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Abstract 

 

Settler colonialism, knowledge articulation and the politics of 
development in the TIPNIS indigenous territory and national park in 

Amazonian Bolivia 

 

James Michael Beveridge, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  Shannon Speed 
 

This thesis examines how the dispute over the Bolivian government’s plan to 

construct a highway through the TIPNIS indigenous territory and national park in 

Amazonian Bolivia crystallizes the divergent visions and politics at play in realizing 

development projects in the TIPNIS. While progressive indigenous and environmental 

rights were inscribed in the 2009 Bolivian constitution, I argue that the government’s 

plan to impose the TIPNIS highway is a settler colonial project to dispossess the TIPNIS 

communities of their lands. This is facilitated by a national government—civilian colonist 

complicity that undermines the TIPNIS sovereignty and brings the TIPNIS territory 

under increasing governance and regulation under a post-frontier governance regime. I 

furthermore employ a framework I call knowledge articulation to examine the struggles 

of different actors to resist and/or implement varying development visions, which 

sometimes overlap and at other times compete with each other, in the TIPNIS. All of 

these projects demonstrate that the Bolivian decolonial path is fundamentally an 

amalgam: articulated knowledges, hybrid economies, and development outcomes that are 

resisted, contested, and negotiated configurations of various actors’ uneven authority, 

expertise and power.  
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Introduction: 

The smell of coca leaf filled the bus as we hurtled through the back roads of the 

Chapare region of lowland Bolivia between the urban metropolis of Cochabamba to the 

south and the TIPNIS (Indigenous Territory and National Park Isiboro Sécure, Territorio 

Indígena y Parque Nacional Isiboro Sécure) to the north. Hand woven shoulder slung 

bags and green plastic bags (from which our driver was stuffing leaf into his mouth) 

carried coca for personal use. In the storage compartments below us rode big 50-kilogram 

campesino bags stuffed with coca destined for unknown markets. And all around us, the 

wide green pastures of coca oozed the strong tea-like odor. Coca, scientific name 

Erythroxylum coca, has a long history of traditional use among Andeans and Bolivians 

that predates European colonization. Coca leaves, “when chewed, they produce a 

pleasurable numbness in the mouth, and have a pleasant, pungent taste”, are a mild 

stimulate used to alleviate the symptoms of altitude sickness and to suppress hunger, 

thirst, pain, and fatigue (Chapman 2011).  

The coca leaf also contains the alkaloid cocaine from which the powerful drug is 

extracted. In the 1980s, during Bolivia’s economic crisis, poor unemployed highland 

Bolivians migrated down into the lush and fertile Chapare region to the south of TIPNIS 

to grow coca leaf for the illegal international cocaine market, to supply North American 

drug hunger. The considerable profits to be earned from coca leaf production have caused 

farmers to expand beyond the Chapare and to push northwards, crossing over the TIPNIS 

boundary and illegally colonizing the TIPNIS lands. As both an indigenous territory and 

a national park, the TIPNIS holds a dual protected status. This important Amazonian 

protected area includes four major ecosystems and three indigenous groups: the Tsimané, 
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Mojeño Trinitarios, and the Yuracaré. Coca leaf production has caused deforestation rates 

in the TIPNIS to steadily increase from the 1980s until reaching a peak deforestation rate 

of 3.5% in 2006, with a direct correlation between the increasing deforestation rate and 

decreasing government regulation of coca leaf production (Siles 2009)1.  

Coca leaf has become a national symbol of Bolivian identity and of the 

indigenous led-Bolivian government’s struggle to resist United States and European 

imperialism and global capitalist hegemony. Bolivian president Evo Morales rose to 

power as a coca syndicate leader in the Chapare, and to this day remains the executive 

secretary of the Six Federations of the Tropics, the coca growing union that controls all 

coca production in the Cochabamba-Chapare region. He has lobbied the United Nations 

to remove its international prohibitions on coca leaf, which was classified as a Schedule 1 

drug in 1961 along with cocaine and heroin (UNODC 2015). Coca leaf symbolizes the 

Bolivian national project to undo 500 years of colonial history and the neoliberal policies 

of recent decades, in order to build a decolonial and equitable future for the indigenous-

majority Bolivian citizenry. In 2009, Bolivia promulgated a new constitution that 

accorded unprecedented indigenous community and environmental rights based on 

traditional indigenous concepts of wellbeing, articulated in legal terms as “Buen Vivir” 

(“the good life”) and “sustainable development.” 

However, coca leaf has also become a symbol of the dispute over the Bolivian 

government’s plan to construct a national highway through the TIPNIS. Many of the 

Amazonian indigenous communities in the TIPNIS have mounted a resistance campaign 

against the construction of the highway, which they understand to contradict their notions 

of wellbeing and threaten their livelihoods. The TIPNIS communities argue that the 
                                                
1 These numbers are from the 1980 until 2006 when President Evo Morales took office.  
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highway will engender further penetration into and colonization of TIPNIS lands by the 

coca-growing colonists, who are largely Aymara and Quechua highland indigenous 

peoples (Aymara and Quechua make up the majority of Bolivian indigenous peoples). 

President Evo Morales has taken a hard line stance on the highway, declaring on June 2, 

2011 that it would be built through the TIPNIS “whether they want it or not” (Rojas 

2012). The Bolivian government employs age-old tactics of divide and rule to fragment 

the TIPNIS resistance to the highway through the criminalization of the TIPNIS leaders 

and by terminating non-governmental development projects in the TIPNIS. 

In this way, the TIPNIS highway dispute highlights the contradictions between 

newly inscribed constitutional rights for indigenous communities and the environment 

and the government’s increased mega-project development (Gudynas 2013). However, 

there is no easy path for the TIPNIS communities. The conflict is unfolding in a socio-

environmental context of post-frontier governance. That is, the TIPNIS is not an untamed 

“wild west” frontier wilderness, but a contested site of overlapping claims, discourses, 

and development visions, all shaped by rights regimes and uneven power dynamics. 

This thesis examines the struggles of different actors to resist and/or implement 

varying development visions, which sometimes overlap and at other times compete with 

each other, in the TIPNIS. The projects vary in scale from the Bolivian government’s 

plan to build the highway, to local community projects, to an indigenous university 

coordinated by various actors; however, all of the projects are shaped by the dispute over 

the highway.  

The conflict over the highway, then, crystallizes the divergent visions and politics 

at play in realizing development projects in the TIPNIS. Just as there is a heterogeneity of 
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development visions among the TIPNIS communities, in addition to the coca-growing 

colonists, there are numerous government actors with varying development goals. 

Portraying the Bolivian government as a single monolithic entity, as many scholars 

examining the TIPNIS have, reduces the complexity of the case to a narrative of neo-

colonial domination and resistance, and agential TIPNIS actors as mere victims. This 

flattens the complexity over the struggle to realize development visions that are at 

varying times overlapping and competing between the different actors. Moreover, it fails 

to capture precisely what is going on in this supposed post-neoliberal moment, in which 

the Bolivian government is taking some progressive steps, i.e. social programs that 

benefit the indigenous majority, at the expense of exploiting a minority indigenous 

population.  

In this thesis I aim to provide a more complete understanding of how 

development outcomes in Amazonian protected areas are resisted, contested, and 

negotiated configurations of various actors’ uneven authority, expertise, and power. 

Global capitalist markets and forces, driven by hunger for natural resources, shape 

Bolivian national development projects. At the same time, the Bolivian state is attempting 

to build a decolonial national project based on traditional indigenous concepts of 

wellbeing. However, the Bolivian government relies upon megaproject development and 

extractivism to obtain the necessary revenue and technology in order to realize this 

decolonial indigenous project. The TIPNIS highway is viewed as a necessary sacrifice in 

the long-range plan of national decolonization. The highway conflict, then, reveals the 

uneven power dynamics at play in shaping the negotiated configurations of the TIPNIS 

development trajectory, and the very real socio-material consequences the highway 
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dispute has on TIPNIS livelihoods and their ways of knowing and being. Out of this 

contested socio-environmental space emerge disparate development configurations 

between the various actors are that are continually resisted, challenged, negotiated and 

reconfigured. 

  

Outline of the chapters 

 In chapter 1, I apply the theoretical lens of settler colonialism to frame the dispute 

over the plan to build the national highway through the TIPNIS. I begin by outlining the 

international pressures acting on Bolivia to intensify mega-development projects in 

protected areas such as the TIPNIS, amidst the simultaneous strengthening of rights 

frameworks for these areas. I argue that these newly inscribed rights regimes are a 

component of increasing regulation of Amazonian protected areas, that in practice 

envelop marginalized communities under post-frontier governance. Rather than 

dominating through force, processes such as consultation are a means for external actors 

such as national governments and corporations to extract consent for development 

projects.  

I furthermore argue that under this post-frontier governance regime, the Bolivian 

state is reproducing colonial forms of dominance and dispossession, in a reconfiguring of 

indigenous hegemony. I assert that the TIPNIS case constitutes a Latin American 

example of settler colonialism, specifically an indigenous state settler colonial project. I 

show how the indigenous-led Bolivian national government operates in concert with the 

pro-highway coca growing colonist organization CONISUR (Southern Indigenous 

Council, Consejo Indígena del Sur) to fragment the TIPNIS resistance to the highway. I 
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examine this state-civilian complicity through a 2013 confrontation between the TIPNIS 

leadership and CONISUR, who had entered the TIPNIS to call an illegitimate meeting to 

depose the TIPNIS leaders. The TIPNIS leadership responded by exercising their 

constitutional right to community justice by whiplashing CONISUR president 

Gumercindo Pradel. The Bolivian government in turn issued arrest warrants for the 

TIPNIS leaders.  

 However, examination does not end there; the TIPNIS highway dispute is by no 

means a simple case of “the state” trampling the rights of marginalized peoples. In order 

to tease out the heterogeneity of development goals and visions between both the 

Bolivian government and the TIPNIS communities, I work towards a framework of 

knowledge articulation in Chapter 2. Building upon assemblage theory and James 

Clifford’s Indigenous Articulation, knowledge articulation seeks to understand how 

components of knowledge systems link and unlink. My focus is on the articulation of 

indigenous knowledge and western science, incorporating key insights from Arun 

Agrawal, Watson-Verran Turnbull and Sandra Harding.  

 Chapter 3 applies the framework of knowledge articulation to a number of 

TIPNIS communities and the Kateri technical institute, an indigenous university in the 

TIPNIS jointly coordinated by the Catholic Church, a non-profit named Fe y Alegria, and 

the Bolivian Ministry of Education. I examine how these various actors link and unlink 

knowledge components of indigenous knowledge and western scientific knowledge 

systems in designing and realizing development visions. These knowledge articulations 

are shaped by indigenous concepts of wellbeing as well as components of western 

science and technology. In turn, these knowledge articulations shape and are shaped by 



 

 
7 

technoscientific practices. In the first half of chapter 3, I examine these articulations 

through the TIPNIS communities’ varying engagements with timber harvest, and 

community development projects. Additionally, these socio-environmental practices are 

conducted in context of overlapping claims to territory and authority, the tensions and 

conflicts of which are exasperated by the highway dispute. Furthermore, under the post-

frontier governance regime, these conflicts and overlapping claims fall under multiple 

jurisdictions. 

 In the second half of chapter 3, I examine how various actors, including the 

Catholic Church, Fe y Alegria, and the Bolivian Ministry of Education draw from both 

indigenous concepts and western science in establishing an agriculture and livestock 

program at the Kateri technical institute in the TIPNIS. Facilitated by a partnership 

between Canadian colleges (CICAN) and the Bolivian Ministry of Education, the 

program draws from core concepts of human equity and environmental sustainability 

from the Bolivian National Development plan, as well as the UNESCO Competency for 

Teachers framework. The program seeks to unite traditional knowledge concepts with 

modern pedagogical methodology and technology to produce a new Bolivian adapted 

model to realize Bolivia’s anti-imperialist, anti-colonial national project.  

 In Chapter 4 I outline my activist anthropological project, which I call the Open 

Source: Autonomy (OSA) project. Based on the insights from the thesis, I offer some 

ideas and precautions predicated on the recognition that Amazonian communities are 

facing difficult choices in navigating development projects, whether they are 

megadevelopment, local, sustainable, community, or whatever configuration. As I argue 

throughout the thesis, communities in Amazonian protected areas are under increasing 
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regional, state, and global pressures to conform to conventional development. However, 

as demonstrated in the following chapters, there are multiple configurations of contested, 

resisted, and negotiated development projects being realized in the TIPNIS. 

