sierra Nevada. All of these factors
contribute to a decline in ecosystem services, water scarcity, loss of biodiversity, and territorial
encroachment, resulting in various challenges that undermine the social fabric of the ecoregion,
including food and water insecurity, health issues, displacement, loss of autonomy, and erosion of
traditional knowledge. In the face of all the negative impacts resulting from external pressure, the
Indigenous practices, grounded in their cosmovision, appear even more valuable and fundamental in
the conservation of the territory (Duran-Izquierdo & Olivero-Verbel, 2021). Indeed, according to
Rodriguez-Navarro (2000), “[t]he history of the indigenous occupation of the Sierra serves as an
example of sustainability. [...] The indigenous adaptive model contains invaluable knowledge for the
conservation of biodiversity in the Sierra and elsewhere” (p. 455). The irreplaceable role played by
the Arhuacos, together with the other Indigenous inhabitants of the Sierra Nevada, for the preservation
of their territory is widely recognised, not only at a national, but also at an international level
(Cancilleria Gobierno de Colombia, 2022; Ebus, 2017; CIT, n.d.; Rodriguez-Navarro, 2000;
UNESCO, 2023). Yet, as it has been already stated, the relevant characteristic of these conservation
practices is that they are incorporated in and dependent on a wider cosmovision and social codes,
which guides them. Ultimately, the conservation of the territory appears inextricably linked to the
Indigenous ecocentric cosmology and cultural framework. Resorting once more to Reichel-
Dolmatoff’s (1976) suggestion, cosmology can then be appreciated as a means to preserve the

ecological balance.

5. Conclusion: the importance of the cultural framework, the need for a cultural

ecological transition

The Indigenous Ecological Knowledge paradigm proposed by Berkes outlines how Indigenous
environmental practices are inextricably linked to their cosmology, cultural paradigm and social rules.
Following this stance, the preservation of an ecological balance resulting from the interaction between
society and its living environment appears to be strictly dependent on the existence of social codes,
strong environmental ethics, cultural values such as that of humility, reciprocity and care, and an
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ecocentric worldview. Reichel-Dolmatoff’s argument follows the same lines: he frames Indigenous

cosmology as a way to preserve ecological balance.

This framework was useful to shape my ethnographic account of the Arhuaco community of
Bunkwimake, in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, the heart of the world, as its inhabitants refer to
it. Through my own lived experience, which comprised informal conversations and observant
participation, I could gather a partial understanding of the Arhuaco cosmology and cultural values,
which was then complemented by bibliographic research, focused mainly on documents produced by
the organization formally representing them, i.e. Tairona Indigenous Confederation. This provided
me, on one hand, with a more comprehensive understanding of the Arhuaco cosmology, in their own
terms; on the other hand, bibliographic research was useful to showcase the recognition of the

effectiveness of their conservation strategies.

What results from this analysis is that Arhuacos’ land management relies on ecological practices that
are primordial in preserving environmental balance, biodiversity and to avoid natural resources
depletion, thus guaranteeing people’s self-sufficiency and survival. Not only are these practices
codified in the “Law of the Mother”, a complex set of conducts regulating human-environment
interaction; they are also embedded in an ecocentric cosmological framework, where nature and all
of its components are given the same value as human beings, and where the function of each element
is recognized for the well-being of the whole. It is a worldview where humans consider themselves
as interconnected and interdependent with respect to nature, which is treated with sense of
responsibility and care. Ecological practices are also inextricably linked to cultural values, such as
that of frugality, or the recognition of a sense of limit. Furthermore, the sacredness of certain species

or sites, which mirrors their vital function at an ecosystem level, fosters their protection.

Shifting the attention, by zooming out from the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta to encompass the whole
planet, renders evident the profound implications of what has been outlined so far. On a planetary
level, people are experiencing an unprecedented ecological breakdown, determined by a social,
political and economic system which has disrupted the environmental balance that had so far
sustained life. However, as stated in the first chapter, the roots of the crisis do not lie in a general and
neutral “humanity”, but in a specific economic, political system, and, more importantly, in the
cultural, epistemological, and ontological paradigm that sustains it. Following this reasoning, it has
been argued that an ecological transition should be grounded not only on a technological shift, but

first and foremost on a cultural transformation, implying an alternative cultural paradigm with
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ecological principles at its core, such as those of interdependence/interconnectedness, relationality,
ecocentrism, and respect of limits. Attending to the Arhuaco cosmovision, cultural values and
ecological practices is useful precisely for this reason. By stating this, I am not suggesting that their
cosmovision and cultural paradigm figures as the right formula, and that it should therefore be
upscaled and applied on a planetary level. What [ am arguing, instead, is that Arhuaco’s case proves
the importance of the cultural paradigm in determining an ecological approach to reality. It is,
therefore, yet another proof of the fact that the ecological transition needed, at a global level,
transcends a merely technological shift and encompasses the cultural realm as well. Globally,
Indigenous ecological knowledge systems have demonstrated that the preservation of ecological
balance is grounded in an ecocentric worldview, and the case of the Arhuacos discussed in this chapter

presents no exception in this regard.

Figure 5. Diana’s house. Photo taken by the author. (July 10, 2023).
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Chapter 4: The limits of a technological energy transition: wind parks’ impacts

over Wayuu territories in La Guajira, Colombia

In the previous chapters, the eco-climatic crisis has been defined as a cultural, social, and political
dilemma, whose roots can be traced both to Western modern socio-political system and cultural
paradigm. Consequently, the ecological transition has been reconceptualised not only as a
technological shift, but as a radical cultural and social transformation, aiming at integrating principles
of ecology and eco-social justice. It has also been argued that Indigenous people represent an
important point of reference, in this sense. Indeed, the analysis has encompassed the Indigenous
movement in Colombia, exposing how its political, cultural and ontological claims mirror those
inherent to such conceptualisation of an ecological transition, i.e. advocating for a structural, political,
and cultural change and a shift towards an ecocentric and ecological model. The connection between
the cultural framework and the related ecological practices was dealt with in the third chapter.
Arhuaco cosmology, cultural framework and social norms are indeed fundamentally linked to their
ecological practices, which allow for the maintenance of an ecological balance in the territory. Such
case-study pointed at the necessity to consider the ecological transition in wider terms, encompassing

the cultural side as well.

If, on one hand, it is crucial to emphasise the connection between an ecological attitude and the
cultural framework within which it emerges and, therefore, the need to envision the ecological
transition as a cultural transition as well, on the other hand, it is equally important to highlight the
limits and shortcomings of an ecological transition solely focused on the technological side. This is
the object of this chapter, which centres on the wind park projects in the Indigenous Wayuu territories
of La Guajira region, in the North-East of Colombia. The expansion of wind parks, along with other
renewable energy infrastructures, is deemed fundamental to achieve an energy transition; hence, they
are considered beneficial for contrasting the present climate crisis. However, when one attends to
such projects with a critical eye, the apparent positive outcomes are accompanied by negative
implications, which are instead easily dismissed, especially when they concern historically
marginalised groups, such as Indigenous people. For this reason, the aim of the chapter is to articulate
the negative impacts of the wind park projects as they are perceived by the local Indigenous
population, namely the Wayuus. This focus is particularly relevant, since adverse effects linked to
renewable energy projects are frequently overlooked in light of the advantages commonly attributed

to a green transition.
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The choice of this specific case study is thus significant for two reasons. On one hand, it scrutinizes
the impacts generated by one of the projects that are considered at the core of the ecological transition,
as it is conceived in the strictly technological sense — specifically, wind parks for the creation of clear
energy. On the other hand, the case study involves wind park projects developed in Indigenous
territories, thereby highlighting the risk of re-enacting colonial and extractivist dynamics with respect
to the local Indigenous population. As one last point, the choice of the case study was determined also
by my positionality and country of origin, that is Italy. One of the principal companies involved in
the constructions of wind park is indeed Italian, and therefore it was deemed pertinent to give

particular attention to this aspect.

The first time I encountered the issue of the conflicts related to wind park projects in La Guajira it
was by accident. I was in Bogot4, reading an online newspaper, and a report about socio-
environmental conflicts in the country had just been published by the research centre Indepaz. When
I consulted it and realised that one of the disputes was related to wind energy in Indigenous territories,
I decided to learn more on the matter. Therefore, I contacted one of the researchers working in
Indepaz, Joanna Barney. After sharing with her my interest in undertaking fieldwork in the region,
she enthusiastically gave me the contact of the leader of one of the local Indigenous associations,
which was engaged in human rights protection with respect to the Indigenous Wayuu inhabitants of
the area. This first contact was key to start my research. However, once I got to Riohacha, the capital
of the department, I also undertook an online research, which led me to discover other Indigenous

organizations active in the region. I could thus obtain additional contacts and interviews.

The methodology adopted for this chapter is that of qualitative research, combining participant
observation and informal conversations during fieldwork, semi-structured interviews and literature
review. The data were collected over a 17-day period, spanning from July 20, 2023, to August 5,
2023, predominantly in the middle and upper parts of the La Guajira region, focusing on the cities of
Riohacha, Uribia, and Maicao, as well as their surroundings. Throughout this timeframe, 15 semi-
structured interviews were conducted, most of which were recorded, with the consent of the
interviewees. Supplementary data were gathered informally through spontaneous conversations with
residents, particularly in coastal fishing communities. During the fieldwork, opportunities arose to
accompany local leaders during community meetings, serving as another valuable source of
information recorded as field notes. The selection of interviewees followed a combined approach
involving the snowball method (Mikkelsen, 2005) and purposive sampling (Bryman, 2012). While

one contact led to others, the inclusion of new informants was consistently evaluated based on the
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contribution's validity to the study. Relevance and diversity were the two criteria applied in the sample
selection, resulting in a heterogeneous group comprising 3 leaders of local Indigenous organizations,
4 members of displaced families, 2 environmental engineers, 5 community leaders or authorities, one
project advisor, one university professor, one palabrero (a traditional judiciary figure in Wayuu legal
order), and 5 residents of the coastal area. The diversity of the sample is deemed crucial for the
comprehensiveness and validity of the research. For what concerns language, all interviews were
conducted in Spanish, with subsequent translations for the analysis. The data collected through semi-
structured interviews, informal conversations, and participant observation were subsequently
transcribed and examined using coding and thematic analysis (Bryman, 2012). Additionally, a
literature review was crucial for triangulation, complementing the field information and establishing

a theoretical framework for this study.

The chapter is structured into five sections. The first one introduces the theoretical framework
underlying this work. The second part offers the reader a geo-historical and social context of the
region where the research was conducted, emphasizing its extractive history, and then providing an
overview of the wind park projects in the area. In the third chapter, the impacts of the wind parks, as
perceived from an Indigenous perspective, are discussed. Finally, the fourth section serves as a

conclusion.

1. Theoretical framework

As previously outlined, one of the most pressing issues associated with the ecological and climate
crisis is the increase in greenhouse gas emissions and subsequent global warming (IPCC, 2023).
Consequently, a primary focus of the ongoing ecological transition is the reduction of these emissions
by transitioning from an energy system dependent on oil, coal, and gas to a model centred on
renewable energies, such as wind and solar (IEA, 2023). Despite its crucial importance, reliance on

this model entails shortcomings that need consideration.

As highlighted by Grossmann and other scholars (2021), solely endorsing technological solutions
risks fostering a sense of technological optimism, which, in turn, obscures the social, economic, and
political aspects of the problem or offers mere technological fixes for them. Indeed, an ecological
transition conceived solely as an energy transition fails to challenge the neoliberal paradigm in which
it is embedded and overlooks the unrecoverable costs, as asserted by Seibert (2021). Apart from

neglecting to place the climate crisis within the broader context of ecological planetary havoc, this
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approach also evades directly addressing the issue of social justice. In fact, not only does existing
social inequality persist under this paradigm, but new social vulnerabilities emerge, particularly
among historically oppressed populations, such as Indigenous communities (Grossmann et al., 2021;
Seibert, 2021). Velasco-Herrejon et al. (2022) describe the development of renewable energy

infrastructures in the following terms:

While this process is framed as a positive mitigation strategy necessary to prevent catastrophic
climate change, it can often simultaneously endanger livelihoods, violate human rights or impose
additional hardships on communities that are already struggling to adapt to climate change (Avila,
2018; Dunlap, 2019; Marino & Ribot, 2012). According to some authors, renewable energy
facilities can therefore renew historical processes of accumulation by dispossession and

colonialism (Normann, 2020) (p. 3).

All of this considered, it appears of crucial importance to adopt a critical approach at the time of
analysing a renewable energy project in Indigenous territories. With this aim, this section resorts to
three theoretical frameworks: just transition, Indigenous environmental justice, and green

extractivism/colonialism.

1.1 Just transition

The term “just transition” was coined in the 1970s within the North American labour movement in
the context of the environmental transition that was starting to take place. The underpinning idea
behind this concept is that of overcoming the job-environment divide, by striving to protect the labour
interests of the workers directly involved in those sectors of the economy that would be negatively
affected by an ecological transition (Stevis & Felli, 2016). However, more recently the scope of this
term has widened as to encompass a more general notion of justice and equity with respect to the
energy and ecological transition. In essence, embracing a just transition framework in the
management of ecological transition processes goes beyond just evaluating the positive outcomes
related to energy efficiency or reduced greenhouse gas emissions. It entails ensuring that the transition
is fair and equitable for all stakeholders involved, irrespective of the inherently positive and necessary

nature of the process.

Scholars argue that a just transition implies placing social justice at the core of any effort towards

sustainability (Grossman et al, 2021). As already mentioned, when this approach originated, the idea
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of justice was mainly applied to labour concerns and claims, figuring as a central part of labour
environmentalism (Stevis & Felli, 2016). Today, the concept has widened and is applied to analyse
and consider various dimensions of justice within the ecological transition. Newell (2013), for
instance, frames a just transition as one that is capable of “ensuring that existing environmental
inequalities in terms of exposure to ill-health and localised degradation are not reproduced or
exacerbated, while aiming to alleviate a global environmental threat such as climate change” (p. 133).
In his view, a just transition must ensure equity and justice in terms of energy in a twofold sense: on
one hand, to people that lack energy access and live in energy poverty; on the other hand, for those
whose livelihoods depend on fossil fuel economy (Newell, 2013). Other scholars focus, instead, on a
fair distribution of goods and bads in the restructuring of the energy infrastructure, while also
emphasising the need to adopt an inclusive approach when it comes to decision-making processes
with respect to the energy issue (Sovacool et al, 2017). Broadly speaking, a just transition can extend
to define a more substantial paradigmatic change in terms of economic, political, and social model,

advocating for the overcoming of the capitalist and growthist economy (Stevis & Felli, 2016).

Although there is no doubt about the necessity of an ecological and energy transition, it is also equally
important to ensure that this is undertaken in an equitable and just manner. This is what the just
transition framework points at. It becomes even more urgent to adopt such a framework when
considering renewable energy projects, whereby the benefits of a clean energy risk to conceal or
dismiss the negative impacts produced. Therefore, a just transition focus is adopted in this work, in
order to analyse the wind park projects in the La Guajira region and their impacts on local, Indigenous

population.

1.2 (Indigenous) Environmental Justice

While the “just transition” framework is useful to emphasise the need to consider the question of
justice within the ecological and energetic transition, it does not make explicit what “justice” means.
To complement this point and provide additional analytical tools, an environmental justice framework

is then adopted.

The environmental justice (EJ) framework is a theoretical tool seeking to analyse environmental
struggles. In doing so, it questions both the use of environmental resources, the distribution of benefits
and negative impacts deriving from such use, and the decision-making process underlying it.