 In Chapter 5 I conclude this thesis by tracing my arguments through the preceding 

chapters and cohering the threads, especially the Kateri initiative with the Open Source: 

Autonomy project. The key takeaway is that the Bolivian national decolonial project and 

the TIPNIS development trajectory defy dichotomous discourse and politicking. The 

binaries are illusions: knowledge divide of indigenous knowledge/science, 

traditional/modern, global capitalism/alternative...this is not to underplay the power in 

these illusions, but only to say that the development projects I examine in this thesis are 

articulations of diverse components, in a process of constantly being reconfigured. 

 

A word about terms 

In this thesis I will not use quotation marks, commonly known as scare quotes 

(“”). I plunge forward with the recognition that words are politically loaded. As with the 

concept of race, we are not ready to do away with certain terms and it is our job to 

apprehend them. Many terms are embedded in, and continue to disseminate, the context 

of European and US colonization and imperialism. Therefore we (as scholars, scientists, 

activists, everyone) cannot assume that we all agree on a term’s definition. We do not 

want to reproduce the assumptions or the colonial, hegemonic, oppressive or other 

connotations that certain terms carry. On the other hand, many terms have overlapping, 

uncertain definitions, and demarcation of the boundaries serves to obfuscate instead of 
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illuminate. For this reason, I list some terms below and try to explain how I am using 

them. 

Science and western science. Many of the sources I cite use the terms science and 

western science interchangeably. At other times, western science stands in for science 

itself.  

Traditional, indigenous, local knowledge. In this thesis (mostly in chapter 2) I use these 

words interchangeably. This is because in the works I cite, the authors are using one of 

these words, not to the exclusion of the others as much as to distinguish a type of 

knowledge from western science. Furthermore, these terms are often overlapping and are 

not mutually exclusive. 

Chapter 2 deals extensively with problematizing the various uses of sciences, whether 

western, traditional, indigenous, or local. In discussion of the sources I cite, for the most 

part I have chosen to use the term the author is using. 

Indigenous and campesino. As I note in chapter 3, these words are used in quite 

different and contested ways by various actors at various times. It is not uncommon for 

Bolivians to identify in multiple ways, depending on how one is performing or employing 

identity. While censuses assert that Bolivia is an indigenous majority, many highland 

indigenous, especially Aymara and Quechua identify as campesino at times. In the 

context of the dispute over the TIPNIS highway, campesino and indigenous also take on 

the added significance of geography (highland vs. lowland) and land tenure (individual 

vs. collective). Again, these are not fixed identities or categories but are performed and 

employed in various ways. 
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Chapter 1: 

While progressive collective indigenous and environmental rights were inscribed 

in the 2009 constitution, the Evo Morales led Bolivian state has increasingly intensified 

the extraction of natural resources in protected areas such as indigenous territories and 

national parks. The dispute over the Bolivian government’s plan to construct a 

superhighway through the TIPNIS (Indigenous Territory and National Park Isiboro 

Sécure) in Amazonian Bolivia highlights the contradictions between rights as they are 

inscribed in legal regimes and how they are implemented in practice. This chapter 

examines these contradictions through the TIPNIS leadership’s exercise of community 

justice in the form of a public whiplashing of Gumercindo Pradel, president of 

CONISUR. Composed largely of coca-growing migrants from the highlands, CONISUR 

is allied with the Bolivian government in the plan to build the superhighway megaproject 

through the TIPNIS, as it would facilitate the continued colonization of TIPNIS lands by 

the coca growers as well as open up the lands to resource extraction. Pradel had entered 

the TIPNIS without permission from the Subcentral TIPNIS (the legally recognized 

governing body) and attempted to call an illegitimate meeting of the TIPNIS 

communities to depose the indigenous leaders that lead the TIPNIS resistance movement 

against the Bolivian government’s construction of the highway. The Bolivian government 

responded to the whiplashing, a legally sanctioned punishment according to the 

community justice rights of an indigenous territory under the Bolivian constitution, by 

issuing arrest warrants for three top indigenous leaders, including the president of the 

TIPNIS governing body, under the dubious charges of attempted homicide of Pradel. 

Pradel’s attempts to depose the TIPNIS leadership, the leadership’s whiplashing 
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of Pradel, and the subsequent criminalization of the three indigenous leaders by the 

Bolivian government exemplify how settler colonialism operates in a Latin American 

context. North American and European scholars have largely framed the dispute over the 

highway as an indigenous territory in resistance against national mega-project 

development, neglecting local land struggles. Since Evo Morales and MAS party 

captured the Bolivian state in 2005, the indigenous government has advanced an anti- 

capitalist, anti-imperialist discourse that seeks to overturn decades of neoliberal policies. 

Scholars have struggled to make sense of what is going on in this moment, alternately 

referring to the Evo-led MAS government as post-neoliberal and post-colonial2. These 

scholars have largely neglected the role of the coca growing highland migrants in the 

colonization of TIPNIS lands. Meanwhile, Bolivian and other scholars (Tapia 2013, 

Beveridge 2013) have analyzed the dispute over the TIPNIS highway through the 

analytic of internal colonialism. While I and others have zeroed-in on indigenous 

hegemony in the TIPNIS to articulate how colonial power hierarchies are reproduced in 

post-colonial states, the dispossession of land is lacking in these analyses. 

In this chapter I draw upon a framework of settler colonialism as articulated by 

Patrick Wolfe. I state this because settler colonialism as an analytic has been used 

broadly in recent scholarship and in very different ways. I also strive for a careful use of 

settler colonialism to avoid the inference of an equivalency of colonialism between US 

and European nations and present day settler colonizing projects. Rather, I intend to 

apply the specificities of Wolfe’s settler colonialism to tease out the implications of how 

                                                
2 Post-colonialism is used in varying ways by both academics and non-academics. Post-colonialism in 
social theory does not imply that coloniality is absent in post-colonial states. However, the ambiguity arises 
from a mixed, overlapping uses and the resulting slippage from both scholars and non-academics connoting 
a rejection of coloniality in the form of liberal or neoliberal policies by post-colonial states. 
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coloniality operates in the indigenous hegemony we see in the dispute over the TIPNIS 

highway. First and foremost, settler colonialism features as a central component the 

dispossession of land, wherein the settlers come to stay permanently (Wolfe 2006). 

Central to this dispossession is the complicity between the settler state and the civilian 

frontier colonists. The two forces operate together to reduce and weaken Native 

sovereignty. Through the case of the TIPNIS whiplashing, in this chapter I demonstrate 

how the Bolivian government and the coca growing colonists are acting in concert to 

weaken the autonomy of the TIPNIS leadership, in order to foment internal divisions and 

fragment the resistance movement against the construction of the highway to facilitate the 

continued colonization of TIPNIS lands. 

 

Progressive rights, neo-extractivism and the contradictions of development: what’s 

driving the TIPNIS highway? 

Informed by 500 years of colonial exploitation, the extraction and mining of 

natural resources in Bolivia is highly contentious. Bolivian president Evo Morales and 

the MAS party rose to power in the wake of two key protests against neoliberalization of 

natural resources: natural gas in the Gas War of 2003 and public access to water in the 

Water War of 2000. Since assuming power in 2005, Bolivian president Evo Morales and 

the MAS party have advanced a discourse that celebrates multicultural nationality and 

rejects the imperialist and capitalist structures of modernity as represented by the former 

colonial nations of Europe and the United States. In place of the accumulation of capital, 

the discourse of the Bolivian state espouses a concept of development of “Buen Vivir” 

that in theory diametrically opposes capitalist exploitation (Escobar 1995). The discourse 
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of Buen Vivir places emphasis on a harmonious relationship between humans and nature, 

and calls for rights for the environment personified as Madre Tierra or Pachamama. At 

odds with this call for the protection of nature, however, are specific rights for the 

extraction of natural resources, rights granted in the 2009 Constitution which signal a 

retreat from the initial promises made in the early years of Evo’s first administration 

(Gudynas 2013). The Bolivian state has intensified extractivism, especially in protected 

areas such as national parks and indigenous lands. There is intense pressure to “open up” 

indigenous lands, especially in the lowlands, to development, through extractivism and 

megaprojects, a type of development incongruous with Buen Vivir in regards to both 

human and environmental rights (Escobar 1995). Evo and the MAS party employ a 

double discourse in an attempt to reconcile indigenous, campesino, and environmental 

rights with the resource extraction industry that funds a considerable percentage of state 

services many (mostly highland) Bolivians rely on. 

In recent decades, indigenous and tribal peoples have gained significant legal 

protections designed to ensure their rights to sovereignty and self-determination. ILO 

Convention 169 of 1989 called for the consultation and participation of indigenous 

peoples regarding decisions that would affect their livelihoods, and the UN Declaration 

on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007) in particular granted the right to free, prior 

and informed consent (FPIC). As While these measures have established greater legal 

protections for indigenous peoples, however, there has been increasing pressure by multi- 

national corporations (MNC’s) and nation-states to implement mega-projects in order to 

intensify the extraction and mining of natural resources3. Because these resources are 

often located in areas inhabited by indigenous and tribal peoples, indigenous lands 
                                                
3 Mega-projects include hydro-electric dams as well. 
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frequently become contested sociospatial sites of conflicting interests and forces 

negotiated primarily through the consultation process (Rodrigues-Garavito 2011). MNC’s 

and nation-states employ age-old tactics of divide and rule through the criminalization of 

indigenous leaders, intimidation, and manipulation of the consultation process itself in 

order to extract consent for megaprojects on indigenous lands. In The Politics of 

Resource Extraction, Sawyer and Gomez assert: “indeed, case after case in this volume 

demonstrates how a state-corporate alliance establishes a playing field – even while 

advocating for indigenous rights – that invariably furthers the interests of extractive 

industries” (Sawyer and Gomez 2012). Negotiations, and processes such as consultation 

are thus manipulated through the power asymmetries that exist between indigenous 

groups and corporate-state alliances. 

Bolivia’s fidelity to the extractivist model is heavily influenced by transnational 

capital (Villegas-Nava 2013). Bolivia, as the poorest member of the Union of South 

American nations (UNASUR), is pressured to enact specific policies regarding 

megaprojects by the more dominant members of UNASUR, such as Brazil and 

Argentina. One of UNASUR ́s major development bodies is IIRSA, the Initiative for the 

Integration of Regional Infrastructure in South America. The goal of IIRSA is the full 

economic integration of the South American continent. It focuses on international 

connectivity, such as highway infrastructure, in order to move products and commodities 

within the continent and to global markets (IIRSA.org). The integration of the Amazon 

basin poses a particularly difficult challenge, as the logistics of infrastructure construction 

face geographical and geological obstacles. Integration of the amazon, however, will 

open up myriad areas to resource extraction as well as create an infrastructure to transport 
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products and commodities. 

Brazil’s impressive economic growth of the last decade has intensified pressure 

for continent wide plans to integrate South America, especially in the Amazon region 

(Villegas-Nava 2013). As Brazilian companies have expanded as much as possible 

nationally under Brazil’s quasi-Socialist government, Brazil is playing a growing role in 

perpetuating classic development modes internationally. Brazilian companies are looking 

to poorer and politically weaker countries like Bolivia for new markets to exploit 

(Villegas-Nava 2013). Even as Evo has nationalized resource industries such as natural 

gas, and substantially increased the percentage of rents Bolivia garners from extraction, 

Bolivia’s lack of industrialization perpetuates a raw resource export model. Energy 

companies of Brazil and Argentina are able to purchase largely unrefined resources at 

bargain prices; it is far more affordable for these companies to refine in their home 

countries. For these reasons, the dominant countries of UNASUR like Brazil and 

Argentina are pushing for plans, like IIRSA, to develop continent wide infrastructure. In 

Bolivia, these countries will have greater access to resources for extraction, and the 

infrastructure to transport these resources and other commodities to markets. 

It is under this pressure from Brazil and other dominant nations of UNASUR that 

Bolivia intensifies extractivism and implements megaprojects. In advancing the interests 

of the Bolivian state, profits from extractivism and capitalist development through 

megaprojects trump the discourse of human and environmental rights under Buen Vivir. 

The clearest example of this disparity in discourse and practice is the dispute over the 

proposed construction of a superhighway in the Indigenous Territory and National Park 

Isiboro Sécure (TIPNIS) in the Bolivian lowlands. Situated between the departments of 
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Cochabamba and Beni, TIPNIS lies in the transition zone between the end of the Andean 

mountains and the beginning of the Amazon basin. The superhighway would connect the 

town of Villa Tunari in Cochabamba department with the town of San Ignacio de Moxos 

in Beni (herein referred to as the VT-SI highway). Building the superhighway is 

instrumental in connecting these departments to integrate the Amazon into the Bolivian 

national economy as well as contributing to the continent wide integration under IIRSA. 

Furthermore, Beni is the major cattle-producing region of Bolivia, and cattle must travel 

in a circuitous loop through Santa Cruz in order to reach markets throughout the rest of 

Bolivia. Santa Cruz is the bed of opposition to Evo and the MAS government, and 

therefore benefits politically and economically by controlling the transportation of cattle 

and other commodities from the Beni to the highlands. The construction of the 

superhighway would effectively cut off the political and economic influence of Santa 

Cruz. 

In addition to creating a transportation corridor, the superhighway would open up 

the TIPNIS to exploitation and colonization. Coca growers from the highlands (mostly 

Aymara and Quechua highland indigenous) called cocaleros have been moving into 

TIPNIS since the 1970’s (INRA.org). President Evo, as the head of the coca grower’s 

national union, depends on much of his political support from these highland coca 

growers, who seek to appropriate TIPNIS lands from the originarios, also called 

comunarios, the indigenous who live there to expand the production of coca. The 

majority of this coca is processed into cocaine for distribution in Brazil (UNODC 2015). 

In addition to radically altering the environmental landscape by deforestation to grow 

coca (Siles 2009), the cocaleros are altering the social landscape of TIPNIS. Having a 



 

 
17 

dual protected status of indigenous territory and national park, TIPNIS is communally 

owned by its inhabitants, the originarios who hold a collective title or deed. Cocaleros 

have succeeded in colonizing the southern part of TIPNIS called the Polygon 7 by 

converting shared communal land into private, parceled and individually titled plots of 

land. The cocaleros are increasingly pushing deeper into the collective TIPNIS territory, 

and illegally colonizing TIPNIS lands, deforesting and expanding coca growing, and 

reconfiguring TIPNIS communities in the borderlands. 

Crucial to opening up the TIPNIS lands is the fragmentation of its collectivity. All 

of the residents of the TIPNIS communities share a collective land title that, according to 

its legal status as a nationally recognized indigenous territory (TCO) under the Bolivian 

constitution, cannot be partitioned or sold off as individual land tracts. The TIPNIS 

Subcentral is the legally recognized and elected authority of TIPNIS that holds the 

collective land title. Lying within the southern portion of the park is the Polygon 7, an 

area that has been illegally colonized by coca growing farmers, called cocaleros, who 

have migrated from the Bolivian highlands. The Polygon 7 has been parceled into 

privately held fincas, or farms, each of which has an individual land title. Although a red 

line had been agreed upon between Marcial Fabricano, then president of the Subcentral 

TIPNIS, and Evo Morales in 1990 in an attempt to demarcate respective lowland 

indigenous and cocalero territory, the boundary has remained contested by both groups, 

and cocaleros have continued to further colonize TIPNIS lands. 

The cocaleros of CONISUR are affiliated with the coca growing syndicates, or 

unions, in Cochabamba, who have significant influence in the MAS led Bolivian 

government. This influence is directly tied to President Evo himself, who rose to power 



 

 
18 

as a coca syndicate leader in a tropical region of Cochabamba called the Chapare which 

lies to the south of the TIPNIS (Harten 2011). Evo to this day remains the executive 

secretary of the Six Federations of the Tropics, the cocalero syndicate that controls all 

coca production north of the City of Cochabamba including the Chapare and the Polygon 

7 of TIPNIS. In this way the Evo-led MAS government and the cocalero colonists act in 

concert to fragment the TIPNIS collectivity, the principle mechanism of which is to 

weaken the sovereignty of the Subcentral TIPNIS and its resistance to the construction of 

the highway.  

This Bolivian state and coca-growing farmer complicity is the crux of the settler 

colonial project. Speaking of the impact the VT-SI highway would have on TIPNIS 

communities, former Subcentral TIPNIS president Adolfo Moye observed: “It would 

destroy the entire system. It would destroy the entire organic, social, and communal 

system, the collectivity of TIPNIS” (Moye 2013). The construction of the highway would 

facilitate greater penetration into the TIPNIS, and open up the communal land to further 

colonization and the consequent division of communal land into privately owned plots. In 

addition, the highway would open up new areas for resource extraction by the Bolivian 

state: in fact (as is the case in much of Amazonian lands) nearly the entire western half of 

TIPNIS lies within oil concessions already granted to transnational corporations, who 

have constructed exploratory wells and conducted drilling tests (Los Tiempos 2012a). 

 

Exercising community justice: the whiplashing of CONISUR president Gumercindo 
Pradel 
“He didn’t respect the authority of the Subcentral TIPNIS, and for that he received tres 
chicotazos [lashes of the whip]” —Adolfo Chavez, president of CIDOB regarding the 
punishment of Gumercindo Pradel, president of CONISUR (Chavez 2013). 
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I accompanied the Subcentral TIPNIS to confront CONISUR president 

Gumercindo Pradel and other coca growers who had entered TIPNIS without obtaining 

permission from the Subcentral. Gumercindo Pradel was trying to convene an illegitimate 

meeting of the TIPNIS community corregidores (village leaders) to depose the 

Subcentral TIPNIS president Fernando Vargas, and Adolfo Chavez, the president of 

CIDOB (Confederation of Indigenous People of Bolivia) a national federation that 

represents 34 indigenous groups including TIPNIS. Vargas and Chavez are the key 

indigenous leaders of the resistance movement against the construction of the TIPNIS 

highway. Pradel sought to undermine TIPNIS and CIDOB sovereignty by bypassing their 

authority and calling for their overthrow. Pradel’s whiplashing punishment was a 

symbolic assertion of sovereignty through the TIPNIS’ constitutional rights to 

community justice. 

In June of 2013 we began the trip upriver from the Subcentral’s office in Trinidad 

to join the TIPNIS communities in directly confronting Gumercindo and CONISUR in 

the village of San Pablo on the Rio Isiboro. Corregidores and other comunarios 

(residents) from the TIPNIS communities were traveling down the Secure, Isiboro and 

Ichoa rivers to meet in San Pablo in solidarity to oppose Gumercindo and CONISUR. 

After a meeting in the community of Gundonovia, located at the northeastern corner of 

TIPNIS, our boats made the trip upriver to San Pablo over the next few days, stopping in 

each community along the way to meet with corregidores and rally the comunarios. 

Great cheers erupted from the riverbanks as we arrived at each community. Periodically 

throughout the days, as we visited communities, canoes would arrive from other 

communities upriver on the Rios Secure, Isiboro, and Ichoa. At the sound of a motor, we 
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would all rush to the riverbank to greet the arriving comunarios. The bows of the canoes 

often displayed a bundle of arrows that are symbolically handed over to the opposing 

party during negotiations. By the time everyone had arrived in San Pablo, there would be 

more than 360 comunarios in solidarity with Fernando Vargas and the community 

corregidores. 

On June 22, members of TIPNIS and CONISUR convened in the cabildo (main 

house) of San Pablo. Heavy downpours had turned the rainforest topsoil into thick soggy 

mud. A surazo (cold fronts that frequently blow north from Patagonia and the 

Argentinian pampas) had caused temperatures to drop down into the 50’s (°F). 

Gumercindo sat a desk with his eyes lowered and a baseball cap hung low over his face. 

The TIPNIS comunarios confronted Gumercindo, one after the other demanding he admit 

to calling the illegitimate assembly in deliberate defiance of the TIPNIS authority. 

TIPNIS president Fernando Vargas gave an impassioned twenty-minute speech, 

denouncing Gumercindo for his attempts to exploit and manipulate the TIPNIS 

communities into accepting the construction of the highway. Gumercindo did not answer. 

Tensions between the members of TIPNIS and CONISUR mounted, as people began 

shouting at each other and waving fingers in each others’ faces, and the swarm of people 

pushed out of the cabildo and into the muddy la cancha (soccer field) of San Pablo. 

The TIPNIS corregidores demanded that Gumercindo be punished for attempting 

to call the illegitimate meeting to depose Fernando Vargas and Adolfo Chavez. In 

accordance with the 2009 Bolivian Constitution, indigenous territories legally recognized 

as TCO’s (Territorio Campesino Originario) have justicia comunitaria, or community 

justice, which is the legal jurisdiction to mete out punishment for crimes committed 
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within the TCO’s boundaries. Under the justicia comunitaria of TIPNIS, the punishment 

is tres chicotazos, or lashes of the whip. Gumercindo was stripped of his shirt, held down, 

and given three lashes across his back. Having received his punishment, he signed a 

document swearing not to interfere in the affairs of TIPNIS, and then walked to the 

riverbank to await a boat to carry him away from the community of San Pablo. 

For some, corporal punishment might seem extreme, however, it is important to 

note that community justice and its attendant punishment is an integral component of the 

rights of a TCO to autonomy and self-determination. Gumercindo Pradel’s actions were a 

clear violation and denial of the Subcentral TIPNIS legal authority. Pradel’s whiplashing 

was a highly symbolic exercise and assertion of rights to sovereignty and community 

justice, and of the TIPNIS’ rejection of both the proposed highway megaproject and the 

deeply flawed and manipulated consultation process that had been carried out by the 

Bolivian government in order to extract consent for the highway. In addition to Bolivia’s 

ratification of both ILO 169 and the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

(noted earlier), Bolivia’s 2009 constitution grants specific rights to indigenous territories 

as TCOs including free, prior, and informed consultation “to be conducted with respect 

given to their own norms and procedures” (Asamblea 2009, my emphasis). 

These specific references to ‘traditional’ or cultural norms and procedures form 

the basis for a campesino or indigenous group’s right to self-determination, autonomy, 

and community justice. As Daniel Goldstein (2012) notes, the constitution legally 

recognizes the ways groups have traditionally governed themselves: “Article 190 of the 

constitution identifies the community’s leaders as those charged with the administration 

of justice: these pueblos ‘will exercise their jurisdictional and competent functions 



 

 
22 

through their authorities, and will apply their own principles, cultural values, norms and 

procedures’” (Goldstein 2012, 178). A campesino or indigenous group’s autonomy and 

sovereignty are furthermore based on the concept of justicia comunitaria (community 

justice). It was the rights of community justice that the TIPNIS corregidores invoked to 

administer the whiplashing to CONISUR president Gumercindo Pradel in San Pablo. 

However, the rights to community justice lie within a complicated framework of 

jurisdiction, and as Goldstein observes, the term itself does not appear in the constitution 

(Goldstein 2012, 179). There is a legal pluralism, an overlap and blurring of jurisdictions 

between justicia comunitaria of campesino and indigenous groups and justicia ordinaria 

(ordinary justice) of the state. This jurisdictional ambiguity is fraught with contradiction 

in the same way that the Bolivian state champions the rights of the environment (as 

Pachamama) while constitutionally granting specific rights for the extraction of natural 

resources. The rights to community justice and the environment become a discursive 

device to advance an anti-imperialist nationalism of vague and homogenous indigeneity. 

In this manner, Evo employs this double discourse to legitimate the intensification of 

extractivism. The TIPNIS rights to autonomy and community justice are subordinated to 

the Bolivian state’s interest in megaprojects and resource extraction. The whiplashing of 

Gumercindo was the TIPNIS’ attempt to both assert their rights to autonomy as an 

indigenous territory and reject the construction of the superhighway. The Bolivian 

government responded with severe reprisals, recommencing a campaign to criminalize 

and vilify the top indigenous leaders who are resisting the superhighway megaproject. 

Weeks after CONISUR president Gumercindo Pradel’s punishment in the TIPNIS 

community of San Pablo, I was sitting at the Subcentral office back in Trinidad when we 
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learned of the three arrest warrants. Subcentral TIPNIS president Fernando Vargas, 

CIDOB president Adolfo Chavez, and Secretary of Indigenous Development of Beni 

Pedro Nuni all faced charges of attempted homicide stemming from the whiplashing of 

Gumercindo Pradel. Local Trinidad newspapers showed photographs of Gumercindo 

lying in a hospital gurney, with various IV machines and hospital aides around him, 

despite the fact that he had walked right past me in San Pablo to catch his boat out of 

TIPNIS after receiving his punishment from the TIPNIS comunarios. The charges were 

an attempt to discredit and criminalize the indigenous leaders who reject and resist the 

construction of the highway, and they were preposterous: Fernando Vargas had not 

participated in Gumercindo’s punishment, Pedro Nuni had arrived the day after the 

punishment took place, and Adolfo Chavez hadn’t been in TIPNIS at all. The orders of 

arrest charged the three with being the “intellectual authors” behind the punishment 

(Achtenberg 2013). Regarding the punishment itself, the indigenous leaders argued that 

since the whiplashing took place within TIPNIS, it fell under justicia comunitaria 

(community justice). It was therefore outside the jurisdiction of justicia ordinaria 

(ordinary justice). As noted earlier, under the Bolivian Constitution, legal matters 

involving persons of a TCO (Indigenous Territory), fall under justicia comunitaria, 

except for crimes of attempted homicide (Medrano 2013). Therefore, the charges against 

the three indigenous leaders (stemming from three lashes of a whip) were filed as 

attempted murder in order to fall within the jurisdiction of ordinary justice outside of 

TIPNIS. 