According to Scott (2014), environmental justice can be defined as “a social movement, and a
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theoretical lens, that is focussed on fairness in the distribution of environmental benefits and burdens,
and in the processes that determine those distributions. That is, it is concerned with both the ‘fair
treatment’ and the ‘significant involvement’ of poor, racialized and indigenous communities in
environmental policy and natural resource development decisions” (p. 3). The scholarship on
environmental justice underscores that the negative impacts linked to environmental exploitation are
usually not equally distributed among social classes and members; instead, the poorest and most
marginalised communities tend to bear most of the negative outputs, while having little access to the

advantages (Mohai et al., 2009).

As anticipated in the first chapter, environmental justice as a concept was developed in the 1980s in
the United States, when a social movement led by poor communities of colour started to oppose the
unequal distribution of environmental harm, in particular in relation to the concentration of polluting
industries in the lower socio-economic neighbourhoods (Scott, 2014). However, today the scope of
adoption of such framework has widened as to encompass both inter- and intra-national struggles,
especially when it comes to Global North and Global South disputes (Hassler, 2015; Urkidi & Walter,
2011). Climate change is the most blatant example, in this sense (Schlosberg & Collins, 2014).
Scholars in the field have also approached issues related to trade agreements and transfer of waste
through environmental justice lenses (Powell, 2006; Walker, 2009). Additionally, Martinez-Alier
(2012) suggests considering environmental justice as a fruitful contribution in the debate around

degrowth.

As it has been pointed out, the environmental justice framework appears to be relevant and useful;
indeed, it is employed to describe a plethora of varied and heterogeneous cases. However, since the
notion of justice is not self-evident, but rather “contested”, in environmental matters as elsewhere
(Martin et al., 2013, p. 122), authors have identified more specific characteristics defining the concept
of environmental justice. In this sense, environmental justice is composed by three interrelated
elements: distributive, procedural and recognition justice (Hassler, 2015; Martin, 2013; Parsons et al,

2021; Schlosberg, 2004; Urkidi & Walter, 2011).

1.2.1 Distributive justice

In simple terms, distributive justice refers to “who gets what from the environment” (Walker, 2009,
p. 359) as a result of a decision-making process (Hillman, 2004). This involves recognising that any

project, whether environmental, infrastructural, economic, etc., encompasses a dual aspect: benefits
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for some parties and burdens for others. Distributive justice aims to highlight this double standard
with the ultimate goal of overcoming it. In the words of Schlosberg (2014), ensuring distributive
justice would imply a “fair process of the distribution of goods and benefits” derived from
environmental projects (p. 518). A distributive justice approach also highlights the unequal
distribution of environmental hazards and the spatial location of harmful or dangerous activities in

correspondence to certain disadvantaged communities (Parsons et al., 2021).

1.2.2 Procedural justice

The distribution of harms and benefits related to an environmental project depends on the decision-
making processes leading to such outputs. Consequently, the second aspect of the environmental
justice framework, i.e. procedural justice, is concerned with the way such decisions are made. It
considers the participants involved, the principles that are mobilised to make specific claims, both
institutional and informal mechanisms to ensure (or limit) public participation and the possibility to
influence the decision-making process (Chenoweth et al., 2002; Conner, 2003; Hassler 2015;
Hillman, 2004; Martin, 2013). In order words, procedural justice postulates the need to include the
communities that will be affected by a specific project in the decision-making process regarding the

project itself (Parsons et al, 2021).

A fundamental aspect of procedural justice is the availability of knowledge and information.
According to Hillman (2004), it is fundamental that people are provided with clear, transparent
information about a project that could produce social or environmental harm. It is equally important
to bridge possible expertise gaps in order to avoid a power imbalance among the stakeholders, which
would benefit those with a higher and more profound knowledge on the matter. Therefore, although
it is not explicitly mentioned in the literature with relation to environmental justice, for operational
reasons this work expands the notion of “procedural justice” by including the notion of “cognitive
justice”, which can be defined as the “right to know” and the right to choose about one’s destiny

(Iovino, 2016, p. 61).

1.2.3 Recognition justice

Distributive justice pertains to the allocation of benefits and drawbacks among involved parties in the
context of an environmental project. Procedural justice ensures that all parties have the right to be

consulted and actively participate in the decision-making process, with special attention given to the
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necessity of providing all sides with transparent information and appropriate intellectual tools that
enable them to understand the information correctly and make informed decision upon it — that is,
cognitive justice. However, when multiple actors are involved in a project, it frequently happens that
not only material and cognitive dimensions clash, but also the cultural and cosmological ones.
Consequently, the third aspect of the environmental justice framework corresponds to the notion of

“recognition justice”.

Recognition justice implies taking into account the differences in the cultural values and worldviews
embodied by the stakeholders involved in an environmental project. Indeed, some groups or
communities could present a culturally specific notion of what constitutes a just procedure, and this
divergence should be duly acknowledged (Martin, 2013). Recognition justice involves not only
acknowledging such differences but also recognizing which cultural paradigm is being favoured in
the process. This is done to address power disparities and ensure equitable treatment for all the diverse

participating worldviews (Hassler, 2015, Parsons et al, 2021, Urkidi & Walter, 2011).

Attending to recognition justice is of particular significance in environmental conflicts that involve
Indigenous groups. Scholars emphasize that Indigenous participation in environmental disputes
frequently ends up in breaching Indigenous rights on their territories, not only on a material base, but
also on a cultural and cosmological one. Indeed, companies undertaking extractivist projects tend to
overlook the cultural significance that specific sites embody for Indigenous people, as well as
ignoring the culturally bound relationship connecting a specific community to their territory
(Amerasinghe et al, 2008; Baker & McLelland, 2003; Hassler, 2015; Schlosberg, 2004, Urkidi &
Walter, 2011; Whiteman, 2009).

1.2.4 Expanding the framework: from Environmental Justice to Indigenous Environmental

Justice

The recognition justice aspect is surely important; however, it has also been subject to criticisms.
Some authors argue that, framed in these terms, recognition justice risks to become a “top-down”
strategy that seeks to reconcile Indigenous rights, identities, and cosmovisions with the neoliberal
State. In other words, when the State holds the authority to determine whether to grant "recognition”
to Indigenous or subaltern cultures and cosmologies, it perpetuates the same colonial and unequal

power dynamics that are meant to be avoided (Parsons et al, 2021). The very notion of
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“multiculturalism” has been criticised, in this sense, since it is considered as yet another tool to

reinforce the neoliberal State and the interests of big corporations (Hale, 2004; Santamaria, 2013).

A second critique that can be formulated with respect to the notion of recognition justice is that it
risks simplifying ontological differences by framing them as cultural ones. Again, the work of
Escobar (2014) is illuminating to elucidate this aspect. As it was anticipated in the first chapter,
Escobar is one of the main proponents of political ontology, a theoretical realm which defines
ontological matters as political, as well as considering politics as a conflict among distinctive
ontologies. By applying a political ontology approach, environmental struggles might be reconfigured
as ontological struggles too, in which different, often contrasting worldviews are juxtaposed and
contrast with one another. In this context, it is of particular importance to stress the ontological
dimensions of this struggle, since relegating it to the cultural realm can be limiting. Framing the
existing differences merely as cultural would suggest that, while cultural values and norms may vary
among specific people and places, the comprehension of reality is uniform and unambiguously
supplied by science. By dividing science and culture and granting to the first one the privilege of
being the only way to explain reality, cultural differences remain relegated to matters of perceptions.
Such an approach does not differ much to the one that relegates Indigenous and sub-altern
cosmologies as inferior. Instead, framing cultural differences as ontological ones places equal value
on them, thus overcoming the power imbalance that usually accompanies the interaction between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous actors. This is particularly true in cases of environmental projects.
All of this considered, it is fundamental to move beyond the notion of “recognition justice” as a top-
down process of cultural recognition; instead, as Parsons et al. (2021) suggest, it is important to
explore the “recognition from below” possibilities as comprised of “new ontologies and legal orders”
(p. 51). Therefore, while for operational reasons this work adopts the concept of recognition justice,

it frames it in terms of ontological, rather than cultural difference.

The importance of considering Indigenous ontological differences in the environmental justice
struggles was enshrined in the formulation of the Indigenous environmental justice (IEJ) framework.
Indeed, while all IEJ cases fall withing the EJ framework, the reverse in not necessarily true.
According to some scholars, what makes Indigenous environmental justice struggles specific are three
inherent characteristics. First, Indigenous people, who became ethnic monitories after the colonial
invasion, are also actual governments, with their own legal and political structures co-existing with
and within the State. Second, Indigenous identities are strongly linked to the attachment to their

territories. And third, any environmental struggle concerning Indigenous people must be framed
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within, and as part of, the “collective trauma” they experienced under colonialism (Parsons at al.,

2021, p. 53; Jarrat-Snider & Nielsen, 2020).

Applying an IEJ framework involves placing Indigenous ontologies, epistemologies, and
cosmologies as the focal point of the analysis. It also means to question and reconfigure the very idea
of justice, as it is formulated within Western liberal epistemology (Parsons et al, 2021). In many cases,
this results in an inclusion of the agency of non-human entities and the Earth itself and insists on the
importance of relational duties between humans and non-humans (McGregor, 2018; McGregor et al.,
2020). According to this framework, justice would imply the “fundamental capacity of indigenous
communities to sustain the lives and livelihoods they value” (Schlosberg & Carruthers 2010, p. 31,
my emphasis). In addition to giving precedence to other conceptualisations of justice, the 1EJ
framework is also relevant since it highlights that most cases of environmental injustice are rooted in
Western epistemology and ontology, which is based on a strict nature/culture separation, in contrast

with many Indigenous worldviews (Parsons et al, 2021; Todd, 2016; Whyte, 2018; Winter, 2020).

The IEJ framework presents itself as a fruitful possibility to overcome the limits and criticisms posed
to the “recognition justice” aspect, representing a move from the latter “to embrace ontological and
epistemological pluralism” (Parsons et al., 2010, p. 52). Applying such framework appears even more
adequate, since the environmental struggle that is dealt with in this work involves Indigenous
communities, namely the Wayuu people. For operational purposes, however, the conceptual
categories that will be adopted are the ones presented in the EJ framework, i.e. distribution, procedure,
and recognition justice. Nevertheless, it is important for the reader to consider that the concept of
“recognition” is adopted in an extended way, one that reflects the insights emerging from an IEJ

approach.

1.2.5 Socio-ecological justice

The final conceptual tool pertaining to the EJ is that of socio-ecological justice. Indeed,
anthropocentrism is one of the inherent limits of this framework, since it focuses on justice for humans
within the environment, rather than incorporating the ecological dimension as well, which means
considering humans as just one more component of the ecosystem, interacting with non-human
entities as well (Hassler, 2015; White, 2014). Although this work considers the categories provided
by the EJ framework as a useful starting point, it also seeks to expand them as to encompass the socio-

ecological dimension. For this reason, the case study is analysed as well according to the notion of
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socio-ecological justice, that is about “recognising the right of human and non-human worlds to live
and flourish together in their environments free from social and ecological destruction and

degradation” (Yaka, 2018, p. 363).

1.3 Green extractivism/colonialism

As previously outlined, one of the main responses to the climate crisis is the shift towards an energy
system based on renewable energies, such as solar and wind power. In spite of being considered
“clean”, thus inherently positive, the infrastructure and extraction processes linked to these alternative
energy sources risk to re-enact unequal and exploitative power dynamics. These dynamics are more
prone to going unnoticed as they are reinforced by the imperative of a clean energy transition.
Academic interest in the mechanisms related to this specific form of extraction led to the formulation
of “green extractivism” as a conceptual analytical tool. Verweijen and Dunlap (2021) define it as

29

“forms of resource extraction linked to or justified by the ‘green’ economy’” (p. 5). Such extraction
can take two forms: direct or indirect. Direct green extractivism refers to the direct extraction from
renewable sources, being them solar, wind, hydrogeological power or biomass, and the consequent
socio-environmental impacts, which span from contamination, socio-economic changes, wildlife
distress, hydrological, climatic, and weather alterations. Indirect green extractivism, instead, is
adopted to frame the extraction processes necessary in the production chain of the infrastructure
needed for direct extraction (Verweijen & Dunlap, 2021). Scholars have brought attention to
numerous instances of environmental injustice falling under the umbrella term of green extractivism,
such as lithium extraction in Bolivia, Chile and Argentina, or water injustice issues in the Atacama

desert of Chile (Jerez, 2021; Voskoboynik & Andreucci, 2021). According to Voskoboynik and
Andreucci (2021):

[G]reen extractivism represents a new phase in the complex relationship between mining and the
environment, whereby extraction and valorisation of mineral resources is rendered not only
compatible with ‘sustainable development’, but necessary to it and the possibility of a ‘low

carbon’ future. (p. 802)

The notion of green extractivism is useful, since it highlights the inherent limits of an ecological
transition solely based on a technological shift. On the contrary, it makes evident that, without
questioning the extractivist paradigm, such transition does nothing but abiding to it, thus reinforcing

historical oppressive dynamics among social classes, marginalised groups, and historically colonised
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countries. Indeed, it is interesting to note that in some regions, such as La Guajira, projects of green,
renewable energy coexist with oil infrastructure: both depending on the same extractivist logic, which
reinforces structural inequalities. Green extractivist project are not only legitimised by the necessity
of a green transition. Their impact is also hidden under the idea of neutral technological processes,

which leave the social, environmental, and cultural implications unquestioned (Ulloa, 2021).

By following an extractive model which reinforces existing structural social inequalities, green
extraction projects end up perpetrating a colonial dynamic as well. Indeed, another term adopted by
scholars in this context is that of “green colonialism”, which is used to describe how renewable energy
projects breach the Indigenous rights over their territories in the name of a “green transition”. That is
the case of wind parks projects in the Sami territories in Norway (Kéartveit, 2021; Normann, 2021),
or in the Zapotec communities in Mexico (Velasco-Herrejon et al., 2022). As Velasco-Herrejon et al.
(2022) note, “[i]t is not an accident that Indigenous regions are the preferred locations for energy
mega-projects” (p. 3). The notion of green colonialism exposes how the solutions proposed within
the green transition tend to be partial or to benefit only the Global North, to the detriment of the
Global South and of Indigenous territories (Dorn, 2022).

Analysed in these terms, Indigenous territories hosting green energy projects which overlook the
rights of their inhabitants are transformed into “sacrifice zones”. A sacrifice zone is a place where the
negative environmental impacts are concentrated, for a greater, higher benefit, usually considered to
be economic growth or “progress” (Houston 2012, p. 420). In the context of green
extractivism/colonialism, sacrifice zones are reconfigured as those territories and people who bear
the cost of a green transition, which is presented as a greater, common good. The choice of the
territory is not casual, but it follows specific hierarchical ideas on people and places that are tacitly
considered inferior, thus more suitable for receiving harming activities (De Souza, 2021; Klein,
2014), as is the case for Indigenous people. The notions of green extractivism, green colonialism and
sacrifice zone are then particularly suitable at the time of analysing the wind park projects in the

Indigenous territories of La Guajira.
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2. Context

2.1 Geo-historical and social context

The wind park projects analysed in this chapter are located in the Wayuu territories in the department
of La Guajira, which is a peninsula situated in the northernmost region of Colombia. Its name comes
from the Indigenous word Wayira, which refers to the familiar ties among male members. The term
itself comes from wairu, indicating the matrilinear degree of kinship (Ojeda Jayariyu, 2007). Once
part of the Magdalena department, it became independent in 1911, when the Comisaria Especial de
La Guajira was created. This was followed by the establishment of La Guajira department in 1964
(Ojeda Jayariyu, 2007). Today, it shares its eastern border with Venezuela, its southern border with
the Cesar department, and its western border with the Magdalena department. Spanning a total area
of 20,848 km? (1.8% of the nation's total), La Guajira boasts the longest stretch of marine coastline
along the Caribbean Sea, measuring 403 km, and a land border of 249 km. It is comprised of 14
municipalities, 1 special district, 44 rural districts, 69 police inspections, and 21 Indigenous
resguardos, which present numerous settlements inhabited by the Indigenous Wayuu people,

commonly referred to as rancherias (Ministerio de Cultura, n.d.; Roys Garzon, 2020).

The administrative centre of La Guajira is Riohacha, designated as a Special, Touristic, and Cultural
District by Law 1766 of 2015. The department is structurally divided into three primary regions—
Upper Guajira, Middle Guajira, and Lower Guajira, delineated by its territorial configuration. Its
physical landscape showcases a rich diversity of terrestrial and marine ecosystems, as a consequence
of hosting all thermal floors of the intertropical zone and experiencing a temperature cycle averaging
between 35°C to 40°C. Broadly speaking, the terrestrial biodiversity encompasses deserts, wetlands
in mountainous areas, and dry tropical forests susceptible to aridity, featuring sparse vegetation and

marked seasonality of rainfall (Roys Garzon, 2020).
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Figure 6. Map of La Guajira. Adapted from Avila & Torres Tovar (2014) as cited in Hassler (2015, p. 14).

The department of La Guajira has a population of 825 364 people, of which around 48 % are
Indigenous, making it the Colombian department with the highest Indigenous concentration (DANE,
2019). The main Indigenous groups present in the territories are Wayuu (94,1 %), Wiwa (3,3 %),
Kogui (1,7 %), Arhuacos, Zenu and Kankuamos (1%) (Roys Garzon, 2020).

The Wayuus are the most numerous Indigenous people inhabiting La Guajira department. Originally
from the Amazon basin, they migrated to La Guajira in pre-Colombian times (Ojeda Jayariyu, 2007).
Today, they count around 270 000 members, representing 48 % of the total population of the region
(Roys Garzoén, 2020; Ulloa, 2021). They share collective ownership over the territories recognized in
21 resguardos (Ministerio de Cultura, n.d.). Their social organization revolves around the e’irukuu
(clanes), which can be defined as “uncoordinated groups of families” (Ojeda Jayariyu, 2007 p. 43,
my trans.) following a matrilinear kinship structure. Indeed, the woman represents the family unity,

but the authority within the family is given to the maternal uncle. Every clan is associated to an
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animal, which is the ancestral totem, and to a surname (Ojeda Jayariyu, 2007; Ministerio de Cultura,
n.d.). On an economic level, Wayuus’ livelihoods rely mainly on pasturing and livestock activities.
Living in a semi-arid, desertic area often forced them to mobilise in order to find water sources and
grazing land for their animals. In addition, producing and selling handicrafts, like hammocks, bags,
and bracelets, representing a vibrant expression of Wayuu’s art and culture, is another form of

economic gain (Hassler, 2015; Hernandez, 2008).

2.2 History of extraction in La Guajira

The department of La Guajira is a site marked by striking contradictions, since the abundance of
resources does not result in widespread well-being of the local population. The region is indeed rich
in salt, oil, gas, and coal, rendering it a privileged location for resource extraction (Gonzalez Posso
& Barney, 2019; Hassler, 2015). Particularly telling, in this sense, is the case of coal. Its extraction
process was initiated in 1983, with the establishment of one the biggest open-pit coal mine in the
world, known as Cerrejon (Hassler, 2015; Ulloa, 2021). The department’s economy is strongly linked
to coal extraction processes, with 43 % of its GDP generated by mines exploitation (Roys Garzon,
2020). However, the prospects of economic growth and social development associated with such
extractive economy are not reflected in the conditions of the local population. In fact, despite being
the source of such an abundant economic resource, the department of La Guajira is also among the
poorest in Colombia. Its poverty rate is double compared to the national figure, and the situation is
even worse when considering extreme poverty rate, which covers 26,7 % of the local population, in
contrast with the national figure of 7 % (Roys Garzén, 2020). Moreover, La Guajira is the third
poorest department with respect to rural areas, and the second most unequal, with a Gini index of

0,552 (Roys Garzoén, 2020).

One of the main problems experienced in La Guajira is related to access to health. More than 163 500
people lack sufficient health attention, with the Indigenous population being among the most affected.
There is also a high rate of children mortality, especially due to malnutrition because of lack of
economic gains and food security within Wayuu families. Access to water is another right that is not
guaranteed in the region. According to the Housing, City and Territory Ministry, only 4 % of the rural
population in La Guajira has access to drinkable water. The water infrastructure covers only the 26
% of the rural area, thus leaving approximately 342 000 persons without the possibility to access
clean water. In addition, the education sector is particularly inadequate. The problems related to this

area span from education coverage, low retention rates in the school system, poor educational
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infrastructure, and a lack of support, proper working conditions, and adequate training for teachers

(Roys Garzoén, 2020).

The development of extraction projects, such as that of the Cerrejon coal mine, did not promote an
improvement in the local people lives, especially in those of the Indigenous groups. In this sense, it
is emblematic to consider that, although 43 % of the department GDP depends on coal extraction,
only about 2 % of the local population is directly engaged in the process, thus gaining a direct
economic benefit (Roys Garzon, 2020). On the contrary, the beginning and expansion of the
extraction processes triggered even new socio-environmental conflicts. The mining of coal has indeed
led to social and spatial segregation, environmental degradation, the seizure of communal resources,
distressing environmental conditions, and a diminished sense of autonomy and self-determination for
the Wayuu community, thus sparking social protest and resistance against the project (Ulloa 2021).

According to Ulloa (2021):

The proposals of economic development related to mining have not been reflected in local
processes; instead, they have resulted in pollution, water scarcity, and territorial and
environmental transformations. On the other hand, the expectations of economic development
centered around extractive processes have been an illusion that has primarily benefited

transnational capital. (p. 23)

All of this considered, it is possible to conclude that La Guajira region presents itself as a territory
marked by a stark contradiction. On one hand, it hosts a vast amount of richness in terms of energetic
resources, such as coal and gas, which have been extracted and exported in the past fifty years. On
the other hand, the local population lives in degraded condition, and sees their rights to life, health,
water, and education constantly undermined. The economic gains, derived from the extraction
activity, do not end up benefitting the residents, which, in turn, only experience the negative impacts
of those processes. Therefore, the region appears to be a sacrifice zone, where “the physical and
mental health and the quality of life of human beings are compromised in the name of ‘economic
development’ or ‘progress’ — but ultimately for the sake of capitalist interests” (De Souza 2020, p.
220). It is in this context, already marked by social inequality and injustice, that the wind parks

projects have started to develop.
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2.3 Wind parks projects in La Guajira

La Guajira region is not only rich in coal and gas. Its geographic setting makes it also the perfect spot
for the production of wind and solar energy (Gonzalez Posso & Barney, 2019). Its capacity for
generating wind and solar photovoltaic energy reaches 15,000 MW, constituting 90% of Colombia's
overall installed conventional energy generation capacity. On one hand, the heightened wind intensity
in the Upper Guajira renders the subregion highly favourable for energy production. Wind speeds
vary from 5 to 11 meters per second (m/s) consistently throughout the year, meeting the minimum
threshold of 5 m/s required. On the other hand, with respect to solar energy, the radiation exceeds

60% of the global average (Roys Garzon, 2020).

According to the department plan for the development of La Guajira, the energetic development of
the whole country depends on this region (Roys Garzon, 2020). La Guajira is thus set to become the
“epicenter and primary electricity generation centre based on non-conventional renewable energy
sources” (Roys Garzon, 2020, p. 90, my trans.). Following this approach to energy production, several
wind parks projects have started to be planned in the department. The research centre Indepaz mapped
a total of 57 parks, covering Middle and Upper Guajira, in correspondence with Wayuu territories
(see map). Of all of them, 16 obtained the final authorisation to begin the construction, but the only
one to have been completed is the Guajira 1 park (Barney 2023; Zapata Quinchia, 2022). Other three
parks — Alpha, Beta? and Windpeshi — had started the construction process but were halted due to
social problems in the territory®. The remaining 41 are still undergoing a process of feasibility study
and social approval. Altogether, these projects would imply the installation of a total of 2833 wind
turbines, thus reaching the production of 12,8 GW of energy. These projects are being implemented
by 29 companies, which are connected to 17 parent companies. In this respect, it is interesting to note
that only 5 of them are Colombian, while the vast majority is represented by multinational, foreign

companies (Barney, 2023).

2 En marcha Alpha y Beta, las e6licas mas grandes del pais. (2022, April 12). Portafolio. Retrieved February 9, 2024
from https://www.portafolio.co/economia/finanzas/en-marcha-alpha-y-beta-las-eolicas-mas-grandes-del-pais-564027.

3 Colombia's Alpha, Beta wind farms facing delays. (2023, February 24). Bnamericas. Retrieved February 9, 2024 from
https://www.bnamericas.com/en/news/colombias-alpha-beta-wind-farms-facing-delays.
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Figure 7. Map of wind park projects in La Guaiira. Adapted from Barney (2023, p. 56).

2.3.1 Enel and the Windpeshi park

One of the multinational, foreign companies operating in La Guajira is the Italian company Enel. In
2008, they established Enel Green Power, which works with more than 1200 renewable energies
plants all around the world. They have projects (both in construction and completed) in 20 countries,
thus producing a total amount of 60 GW of energy, with an infrastructure that includes solar, wind,

hydroelectric and geothermic power (Enel Green Power, n.d.). In La Guajira, Enel (through its group
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Enel Green Power) has planned 5 wind park projects: Windpeshi, Urraichi-Chemeski, Tumawind,
Castilletes and Florguajira (Barney, 2023). The latter two, Castilletes and Florgajira, are planned to
become operational after 2026, while the first three were supposed to be finalized before that date.
According to Indepaz, the Urraichi park’s operation date was set to be 28/02/2023; Windpeshi was
supposed to start functioning on 31/03/2023; finally, Tumawind’s start date was set to be 31/10/2024.
However, at present, none of these parks has been completed (Barney, 2023; Quiroga Rubio, 2023).

Among the five projects, the Windpeshi park is the most advanced. Since 2017, Enel has conducted
the consultation process (see “Consulta previa and related problems”) with the communities involved
in the project’s influence area. After presenting the environmental impact assessment (EIA), in 2020
the company obtained the licence from the National Authority of Environmental Licences of
Colombia (Autoridad Nacional de Licencias Ambientales, ANLA). According to the project, the park
would imply the installation of 45 turbines, with an energy capacity of 200 MW (Barney, 2023). The
legal permission obtained by the company, however, does not coincide with the social one. Wayuus
lament several problems related to the construction of the park, which have generated social unrest,
forcing the company to abandon the project (Quiroga Rubio, 2023). In the following section, these
problems will be evaluated through the (I)EJ framework.
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Figure 8. Map of Enel’s wind park projects in La Guaiira. Adapted from Barney (2023, p. 103).

3. Impacts

This section aims at showcasing the impacts of the wind park projects as they are perceived by the
local Wayuu population. Considering the heterogeneity of the types of informants consulted, the
impacts presented are both general and site-specific. Indeed, some informants have cumulative
experience with regards of several wind park projects in the region and could thus provide a more
general overview of the impacts they present. Others, instead, could relate their experience with
regards of a specific project, that is Enel’s Windpeshi park. Both viewpoints are considered relevant

and complement each other, and thus are included in the following analysis.

3.1 Distributive justice

From the information gathered through interviews with several informants from the Wayuu
community, the wind park projects in La Guajira emerge as a case of environmental injustice. Indeed,

the first pillar of the EJ framework, that is distributive justice, is not respected. Distributive justice
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refers to the way harms and goods are shared among the parties involved in the project. In this case,
according to the community members, the benefits go in favour of the private companies or the State,
while the inhabitants of the territory are exposed to several detrimental effects. This is the reason why

many of these projects have sparked protests and resistance from the communities:

I sometimes say, why do we have to resort to a strike* for them to give us things that they can
actually give us without us having to do it? [...] They don't ask us why we go on strikes. We go
on strikes because they don't give us what we really see, what is in our territory. Who experiences
the negative impacts, who suffers is us, the people from there, not those from outside. The people
from outside don't suffer; they say they earn their money, and the rest can go to hell because they
are not affected, because they are not from there, they don't experience the negative impacts, that's
why they are not affected. (Gladys Ipuana, leader of the Pololima community, semi-structured

interview, 29/07/23)

From the analysis of the material collected through this research, the negative impacts identified by
the members of the Wayuu communities can be divided into two types, which are nevertheless

inextricably intertwined: social and environmental.

3.1.2 Social impacts

One of the several negative impacts associated with the arrival of the wind park projects is that they
ignited social conflicts, which were not present before the arrival of the companies. Those companies
are indeed considered responsible for altering and breaking the social fabric of the Wayuu society.
Although it is true that Wayuus are socially organised into different e’irukuu (clanes), there is a
general sense of belonging which foregrounds individual ties to the Wayuu nation. As Rusbeld,
Wayuu professor and facilitator of Indigenous organizational processes, explained to me: “all Wayuus
are family, as the Wayuus originally said, capucha y rachi, that is, we are all family” (semi-structured

interview, 30/07/23).

During my field-work experience in the Wayuu territory, I had the chance to directly experience the
strength of the social and family bonds which characterises this society. I was travelling with Rigo, a

Wayuu fisherman working in the Northern coast of the Guajira region. His occupation was collecting

4 In this context, “strike” is translated from paro and refers to the act of blocking the road to prevent access to the
construction site, or to paralyse the mobility in the region thus generating pressure on both the companies and the
government.
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fish, to then sell it to the local market of Uribia, the capital of the Wayuu territory. I had casually met
Rigo in the central market of Uribia and, since I was interested in knowing the coastal part of the
region, he had offered to accompany me. We had not made many previous arrangements, and left for
a four days journey two days after our first meeting. He was planning to sleep in rancherias (the
traditional Wayuu dwellings) belonging to his family members or friends all along the road. And
indeed, without needing to make arrangements long before our arrival, we were always received with
the greatest warmth, openness and care. At every house we would arrive, we were offered a seat first,
then a drink, a meal, while a traditional chinchorro (hammoc) was prepared in order for us to sleep.
Rigo explained to me that it was as a tacit rule, among them: everyone knew that if visitors arrived,
they would have the duty to receive them. This would mean, in turn, that at any time they would be

in need, they knew they could count on the help of someone from the community.

This social support network is also exemplified by the Wayuu offence and compensation system. At
one point during our journey, Rigo explained to me that when someone causes harm to another
member of the community, they then expect to be “bought off”’, which means that someone from the
family of the offended person is expected to visit the house of the guilty one in order to ask for a
compensation for the damage caused. According to him, this is a way to maintain social equilibrium
among Wayuu families. He also added that, in case an offence happens, it is always better to receive
the visit of the family and to be asked to pay the compensation; on the contrary, if that does not
happen, it implies that the offended party could take revenge in other ways, which would be similar
to living under constant threat. On the other hand, with the payment of this compensation (in the form
of goods, such as animals or food), one is sure that the offence has been settled, and that peace and

harmony is preserved.

Even more interesting and telling is the fact that, when a dispute arises, the most important thing does
not appear to be identifying who the real culprit is, but rather to heal and restore the broken social
bond. Again, Rigo told me about a time when he was hanging out with a friend who wanted to use
his motorbike. In doing so, he fell, but since the motorbike belonged to Rigo, the latter was held
responsible, and was then charged with a compensation to pay to his companion. When he recalled
the story, I was baffled and inquired: “In this case, did you not mind paying, even if you were not
really responsible? What happens when you don't think you're culpable for the offence you're being
held responsible for?”. To my doubts, Rigo replied that for them (the Wayuu people), more than

proving who is right, it is important to maintain harmony among the communities. Therefore, they
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always prefer to pay, also considering that a family that pays when charged acquires a good reputation

and is well received by other families.