The MAS government quickly supported the charges against the three indigenous 

leaders, and vice president Garcia Linera called for justice to be rendered in the San 
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Pablo incident (Ministerio 2013). In Trinidad, the Subcentral TIPNIS in conjunction with 

the anti-MAS civic committee of Trinidad held a city-wide civic strike to protest the 

charges of attempted homicide against Vargas, Chavez, and Nuni. Garcia-Linera vilified 

the three accused indigenous leaders not only for the supposed attempted homicide, but 

also tried to imply a complicity with the non-indigenous land owners who oppose Evo 

and the MAS party: “regrettably this is the worst kind of political manipulation...the ultra 

conservative rightwing oligarchic landowners of Beni, these are the best friends of Mr. 

Nuni, Chavez and Vargas, a disgrace for progressive thinking” (Ministerio 2013). In 

order to deflect attention from the TIPNIS resistance to the highway, the MAS 

government denigrated the three indigenous leaders as enemies to the anti-imperialist 

(progressive) Bolivian nation. The TIPNIS assertion of sovereignty, ideologically 

embedded in the resistance to the highway, and exercised through the whiplashing of 

Gumercindo, was thereby positioned as an impediment to Bolivia’s resource driven 

development and thus antithetical to the Bolivian ‘indigenous’ national project. 

The charges stemming from the community lashing of Gumercindo Pradel in San 

Pablo are part of a pattern of discrediting and criminalizing indigenous leaders who reject 

the construction of the highway. In addition to granting petroleum concessions in TIPNIS 

lands, the Bolivian government had signed contracts with the Brazilian company OAS to 

build the superhighway through TIPNIS without consulting the TIPNIS communities. In 

response, the Subcentral TIPNIS and CIDOB in 2011 organized the 8th Indigenous March 

for the Defense of TIPNIS in a symbolic protest that captured widespread media attention 

(Contreras Baspineiro 2012). Over 65 days, the participants marched over 650 kilometers 

from San Ignacio de Moxos (north of TIPNIS) to the capital of La Paz. The dispute over 
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the construction of the highway reached a boiling point when over 500 Bolivian military 

police attacked the marchers at their campground in the Chaparina (west of the town of 

San Ignacio de Moxos). Video captured during the unprovoked assault shows marchers 

being beaten with nightsticks (Gil 2012). Police also fired rubber bullets into crowds that 

included women and children. Indigenous leaders were bound and gagged with tape, and 

then loaded into trucks and held under arrest (Contreras Baspineiro 2012). 

 The day before the police attack in the Chaparina, the TIPNIS marchers had been 

stopped by the military. Government officials tried to dissuade the marchers from 

proceeding forward, claiming that a group of pro-highway cocalero colonists had formed 

a blockade further up the road. A group of female marchers seized Foreign Minister 

David Choquehuanca against his will, and used him to pass through the police roadblock 

(Latin American Herald 2011). This was the part of the unsettled confrontation that led to 

the government police attack of TIPNIS marchers at their campground the following day. 

Although the women set Choquehuanca free soon after advancing through the police 

roadblock, criminal charges including kidnapping and intent to commit homicide were 

later filed against 26 marchers. Among those charged included indigenous leaders Rafael 

Quispe of CONAMAQ, Subcentral TIPNIS president Fernando Vargas, and CIDOB 

president Adolfo Chavez (El Día 2012). Fernando Vargas and Adolfo Chavez were of 

course later charged with the attempted homicide of Gumercindo Pradel in San Pablo, 

and as with that case, the charges were ultimately dismissed. 

 

Theorizing the settler colonization of TIPNIS 

 Settler colonialism as an analytic has been criticized for its broad and widely 
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varying usage and questioned for its applicability in various contexts of what otherwise 

might fall under more conventional notions of colonialism or imperialism (Barker 2011). 

For this reason, as noted in this chapter’s introduction, I am invoking settler colonialism 

as articulated by Patrick Wolfe, who asserts that settler colonialism is foremost a project 

of land dispossession, and that the settlers have come to stay. Crucially, Wolfe frames 

settler colonialism as “a structure, not an event” meaning that it operates as an ongoing 

process (Wolfe 2006). This is precisely how settler privilege and wealth is passed on 

inter-generationally, resonating clearly with the work of Cheryl Harris and George 

Lipsitz (Harris 1993, Lipsiz 1995). Despite this recognition of settler colonialism as a 

structure and process, many scholars have questioned the continuing relevance of settler 

colonialism to describe the present state of settler projects such as the United States, 

where dispossession of land is no longer the central feature of colonization (Speed 2015, 

Barker 2015). The settlers have indeed stayed, although the ongoing colonization is far 

from settled, and indeed contested, resisted, and sometimes even reproduced by Native 

peoples. Rather, these scholars have linked the ongoing process of colonization to 

extractivism, which Native peoples in the US and Canada have responded to in diverse 

ways: at times vigorously resisting the extraction of natural resources on Native lands and 

other times participating in such processes. 

While settler projects such as Palestine and Tibet parallel the dispossession of 

land central to the early stages of settler colonialism as articulated by Wolfe, the case of 

TIPNIS reveals how other contemporary forms of settler projects operate. Indeed, the 

TIPNIS case exemplifies how Amazonian lands, once discursively rendered as untamed, 

Wild West frontiers, are being brought under increasing regulation and governmentality 
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(Larsen 2015). These post-frontier socio-environmental sites of struggle are contradictory 

tangles of conservation, megadevelopment projects, and resource extraction. As noted 

earlier, greater legal safeguards for indigenous and environmental rights have 

simultaneously paralleled increased infrastructure development and extractivism. 

Examining the case of TIPNIS through the analytic of settler colonialism reveals how 

coloniality operates within these contradictions. 

In the TIPNIS we can see operating simultaneously both the classical stage of 

land dispossession as articulated by Wolfe and the current forms of ongoing colonization 

exemplified by extractivism and megaproject development. While land dispossession is 

still the central feature, and the complicity between the settler state and the civilian 

frontier colonists the mechanism of dispossession, this stage of the settler colonial project 

differs from the expropriation of land that occurred in the United States and Australia. 

The civilian colonists, who in the case of the TIPNIS are the cocalero colonists 

represented by CONISUR, are not the murdering “lawless rabble” of Wolfe’s settler 

colonial structure (Wolfe 2006). While murders over land disputes by all means still 

occur, the socio-environmental spatial struggles differ. Increasing governmentality of 

Amazonian lands have transformed the wild and untamed frontier into regulated and 

administered protected areas, indigenous territories, national parks, and resource 

extraction sites (and sometimes all at the same time) (Larsen 2015). 

The Bolivian settler state and the civilian colonists act in concert to weaken the 

TIPNIS as a self-governing polity; this reduction of Native sovereignty is the mechanism 

of dispossession. It is accompanied by legislation that on the surface appears to be legal 

protections and safeguards but instead facilitates the Bolivian government and 
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CONISUR’s subsummation of TIPNIS sovereignty. The military police attack on the 

TIPNIS marchers in the Chaparina in 2011 created an intense backlash against the 

Bolivian government, who was perceived to be trampling indigenous and indeed 

inherently Bolivian rights to protest. The state violence all too closely echoed the state 

violence of the neoliberal government of president Gonzalo during the Gas War of 2003 

and the Water War of 2000. In the wake of this backlash, president Evo appeared to 

acquiesce to the demands of the TIPNIS marchers. Evo signed and the MAS-led Bolivian 

legislature quickly ratified law 180 that declared TIPNIS an “untouchable” (intangible) 

zone and prohibiting the construction of the highway. The law had the veneer of human 

cultural and biodiversity protection and resonated with international conservation 

discourse. The act garnered widespread public approval, and the TIPNIS marchers left La 

Paz to return to the Amazonian lowlands. 

Soon after, Gumercindo Pradel and CONISUR led a pro-highway march to La 

Paz from the coca growing Chapare region, demanding that the highway construction 

plan be reinstated and law 180 repealed. In contrast to the 8th indigenous march in 

defense of TIPNIS, the cocalero CONISUR march garnered little media attention or 

national public support. However, the MAS government largely welcomed the 

CONISUR marchers upon their arrival in La Paz. The meeting between Evo and 

CONISUR in La Paz resulted in the enactment of law 222. The legislation, which 

CONISUR helped draft, called for a “prior”(!) consultation of the TIPNIS communities 

to accept or reject both the “untouchable” status of TIPNIS as mandated by law 180 and 

the construction of the highway. Evo began to suggest that he had been forced to sign law 

180 under pressure from the marchers, and pretended to recuse himself from the dispute: 
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“The law [protecting the TIPNIS] was imposed on us. Some reject the road, some want it. 

The best thing is for the people who live there to decide if they want or do not want a 

road” (Kenner 2012). 

In this way the Bolivian state and the cocalero colonists operated in concert to 

reduce TIPNIS sovereignty and to coerce the construction of the highway. Law 180 was 

discursively framed to give the impression that it was intended to conserve and protect 

the TIPNIS socio-environment: the indigenous communities’ traditional livelihoods and 

the biodiversity of the TIPNIS as a national park. Soon after the law was passed however, 

the Bolivian government began a strict enforcement of the ‘untouchability’ of the TIPNIS 

and a punitive campaign against the TIPNIS communities for resisting the highway. 

Interpreting law 180 to mean that TIPNIS was absolutely untouchable, government 

officials including Vice President Garcia-Linera and Minister of the President Ramón 

Quintana began declaring a ban on all commercial activities within TIPNIS (Bolpress 

2011). This brought to a halt key income that TIPNIS communities depended on, almost 

all which could be considered small-scale enterprises. Caiman and crocodile farms for the 

production of leather, a prospective cacao bean farm, and an eco-tourism lodge were all 

shut down. Furthermore, all NGOs (most of which were involved in organizing 

sustainable development projects with communities) were ordered to leave TIPNIS. By 

the end of July 2012, when the government began the consultation ordered by law 222, 

the TIPNIS communities had long been suffering from the embargo’s effects (Noza 

2013). 

The Bolivian government’s consultation of the TIPNIS communities was an 

extremely flawed process, and designed to obtain approval of the TIPNIS highway. 
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Critics argued that the consultation by definition could not be considered “prior”, as the 

plan to construct the highway had already been ratified by the Bolivian government, and 

the contract had already been signed with the Brazilian construction company OAS to 

build it (Achtenberg 2012). In addition, the consultation was framed in such a manner 

that to reject the status of TIPNIS as “untouchable” would in effect signify and impart 

support for the construction of the highway. Tamburini (2013) noted that: 

Behind closed doors, the government had already drawn up a protocol redefining 
the objective of the consultation as ‘to establish the best possible conditions for 
the construction of the first ecological highway in Bolivia’. In other words, the 
consultation was no longer one of whether the highway would be built or not but 
how. (Tamburini 2013).   
 

In essence, the consultation was necessary to fulfill the legal conditions requiring 

consent, albeit ex post facto, but more importantly, it was the principal means of 

extracting consent from the TIPNIS communities through manipulation, thereby failing 

to be of neither good faith nor prior.  As prominent Bolivian anthropologist Xavier Albó 

observed: “it is clear to me that we are still very far from fulfilling those minimal 

conditions that would render constitutional this consultation” (Albó 2012). 

 The inconsistencies in the government’s implementation of the consultation 

process were exposed by the Catholic Church and the Permanent Assembly of Human 

Rights in Bolivia (APDHB), who visited 36 TIPNIS communities in December of 

2012.  The Catholic Church and APDHB conducted an independent review of the 

government’s consultation, and published their own report in January of 2013.  Whereas 

the government claimed that 83% of the communities consulted had rejected the 

“untouchable” status of TIPNIS, and 80% approved the construction of the highway, the 

independent report asserted that of the 36 communities visited, 30 rejected the 
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construction of the highway (Asamblea Caritas 2012, Los Tiempos 2012b).  

 Furthermore, the consultation of the TIPNIS communities intensified internal 

divisions and split apart families. Numerous TIPNIS comunarios described to me how 

someone in their family had been approached with offers of cash and promises of 

receiving a monthly stipend in exchange for supporting the construction of the highway 

(Noza 2013, Moye 2013) Government officials in particular singled out brothers of 

corregidores who were against the highway.  These brothers and other individuals were 

therefore enlisted by the government to help persuade other community members to 

support the highway, or to try and assume the position of corregidor within the 

community.  This strategy of targeting individuals with cash, gifts and promises is an 

effective means of eroding the communal sharing and reciprocity that characterizes the 

subsistence economy of TIPNIS communities (Canedo Vasquez 2012).  Consequently, 

the disruption of social practices weakens the social cohesion at various levels: between 

families, and within and between communities.  