The importance of preserving social harmony is also testified by Wayuu justice system, which is not
written, but oral, and is practiced by the piitchipii iii (or palabrero, in Spanish), that is an “agent of
social control for the different applications of justice” (Ojeda Jayariyu 2007, p. 47, my trans.).
Whenever a conflict arises, Rigo explained, each one of the parties summons their palabrero. In virtue
of their wisdom and experience, they have the role of sharing their opinion about the dispute.
Although their sentence is not strictly prescriptive, their view is highly valued and thus taken into
consideration in deciding how to solve the tension. However, what Rigo outlined is that the role of
the piitchipii’iii is not that of demonstrating which party is right, but rather to help, with their

mediating words, to heal the conflict.

Preserving harmony among families and nurturing a strong social fabric appears then to be a
prominent feature that drives Wayuu collective existence. However, many Wayuus agree in
perceiving that this situation of social harmony was disrupted by the arrival of wind park companies.
Leyjill Hanna Gonzaléz Ipuana, member of the Wayuu community of Chimorrotchi and victim of
territorial conflicts, affirms that “with the arrival of these parks, many things changed. Wars among
families, discussions and territorial disputes started” (semi-structured interview, 23/07/23). The same
view is shared by Rigo, authority of the Sawainalii community: “We are killing each other among
ourselves. We have an internal conflict because of the wind parks. Their arrival has caused the
disintegration of the same community. Brother against brother, territorial division...” (field notes
during a community reunion, 24/07/23). The general view held by the people consulted for this
research traces a direct connection between wind park projects and the presence of violence and social

division in their territory.

We are at risk, in this sense, in the form the first wind parks came, they created a menace in

e irukuu’s unity, in the territorial integration. (Rusbeld, semi-structured interview, 30/07/23)

It is a concern, especially because this could generate situations that we, the Wayuus, will regret,
especially this internal conflict that could lead to complex scenarios that could even generate
tragic situations, tragedy within us as Wayuu people. (William, environmental engineer, semi-

structured interview, 31/07/23)
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For us, alternative energies are something new, something that we are totally unaware of,
something that today has brought about internal conflicts in the Indigenous communities.

(Griselda Maria, authority of the Petsuapa community, semi-structured interview, 30/07/23)

Wind power companies are considered responsible for the territorial conflicts generated by the arrival
of their projects. One of the underlying mechanisms that triggers conflicts in and among Wayuu
families regards unfair distribution of monetary compensations. Indeed, in order to develop a project
in Indigenous territories, companies have to discuss and provide an adequate compensation, either in
form of money or by implementing services that would benefit the residents of the area® (Gonzalez
Posso & Barney, 2019). For the Windpeshi park, for instance, Enel had committed to provide the
Wayuu communities with services related to health, education, and access to water (Enel Green
Power, 2022). However, compensations typically come in form of cash, and these funds are not
equally distributed among the families inhabiting a certain territory. This creates the basis for rise of

the conflict:

The great fear that the Waytu people have is that these disputes between clans will affect the
harmony of their people. Because brothers and sisters, cousins had good relations and were good
friends when the project came along and began to bring compensations. They became enemies
and today these families are disunited. [...] When the companies come with their compensation,
they divide our territory, they divide us and there are conflicts, that is to say, there are communities
that do not want the public company to enter. Because it is dividing the territory, it is dividing the
families. (José Quintero, mechanic engineer and university professor, expert in renewable energy

projects in La Guajira, semi-structures interview, 29/07/23)

For money they kill each other. (Royer Polo Ramos, project advisor for the municipality and for

private companies in La Guajira, semi-structured interview, 30/07/23)

What the companies were doing was to give them the strength to eliminate us. [...] It is getting

far for the same benefit that the company gives. If you see benefit, you have to eliminate me so

® Consulta previa: un derecho fundamental para conocer medidas legislativas, ;como funciona? (2023, May 5). Semana.
Retrieved February 9, 2024 from https://www.semana.com/economia/empresas/articulo/consulta-previa-un-derecho-
fundamental-para-conocer-medidas-legislativas-como-funciona/202342/.
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that you still negotiate with them and this is what is happening. (Norbelis Suarez, victim of

territorial conflict, semi-structured interview, 04/08/23).

The social conflicts arising in the territories due to the establishment of wind parks have had severe
consequences for numerous Wayuu households, as reported by the interviewees. Entire families found
themselves compelled to abandon their territory due to perceived life-threatening situations. Indeed,
the violence stemming from the arrival of the wind park manifests in various forms, one of which
involves threats directed at Wayuu residents who choose to oppose the projects.
John Jairo Salinas Gonzales is the leader of the Wayunaiki association, based in Uribia. He works to
provide education and food support to children in Indigenous communities that lack access to basic
rights such as nutrition and water. He was sceptical about the implementation of new wind projects
in Wayuu territories, since he had witnessed how they had already caused conflict in the region.
However, when he attempted to challenge the companies' intentions, he faced threats and had to leave

his territory to ensure his own safety.

Sometimes you also take care of your little piece of life because if you raise your voice too much,
they end up attacking your integrity or that of your family. I did it and I had to leave for a few
days, because I was threatened, they made me leave the territory. [...] I left, I couldn't enter the
land, at a certain time, between the months of February, March, April, May, because the
government left me alone, because they didn't provide me with protection. (John Jairo Salinas

Gonzales, semi-structured interview, 04/07/23)

Similarly, Gladys Ipuana, leader of the Pololima community in the Windpeshi district, reports having
had problems with the company of Enel, which had commissioned the construction of the access road
to the Windpeshi park right next to her house, without consulting her. After having resorted to the
help of the Nacion Wayuu organization, its leader received menaces because of its implication in

helping the family to see their consultation right recognized.

There were threats against Dr. José Silva, on two occasions his life was almost taken away for
supporting us there by asking for prior consultations. He was threatened. (Gladys Ipuana, semi-

structured interview, 27/07/23)

As previously mentioned, threats and territorial conflicts even result in forced displacements. That is

the case of Elva and Dicto’s family, which was displaced from their ancestral territory in 2021, and
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is now living in an Indigenous shelter in the city of Uribia. In the courtyard of this centre, surrounded
by white walls that starkly contrast with the open horizon typical of Wayuu rancherias, Elva relates
the story of their displacement. She recalls that, when the wind power companies arrived (the first
was Renovatio, but it was then replaced by Enel), they had consulted her dad, Moises Jusayu, the
ancestral authority of the territory. Since he had refused to grant them permission to undertake the
project, they had turned to his younger brother, offering him monetary compensation to convince the
authority. This sparked a family quarrel. Elva’s family was threatened, (“it would come the day when
he had to die because he did not agree that companies implement their project there”, semi-structured
interview, 24/07/23), while her father was hospitalised after being injured by other family members.
Eventually, Elva reports, her uncle succeeded in obtaining permission for the company, by falsifying
documents that would attest to his authority over the land. After her father returned from the hospital,
they moved away from their original land but did not entirely abandon the territory. However, in April
2021, armed men visited them, threatening and compelling them to leave within a day. Since then,
the entire family has relocated to the Indigenous centre in Uribia (Elva Jusaya, victim of

displacement, semi-structured interview, 24/07/23).

Elva and Dicto’s story is just one among many. Other Wayuu informants agree in identifying

displacements as one of the major affectations caused by the wind park projects.

An example: “so I'm going to take your house here because we are a company, we have an
agreement with the government, we have to put at turbine here, so this is your house and you have
to leave your territory and go live in another one, there's enough land there, go over there”... And
if at least they gave you the house there where you are going to live... no, “we are going to help
you with some sheets so that you can build your house. Please help us.” I was against it. “But
how? If this is our territory, this is our life, how are you going to do that?”” And I denounced some
officials, that they can't allow the rights of a community to be taken away. And that caused me
problems, I had to leave the territory because I was defending some communities there. We had
to move away for a while to preserve our life. (John Jairo Salinas Gonzales, semi-structured

interview, 04/07/23)

They're going to take people out systematically. [...] The people go away happy, because they
come with money, but they're going to take them out. Where were they going to go? (José Miguel
Correa Batista, leader of the Asociacion Autoridades Tradicionales Indigenas Wayuu de La

Guajira, semi-structured interview, 25/07/23).
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I come and help my family, because otherwise my mum can't, my mum is sick, my aunt is also an
old lady and my sisters... one of my sisters is in Spain because she said she was not going to see

how they killed her family here. (Norbelis Suarez, semi-structured interview, 04/08/23)

In this context, it is important to stress that the general perception is that the wind park projects and

their companies are directly responsible for the displacements caused:

Who is to blame for this displacement? The wind farm. Before the arrival of these wind farms,
we lived quietly, peacefully in our homes. (Leyjill Hanna Gonzaléz Ipuana, semi-structured

interview, 23/07/23)

Moreover, in the worst cases, many informants report that social conflicts generated by these

culminate in fatalities among members of the Wayuu families.

In these disputes that were generated, there were displacements and people murdered as well.

(José Quintero, semi-structured interview, 29/07/23).

Because of these same companies, they killed one of my uncles. They didn't even kill him like an
animal. They really killed him with stones, they filled his ears, his mouth with sand. They killed

him like a savage. (Norbelis Suarez, semi-structured interview, 04/08/23)

To draw a partial conclusion about what has been discussed so far, it can be argued that, under an EJ
framework and with respect to the distributive justice aspect, the wind park projects which are
planned in the Wayuu territories of La Guajira encompass several negative impacts. Indeed, while the
parks are supposed to provide clean energy and to benefit the companies making these investments,
the Indigenous inhabitants suffer from social conflicts, threats, displacements, and deaths among their

members.

3.1.2 Environmental impacts

The negative impacts experiences by Wayuu communities with respect to the wind parks do not only
encompass the social sphere, but also the environmental one. According to various informants, one
of the main affectations is represented by the change in the landscape that would be produced by the

implementation of the parks:
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These projects finally end up bringing divisions to the territory and change the landscape
completely from what it was because they are going to place more than 69 wind farms in the
resguardo employed in the middle and upper Guajira, and that would automatically change our
landscape in terms of the environment. (José Silva, leader of the ONG Nacion Wayuu, semi-

structured interview, 23/07/23).

Moreover, there is a generalised concern regarding the potential repercussions of these parks on the
local wildlife, which represents a vital means of subsistence for Wayuu people. Indeed, the livelihoods
of most Indigenous communities in the upper part of La Guajira region depend on fishing activities.
Consequently, there is scepticism surrounding offshore wind park projects due to their potential direct
impact on marine wildlife, which could, in turn, have adverse effects on the subsistence of the Wayuu

community.

Aquifers are going to be altered. Marine fisheries are going to move further away every day
because of the noise, because there are also going to be offshore wind farms. (José Quintero, semi-

structured interview, 29/07/23)

From where are we going to feed ourselves if the noise drives the fish away? (Norbelis Suarez,

semi-structured interview, 04/08/23)

When discussing about these matters, Rigo, Ida and Ronald, all members of a Wayuu family in the
upper La Guajira, agree in considering wind parks as a threat, since they affect not only fish, but also
the chivos (goats) and rabbits who live in Wayuu’s rancherias and constitute another fundamental
component of their livelihood (informal conversation, 2/8/23). Norbelis fears that “wherever these

turbines will be installed, there will be no animal passing below them” (semi-structured interview,

4/8/23).

An additional environmental concern regards the impacts on migratory birds’ routes. Indeed, La
Guajira peninsula represents a privileged entry site for migratory birds coming from Canada and the
United States (Barney, 2023). As José Miguel, leader of the Asociacion Autoridades Tradicionales
Indigenas Wayuu de La Guajira, points out:

Migratory birds have their airspace, they have air highways. The various kinds of birds that live
day to day in the Guajira and in the evenings they go to their home, we're going to invade their
space. (semi-structured interview, 25/07/23)

115



This is particularly true when it comes to offshore wind parks. In this regard, a scientific study
focusing on the ecological impacts of offshore parks in the Mediterranean seas warned against the
serious environmental threats posed both to the seabed and to the biodiversity of the area of influence
(Lloret et al, 2022). Nonetheless, such recommendations are frequently overlooked by companies. As
an example, one of the offshore parks planned in the coastal area of La Guajira region, the Astrolabio
park, coincides with an environmental reserve area (Barney, 2023). Moreover, when it comes to
migratory birds, the association Seo Birdlife has produced consistent evidence against an acritical
implementation of wind park projects, insofar as they threaten birds’ habitats and migration routes
(SEO BirdLife, 2012; 2013; 2018; 2021). The Colombian association Calibris also warned against
the impact of wind turbines and cables for various kinds of birds, from flamingos, to bats, to cardenal
guajiro, a small bird endemic of the region. According to the association’s director, their life would
be threatened by the presence of wind turbines, in which the animals could collide (Corredor

Rodriguez, 2023).

Although these impacts should be considered by the companies, at the time of undertaking an
environmental impact study prior to the project, this is not always the case. As a matter of fact, the
area in which the offshore parks are planned coincides with a zone of protection for birds’
conservation, as it is reported by a study undertaken by Indepaz (Barney, 2023). Another telling
example involves Enel’s Windpeshi park. The company has faced criticism, since the environmental
study, which aimed to assess the park's impact on migratory birds, only covered a sample collected
over a two-months period. According to the Calibris organisation, however, the time frame provided
is insufficient for assessing such impacts, particularly concerning migratory birds whose behaviour
consistently varies throughout the year (Barney, 2023). In brief, the study seems insufficient and
superficial in guaranteeing the absence of adverse impacts on local wildlife, thereby substantiating

the concerns expressed by the Wayuu communities on this issue.

The environmental impacts signalled by Wayuu informants, as well as by external sources, are
manifold. They encompass landscape alteration and deleterious effects on marine, land, and air
wildlife, with cascading effect on Wayuu people’s ability to sustain their own traditional livelihoods.
Consequently, these impacts would represent an additional burden for the Indigenous people of this

territory, stemming from the planned construction of wind parks.
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Figure 9. Wayuu rancheria. Photo taken by the author (July 24, 2023).

3.1.3 Contradictions in the inequitable distribution of harm and benefits

Under an EJ framework, distributive justice refers to the fair distribution of burdens and benefits
deriving from a project impacting the local environment and population. In this regard, Enel’s
Windpeshi park, together with the other wind parks projects planned in the Wayuu territories of La
Guajira, fail to meet this criterion. Indeed, the general perception among Wayuu communities is that,
while these parks may provide benefits for the companies or the State, they represent only negative

impacts for them.

One of the most striking contradictions concerning the unfair distribution of benefits is access to
energy. For counter intuitive as it could seem, communities conceding their territory for the
construction of wind turbines lack access to energy and are not planned to be included in the

distribution of energy provided by wind parks. When discussing the matter of wind parks with a friend
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of his, Rigo utters: “Benefits? We do not even have light, otherwise one would set up their own

business!” (field-notes, 3/8/23). Other informants point out the same problem:

We are the ones who are giving the energy over there. Here in Uribia, here we suffer for the light.
Where is the light being generated from? From right here. Well, the light over there, here they
send us the little bits that they have left over there anyway. What are they going to do with us
here? We asked them for lights and they were going to get light, they're going to get light from
there. [...] And they say no, that it can't be done and one tells them, “so if you can't provide
electricity, make agreements with Uribia to bring the electricity to the communities, make that
investment”. They do not even want to do that. (Gladys Ipuana, semi-structured interview,

27/07/23).

I have never seen a wind park giving energy to a community. Actually, the opposite. [...] They
take that energy and we do not even know where it goes, they did not tell us where that energy

goes. (Leyjill Hanna Gonzaléz Ipuana, semi-structured interview, 23/07/23)

Walking through the streets of Uribia, the capital of the Wayuu people, or visiting some rural
community makes such contradiction even more blatant. When accompanying Jhon in one of his
activities with the Wayunaiki association, we visited a rural school in a community in the outskirts of
Uribia. We arrived there with our truck filled with chairs, tables, and basic utensils for cooking. As
previously mentioned, children mortality, especially in the Wayuu population, is a major problem in
the region. With his association, Jhon strives to compensate the lack of support coming from the State.
During that visit, the words of another human rights defender previously interviewed resonated in my

mind:

They [the wind parks] change everything, without having a fair, dignified or equitable
compensation for the projects. Every day we are poorer, children die every day from hunger, from
thirst, parents without jobs, in other words, we are facing extermination. (José Silva, semi-

structured interview, 23/07/23)

Griselda’s rancheria stands on the access road to Enel’s Windpeshi park, which was built by the
company CJR Renewables (Barney, 2023). Under a scorching sun, I was walking to her house with
Janny, a social worker operating in Uribia, and we passed in front of an abandoned aqueduct station.

In that same moment, a man was moving in the opposite direction, pushing a small truck full of cans
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of water. That scene summarises the inherent contradiction that characterises a sacrifice zone. As
Janny explained to me, the aqueduct did not function because of the lack of energy, therefore they
needed to import water from the city in that manner. The same place that is set to become Colombian
biggest producer of green energy lacks the basic infrastructure to provide energy and water access to
its own inhabitants. This is the epitome of a sacrifice zone, where the residents' quality of life does
not garner the same attention as the potential benefits extractable from the territory in which they
reside. The schools present on the access road to the Windpeshi park, for instance, did not receive any

improvement, according to Griselda:

Our kids receive their lessons in classes in very bad conditions, because the State did not give

them proper infrastructure. (semi-structured interview, 30/07/23).

Figure 10. Man transporting cans of water on the access road to the Windpeshi park. Photo taken by the author (July 30, 2023).
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In this context, the benefits deriving from the production of green energy do not favour the Wayuus
inhabiting the territory, which, in turn, mainly experience negative impacts. Their territory can thus
be defined as a sacrifice zone; furthermore, it is also pertinent to talk about “green extractivism”, in
this context, since the extraction of value for external stakeholders is legitimised by the need to
produce green energy (this aspect will be dealt with more in detail in the respective section). In this
regard, the community does not contrast the extraction of energy as such, but rather questions the lack

of positive implications for the Wayuu people:

It is not like we oppose the energy transition for energy provision, but this should be reflected in
the territory. [...] So today when one talks about energy transition, we don't know if for us, and
when I say we I mean the Wayuus, it is a blessing or a tragedy. Because the energy transition is
not for our benefit, but for the benefit of the rest of the country, and the compensation that there
is going to be is null and void, and it is threatening our territory. (John Jairo Salinas Gonzales,

semi-structured interview, 04/07/23)

Another crucial aspect to highlight with respect to distributive justice pertains to compensations. As
anticipated, the construction of wind park projects implies a compensation for the use of Wayuu
territories. Nevertheless, these compensations are deemed insufficient by most of the informants,
when considered in contrast with both the benefit generated for the multinational companies and the
negative impacts they have to suffer. In Norbelis’ words, “the compensations that reach the territories
for wind turbines is very little. And the impacts are many” (semi-structured interview 4/8/23).
Additionally, companies refuse to grant the compensation in case territorial problems arise. Gladys
reports that, in the case of Enel’s Windpeshi park, the company had appealed to local strikes as a
reason for the works’ delays, using them as a justification for withholding the community’s
compensation during the four months of strike. This was done without considering that, on one hand,
in other parts of the territory works had not been altered and had proceeded; on the other, that the
strikes were caused by companies’ deficiencies in the first place (Gladys Ipuana, semi-structured

interview, 27/7/23).

The absence of an adequate compensation for negative impact produced is also confirmed by the lack
of inclusion in the job possibilities provided by the park. Some of the informants lament that most of

the workers hired by the company are not from the local area.
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They didn't give us much participation, I was one of the people who always fought because we
are the ones who suffer the negative impacts there. We are from the sector, we are the ones who
live there day by day, we are the ones who travel daily from the community to the municipality.
They should have given more participation in employment areas. [...] There was enough to
generate employment, but the majority, 80 %, I would say, 90% were not from the sector, but they
were from here, from the municipality of Manaure, from Maicao, from other parts. (Gladys

Ipuana, semi-structured interview, 27/07/23).

Moreover, the small number of Wayuus that, in contrast, received a job from the company, were not
capacitated and thus relegated to unqualified mansions, such as directing traffic in the construction
site, as in the case of Enel’s Windpeshi park (Griselda Maria, semi-structured interview, 30/07/23).
This additional contradiction generates understandable doubts about the balance between benefits and
harms in relation to the wind park project, as well as leading to question the idea of progress that they

embody:

And they talk to us about an unskilled labour force, but it turns out that what Enel Green Power
is supposed to do is build roads in part of the Windpeshi district and to put some towers where
the parks are going to be, and that's what they're working on with heavy machinery. And the
Wayuu, his job is to be a traffic guide, and they rotate them every two months, every three months
and we have to fight for a decent job. Because if we don't have a decent job, I would think that
the progress that Colombia wants for us with its alternative energies is a failure. (Griselda Maria,

semi-structured interview, 30/07/23)

To draw a partial conclusion about what has been discussed in this section, it is possible to emphasize
that, according to the informants’ perception, the wind parks planned in the Wayuu territory of La
Guajira represent a case of environmental injustice, with respect to the first pillar of this framework,
that is distributive justice. Indeed, members of various Wayuu communities report that, while on one
hand the wind parks have provoked numerous negative impacts, such as social conflicts and
environmental alterations, on the other hand they did not imply equally relevant benefits for the
communities living in the affected territories. These, on the contrary, continue living in a condition
of poverty and were not included in the job possibilities brought about by the projects. Ultimately,
the Wayuu land that hosts wind park projects can be considered as a localised case of environmental
injustice, an example of a sacrifice zone in the name of an energy transition, and indeed a case of

green extraction as well. After having discussed the first aspect of the EJ framework with respect to
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this case, the analysis will then proceed by taking into consideration the second aspect, namely

procedural justice.

Figure 11. Access road to the Windpeshi park. Photo taken by the author (July 30, 2023).

3.2 Procedural justice

3.2.1 Consulta previa and related problems

We agree with the energy transition, as long as they explain to us what an energy transition is. But
we have our reservation on the way the companies come to the Wayuu territories. (Rusbeld, semi-

structured interview, 30/07/23)

The second tenet of the EJ framework is that of procedural justice. It refers to the degree to which the
people that will be affected by a certain project are involved in the decision-making process. When it

comes to procedural justice with regards to wind park projects in Wayuu territories of La Guajira,
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problems appear to arise on two levels. On one hand, they concern anomalies emerged during the
prior consultation process (consulta previa) with Indigenous communities; on the other hand, it refers
to a second type of injustice, i.e. cognitive injustice, which describes the fact that uneven knowledge

perpetrates an uneven power balance. This section will deal with both aforementioned aspects.

Before delving into the examination of the problems related to the prior consultation process, it is
important to describe what it is and what it implies. In Colombia, according to national and
international law, any project undertaken in Indigenous territories must undergo an iter known as
consulta previa, that is “prior consultation”. Prior consultation is defined as a “fundamental and
collective right, which is realized through a procedure, by means of which the State [...] guarantees
ethnic communities, through their representative authorities, participation and access to information
regarding projects, works, or activities intended to be carried out in their territory, provided that they
may be directly and specifically affected in their capacity as such” (ANLA, n.d., my trans.). This
means that Indigenous people whose ancestral territory will be affected by the project have the right
to be fully informed about its impacts, the compensations proposed, and thus to come to an agreement
with the proposing company through the mediation of the State. The prior consultation is composed
of five steps, as defined by the Presidential Directive of the 10th of November 2013. They are
certification, coordination and preparation, pre-consultation, consultation, and follow-up (Ministerio
del Interior, n.d.). All these steps involve the participation of the three parties, namely the State, the
company, and the Indigenous community. After a company has successfully completed the prior
consultation process and received a favourable outcome, it may proceed by applying for a license

from the National Authority for Environmental Licenses (ANLA, n.d.).

Although the prior consultation’s aim is that of ensuring the defence of Indigenous peoples’ rights
over their ancestral territories and their participation in the decision-making process related to them
- that is, a proper application of the procedural justice principle — such goal is not always reached.
Indeed, the Wayuus interviewed for this research highlighted several problems with regards to how
the prior consultation was undertaken by companies, in the context of the development of wind park
projects. In the worst cases, informants report that the consultation did not happen at all. Griselda, as
previously noted, lives in a rancheria next to the access road to the Windpeshi park. Although the
road is not part of the wind park itself, it was constructed on Indigenous territories, which were not

consulted, as Griselda denounces:

123



Enel has deceived us, by sitting with the Mayor and negotiating with him. The Mayor is doing
politics with our lands, which are being exploited and will keep on being exploited, with their

wind and sun. (Griselda Maria, semi-structured interview, 30/07/23)

Similarly, according to William, environmental engineer, the companies do not consult the
communities living in the transmission lines area (semi-structured interview, 31/07/23). In other
cases, companies undertake the prior consultation process, but only with a limited number of families

who inhabit the area.

The projects are being built within the territory of the resguardo and more; however, they only
arrive, consult with 5 or 10 communities and leave the rest outside, so prior consultation is

manipulated here. (José Silva, semi-structured interview, 23/07/23)

Many informants deem the social conflicts within and among Wayuu families as a direct result of the
lack of an adequate prior consultation process. Since companies sought permission only by a limited
number of households, the remaining were denied their right of decision over their territory, and this
resulted in internal hostility. In Griselda’s view, “the inter-clan war that is forming is due to a lack of
prior consultation with the whole family, with each one of the households in their resguardos”

(Griselda Maria, semi-structured interview, 30/07/23).

Another culturally specific problem related to the failure of the prior consultation process stems from
the company's lack of knowledge regarding the recognised authority over a specific piece of land.

This complication starts with the confusion between ancestral and traditional authority.

Rusbeld explained to me that, in Wayuu cosmovision, every eiruku (clan) is tied to an ancestral
territory, which can be identified by the presence of an ancestral cemetery. Indeed, Wayuu burial
ceremonies happen twice. At first, the person is buried in the place where they die. Then, some months
later, the remains are exhumed and transferred to the ancestral cemetery. The clan whose ancestral
cemetery lies on a specific piece of land exerts authority over it, regardless of the fact of residing
there in the present. In this sense, the ancestral authority is identified as the person who should be
consulted in order to make decisions. However, they do not decide autonomously, but reunite the
whole clan with that aim (semi-structured interview, 30/07). The traditional authority, instead, is a
role introduced by the Colombian State, with its Constitution in 1991, with the aim of managing the

economic resources in Indigenous territories. It is an organisational role, created by the State, which
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is not directly connected with the clan’s ancestral heritage, according to Rusbeld’s explanation.
Indeed, anyone could present documents to the Interior Minister to be recognised as a traditional
authority. For this reason, while before 1991 only about 400 ancestral authorities existed, in 2022 the

number of traditional authorities was estimated to be more than 7 000 (semi-structured interview,

30/07).

The dichotomy between ancestral and traditional authority poses a problem at the time of undertaking
a prior consultation process, since it frequently happens that the companies consider the traditional

authorities, instead of the ancestral ones. According to José:

What is happening with the prior consultation? The prior consultation is taking place with people
that are not the ancestral owners of the territory. The ancestral owners of the territory are not
interested in being registered in the Ministry of Interior. What happens is that those that are
summoned by the Head of prior consultation [direccion de consulta previa] to gather in the
consultation meetings are those that are registered in the Ministry as authorities. But the ancestral
owners, those that are owners of the territory, who know the spiritual part, they are not registered,
they are not interested in being registered in that. (José Quintero, semi-structured interview,

29/07/23).

Failing to recognise the legitimate authorities of the territory represents a deficiency on the part of
both the company and the State at the time of undertaking the prior consultation process, which results
in the lack of application of the procedural justice principle. However, an even more evident breach
of such principle is determined by the fact that, in several of the cases reported by Wayuu informants,
companies ignore the will of the authorities that would oppose their projects. In some cases, as
reported by Elva and Dicto, they would pay another member of the community in order to falsify
documents (semi-structured interview, 24/07/23) or to convince the rest of the members to approve
the project. Jos¢ Miguel has witnessed several prior consultation processes, and defines them as a
“sophism”, since they can be manipulated by money: “This is one of democracy’s sophism. If four
persons are in favour and six are against, the company goes and pays two of them”. When I asked
him if such situation took place, he replied “it happened and it will happen again” (semi-structured

interview, 25/07/23).

With regards to the prior consultation process, there is a generalized impression that the latter is

structurally biased to favour the interests of the State and the firm, while the Wayuu communities lack
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support and protection. This is the opinion that José formulated, after working both on the side of the

government and on behalf of the company:

All goes against the security of communities [...] There's no one to defend that. I mean, it's a
giant, government and companies are giants against a tiny. (John Jairo Salinas Gonzales, semi-

structured interview, 04/07/23)

While the State should be the guarantor of Indigenous rights in the context of the prior consultation,
several Wayuu informants report having felt abandoned, and accuse the government of collaborating

with the companies instead, due to economic reasons.

Because there are wind farms in the way and they never want to put obstacles or see that part. |
mean, the Wayuus may be blown away by the wind. The Wayuus, if they are going to kill them,
let them kill them. Why? Because it is no secret that the wind farms work with the government.

(Leyjill Hanna Gonzaléz Ipuana, semi-structured interview, 23/07/23)

Because the government itself ignored everything we told them. Why? Because they didn't want
to put obstacles in the way, they didn't want to make problems, they didn't want to put that bad

point on the wind farms. (Leyjill Hanna Gonzaléz Ipuana, semi-structured interview, 23/07/23)

Right now we feel run over by Enel, because they made an alliance with the municipal Mayors,

the governors... (Griselda Maria, semi-structured interview, 30/07/23)

We are alone and anyone who raises his voice is already an enemy of the company, he is already
against development, he is already against the energy transformation. (John Jairo Salinas

Gonzales, semi-structured interview, 04/07/23)

And there are no institutional guarantees, the Ministry of the Interior should be the coordinator of
these consultative processes and should also provide the tools so that the communities can carry
out this dialogue within the framework of their limited knowledge, especially because there are
many limitations in terms of knowledge. There are communities that are only now hearing about
what consultation is, its essence, its procedure, and they are totally unaware of it. (William

Iguaran, semi-structured interview, 31/07/23)
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In summary, the prior consultation process, designed to ensure equitable participation of Indigenous
people in decision-making concerning the establishment of wind parks in their territories, often falls
short of achieving its intended objectives. A failure in this process represents a breach of the
procedural justice principle, thus marking a case of environmental injustice with respect to the wind

parks in La Guajira.