 While originally designed to protect marginalized communities, consultation 

processes have become a means of establishing a mechanism to extract consent for 

megadevelopment projects. In Ethnicity.gov (2011), Rodriguez-Garavito asserts that: 

The consultation approach has become the most likely candidate for replacing the 
integrationist approach, which prevailed in international law and domestic legal 
frameworks throughout the twentieth century and purported to resolve ‘the 
indigenous problem’ by assimilating aboriginal peoples into the rest of society. 
 
The profound power asymmetries among indigenous communities, corporations, 
and states render consultation a form of participation in which indigenous peoples 
have limited negotiating leverage and even more limited decision-making power. 
(Rodriguez-Garavito 2011) 
 

It is by bringing marginalized groups within rights frameworks, under post-frontier 
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governance regimes, that national governments and corporations undermine indigenous 

sovereignty in order to legitimize development projects.  

 Indeed, laws 180 and 222 enacted by President Evo and ratified by the MAS-led 

Bolivian legislature brought the TIPNIS communities under increasing regulation and 

served to weaken the TIPNIS sovereignty and autonomy. Under the guise of protection 

and conservation, law 180 considerably disrupted the TIPNIS communities’ modes of 

production and consequently their subsistence livelihoods. Law 222 subsequently forced 

the communities to undergo a severely flawed consultation process that fomented internal 

divisions and legitimized the imposition of the highway project. These events highlight 

the ongoing process of weakening the TIPNIS polity, reducing the ability of the TIPNIS 

Subcentral and communities to govern themselves and realize self- determination.  

 In this chapter I have argued that the Bolivian government reproduces colonial 

forms of dominance and dispossession under a settler colonial project. I have shown that 

a Bolivian settler state—coca-growing colonist complicity is the mechanism to 

undermine the sovereignty of the TIPNIS and colonize the TIPNIS territory. In addition, 

the settler colonial project both furthers and relies upon increasing regulation under a 

post-frontier governance regime. While indigenous community and environmental rights 

have been increased, these rights in some ways have contributed to the weakening of 

TIPNIS sovereignty and the undermining of the Subcentral TIPNIS authority. The 

Bolivian government has manipulated legal protections, prominently laws 180 and 222, 

which have weakened the TIPNIS sovereignty, bringing the TIPNIS communities under 

increasing regulation and governance. The Bolivian settler state—coca-growing colonist 

complicity, then, has manipulated and capitalized upon increasing regulation and 
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governance to legitimize both the dispossession of TIPNIS lands from the communities 

and the imposition of the highway project.  

 However, the Bolivian government does not operate as a single entity, in the same 

way that not all of the TIPNIS communities or comunarios are 100% aligned with either 

the Subcentral TIPNIS or the resistance movement against the proposed highway. Rather, 

there is a heterogeneity of development visions among the TIPNIS communities, in 

addition to the goals of the coca-growing colonists. Likewise, there are varying actors 

and forces shaping the TIPNIS future development trajectory. In the next chapter, I build 

towards a theory of knowledge articulation, to tease out the nuances in the heterogeneity 

of actors, discourses, and goals. I examine how components between knowledge systems 

link and unlink and then in chapter 3, examine how these knowledge articulation is 

rendered in techno-scientific practice regarding the realization of varying TIPNIS 

development visions. 
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Chapter 2: 

This chapter examines the relationship between indigenous knowledge and 

western science, particularly as they relate to environmental knowledge and sustainable 

development studies. As I noted in the discussion of terms in this thesis’ introduction, I 

employ the terms science and western science to refer to knowledge components that 

operate within the established scientific paradigm, that is, informed by the scientific 

method and policed and authorized by university systems through credentialing 

(diplomas, titles, funding, awards, merit honors, etc.). In this chapter, science and western 

science are discussed in relation to other knowledge systems, which are variously named 

traditional, indigenous, or local. These three terms are, for the most part, employed by the 

authors I cite, not to the exclusion of the others as much as to distinguish a type of 

knowledge from western science.  

My discussion here is based on the recognition that western science and other 

knowledge systems, whether we call them traditional, indigenous, or local, are not 

dichotomously divided. The boundaries that western (credentialed, authorized) scientists 

draw to both enforce what constitutes scientific knowledge and who gets to claim credit 

for scientific discovery and achievement, are part of the illusion of science as objective, 

universal, and apolitical. The discussion of knowledge systems here is based on the 

recognition that what is propagated as western science has long been in conversation with 

other knowledge systems for centuries, and even millennia. As Agrawal notes: 

“Certainly, what is today known and classified as indigenous knowledge has been in 

intimate interaction with western knowledge since at least the fifteenth century” 

(Agrawal 1995). Furthermore, numerous scholars have argued that what stands in for 
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European derived western science (from the Enlightenment era on) owes tremendous 

debt to Middle Eastern, Arabic, African and Asian knowledge systems. The claims by 

western scientists of a direct genealogy and continuity from Greek and Latin classical 

knowledge to European derived western science without acknowledging the role of the 

above knowledge systems are disingenuous, romanticized, reductive and inaccurate. 

Knowledge systems are co-productive; they mutually shape each other (Harding 1993, 

Jasanoff 2004).  

In this chapter I introduce a framework that I call knowledge articulation to build 

towards a more rigorous approach to understanding how knowledge systems relate to 

each other. I first briefly examine how scholars have discussed the relationship between 

western science and indigenous knowledge (again, referred variously as indigenous, 

traditional, or local). I have limited my discussion to that of a few influential 

anthropologists and a review of the latest (2015) United Nations Sustainable 

Development goals (UN Sustainable Development 2015). My objective here is not to 

provide an exhaustive review of the indigenous knowledge literature, but to build towards 

a framework of knowledge articulation to better understand how knowledge systems are 

interlinked and how scientific practitioners interface with knowledge components, 

whether in the lab or in the forest farming and hunting, whether credentialed and 

authorized by western scientific institutions or not. 

 

The scientific divide 

In recent decades indigenous, traditional, and local knowledges have received 

neoteric attention from a wide spectrum of academic, scientific and policy-making 
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circles. Sustainable development, at one of the nexuses of these circles, has particularly 

looked to these knowledges as potential sources in constructing alternatives to 

conventional development. During the mid twentieth century, modernization and 

development policy theorists viewed traditional knowledge as something to be overcome, 

as an obstacle to progress and development (Agrawal 1995). Technocratic modernization 

undergirded by western science was presumed to be the answer to the world’s problems. 

It later became clear however that these policies benefited populations in disparate ways. 

World systems and development theorists showed how underdeveloped nations were 

trapped in exploitation at the periphery of a global capitalist economy controlled by a 

core of developed nations (Wallerstein 2004, Escobar 1995). Numerous studies attested 

to the uneven affects of these policies at intranational and in particular local scales, such 

as social conflict, dispossession of land, and increased poverty and hunger. Marginalized 

indigenous and peasant groups mounted international protests. Environmental 

organizations, many in the form of NGOs, appeared in a dizzying array of organizations 

and international configurations to combat climate change and protect biodiversity.  

 In reaction to the perceived failures noted above, sustainable development 

emerged as an alternative to the conventional development based on modernization and 

developmentalist policies. Instead of blaming local land users for directly causing global 

deforestation and the loss of tropical rainforests through swidden agriculture, 

environmental and social scientists looked to the complex interplay between global and 

local markets and the demands of global capitalism (Robbins 2004). Local peasant and 

indigenous populations were recognized as having had key roles in producing the very 

socioenvironmental landscapes that conservationists were determined to save. 
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Smallholder livelihoods and their ways of knowing, their knowledges, began to be 

viewed as a potential utility. Today, due to the social conflict engendered by neglecting 

local actors, traditional knowledges are seen as a necessary component of implementing 

successful sustainable policies. While they are championed as something useful for and 

to be incorporated into sustainable development, “often viewed as the latest and the best 

strategy in the old fight against hunger, poverty and underdevelopment” (Agrawal 1995), 

traditional knowledges are all too often essentialized as timeless, harmonious with nature 

(more natural) and embedded in the social relations and daily lives of peoples who have 

yet to be subsumed by modernity and globalization.  

Sustainability advocates thus cast traditional knowledge in contradistinction to 

science, and reify a dichotomy between the two. While science is asserted to be “open, 

systematic, objective and analytical, and advances by building rigorously on previous 

achievements” (Agrawal 1995), traditional knowledge is posited as closed, practical and 

experiential, and embedded in the social relations of the local community. Even in their 

sincere attempts to champion traditional knowledge, researchers and policy makers 

reproduce the knowledge dichotomy between science and traditional knowledge that 

characterized early anthropological literature (see Lévi-Strauss 1966, Evans-Pritchard 

1940, among others). Lévi-Strauss’ 1966 structural opus Savage Mind posited two 

methods of acquiring knowledge, primitive and scientific, and presented them as equally 

valid. He asserted that primitive thought is methodologically as rigorous as scientific 

research, and much like science, primitive thought is characterized by experimentation, 

the element of surprise and discovery, and builds upon previous knowledge: 

It was in neolithic times that man’s mastery of the great arts of civilization – of 
pottery, weaving, agriculture and the domestication of animals – became firmly 
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established. No one today would any longer think of attributing these enormous 
advances to the fortuitous accumulation of a series of chance discoveries or 
believe them to have been revealed by the passive perception of certain natural 
phenomena. 
 
Each of these techniques assumes centuries of active and methodical observation, 
of bold hypotheses tested by means of endlessly repeated experiments... 
There is no doubt that all these achievements required a genuinely scientific 
attitude, sustained and watchful interest and a desire for knowledge for its own 
sake. For only a small proportion of observations and experiments (which must be 
assumed to have been primarily inspired by a desire for knowledge) could have 
yielded practical and immediately useful results…Neolithic, or early historical, 
man was therefore the heir of a long scientific tradition. (Lévi-Strauss 1966). 
 

Even as he posits primitive thought and science as equally valid, Lévi-Strauss is 

delimiting them to a binary and reproducing key assumptions about knowledge. He 

guides us through an exhaustive literature review extolling just how rigorously primitive 

thought stands up against science, but what science exactly? Lévi-Strauss’ science is a 

single monolithic entity, objective, neutral and detached. Furthermore it is western 

science standing in for science, but never acknowledged as such. Agrawal challenges us 

to rethink our assumptions about knowledge and the integrity of the knowledge binary: 

Western knowledge is supposedly guided by empirical measurements and abstract 
principles that help order the measured observations to facilitate the testing of 
hypotheses. Yet, by what yardstick of common measure can one club together the 
knowledges generated by such western philosophers as Hume and Foucault, 
Derrida and Von Neumann, or Said and Fogel? And by what tortuous stretch of 
imagination would one assert similarities between the Azande beliefs in 
witchcraft (Evans-Pritchard, 1936), and the decision-making strategies of the 
Raika shepherds in western India (Agrawal, 1993, 1994) or between the beliefs 
among different cultures on intersexuality (Geertz, 1983: 80-4), and the marketing 
activities in traditional peasant communities (Bates, 1981; Schwimmer, 1979)?” 
(Agrawal 1995) 
 

But even 20 years after Agrawal’s call to dismantle the divide between indigenous and 

scientific knowledges, the dichotomy remains as firmly entrenched in sustainable science 

as ever. Essentialized notions of both a universal homogenous science, conducted in a 
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neutral and rigorous vacuum, and its other, namely traditional knowledge, fixed in its 

specific and particular nonscientific locality are key assumptions that researchers and 

policy makers reproduce even while presuming to alter the epistemological landscape. 

The United Nations 2015 Sustainable Development Goals report for example, champions 

“an interconnected system” consisting of an integrated interdisciplinary approach to 

research and crosscutting issues (UN Sustainable Development 2015). It is a complex, 

progressive and presumably holistic approach: 

An integrated understanding of sustainable development is one of the 
prerequisites of science for sustainable development. Such integration calls for 
interdisciplinary research, which entails integrating disciplines of the natural 
sciences and the social sciences, and bringing together people and ideas from 
those disciplines to jointly frame problems, devise methodological approaches 
and analyze data. Many sustainable development research questions also require 
integrating the humanities and the engineering sciences, with their very different 
methods and traditions (UN Sustainable Development 2015). 
 