3.2.2 Cognitive justice

One is illiterate about something they do not master. What do you think rural people know about

wind parks? (Royer Polo Ramos, semi-structured interview, 30/07/23)

The second layer of procedural injustice taking place in the Indigenous territories of La Guajira refers
to the cognitive side, i.e. the availability of information with respect to the projects. Indeed, a
fundamental component of the prior consultation process regards providing the affected community
with clear and transparent information about the project that is intended to be undertaken.
Nevertheless, information on its own loses its relevance when individuals receiving it lack adequate
preparation on the topic discussed. Several informants identified this is a major shortcoming with
respect to the way the prior consultation process unfolded. Indeed, community members, including
the traditional or ancestral authorities, often lacked the fundamental knowledge necessary to
thoroughly understand the real implications of the projects. In order for me to understand such

knowledge unbalance, Jos¢ Miguel adopted the following metaphor:

So, we are two people conversing on a subject and I am ignorant about the knowledge you present
to me. You have full knowledge. Then we come to a concertation. The concertation is to be able
to reach an agreement with the communities. This mobile phone that you bring is an iPhone, it
has a cost, let’s say a million Colombian pesos. That phone is worth one million pesos, but, outside
of that phone, its operability is bigger. So you want to sell it to me. You tell me that the phone is
worth one million pesos and you sell it to me for one million pesos, so that I can answer phone
calls. So you did well, you sold it to the right price, but if we go to investigate, that phone, in Italy,
is worth much more than what you are selling it for. Apart from that, you told me about the fact
that I can answer phone calls every time someone calls me, and the only thing I do with my phone
is answering phone calls, I cannot use the other functions, open YouTube, WhatsApp, use the
other applications... You gave me technology and all of this, but what do I do with it? Nothing
more than answering phone calls. So, when we do our negotiation, where this phone is worth one

million pesos, and I have to give you something, are you or are you not deceiving me? You are
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deceiving me, voluntarily. And this is what is happening today with these communities. (José

Miguel Correa Batista, semi-structured interview, 25/07/23)

According to Rusbeld, many of the people consulted do not even speak Spanish, especially when they
are the ancestral authorities. Moreover, they lack basic knowledge about prior consultation, renewable
energy, wind turbines, and related subjects. This creates the precondition for an unfair decision-
making process, whereby no attention is given to overcoming the knowledge gap among the parties.
And, as Royer states, “ignorance knocks down those who are not prepared” (semi-structured
interview, 30/07/23). On the contrary, the impression shared by Wayuu informants is that companies

take advantage of this lack of knowledge, in order to secure their gains.

Maybe, the company, that is private, is only interested in their profitability, that is to say, “hey,
the less the communities know, the less compensation there can be and so I keep my profits”.
Especially because part of the compensation has to come out of the company's profits. (William

Iguaran, semi-structured interview, 31/07/23)

Another form of perpetrating cognitive injustice is avoiding providing clear and transparent
information to the Indigenous communities, which is another problem highlighted by several Wayuus.
The common perception is that, during the prior consultation process, there was “no clarity”,
“disinformation” and “lack of information” (Jos¢ Silva, semi-structured interview, 23/07/23; José
Quintero, semi-structured interview, 29/07/23). More specifically, in the case of the Windpeshi park
of Enel, one of the family affected by the access road reports having been “deceived” by lack of
transparency on behalf of both the company and the State:

In 2014 the dialogues began. In 2016 they began to blow up the entire road to Windpeshi. And
they deceived us, they told us that this was a road that they were going to build for us and we said:
"No, but our road is fine like this". "No, no, this is a road that the State is going to build for you".
They even put the administrative agreement in place, and when we found out who the contractor
was, it said Enel Green Power. And we said "let's see who Enel is", we looked on the internet and
it turned out to be a multinational company that came to work on the wind farms. We found out
later, when they had already razed everything to the ground. (Griselda Maria, semi-structured
interview, 30/07/23)
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Moreover, the information provided by the company for the construction of the Windpeshi park
present yet another anomaly. Indeed, the environmental licence had been granted for turbines which
measured 106 metres. Nevertheless, the company subsequently replaced them with a different type,
which measures 164 meters, although without prior notification to the communities (Barney, 2023).

This represents yet another case of cognitive injustice.

A lack of transparency implies, more specifically, avoiding mentioning the expected negative impacts
generated by the wind parks. Despite having participated in all the reunions that took place for the
prior consultation, Leyjill Hanna Gonzaléz Ipuana reports: “nowhere in the meeting did I hear that
we could fight with the neighbour, that it could generate envy, that it could generate
misunderstandings, inconveniences” (semi-structured interview, 23/07/23). Another way in which
Wayuu communities are deprived of the right to clear and transparent information is the lack of an
independent environmental impact study. According to Rusbeld, the Wayuus lack the economic
resources to undertake such assessment, and they do not receive support from the State in this regard

(semi-structured interview, 30/07/23).

Finally, cognitive injustice is perpetrated as a lack of cultural translation effort. Informants report that,
even when companies hired translators, they were not trained to code the message in a way that could
be understood, taking into consideration the cultural difference among the parties. The result was that
“in this situation, [Indigenous people] do not understand. They do not code messages neither
linguistically, culturally nor technically” (Rusbeld, semi-structured interview, 30/07/23). In the worst

cases, the translators would misrepresent the information to favour the company they were hired by:

So there was a shortcoming with translation and the other issue is that the translators were at the
service of the companies. It's like saying “I hire you and you are going to say what I am going to
say, in other words, what I need you to say. Because the project has to move forward”. (Rusbeld,

semi-structured interview, 30/07/23)

Drawing a conclusion, it can be argued that the wind park projects, planned in the Wayuu territories
of La Guajira, present several layers of injustice, according to the EJ framework. As part of the
procedural aspect, cognitive injustice refers to the unfair level and distribution of knowledge around
the project proposed by the company. Avoiding mentioning negative impacts, the absence of an

independent environmental impact study, the lack of willingness, on behalf of the company, to bridge
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the cultural divide and the different level of knowledge about the topics, are all expressions of a power

dynamic that privileges the companies to the detriment of the local, Indigenous population.

3.3 Recognition justice

When we finished recording our interview, José Miguel, leader of the Wayuu Indigenous Authorities
Association of La Guajira (Asociacion Autoridades Tradicionales Indigenas Wayuu de La Guajira),
led me to the cultural centre of the city of Riohacha. Once there, we entered a library, where he started
looking for books regarding Wayuu cosmology and costumes. While rapidly skimming over the
shelves in the search for a good title, he uttered that if I wanted to understand what had happened
with the wind parks, I had to start from there, because that was precisely what had been missing in
the dialogue between the companies and the communities: a lack of understanding, from the

company’s side, of Wayuu culture.

This is precisely what recognition justice is about. When an environmental project is planned, the
principle of recognition justice identifies the need to take into consideration and respect the cultural
differences among the parties involved, and to act accordingly. As previously mentioned, this work
adopts the notion of recognition justice for operational reasons, since it is suitable as a conceptual
category. However, when adopted in this section, the concept does not only encompass a divide on a
cultural level, but on an ontological one too, as suggested both by Escobar (2014) and within the

Indigenous Environmental Justice framework.

As it has been emphasised with respect to the other two aspects of the EJ framework, the wind park
projects in La Guajira appear to also breach the principle of recognition justice. Indeed, the general
view emerging from the interviews is that, when entering the territory, the companies disregarded the
cultural and ontological specificity of Wayuu cosmology, especially in terms of spirituality, thus

laying the basis for the subsequent problems in the relations between communities and companies.

As long as engineers and businessmen do not understand the spiritual side of the Wayuu people,
they are not going to be able to enter in La Guajira. The parks are not going to be able to be built
as long as the engineers do not understand the spiritual component of what Wayuu life means.
[...] There are a lot of restrictions regarding the construction of the parks, because of their effects
on their world, on their spiritual world, on their relationship with their environment, with that
cosmovision of nature, so that is what the engineers don't understand and that is the main barrier

existing today. (José Quintero, semi-structured interview, 29/07/23).
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That interpretation, we feel that is necessary that the Western society knows it, the State knows
it, the companies know it, before doing an intervention within the territory before, before
approaching it. Because if they come and didn't know about all of that reality, they destroy a whole
worldview, I mean, a whole cosmogonic reality that exists around the wind, the sun and the

grandmother sea. (Rusbeld, semi-structured interview, 30/07/23)

This happened in the case of Enel as well. The shared perception is that the company entered the
territory without a real understanding of its culture and cosmovision, thus generating conflicts and
mistakes. In Jhon’s view, such attitude was determined by the fact that the company would privilege

the economic aspect over the cultural one (semi-structured interview, 4/8/23).

They didn't really know the Wayuu people, so they made many mistakes, they gave money, they
talked to people they didn't have to talk to, they didn't respect the centrality, they promised things
that the community was not really interested in. (José Quintero, semi-structured interview,

29/07/23)

Enel did not really sit down to evaluate the impacts and the level of conflictuality there was, and
to understand, I mean, understand from a cultural and territorial interpretation first. They rather
started looking for scientific techniques of social approach. (Rusbeld, semi-structured interview,

30/07/23)

A lack of consideration of the cultural and ontological aspect implies several negative implications.
One of them, as it is reported by many Wayuu informants, is that wind parks risk to impact and violate

Wayuu sacred sites and the spiritual beings present in the territory.

Wind energy is supposed to be a clean energy. The energetic transition is for development, but
not for ancestral people. Because for them to install their project, they have to desecrate our sacred
sites. They are doing it, they have to invade our territories and they are doing it. (José Silva, semi-

structured interview, 23/07/23)

The wind turbines raise another concern. Because they, the Wayuus, say “well, where are they
going to build them?”. I told you that in our territory there are sacred sites. There are sites where
the spirits sleep overnight. What if along this path here, a spirit passes at night? And the company
says that they are going to build a wind turbine there. Where is this spirit going to go? Where is
he going to walk? (Rusbeld, semi-structured interview, 30/07/23)
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Broadly speaking, many informants recognize the spiritual and cultural impacts as major
shortcomings of the wind park projects, along social and cultural ones. Since Wayuu territories are
mainly desertic and appear almost totally empty, apart from some sporadic vegetation and their
rancherias, considering the cultural impact is not evident from an external, Western standpoint. Yet,
as Royer recalls, “modifying the territory here to make space for big projects is for the Wayuus the
same as it would be taking away the Tour Eiffel in order to make a bigger road. It is a spiritual and
cultural impact” (field notes, 30/07/23). Among the spiritual impacts mentioned by the people

interviewed, a concern emerges with regards to their souls and their possibility to rest.

An electromagnetic field is going to form here in the sky. Spiritually, when someone dies, the soul
detaches from the body and this soul goes to rest in Jepira, that is the sacred site in Cabo de la
Vela. But, when it departs from the body, the soul crashes with this electromagnetic field and

therefore rest never comes. (José Silva, semi-structured interview, 23/07/23)

Similarly, dreams hold particular relevance in Wayuu cosmovision. According to John, they are
“guides” for them. However, with the installation of wind parks, the oneiric realm risks to be affected

too:

I wake up and see this tower, this monster, and I cannot sleep, I cannot dream with something
they brought there, because I feel that that monument is observing me, is monitoring me. (John

Jairo Salinas Gonzales, semi-structured interview, 04/07/23)

Among the several ways in which the absence of recognition justice manifests itself, one of them is
failing to seize the different conception of well-being and “progress” held by the parties involved. As

John states,

There is an alijuna [non-Indigenous] mindset that says that we are the ones opposing
development, but they see it from a Western viewpoint. They are not looking at it from our own

vision. (semi-structured interview, 4/8/23).

This aspect is recurring through-out the interviews. Indeed, the Wayuus consulted frequently refer to
the wind park projects as an embodiment of a specific idea of “progress”, which does not coincide
with theirs. This was, according to Elva, the main reason for which her dad, the ancestral authority of

the land, had opposed the projects in the first place. The arrival of the parks was perceived as a
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disruption of their traditional livelihood, which had supported them ever since. The prospect of new,
yet limited monetary entries, in conjunction with environmental alterations, was not considered as a
benefit, but rather as a risk for their subsistence (semi-structured interview, 24/07). The notion of
progress associated with the wind parks is openly contested by Leyjill, especially when she contrasts
it with the peace and frugality that characterized the territory before the companies’ arrival. Indeed,
while companies’ intervention is presented as a form of progress, encompassing also economic gains,
from the perspective of Wayuu inhabitants such progress coincides with social conflicts, altering their

once peaceful way of living.

These parks might say “no, Wayuus have to progress” but they do not stop and think about what
we have lost, about the fact that before these parks came, we were happy with the little that

everyone had. (Leyjill Hanna Gonzaléz Ipuana, semi-structured interview, 23/07/23)

Progress for wind parks is La Guajira filled with these parks, which generated millions. But if
you ask us a comparison, “you will be full of wind parks, you will have a progress that will make
you gain money, but you have to watch your back”. Or if one sees that their neighbour is envious,
because you received money from three, four parks, while he only received from one because his
land is smaller... do you think that the Wayuu will say “yes, I will watch my back”? The Wayuu
will say: “If for this reason I will start a war with that family, I do not want it. (Leyjill Hanna

Gonzaléz Ipuana, semi-structured interview, 23/07/23)

Again, the aforementioned aspect is also highlighted in the case of Enel’s intervention in Wayuu

territories. As Griselda sustains:

It is a lie that Enel comes here to bring social development. We are still fighting for Enel to respect
our Wayuu normative system. We want it to use it, to be part of and to aknowledge our Wayuu

mandate. (Griselda Maria, semi-structured interview, 30/07/23)

More specifically, the concept of progress or development, in Wayuu cosmovision, is not strictly
connected to economic gain, according to what emerges from the interviews. On the contrary, money

is considered a destabilising external factor, which works against the family unity and harmony.

And so, when [ told you that they take advantage of people’s necessities, it is because the company

breaks in with money and divides the community. “Come here, I will give you these milions of
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pesos so that you buy a car or whatever and support the company”. And this is how they divided

the community. (John Jairo Salinas Gonzales, semi-structured interview, 04/07/23)

On a more general note, wind park companies’ intervention in Wayuu territories is considered as a
lack of understanding of Wayuu cosmovision and identity, which is deeply connected to their ancestral
land and to a harmonious relation with the natural elements, according to the people consulted for
this research. One of the most prominent aspects is indeed the connection with land, which is
considered part of one’s identity. This point is particularly relevant when one considers that a project

such as that of the wind parks implies territorial alterations, as well as displacements.

The Wayuu is represented by his land. The Wayuu is represented by his corral, the Wayuu is
represented by his house, his community. (Leyjill Hanna Gonzaléz Ipuana, semi-structured

interview, 23/07/23)

The most sacred thing for us is land. In the territory, there is no Wayuu without land. (Norbelis

Suarez, semi-structured interview, 04/08/23)

Everything turns into a business and the territory, which is the most sacred thing for us, is

forgotten. (John Jairo Salinas Gonzales, semi-structured interview, 04/07/23)

When they start implementing these parks, they [the Wayuus] will have to move. And this
displacement implies losing their culture, losing their territory. For the Wayuu, their territory is
their essence. When they leave their territory, they leave their essence. (Jos¢ Quintero, semi-

structured interview, 29/07/23)

Not only is the connection with the territory a fundamental aspect of Wayuu identity. They are one
element of an interconnected network, composed by land, human and non-human entities, in which
the safeguard of balance and harmony is of uttermost importance. When talking about their relation

with natural elements, they describe them in terms of kinship and companionship:

For me, my mother is the Earth. She was the one who gave me life, because according to our
history, the history of our cosmovision is that we are born from the Earth and from the father Juyd

of the rain. (Griselda Maria, semi-structured interview, 30/07/23)
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Every tree has a meaning for us. That [plant] could be my relative, because she takes care of me
when I get sick. When my son gets sick, where do I go? To the plant, with that I bathe my son,

my nephew, my family. (Griselda Maria, semi-structured interview, 30/07/23)

The environmental impacts with respect to the disruption of birds’ routes has a spiritual implication,
too. According to Norbelis, birds occupy a special position in Wayuu cosmovision. They embody
different functions, such as that of preannouncing someone’s death. In this way, the community
members can anticipate it and be prepared. However, with the installation of wind turbines and the
interference in the birds’ route, there is a fear that this spiritual function will go lost (semi-structured

interview, 4/8/23).