Thus, the UN report is calling for a technocratic, positivist framework that seeks to 

incorporate every possible theoretical and methodological approach. But then in the next 

paragraph it is apparent that this totalizing and inclusive approach reproduces the 

knowledge binary and the assumptions it is predicated on by clearly classifying 

traditional knowledge as non-scientific. The report introduces a new divide, 

“transdisciplinarity”, that delineates scientific from non-scientific knowledge. This 

reinforces science as the authorized dominant knowledge, and renders traditional 

knowledge a minority subordinate knowledge.  

The currently accepted paradigm for sustainable development science is that it 
also requires involving non- scientists – what is called transdisciplinarity. 
Transdisciplinarity combines interdisciplinarity and participatory approaches and 
requires reaching out to various communities and considering non-scientific 
knowledge (e.g. from local and indigenous communities, user groups, the general 
public, non-governmental organizations) in the research process (ibid). 
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The knowledges of local and indigenous communities are thus disarticulated from 

their specific historical contexts and considered commensurate with user groups, the 

general public and NGOs. This renders ontological and epistemological difference 

invisible; peoples’ ways of knowing and being are effectively reduced to auxiliary data to 

be potentially incorporated into scientific knowledge. The trite and hollow call to 

‘consider’ traditional knowledge in the research process makes it clear that traditional 

knowledge does not stand on equal ground with science, but can only occupy a 

subordinate position within the dominant scientific framework. Why then consider or 

incorporate traditional knowledge at all? Mindful of the social conflict that conventional 

development policies often cause in local communities, sustainability advocates need 

traditional knowledge to legitimate the authority of science and sustainable development 

policies: “Consideration of a broader range of knowledge and in particular indigenous 

knowledge is critical to the credibility and legitimacy of science-policy interface 

mechanisms” (UN Sustainable Development 2015). Thus, while the UN report pretends 

to advocate a sustainable approach as an alternative to conventional development, and 

claims to consider other knowledges (nonscientific knowledges), the underlying 

assumptions of science as universal, objective, systematic, rigorous and authoritative 

endure. 

 

Decolonizing epistemology 

Complementing Agrawal’s 1995 deconstruction of the essentialized notions of 

science and the knowledge divide, Watson-Verran and Turnbull that same year produced 

a compelling concept of knowledge systems as assemblages of local knowledge. The title 
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itself “Science and Other Indigenous Knowledge Systems” (1995) communicated that 

science is but one of many indigenous knowledge systems (Watson-Verran and Turnbull 

1995). Furthermore, Watson-Verran and Turnbull called for knowledge systems to be 

considered on even terms because they asserted, “though knowledge systems may differ 

in their epistemologies, methodologies, logics, cognitive structures, or socioeconomic 

contexts, a characteristic that they all share is localness” (Watson-Verran and Turnbull 

1995, my emphasis). This was a departure from the traditional way of comparing 

knowledge systems, that of using “Western ‘rationality’ and ‘scientificity’ as the bench 

mark criteria by which other culture’s knowledges should be evaluated” (Watson-Verran 

and Turnbull 1995). This traditional way of evaluating knowledges, as evidenced in 

Strauss’ Savage Mind, reinforces the binary between science and traditional knowledge. 

Watson-Verran and Turnbull further note how the knowledge divide parallels the divide 

between powerful societies and unpowerful societies, highlighting the role of power and 

authority of science as the dominant universal knowledge system.  

Thus, Watson-Verran and Turnbull introduced a powerful way of situating 

science as an assemblage of local knowledge. By asserting that all knowledge systems 

share localness, this challenged deeply ingrained key assumptions of science of its 

universality, its homogeneity, its illusion of consensus and accord. Here we see clear 

convergences between the deconstruction of knowledge divides, STS (Science and 

Technology Studies) and Feminist Epistemologies. Banuri and Apfell-Marglin (1993) 

asserted: “Traditional knowledge systems are embedded in the social, cultural and moral 

milieu of their particular community”. But what knowledge production isn’t? Donna 

Haraway questioned the assumption of science as objective, universal and neutral through 
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the metaphor of the God trick, a disembodied “conquering gaze from nowhere” (Haraway 

1988). This is the illusion that scientific knowledge is produced in an objective and 

neutral, politics-free vacuum. It is the view from nowhere; non-existent and 

unobservable, but assumed and accepted uncritically. Haraway challenges these 

assumptions by calling for situated knowledges:  

We need to learn in our bodies, endowed with primate color and stereoscopic 
vision, how to attach the objective to our theoretical and political scanners in 
order to name where we are and are not, in dimensions of mental and physical 
space we hardly know how to name. So, not so perversely, objectivity turns out to 
be about particular and specific embodiment and definitely not about the false 
vision promising transcendence of all limits and responsibility. The moral is 
simple: only partial perspective promises objective vision. All Western cultural 
narratives about objectivity are allegories of the ideologies governing the relations 
of what we call mind and body, distance and responsibility. Feminist objectivity is 
about limited location and situated knowledge, not about transcendence and 
splitting of subject and object. It allows us to become answerable for what we 
learn how to see (Haraway 1988). 
 

By situating knowledges, Haraway is calling for “faithful accounts of the world” that are 

grounded in context and their relations of power foregrounded. Resonating with Watson-

Verran Turnbull’s assertion of the localness of knowledge systems, Sandra Harding’s 

Standpoint Theory suggests we begin in local contexts—marginalized lives:  

What we do in our social relations enables and limits (it does not determine) what 
we can know. Standpoint theories, in contrast to empiricist epistemologies, begin 
from the recognition of social inequality. 
 
In order to gain a causal critical view of the interests and values that constitute the 
dominant conceptual projects, one must start one’s thought, one’s research 
project, from outside those conceptual schemes and the activities that generate 
them; one must start from the lives excluded as origins of their design – from 
‘marginal lives’. (Harding 1995) (author’s original italics). 
 

Central to the challenges to the assumptions of science posed by the above authors is 

locating, situating, and embodying knowledges in their local context. These authors are 

formulating a new way of critically examining knowledge systems. They are not 



 

 
43 

evaluating how these new methodologies stand up against science, but proposing to re-

orient and re-conceive notions of science and other indigenous knowledge systems. 

Watson-Verran and Turnbull assert that “Western contemporary technosciences, rather 

than being taken as definitional of knowledge, rationality, or objectivity, should be 

treated as varieties of knowledge systems” (Watson-Verran and Turnbull 1995). They use 

Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of assemblage to show how knowledge travels and flows, 

how it connects and gets picked up. Assemblages are “entities within various knowledge 

systems”; they are dynamic configurations, constantly in a process of linking and 

unlinking, negotiating and reconfiguring. Technical devices facilitate connection and 

mobility across and through assemblages “enable[ing] otherwise incommensurable and 

isolated knowledges to move in space and time from the local site and moment of their 

production to other places and times” (Watson-Verran and Turnbull 1995). Watson-

Verran and Turnbull cite as examples of technical devices the calendar for the Anazasi 

and the Inca peoples, wooden templates for gothic cathedral builders, and orally 

transmitted natural knowledge of canoe making and astronomy for Pacific navigators.  

 Technical devices then, are the mediums used to transmit knowledge among and 

between communities as well as the interfaces of technoscientific practice. Knowledge is 

embodied in the technical device as well as in the scientific practitioner, the scientist. 

Technoscience is practiced in a socio-material context, that is, a co-production of the 

natural and social orders, itself influenced by and shaped in specific historical contexts 

(Jasanoff 2004, Harding 1995). Technoscientific practice thus produces knowledges that 

are overlapping, with unclear and porous boundaries between knowledge systems. It does 
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not produce an objective, unified and universally agreed upon knowledge, but an 

aggregate that is contested, resisted against, and contextually robust: 

Scientific theory building is deeply heterogeneous: different viewpoints are 
constantly being adduced and reconciled…Each actor, site, or node of a scientific 
community has a viewpoint, a partial truth consisting of local beliefs, local 
practices, local constants, and resources, none of which are fully verifiable across 
all sites. The aggregation of all viewpoints is the source of the robustness of 
science. (Star 1988)  
 

Thus the scientific process itself is a series of negotiations, decision-making, encounter 

and transference.  

 

Towards a framework of knowledge articulation 

Here I propose to build from Watson-Verran and Turnbull’s concept of 

knowledge systems as assemblages of local knowledge and James Clifford’s indigenous 

articulation towards a framework I call knowledge articulation. After introducing this 

framework here, I will use knowledge articulation in the next chapter to reveal key 

insights into how components of knowledges link and unlink between knowledge 

systems in both discourse and techno-scientific practices. Drawing on ethnographic 

fieldwork, I utilize the framework to examine how various actors draw upon these 

articulations between knowledge systems in attempting to realize TIPNIS development 

projects. 

 In assemblage theory, components can be detached from an assemblage and 

“plugged into a different assemblage in which its interactions are different” (DeLanda 

2006). Thus new relations are formed between components and assemblages, new 

configurations that are neither determined by their constituent parts nor exist as totalities. 

This is a dynamic process then, of constantly linking and unlinking components between 
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assemblages and producing new configurations. DeLanda (2006) introduced two 

dimensions or axes to assemblage theory. Along one axis, he defined the roles a 

component might play, locating material at one end and expressive at the other. On the 

other axis he located the processes of territorialization and deterritorialization, which 

defined the ability of components to stabilize the assemblage. DeLanda asserted 

territorialization to be the ability to increase “its degree of internal homogeneity or the 

degree of sharpness of its boundaries” (DeLanda 2006). Conversely, deterritorialization is 

the ability to destabilize the assemblage’s identity, blurring and making fluid its 

boundaries.  

 DeLanda’s innovations to assemblage theory fit quite well with Watson-Verran 

and Turnbull’s concept of science as an assemblage of local knowledge. We can see how 

independently arrived at conclusions, whether they concern astronomy, seasonal 

agriculture, number theory, are homologous knowledge convergences, or as DeLanda 

might say, components that link up between knowledge systems. What was once 

discovered locally, through experimentation, observation and building on previous 

insights, can be detached from indigenous science, as a knowledge system, as an 

assemblage of local knowledge, and attached to or linked to western science. This is what 

DeLanda refers to as territorialization’s “synthetic role” of cohering, emerging as a more 

or less permanent articulation and ‘whole’ identity (DeLanda 2006). Over time, the 

process of territorialization serves to delineate difference, sharpening boundaries between 

assemblages. Western science for example, has continually policed its borders, 

sharpening the boundaries between itself and other knowledge systems assumed to be 

nonscientific, from the European colonists that arrogated civilization, progress and will of 
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God to the ‘experts’ of today, the credentialed and authorized practitioners of the 

scientific world.  

However this is not to infer that these processes only operate unidirectionally, or 

top down. Like globalization, or Foucault’s power, components in knowledge systems are 

sites of contestation and multi-directional flows, although often unevenly so. Inherent in 

the processes of territorialization and deterritorialization is appropriation or assimilation, 

and conversely, resistance to absorption and outright destruction. This is true not only of 

knowledge, however; these processes delineate difference in a nexus of language, 

ethnicity, and any number of techno-scientific practices.  

Building upon the work of Stuart Hall (and Gramsci), James Clifford used 

articulation theory to examine how indigenous identities and livelihoods are reconfigured 

over time. His insightful analytic, which he called indigenous articulation, rejected both 

indigenous ‘authenticity’ as an essentialized notion of ‘traditional’ indigeneity (timeless, 

primordial), as well as a fabricated (constructed) “post-sixties, ‘postmodern’ identity 

politics” (Clifford 2011). This was an incisive explanation of cultural transformation and 

clearly resonates with Watson-Verran Turnbull’s knowledge assemblages. Clifford 

rejected a modern-traditional binary, which dovetails with the dismantling of the 

knowledge binary of science-traditional knowledge I have outlined in the preceding 

paragraphs. Instead, he presented an ‘articulated ensemble’ whose component parts could 

be hooked, unhooked or recombined, highlighting for example how indigenous peoples 

have “attached themselves and their societies to parts of Christianity while rejecting, or 

thoroughly transforming other elements” (Clifford 2011). 
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Cohering Clifford’s analytic of indigenous articulation with assemblage theory of 

knowledge, I propose a framework of knowledge articulation to explain how indigenous 

groups adopt, appropriate and reject components of various knowledge systems in 

realizing development visions. These specific configurations of knowledge components 

can be thought of an articulated ensemble, a complex interplay of linking and unlinking 

components of knowledge systems. Agricultural practices, for example, are 

configurations of a number of various knowledge components. These are configurations 

specific to the practitioner; there is no single “indigenous” farming method. Briggs 

(2005) notes the fluidity with which farmers adopt components of potential utility: 

In practice, farmers do not think of knowledge as coming from two or more 
separate, self-contained and competing systems anyway. With reference to 
empirical work among Bedouin in Egypt, Briggs, Badri and Mekki (1999, 102) 
write that: “significantly, the Bedouin do not see the debate, as far as it affects 
them, in such stark bipolar terms; indeed, they accept that there are various 
knowledges and are more than prepared to appropriate those elements of 
knowledges, including formal science, that they see as being to their economic, 
social or political advantage. (Briggs 2005, my italics) 
 

Thus, agricultural practices, such as the Bedouin example Briggs notes, are specific 

configurations, articulations of components linking between knowledge systems. It 

should be emphasized that Briggs’ example doesn’t ‘speak’ for, represent, or stand in the 

practices of all Bedouin peoples; articulations are specific to the knowledge components 

that are in turn shaped by historical relations and linkages. Importantly, knowledge 

articulations are often grounded in specific technoscientific practice, that is, the socio-

materiality of livelihoods. In this way, farming practices are interfaces of knowledge and 

technology.  