Wayuu cosmovision is described as holistic and grounded in a sense of deep connection with the
natural elements. However, informants denounce that this cosmovision, as well as the necessity to
preserve a balance among the various co-existing entities, was not given appropriate consideration,
when wind park companies started a dialogue with the communities. This represents another form of

injustice in terms of recognition.

Harmony is something important. Harmony must be preserved. If harmony is disrupted, there are
problems. [...] There was no such cultural and territorial interpretation, the connection that the
Wayuus have in their lives with the territory and with nature and Mother Earth. (Rusbeld, semi-

structured interview, 30/07/23)

To summarise, from the information gathered through the interviews it is clear that the principle of
recognition justice is not adequately taken into consideration, in the interaction between the wind
park companies and the Wayuu inhabitants. Indeed, the latter denounce that the spiritual impact was
not given sufficient credit; in addition, the companies are criticised for the lack of a cultural and
cosmological understanding of Wayuu reality, when they approached their territories. On one hand,
wind park companies embody a notion of well-being and progress strictly linked to economic gain,
in which environmental and cultural alteration are subordinated to technological and economic needs.
On the other hand, Wayuu people present a holistic cosmovision, where humans are one part of an
interconnected system of elements imbued with spiritual values and defined by relations of kinship

and harmony. These two worldviews clash when companies plan wind parks in Indigenous territories.
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And by failing to acknowledge (and attempting to reconcile) such cultural and ontological divide,

they ultimately perpetrate recognition injustice.

3.4 Socio-ecological justice

The discourse on recognition justice with regards to Wayuu cosmovision serves as a starting point for
the discussion on another form of justice, namely socio-ecological justice. Although not explicitly
present in the EJ framework, it is a useful additional conceptual tool to evaluate the limits inherent in
the idea of an ecological transition as it embodied by wind park projects. As previously outlined, an
ecological transition solely conceived as an energy shift, namely from fossil fuel to renewable
sources, does not represent a comprehensive solution, since the structural changes implied may result
in additional, frequently overlooked negative impacts (Grossman et al., 2021). Scrutinising the wind
park projects in La Guajira through the lenses of the EJ framework - distributive, procedural and
recognition justice - provided an example of such contradiction. However, the injustice perpetrated
by a transition model which is merely focused on technological improvements aimed at changing the
energy system can produce negative effects not only on humans, but also on other living and non-
living entities inhabiting the same ecosystem. Such concern is emphasised in various interviews with
Wayuu members, which have highlighted how the installation of wind turbines for the generation of
clean energy could disrupt the habitats and lives of other living beings, from migratory birds to
terrestrial and marine wildlife. As previously noted, the precautions taken by companies in this respect
are frequently criticised for lack of accuracy and thoroughness, thus denoting an attitude of negligence
for what concerns ecological issues (Barney, 2023). This stands in contrast to Wayuu cosmology,
which appears, instead, characterised by an ecological understanding of reality and of humans’ role

in it:

The Wayuus must coexist in harmony with all the beings that live, that coexist on Mother Earth,
with all living beings that are the other Wayuus that are there present, the plants, the animals and

the spirits. (Rusbeld, semi-structured interview, 30/07/23)

The concept of socio-ecological justice refers to justice to humans and non-human entities and their
relations within an ecosystem (Yaka, 2018). Therefore, by disregarding each of these factors, the wind
park projects in the Wayuu territories of La Guajira represent a case of injustice which encompasses

the socio-ecological aspect as well.
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3.5 Green extractivism and green colonialism

At one point of our interview, Griselda felt it was necessary to make a digression and to explain to
me the meaning of the word alijuna, which is the term employed by Wayuus, in their native language,
to refer to non-Indigenous people. She commented that, for them, it is a “painful” word: ali comes
from “pain”, while juna mean “to give”. They became accustomed to using this word because the
alijunas were the colonizers, who would beat them with their guns, bringing them pain (semi-
structured interview, 30/07/23). It had been important to clarify the origin of the word alijuna while
discussing the negative implications of wind park projects in Wayuu territories, since Griselda, as
well as other informants, compare the present situation with the era of the colonisation. According to

Leyjill:

The same history of the colonisers is repeating itself. [...] Now, with these wind parks, the same
is happening. They are not looting in the sense that they steal our money, but they are invading

our space. (Leyjill Hanna Gonzaléz Ipuana, semi-structured interview, 23/07/23)

The history repeats itself. Where the colonizers finished half America, well, now, at this time, is
going to be that wind parks will finish half of La Guajira. (Leyjill Hanna Gonzaléz Ipuana, semi-
structured interview, 23/07/23)

Not only is the present situation compared to the material violence perpetrated by colonial powers, at
the time of the invasion of the Americas. A parallelism is drawn also with respect to the cultural

imposition of Western culture, religion, and education in Indigenous territories. As Rusbeld recalls:

Companies arrived and did the same thing they did in school when they came with education.
They imposed Western education, that you were going to speak the Spanish language, you were
going to read and write in Spanish. That was going to implement Western Culture in those schools
and place aside our own education. The companies arrive under that same scheme. (Rusbeld,

semi-structured interview, 30/07/23)

In line with the information provided by the interviewees, the way wind park companies enter
Indigenous territory is perceived as a form of domination and imposition that does not differ from the
colonial one. It appears then pertinent to label the wind park projects as a case of green colonialism,

whereby neo-colonial dynamics are enacted, though under the name of a green transition. However,
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a colonial attitude is only one of the criticisms denounces by Wayuu informants, when talking about
wind park projects and the related companies. In addition, they are sceptical about the extractive

model these companies seem to perpetrate. According to Rusbeld:

People are talking about energy transition, but they talk about energy transition employing the
same economic architecture of an extractivist model. So, the model is very similar, I mean,
resources extraction is the same. All wind energy companies that come to La Guajira come with
the aim of obtaining profit and not altering this economic model. (Rusbeld, semi-structured

interview, 30/07/23)

From Wayuus’ perception, the dynamics underlying the wind park projects seem to follow the
extractive model previously perpetrated, whereby Indigenous lands are seen as a source of resources
extraction with economic profit as the only goal. It is, thus, possible to describe the process in terms

of “green extractivism”, together with “green colonialism”.

A dynamic of green colonialism/extractivism is composed of several layers. One of them is that the
parties involved interact following an unequal power balance. This was the case in colonial times,
when European powers confronted Indigenous populations. It is also true in more recent times, when
considering the political and economic interaction between the Global North and the Global South.
The same power disparity is recognised in the case of wind park projects as well. Indeed, Wayuu
informants lament the fact that while the resources are extracted from their territories, the economic
benefits are exported abroad. In this context, it is important to stress that among the 29 companies
behind wind park projects in La Guajira, only 5 are Colombian, while the vast majority is foreign
(Barney, 2023). Moreover, it is noted that the compensation received does not reflect the economic
situation of the countries of origin, thus resulting in an unequal economic treatment towards

Indigenous people on behalf of multinational companies. As Gladys states:

Where are they going to extract energy from? From here. Where are they going to take it to? To
other countries. Where are they going to generate the money? Over there. And what are they going
to give us? Because what they tell us they are going to give us, for them it's like the residues that
they will have left over there. Because they are not talking about pesos, over there, they are talking
about euros, dollars, while here they talk about pesos, coins, this is what they talk about with us.

(Gladys Ipuana, semi-structured interview, 27/07/23)
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Another way in which energy companies enact a neocolonial dynamic is by disregarding Indigenous
people’s rights over their territories. This is what is perceived by many informants, such as Leyjill,
who complained about having felt regarded as a mere “tenant” instead of a legitimate owner of her

ancestral land.

I am not saying that these projects are bad, only that they have been ignorant at the time of entering
La Guajira. They did not study what could happen, what could be generated. This is the negative
part about these projects. Maybe these projects look for pure, clean energy, what do I know? Many
things. But they did not stop to think about the real owners of the so-called Guajira, that we
thought it was us. Now I see that we are not, that we were here simply as tenants, because basically
when the wind park came, they threw as out like “your contract is over, you can leave now”.

(Leyjill Hanna Gonzaléz Ipuana, semi-structured interview, 23/07/23)

Similarly, Jhon feels that energy companies enter the territory without asking permission in an

adequate manner, as you would expect from someone entering some else’s house:

It's as if I were to go to your house and enter and say... "No, excuse me Irene, I'm going to come
in here, I'm going to put the fan here, I'm going to put the fridge, here I'm going to put...". No, I
have to talk to you, "Will you allow me to come into your house? Let's see if I can stay here or if
I can move in here". The same thing.” (John Jairo Salinas Gonzales, semi-structured interview,

04/07/23)

Disregarding Indigenous rights over their territories and overlooking the unequal power relation
between foreign companies and Wayuu people are two sides of a process that has been framed as
green colonialism. An additional aspect that is worth emphasising is that, in cases such as the one
developing in La Guajira, such colonial and extractive attitude is partially concealed or legitimised
by the need of undertaking an energy transition towards renewable sources. However, as some
Wayuus point out, a contradiction arises with respect to this. An energy produced by wind parks which
are built in Indigenous territories by adopting a neocolonial attitude might be perceived as “clean”
from a Western, technological viewpoint, but it implies conflicts and violence for Indigenous people.
Instead, José argues: “we want this energy to be clean for Wayuus as well. We want that no women
or children are killed as part of the energy transition” (José Silva, semi-structured interview,

23/07/23). Jhon is also sceptical about the extent to which such energy might be considered “clean”:
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These clean energies are not so clean for us, for us they are harmful, because they damage the
territory. It will no longer be the same with the presence of these turbines in the territory. With the
presence of these turbines in the territory, everything changes.” (John Jairo Salinas Gonzales,

semi-structured interview, 04/07/23)

The energy transition, as it is embodied by the wind park projects in La Guajira, present itself as a
continuation of colonial and extractivist dynamics, in the name of a green energy production.
According to such model, while a gain is produced both for energy companies and energy consumers,
Indigenous peoples’ rights and interests are disregarded and “sacrificed”. This makes it possible to
refer to Wayuu lands as a sacrifice zone, where the quality of life and the rights of its inhabitants are
indeed ignored for a supposedly greater, external benefit, which, in this case, is the production of
clean energy. Among Wayuu informants, the perception of being treated as a collateral damage or

sacrifice is present:

We always hear that there is always some sacrifice to make. I imagine that, for the wind farms,
we are the sacrifices. Because they are generating a lot of money, but at what cost? At the cost
that we are displaced, that they are killing us, that we have to leave our territory, that we have to
change our lifestyle. We are not used to being enclosed in four walls. We had territories, we had
a life somewhere. But with these parks now everything changed.” (Leyjill Hanna Gonzaléz

Ipuana, semi-structured interview, 23/07/23)

Because if we look at the balance, if they put the wind farm on one side and they put us on the
other, the balance will always be more in favour of the wind farm. For us? Nothing, let the wind

blow us away. (Leyjill Hanna Gonzaléz Ipuana, semi-structured interview, 23/07/23)

In other words, we can disappear from Guajira, where they said that Guajira used to be our cradle.
Why are they killing us? Because we are small sacrifices. So that energy continues to innovate.
So that the wind farms continue to progress. (Leyjill Hanna Gonzaléz Ipuana, semi-structured

interview, 23/07/23)

The sense of being a necessary sacrifice is reinforced by the feeling of abandonment from the State,
as emerges in several interviews. This perception is confirmed if one considers the lack of investments
from the Colombian State in the Indigenous territories of La Guajira and the subsequent wide-spread

poverty and lack of access to basic needs that is present in the territory (Roys Garzon, 2020). Apart
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from being inherently problematic, this situation makes local Indigenous population even more
vulnerable to abuses from multinational companies, which replace the State in providing basic

services.

The government as well wants to take advantage of the arrival of projects from multinational
companies to compensate for the lack of services. So they say “but they build you a road to
Windpeshi, from Uribia to Windpeshi, from Uribia to the Teta mountain” but, gentlemen, this is
an obligation of the State! The State is supposed to guarantee that we can move freely, it should
build bridges so that we can move. “Well, they send you trucks with water, they are giving you
water...”. But this is an obligation of the State, of the Government! And the State tells us: “No,
it’s that the companies will give you food, some animals...” But it’s the State’s responsibility to
guarantee these rights. “The company commits to create a health centre, so that they can receive
you”... No, mr. State, because this is your obligation, not the company’s obligation!” (John Jairo

Salinas Gonzales, semi-structured interview, 04/07/23)

Such situation of abandonment from the State contributes to depicting multinational companies as
fundamental agents for social improvement in Indigenous territories. As a result, this rhetoric
encourages Indigenous people to concede their territories to be exploited by external actors, thus
further fuelling a dynamic of green colonialism, which could be prevented by a more active

provisional role on behalf of the State.

Overall, the implementation of wind park projects is commonly depicted as a reiteration of colonial
and extractivist dynamics, whereby Indigenous rights and land ownership are violated for the
economic interests of energy companies (which are mainly foreign) and for an energy transition that
will mainly provide external benefits. In this context, Wayuu lands are reconfigured as “sacrifice
zones”, given that their inhabitants integrity is subordinated to an external gain. It is then possible to
describe the scenario unfolding in La Guajira as a case of green colonialism and green extractivism,
since the need for a green transition stands as justification and legitimisation of the violence

perpetrated.

4. Conclusion

The wind park projects, both planned and under construction, in the Wayuu Indigenous territories of
La Guajira stand as clear example of the limits inherent to an ecological transition, when the latter is

conceived merely in terms of a technological shift. Indeed, one of the most pressing problems related
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to the climate and ecological crisis concerns the excess of greenhouse gases emissions depending on
the use of fossil fuel energy. Consequently, one of the answers provided by technological progress is
represented by an incremental use of alternative and renewable energy sources, such as wind power.
Despite being fundamental to the necessary infrastructural change needed to mitigate the effects of
climate change, relying solely on technological solutions appears insufficient. On the one hand, a
technological shift does not necessarily imply a deeper questioning of the broader political and
economic paradigm, which, as argued, stands as a root cause for the unfolding crisis. On the other
hand, the implementation of green energy infrastructures often involves negative social and
ecological impacts, which are instead overlooked in virtue of the benefit of “clean” energy production.
Conversely, according to the just transition framework, an ecological transition should include
appropriate considerations not only of the energy outputs, but also with regards to respecting the
rights of the people most affected by such transitions. This refers both to people whose livelihoods
depend on a fossil fuel economic and also to those who would be affected by new green energy
projects. The second category precisely describes the case for Wayuu inhabitants of La Guajira, which

already presents a deeply rooted history of extraction and social inequalities.

At the time of planning and implementing some the 57 wind parks that are expected to be built in the
region, injustice towards Wayuu communities occurs on several layers, according to the people
consulted. On the distributional side, which refers to the way bads and goods are shared among the
parties involved, there appears to be great disadvantages for Wayuu inhabitants, while the energy
companies and the Colombian State emerge as the main beneficiaries. The negative impacts
experienced by Wayuu community members due to the wind parks’ planned implementation covers
both social and ecological aspects. With regards to the first, people lament a rupture in the traditional
Wayuu social fabric and harmony, with most serious consequences involving life threats,
displacements, and including homicides. On the ecological side, there is a generalised fear that both
marine and air wildlife will be affected, with a direct consequence also on Wayuu livelihoods.
Generally speaking, all of these impacts are not perceived to be accompanied by equivalent benefits

resulting from the implementation of the parks.