In the next chapter I show how these components cohere in discourse and techno-

scientific practice within the development schemes of various Bolivian groups. Contrary 
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to essentialized notions of indigenous people’s identities and knowledges, there is no 

inherent contradiction in indigenous people’s use of cell phones and laptops, just as there 

is no inherent contradiction in the Bolivian government’s promulgation of progressive 

human and environmental rights while simultaneously intensifying megaproject 

development in protected areas. Rather, the various actors who are shaping the TIPNIS 

development trajectory draw from components of multiple knowledge systems, including 

indigenous concepts of wellbeing and UNESCO pedagogical frameworks within western 

science.  
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Chapter 3: 
 
FADE IN: 
 
EXT. AMAZON RAINFOREST – SUNSET 
 
Churning creamy brown waters rush past a tall Amazonian 
riverbank; the entire scene is bathed in the golden hues of 
sunset. Camera tracks from an immense fallen tree lodged in 
the river towards the riverbank, then enters a narrow 
walking trail. The cacophony of rushing water slowly fades 
into the chirping of birds and insects as the camera tracks 
through pristine, primordial, and other essentialized 
notions of the timeless Amazonian rainforest surrounding 
the trail. The camera picks up a procession of leaf cutter 
ants, and follows them forging their way along the trail. 
The natural rainforest sounds of birds and insects slowly 
fade into the sound of a chainsaw. As the ants march along 
the trail, red sawdust increasingly enters the camera 
frame. The sawdust and sound of chainsaw both increase 
until the camera settles on a sawed off tree trunk in a 
small clearing of the rainforest. The camera reveals what 
could be an indigenous man [his physical features look 
authentically indigenous, matching National Geographic and 
cinematic representations of Amazonian indigeneity, except 
that he is wearing ‘regular’ clothes and he is] using a 
chainsaw to cut 6 meter long boards of wood while walking 
the length of a felled 1 meter in diameter palo maria4 tree. 
 
 Frontier tropes of Amazonia are rife with representations such as those above. 

They reproduce a neocolonial gaze that continues to persist: in ecotourism 

advertisements, in conservation and development circles, and in western science5. It is 

predicated on a dichotomy between the natural and social orders. In this way, the 

                                                
4 Palo maria is an important Amazonian tree harvested for the construction of homes and canoes. See pages 
66-71 for further description. 
5 This is no exaggeration. Representations of the ‘natural environment’ as undisturbed by humanity are 
reproduced quite often, even among the physical anthropologists in my own department. In academic 
circles, these representations are particularly rife among the ‘natural sciences’ which are assumed to be 
data-driven, empirical, objective, scientifically more rigorous and above all, apolitical. Conversely, socio-
cultural anthropologists have a bad habit of assuming that everyone problematizes these binaries, which are 
the core assumptions of western scientific practice. This is where anthropology of science and STS studies, 
especially Feminist Methodologies play a crucial role of situating knowledge. 
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Amazonian ‘environment’ is portrayed as pristine and undisturbed by humans. This 

neglects substantial evidence of long historical anthropogenic land use of Amazonia, 

(Denevan 1992, Mann 2005, Clement et. al. 2015). The divide also undermines 

Amazonian peoples’ land claims, which are often asserted through ancestral use. 

Amazonian peoples, like many indigenous groups, historically have been and continue to 

be dispossessed of land by failing to ‘prove’ ownership of lands within modern land 

tenure frameworks.  

 The above representations are recent variations of the representation of the 

Savage Indian, whether noble or a problem, based on a savage/civilized dichotomy. The 

gaze originates from the center, which is located in civilization: developed, urban, 

educated and culturally European. Amazonia is a frontier to those who are gazing from 

the civilized center (TIPNIS comunarios often situate themselves at the center). Frontier 

representations depend on and reproduce the geographical, economic, informational and 

technological exclusion of many Amazonian peoples. In pre-colonial times the Amazon 

region was characterized by extensive trade networks and complex social organization.  

 The TIPNIS communities today are not isolated from the ‘outside world’ within 

their own protected area. While some of the TIPNIS comunarios have never left the 

TIPNIS, other TIPNIS comunarios’ livelihoods are characterized by considerable 

mobility and routedness, comings and goings to the capital city of Trinidad, and 

extensive articulation of culture, identity and knowledge. In this sense, I examine how 

these various actors link and unlink knowledge components of indigenous knowledge and 

western scientific knowledge systems in designing and realizing development visions. 

These knowledge articulations are shaped by indigenous concepts of wellbeing as well as 
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components of western science and technology. In turn, these knowledge articulations 

shape and are shaped by technoscientific practices.  

 In the first half of this chapter, I examine these articulations through the TIPNIS 

communities’ varying engagements with timber harvest, and community development 

projects. These socio-environmental practices are conducted in context of overlapping 

claims to territory and authority, the tensions and conflicts of which are exasperated by 

the highway dispute. Furthermore, under the post-frontier governance regime, these 

conflicts and overlapping claims fall under multiple jurisdictions. 

 In the second half of this chapter, I examine how various actors, including the 

Catholic Church, Fe y Alegria, and the Bolivian Ministry of Education draw from both 

indigenous concepts and western science in establishing an agriculture and livestock 

program at the Kateri technical institute in the TIPNIS. Facilitated by a partnership 

between Canadian colleges (CICAN) and the Bolivian Ministry of Education, the 

program draws from core concepts of human equity and environmental sustainability 

from the Bolivian National Development plan, as well as the UNESCO Competency for 

Teachers framework. The program seeks to unite traditional knowledge concepts with 

modern pedagogical methodology and technology to produce a new Bolivian adapted 

model to realize Bolivia’s anti-imperialist, anti-colonial national project.  

 

One day in July 2015 during my stay in the community of Ayampe, some 

Ayampe comunarios (community members) and I traveled downriver by motorized canoe 
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to the community of San Felipe6. The corregidor (village leader) of Ayampe, don Carlos, 

had been trying to convene a meeting of several neighboring communities to discuss 

timber extraction. Although six communities had been invited to join, it looked like only 

Ayampe had made the trip to San Felipe. After a few hours of exchanging food and news 

we convened in the cabildo (community meeting house). Don Carlos announced that the 

purpose of the trip was to come to an agreement between the communities regarding the 

amount of timber each community had the right to harvest. He accused a member of the 

nearby community of Galilea of harvesting an inordinate number of palo maria trees. Not 

only was the harvest “illegal”, don Carlos asserted, it was “individual”. He stated: “each 

community has the right to their harvest: according to their needs. He is not harvesting 

according to the [Galilea] community’s needs, but as an individual for personal profit.” 

He recounted how he and others from Ayampe had encountered evidence of the man’s 

harvest on the other side of the Rio Tageri7, the river that traditionally defined the ranges 

of the communities according to ancestral use. “There was a road,” exclaimed don 

Carlos, “we found more than 50 tree trunks he had left behind.” 

As comunarios from both Ayampe and San Felipe spoke, they agreed that the 

Galilea man’s harvest was unacceptable, but seemed unsure of how to regulate timber 

extraction between communities. “The government and the park rangers don’t do 

anything, our leaders are divided,” noted don Dario, a comunario from San Felipe, “we 

the communities have to be the ones to regulate ourselves.” This was a telling statement, 

as it highlighted the feeling that the Subcentral TIPNIS, as the legal authority of the 

                                                
6 I have changed the names of these two communities and their comunarios who participated in this 
meeting to protect the identities of the individuals I quote. The names of other communities mentioned here 
have not been changed.  
7 Name changed. See above note. 
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TIPNIS communities, was neglecting the needs of the communities, a sentiment that was 

expressed roundly by all the communities I visited in 2015. Clearly absent was the unity 

between the TIPNIS communities and the Subcentral TIPNIS that I had witnessed during 

the whiplashing of Gumercindo Pradel and the confrontation with CONISUR in San 

Pablo only two years earlier in 2013.  

“Let’s call a big meeting, so that more people can attend, more communities,” don 

Dario from San Felipe continued. He then referred to the period of time that had passed 

since the dispute over the highway had begun, and seemingly, the problems it had 

engendered for the communities. “This started in 2011. From 2011 to 2015 is a lot of 

time. Once and for all, let’s establish harvest limits.” He used the Spanish word limites: 

“ponemos limites, para aprovechar.”  

Don Carlos from Ayampe disagreed: “No estamos hablando de parceles. No 

somos campesinos. Somos pueblo indígena.” An English translation can only 

approximate the meanings of his words, because they were loaded with political and 

cultural connotations. No estamos hablando de parceles: “We’re not talking about 

parceles.” Parceles is a legal term in land tenure. It refers to individual allotization. No 

somos campesinos: “We’re not peasant farmers.” Campesinos is one way (but not the 

only way) highland indigenous, mostly Aymara and Quechua, identify. This is a fiercely 

contested term, as Bolivians identify in various ways depending on a given situation. 

Historically highland indigenous have oftentimes identified as campesinos, “peasant 

farmers”, in distinction to “indigenous” which has a long history in Bolivia of being 

associated with ideas of the uncivilized or savage. Somos pueblo indigena: “We are 

indigenous people.” By asserting an indigenous identity, Don Carlos was invoking 
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ancestrality to clearly distinguish themselves from the cocalero colonists who identify as 

campesinos. This was to emphasize that the TIPNIS is collectively owned, not 

individually partitioned or allotted like the Polygon 7 since being colonized by cocaleros.  

“Let’s draw up a harvest agreement” suggested don Lucho, another Ayampe 

comunario. “Everyone has to harvest the same. If one harvests 500 meters, then all 

harvest 500 meters.” This was somewhat confusing because his use of pronouns left it 

unclear whether he was referring to each community or each comunario in each 

community. 500 meters referred to the total length of 2 x 6 inch boards laid end to end. 

Anywhere from 7 smaller trees to 4 or 5 trees large in diameter would yield 500 meters of 

2 x 6 inch boards. I thus assumed he was calling for the right of each individual 

comunario in each community to harvest 500 meters. However, as communities not 

individuals had rights to harvest timber, the ambiguity of don Lucho’s statement 

highlighted the difficulty in both interpreting the Forestry Law (that stipulates the right of 

a community to harvest timber) and the ability of the communities to reach an agreement 

of timber harvest between themselves. Furthermore, it appeared that while don Dario of 

San Felipe was calling for the demarcation of physical boundaries between communities’ 

harvest ranges, don Lucho of Ayampe was calling for limits to the number of trees that 

could be harvested. In the end, I left with the Ayampe comunarios to return to Ayampe 

without a harvest agreement ever being drawn up. 

 Indeed, a month after the meeting in San Felipe, I returned to that community to 

conduct follow up research, and found out that no one had moved forward with don 

Dario’s suggestion to call a “big meeting”. Don Dario revealed to me that, while the 

comunarios of San Felipe were in agreement with the Ayampe comunarios regarding the 
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need to halt the Galilea man’s exorbitant individual timber harvest, he and the rest of San 

Felipe wanted a more comprehensive plan that would include more communities. He felt 

that don Carlos and don Lucho were only concerned with limiting Galilea’s harvest to 

protect their own community’s ability to harvest in the future. Don Dario however, 

explained that this was only one part of a much larger problem, the one he had referred to 

as having been unresolved since 2011.  

 Reiterating his statements from the meeting with Ayampe, don Dario insisted that 

the communities would have to regulate themselves since the Subcentral TIPNIS was 

focused on the resistance against the government, not administering to issues between the 

communities. He explained that this was not a matter of simple grudges between 

individual communities, as don Carlos was treating it, but longstanding regional 

overlapping claims by the communities, claims that were becoming more contentious 

since the dispute over the highway had begun in 2011. Therefore, he asserted, any timber 

harvest agreement between the communities would have to include not only the number 

of meters that could be harvested, but the physical boundaries of each community’s 

harvest range.  