Injustice is denounced at a procedural level too. Indeed, Wayuus lament absent or partial inclusion in
the decision-making process (that is, the consulta previa) regarding wind park projects. While in some
cases the communities were not consulted at all, in others anomalies arose with respect to the selection
of the authorities involved, which did not reflect Wayuu internal hierarchical system. Additionally, it

was reported that, on several occasions, energy companies would influence the outcome of the prior
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consultation process by bribing some community members. Furthermore, a specific form of
procedural injustice regards the deficiencies in providing the communities with clear and transparent
information about the parks, and with proper cultural translation effort to allow for its comprehension.
This, known as cognitive injustice, adds to the several modalities through which wind parks projects

are been unfairly implemented with regards to Wayuus’ rights over their territories.

In planning the wind parks, both energy companies and the State are accused of dismissing Wayuu
specific cosmovision and ontology, while privileging the dominant worldview embodied by Western
technological progress. This is a third layer of violence, defined as recognition injustice (which, in
this work, is used with a broader scope, encompassing the ontological realm, and not only the cultural
one). Moreover, there appear to be a lack of consideration of the ecological consequences of the
implementation of the parks, thus leading to a breach of socio-ecological justice principle, which
enshrines the need to preserve ecological balance and relations among human and non-human

elements inhabiting a certain territory.

Finally, the dynamics followed by energy companies for the implementation of wind parks are
described by Wayuu inhabitants as a new wave of colonisation and extraction, which differs from the
previous ones only insofar as it is justified by the need of producing “clean” and ‘“green” energy.
However, the dynamics of violence, oppression and unequal power balance defining the interaction
between energy companies (which are mainly foreign) and Wayuus are considered in line with a
colonial and extractive approach, thus deepening their sense of being part of a “sacrifice zone”. This,
together with other similar cases unfolding worldwide, in then known as an example of green

extractivism/colonialism.

This case study is central to shed light on a fundamental shortcoming of the ecological transition, as
it is often depicted in the technocratic discourse. Technological improvements are vital for the
profound change needed. However, a blind, acritical application of technological solutions ends up
perpetuating the same dynamics of exploitation and oppression (on a human and ecological level),
which are at the roots of the systemic crisis currently unfolding. Technologies as wind parks are tools:
their usefulness depends on the way they are implemented, and this, in turns, relies on the social,
economic and political dynamics underneath. Without a deeper questioning of the neocolonial
paradigm of violence and extraction, which mainly affects subaltern groups such as Indigenous

2

people, an ecological transition will fail to be “just”. It is, then, vital to recognise the limits of

technology within the context of the ecological transition, and consequently to acknowledge the
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necessity to expand the conceptualisation of the ecological transition to a wider, deeper level, one that
goes beyond mere technological adjustments, but encompasses a more profound reconfiguration of

the social, political, cultural, and economic paradigm.
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Conclusion

The work presented was the result of an academic and material journey, whose guiding compass has
been one of the most pressing questions of our times: what does it mean to undertake an “ecological
transition” in the face of the eco-climate crisis? The question was addressed through three more
specific enquiries: how can an “ecological transition” be defined? To what extent is it a cultural and

social transformation? And what is, instead, the role of technology in the context of such transition?

The first time I encountered the term “ecological transition” it was embedded in an activist context.
When I started taking part in climate justice marches, and when I joined local activist groups, one of
the most common slogans used was “system change, not climate change”. We were demanding a
structural transformation. In that arena, then, the “ecological transition” appeared with a specific
connotation, which can be summarised as a shift towards a social and political model characterised
by a just and harmonious relationship among human and non-human beings, with the ecosystems and
the living planet. This view is common not only in activist circles, but has also gained increased
popularity in academic fields, such as that of the environmental humanities (Oppermann & Iovino,
2016). However, this is not the only way the “ecological transition” can be understood. A second
conceptualisation of the “ecological transition” can be derived from political, social, and technocratic
discourses, whereby emphasis is placed only on the technological transformations aimed at producing
less pollutants and adopting more efficient and clean energy sources. In this sense, a clear example is
represented by the European Green Deal, based on policies of greenhouse gas emissions reduction,
and intending to make the economy ‘“modern, resource-efficient and competitive” (European

Commission, n.d.).

In this work, I engaged with these two views of the ecological transition and explored their
possibilities and limits. The idea of an ecological transition defined as a profound political, cultural,
and social change was further articulated in the first chapter. After providing an assessment of the
current climate and ecological crisis, I have drawn on works of relevant scholars within the
environmental humanities study field - such as Armiero (2021), Tsing (2015), Moore (2017), among
others - to argue for the need to consider such crisis in cultural and socio-political terms. The eco-
climate havoc was indeed presented as a consequence of the dominant modern Western capistalist
and extractivist model (Moore, 2017), based on anthropocentric and patriarchal values, which are
rooted in a Cartesian worldview. According to various scholars, by operating a rigid and hierarchical

separation between human and nature, man and woman, European and Indigenous people, such
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worldview unleashed and legitimised the oppression and exploitation of the “other” and stands also
at the basis of the global collapse we are now experiencing. By connecting the ecological and climate
crisis, the cultural and socio-political model causing it (Western capitalist extractivism) and its
ideological paradigm (rooted in a dualist, hierarchical worldview and technological optimism), it was
possible to advocate for the need to embrace the meaning of the “ecological transition” as a profound

cultural, political, and social transformation.

To better define such a transformation, I further advocated for the inclusion of three dimensions:
ecology, socio-ecological justice, and a decolonial posture. Concerning the first aspect, ecology was
mobilized to encapsulate fundamental principles—namely, community thinking, interdependence,
interconnectedness, relationality, cooperation, ecocentrism, and ecological equilibrium—that are
considered well-suited to inform a paradigmatic change towards an ecologically-minded society.
Moreover, in the light of the deep-rooted legacy of the notion of “social justice” within the
sustainability/environmental justice debate, it was suggested that such change should also encompass
the concept of socio-ecological justice. Finally, in the definition of the ecological transition, the
decolonial aspect was also included. According to authors such as Dhillon (2021) and McGregor
(2020), the ecological and climate crisis can indeed be read as a continuation of the colonial violence
perpetrated by European powers towards Indigenous groups, both on a material and epistemic level.
Simultaneously, Indigenous people have resisted throughout the centuries, protecting, and proposing
alternatives to the Western modernity. These alternatives include different ontologies, cosmologies
and practices, they encompass the ontological, cultural, social and political realm and contribute to
the existence of worlds based on other premises and entailing other consequences, which contrast
deeply with the modern, Western, capitalist and extractivist socio-political system. If, on one hand,
the ecological transition, with its connotation of paradigmatic change, aims at imagining and enacting
a profound political, social and cultural transformation, I argued for the fruitful possibilities that
would stem from an active engagement with Indigenous experiences, insofar as they represent an
alternative to the system that is being criticised (although bearing in mind that such alternatives cannot

be taken as a one-size-fit-all solutions, but rather as inspirations).

Following this reasoning, I approached the history and development of the Indigenous movement in
Colombia, which led to the establishment of the organisations CRIC and ONIC. By scrutinising their
historical development and their epistemological, ontological, and political claims, a clear parallelism
emerged with the conceptualisation of the “ecological transition” as transformative social change.

The Indigenous movement in Colombia, indeed, first appeared in response to the need to mobilise for
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land retrieval, but it soon came to stand as a wider fight for the “liberation of the Mother Earth”, that
is, a struggle to maintain a relation of protection and care towards land and nature. Such model openly
contrasts the dominant, modern, capitalist one in many respects. The relation heralded by the
Indigenous movement is indeed based on ecocentric values and sense of kinship towards the Earth,
often described as a nurturing mother. Moreover, the modern apparatus is challenged also with respect
to its exploitative, consumeristic, and individualistic dynamics, which are instead substituted by an
alternative notion of “development” — referred to as Buen Vivir — that is characterised by communal
solidarity and the pursuit of socio-ecological balance, encompassing both human and non-human
entities. Overall, the Indigenous movement appears to share several common claims with an
ecological transition conceived as a socio-political and cultural change, aimed at integrating
ecological principles and socio-ecological justice. By presenting itself as an ontological alternative,
it was concluded that the world(s) defended by the Indigenous movement represent an inspiring point
of reference at the time of envisioning and defining an “ecological transition” that would challenge

the dominant Western paradigm.

According to the conceptualisation of ecological transition presented so far, the paradigmatic change
goes beyond the realm of technology, and is instead more reliant on the cultural and political ground.
To better seize the scope of cultural and social norms in promoting ecological practices, I then turned
to the case study of the Indigenous community of Bunkwimake. This community inhabits the Sierra
Nevada de Santa Marta, a nature-cultural landscape whose biodiversity conservation has been
strongly linked to the ecological practices of its Indigenous inhabitants. By adopting the Indigenous
Ecological Knowledge framework (Berkes, 2012) as theoretical lenses, and building from my field-
research, it was possible to emphasise the link between a worldview imbued with ecocentric values
and ecological principles (such as interdependence, ecological limits and equilibrium), and the related
ecological practices with respect to human-nature integration and interaction. More precisely,
engaging directly with this community helped me appreciate how their ecological practices emerge
as a direct continuation of their cultural and social norms and their ecocentric worldview. Taking this
example as an expression of the importance of the cultural and social context with respect to
environmental practices, I then turned to the ways the ecological transition can be conceptualised,
and concluded that, if the aim is that of fostering a more harmonious ecological balance, cultural and

social change play a pivotal role.

In the last section of this work, I moved instead to the other definition of the “ecological transition”,

namely that of a technological shift, and inquired about the limits of this vision. To do so, I focused
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on a case study involving the construction of wind parks in Indigenous Wayuu territories and analysed
their perceived impacts. Wind parks, intended for the generation of clean energy, constitute a
fundamental technological change associated with the technocratic view of the ecological transition.
However, it appeared clear that, without scrutinizing the power dynamics within which such
technologies are implemented, they can inadvertently perpetuate social and ecological injustice. This
is evident in the case study that formed the focus of the concluding part of this research. Members of
Wayuu communities affected by these projects decry multiple breaches of what is framed as
Indigenous Environmental Justice. On a distributional level, they incur more harm than benefit from
these parks. On a procedural level, they have not been adequately involved in the decision-making
process. On a recognition level, their worldview and cultural norms have been marginalised in favour
of the dominant, modern notion of “progress”. Furthermore, the dynamics surrounding the
development of such parks reflect a colonial and extractive attitude from multinational companies
towards Indigenous people, commonly known as green extractivism/colonialism. Ultimately, wind
park projects manifest several negative impacts on the Wayuu people, underscoring the necessity to
question the notion of an ecological transition merely relying on the implementation of more
advanced and clean technological infrastructures. Instead, it appears crucial to critically scrutinise

and challenge the paradigm within which such technologies are adopted.

Overall, through the analysis of the literature and case studies discussed so far, this work confirmed
the premises from which it moved. When considering the two possible connotations of the “ecological
transition” and their implications, it appears fundamental to envision it as a transformative social,
political, and cultural change, rather than limiting it to a technological shift. On the one hand,
ecological practices emerge in conjunction with a coherent cultural framework; on the other,
technological advancements include also negative impacts, if they are implemented without a more

profound questioning of the extractivist and exploitative model within which they are adopted.

Despite providing a valid contribution to the field of the environmental humanities, by including an
interdisciplinary and a decolonial approach with respect to the ecological transition, this work also
presents some limitations. For argumentative reasons, the reasoning presented here links specific case
studies (the Indigenous movement in Colombia, the ecological practices of the Arhuaco community
and the impacts of wind parks in Wayuu territories) with two broader and more generalised
conceptualisations of the “ecological transition” and their characteristics. Such approach undoubtedly
entails some degree of simplification. However, this is also in part inherent to the object of this thesis.

The ecological and climate crisis, the related ecological transition and the respective analysis could
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themselves be defined, as Morton (2013) suggests, as “hyperobjects”, meaning that their magnitude
and complexity are such that they become almost impossible to grasp thoroughly through human
rationality, thus underscoring the need for an approach that reduces the whole to simpler parts, which
are, however, inevitably partial and incomplete. Moreover, dealing with the eco-climatic crisis and
the ecological transition forces us to face what Eriksen (2016) calls “clashes of scales”: the global
and the local are inextricably yet conflictingly interconnected, and it is impossible to address one
issue without connecting it to a broader picture. It follows that, although I recognise the
simplifications made in the course of this work, they are also, to some extent, necessary at the time

of dealing with such a topic.

Other limitations are related to the methodology adopted. Fieldwork is always constrained by
occurrences that cannot be thoroughly anticipated or planned. Despite the efforts to gather
information in the most comprehensive and accurate way, it must be noted that the data was limited
by the time available and the contacts that it was possible to establish during my stay in Colombia.
Regarding fieldwork and, more specifically, the interviews undertaken, another limit is represented
by language: the interviews were conducted in Spanish, a language that was not the mother tongue
for either myself or the interviewees in most cases. However, this limitation was partially mitigated
by the fact that, before undertaking this study, I had resided in Colombia and acquired proficiency in
the language. Furthermore, any ambiguity in vocabulary was clarified by asking questions, and

recordings were reviewed multiple times for accuracy.

One last limitation, which is linked specifically to the last chapter, depends on the fact that the events
that are dealt with, namely the implementation of wind parks, are constantly evolving. The
information presented provides a picture of peoples’ perception of the situation as it was unfolding at
the time of undertaking the interviews. This means, however, that new events and insights that might

have emerged in the meantime could not be included in this study.

The previous limitation points to some possible recommendations for future studies on the topic.
Indeed, the ecological transition is already a crucial theme in public and academic debate and political
agendas and will plausibly gather growing attention in the years to follow, together with the increasing
adverse impacts generated by the climate and ecological havoc. Green technologies are already
expanding, although their implementation is not always as positive as it might appear, as it is the case
of wind parks in La Guajira. Therefore, it is surely both academically, socially, and politically relevant

to extend and deepen research on how such infrastructures affect local population. More specifically,
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as previously mentioned, wind park projects in La Guajira are a work-in-progress, and they are
expanding together with social turmoil and alternative proposals aimed at overcoming present
problems. One of them is that of undertaking once more the prior consultation process (Barney, 2023).

This work could then be a useful starting point to delve deeper into the evolution of the situation.

There is one last, personal note that I would like to make, in concluding this work. It regards what I
deem as the most important insight that I have gathered throughout this journey with and within
Indigenous world(view)s, practices, mobilisations, and resistances. I will resort once more to the help
of Escobar (2014) and his political, relational ontology, here. Dealing with the ecological and climate
crisis can be haunting, and the profound changes it calls for might seem unconceivable and
unattainable. The present dominant modern paradigm, so rooted in exploitation, extraction,
individualism, blind separation between humans and nature, among others, is so prevailing and
apparently unescapable, as to give the illusion that this is the only world existing, and the only world
that is possible to imagine. As authors such as Ghosh (2017) or Fisher (2009) denounce, the climate
crisis is also a crisis of collective imagination, which falls short of projecting an alternative to the
present capitalist system. However, what Indigenous people, with their complexities, contradictions,
and peculiarities, have showed is that alternatives to this modernity already exist. And they are not
theoretical speculations, but ontological realities embodied precisely in Indigenous mobilisation and
practices, through which they defend a different way to relate with people and nature, another way to
define “progress”, another way to organise the economic, political, and social life, in open contrast
with the dominant paradigm. What we are used to think of as a universe is, in reality, a pluriverse,
where multiple worlds emerge in the periphery of the modern, capitalist one (Escobar, 2020). These
realities are the living proofs that an alternative is indeed possible. And my hope is that such
realisation may fuel the imaginative, transformative work of transitioning towards a more ecological

and just society.
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