Don Dario recounted how in the 1990s, after the TIPNIS was recognized as an 

indigenous territory (in 1990), some comunarios had received individual, personal land 

titles. He explained how many individual lots were given to comunarios living in or 

around the community of Gundonovia, which has been the de-facto TIPNIS capital for 

many years. Today, Gundonovia has a school with 120 students and 10 government 

teachers appointed by the Bolivian Ministry of Education, a cell phone tower, and a 

gasoline fueling station. Some important TIPNIS individuals, then, had received personal 
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land tracts with title. Don Dario clarified that these were not parceles, but titulos, which 

he interpreted to mean that they were to remain in the hands of TIPNIS comunarios, not 

sold to non-TIPNIS persons (such as cocaleros, ranchers, etc). Some of these were 

located inside the TIPNIS, others outside of the territory’s borders. Therefore some of the 

individual titles fell within the boundaries of the collective land title of the TIPNIS. This 

was complicated by the fact that the 2009 Bolivian constitution reaffirmed the status of 

TIPNIS as an indigenous territory with the legal status TCO (Territorio Campesino 

Originario).  

The 2009 constitution created an executive land title, which is held and 

administered by the Subcentral TIPNIS, and therefore reclassified all the individual titles 

inside of the TIPNIS as part of the collective land title. Many of the comunarios who 

received individual titulos in the 1990s reject the constitution’s reclassification, claiming 

that their titles are still valid. When I asked communities how they determine their 

harvest boundaries, I was told that they use geographical features such as rivers, hills, or 

rocks, as well as ancestral use to demarcate boundaries. This socio-environmental 

rendering of the Amazonian human landscape differs significantly from the notion of the 

Amazon as a pristine and wild frontier. Far from being lawless and open, “tierras 

baldias” (“empty lands”), Amazon human landscapes such as the TIPNIS have long 

histories of varying governance regimes that are contested and reconfigured over time. 

 The multiple historical land tenure categorizations and the overlapping claims 

they engender highlight how increasing regulation and governance in the TIPNIS is part 

of the broader Amazonian shift to a post-frontier governance paradigm. In one way the 

dispute over the TIPNIS highway has intensified the internal divisions of the 



 

 
57 

communities. Through strict interpretation of Law 180 that declared TIPNIS an 

“untouchable” (intangible) zone, the government stopped many community development 

projects and forced NGOs out of the TIPNIS (as discussed in chapter 1). This has greatly 

reduced the number of resources available to the TIPNIS communities who are struggling 

to sustain their livelihoods. This has only worsened in recent years as the conflict with the 

Bolivian government is drawn out. Many of the communities are increasingly turning to 

timber harvest, and this has intensified tensions over overlapping harvest claims, both in 

geographical range and in number of board meters allowable for removal from the 

forests.   

 Many of the TIPNIS communities argued that the TIPNIS leadership is not 

responding to the needs of the communities, as don Dario expressed above. Many 

communities told me that they agreed with the Subcentral’s resistance against the 

highway project, and felt that the Subcentral TIPNIS has been effective in the resistance 

campaign. However, many communities felt like resistance was not enough, there had to 

be some kind of development vision. The TIPNIS leadership was not involved in 

community projects to any considerable degree and the communities felt that their needs 

were not being heard. The Bolivian government had presented one clear development 

path, building the highway directly through the TIPNIS, in effect bisecting it. The 

communities wanted to know: what was the alternative to the highway project? How 

were the communities to move forward?  

 Further complicating both the overlapping harvest claims and the TIPNIS 

leadership’s lack of development vision are the multiple organizations that govern the 

TIPNIS. The Subcentral TIPNIS is the principal authority over all of the TIPNIS 
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communities and holds the collectively held legal land title (see page 17). However, there 

is also the Subcentral Sécure that was formed to administer to the communities along the 

Sécure river, which forms the northern boundary of the TIPNIS. Later, the Sécure 

jurisdiction was divided roughly in half between the upper and lower Sécure river: the 

Subcentral Sécure (lower half) and the Sécure Alto (upper half). CONISUR, as already 

noted, is the fourth governing body representing the cocalero colonists in the Polygon 7 

(the colonized zone of the TIPNIS) and a few communities within the collective TIPNIS 

land under colonists’ control. This plurality of governing bodies results in a confusing 

and ambiguous overlapping of jurisdiction and authority. Some communities were unsure 

of which governing body to turn to for resources, assistance or problem solving, while 

other communities were appealing to a number of different organizations for help.  

 This multiplicity of governing bodies and ambiguous political jurisdiction, in 

conjunction with the increased tensions over the overlapping harvest claims, ultimately 

undermine the authority of the Subcentral TIPNIS and weaken the resistance to the 

highway project. The internal divisions have been intensified by the Bolivian 

government’s manipulation of law 180, that considerably curbed potential resources for 

TIPNIS communities, and law 222, that imposed the severely flawed consultation 

process. These processes illuminate how the Bolivian settler colonial project (as 

discussed in Chapter 1) fragments the resistance and assumes control over the TIPNIS 

human landscape, both expropriating land and dominating the TIPNIS communities.  

 

 A week after the meeting in San Felipe, the Ayampe comunarios convened a 

meeting among themselves in the one room school with palo maria wood walls and 
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thatch roof. They used the school for community meetings since Ayampe didn’t have a 

cabildo. “We have been in this struggle against the government for years now,” 

exclaimed don Carlos, sitting at a school desk. “And we have never taken advantage of 

our right as a community to harvest timber for sale. We have only harvested our trees for 

our own use. For homes and for canoes. But now, because of the needs of our 

community, we are going to exercise our right to harvest as a community.” After much 

discussion, the comunarios agreed that each family in the community would harvest 

1,000 meters of board length. They decided to obtain a license from the ABT (Autoridad 

de Fiscalización y Control Social de Bosques y Tierra), the government body that 

regulated the sale of extracted timber, to allow them to sell the wood in Trinidad. The 

comunarios asked the school professor and me to draw up a declaration of the community 

timber harvest and all the comunarios signed their names on the document. 

 Afterwards, I accompanied several Ayampe comunarios on various trips ranging 

from one to three days long to harvest palo maria, palo mora, and cedar). Although the 

TIPNIS comunarios harvest a diverse number of tree species for personal use, the three 

species listed above were the ones the comunarios asserted they harvested to sell for 

cash, with palo maria being overwhelmingly the most common of the three. Palo maria, 

binomial name Calophyllum brasiliense, or Guanandi as it is known in Brasil, is an 

evergreen tree that usually grows to about 60 to 150 feet tall (Orwa et. al. 2009). Palo 

maria is quite common across the tropical regions of the Americas, and especially in 

Brasil where it is sometimes grown in plantations.  

Importantly, palo maria is championed as a substitute for mahogany due to its 

durability and excellent workability (Barreiros et. al. 2015). Market demand for big leaf  
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Illustration 1: Palo maria being harvested. 
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Illustration 2: Palo mora being harvested 
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Illustration 3: Chain-sawing palo mora posts freehand. 
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mahogany has resulted in substantial global deforestation. Martinez et. al. (2008) asserted 

that “approximately 58 million hectares (21%) of mahogany’s historic range in South 

America (278 million hectares total) had been lost to forest conversion by 2001”. They 

noted that Bolivia had lost only 8% by 2001 (27.5 million hectares of a revised range of 

29.9 million ha) (Martinez et. al. 2008). Furthermore, of the 29.9 million ha in Bolivia, 

6.8 % (2.1 million ha) lie within indigenous territories. Significantly, they asserted that 

the TIPNIS is the only protected area in Bolivia that has high mahogany density 

(measured as 1 to 10 trees per hectare) (Martinez et. al. 2008).  

 The Ayampe comunarios had never read Martinez et. al.’s 2008 scientific report 

on mahogany and deforestation, but they knew which trees to harvest to sell for cash, and 

how to minimize forest impact through careful site selection. Even in the TIPNIS where 

big leaf mahogany density is high, mature mahogany trees are not found in stands 

(Kometter et. al. 2004). They are able to establish themselves after incidents of fire or 

after a mahogany falls, thereby creating a forest canopy and understory void, the 

conditions necessary for mahogany seedling survival and growth (Snook et. al. 2004). 

The Ayampe comunarios instead selected palo maria tree stands for harvest sites, where 

they could cut several mature (usually between 30 to 70 years old) palo maria trees in a 

single area. This in turn necessitated clearing only a single trail from the riverbank to the 

harvest site. Since they had to haul the boards by hand, they furthermore selected harvest 

sites near the river, thereby minimizing penetration of deeper (from the river) forest. The 

Ayampe comunarios would also harvest other trees that were in the immediate vicinity of 
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the palo maria stand, and that could be hauled along the existing trail, such as palo mora 

or cedar to sell for cash, and sometimes other trees to use for their own community 

purposes. 

This tropical forest knowledge is embedded in and shaped by technoscientific 

practice. Chainsaws have crucially reconfigured livelihoods since the TIPNIS 

comunarios began to acquire them. The time it takes to cut down a palo maria tree and 

hollow it out into a canoe has been exponentially reduced. Likewise, chainsaws allow the 

comunarios to cut boards to build homes, although quite a number of comunarios still 

live in homes with a roof and posts, without walls. But in recent years, more and more 

comunarios are using chainsaws to harvest trees to sell for cash at the Amazonian capital 

of Trinidad, a day and a half to two or so days travel by motorized canoe from the 

TIPNIS.  

Chainsaws, in conjunction with peke peke boat engines for their canoes, have 

made it possible for the TIPNIS comunarios to reach markets with greater ease than was 

possible only several years ago. The role of the highway dispute in shaping these socio-

environmental material practices cannot be overemphasized. Many comunarios conveyed 

to me the necessity of owning and maintaining a chainsaw to survive in the recent years 

since the dispute with the Bolivian government over the highway had begun. Since 

projects had been terminated, and access to resources significantly reduced, and 

especially due to what many comunarios perceived as the Subcentral TIPNIS’ neglect or 

indifference to community needs, many comunarios were turning to timber harvest out of 

necessity. By mid 2015, the dispute with the government was clearly taking its toll not 

only on the resistance movement and the TIPNIS leadership (politically), but on the very 
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livelihoods of the people themselves.  

 The increasing turn to timber harvest exacerbated the weakening of TIPNIS 

solidarity. As noted earlier, it aggravated tensions and disputes over harvest claims 

between communities, and engendered further regulation and governance between the 

overlapping jurisdictions and authority of competing governing bodies (the four 

organizations that now claim to govern the TIPNIS communities). But many comunarios 

confided to me that they intended to forego the expensive license required to sell timber 

legally in Trinidad and would sell it on the black market in the river ports outside of 

Trinidad. The effects of the highway dispute were felt far along the river indeed. 

 

Ayampe and San Pablo 

 One day after returning to Ayampe from a logging trip, we gathered at don 

Lucho’s house to drink chicha (a fermented, lightly alcoholic beverage made from corn, 

yucca and other fruits, vegetables, or grains). His house was adjacent to the school 

building where the community meetings were held. Having no walls, and being located 

only about 80 feet back from the riverbank, don Lucho’s house usually received a 

refreshing breeze. The Ayampe comunarios often gathered there to drink chicha and chat, 

and likewise don Lucho had invited me to pitch my tent there during my fieldwork to 

share the social nucleus.  

 Professor Puga, the Ayampe schoolteacher, had just returned from the 

neighboring community of San Pablo, where his wife worked as the community’s 

schoolteacher. “They’re going to put up a new 3G cell phone tower in San Pablo during 

the festival” he exclaimed. All of the comunarios’ faces lit up; Gundonovia, the first 
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community upon entering the TIPNIS, was the nearest community that had a cell phone 

tower. “Will we get signal in Ayampe?” asked an excited Ayampe teenager. “Who 

knows,” replied Professor Puga, “although I heard the tower is only going to be 20 meters 

(65.6 feet) high to limit the range, so other communities won’t be able to use it.” Still, it 

was incredible news. Excitement flowed through Ayampe, we all decided to attend San 

Pablo’s annual festival to see the tower ourselves, albeit with mixed feelings.  

 The community of San Pablo was still divided between those comunarios who 

supported the government in the plan to construct the superhighway and those who 

supported the resistance against the plan. Furthermore, all of the Ayampe comunarios had 

family in San Pablo; don Carlos’ and don Lucho’s wives were from San Pablo. I myself 

hadn’t visited the community since the confrontation between the Subcentral TIPNIS and 

CONISUR and the whiplashing of Gumercindo Pradel two years before in 2013. I was 

received at the festival with a mixture of great warmth and suspicion. Comunarios from 

San Pablo I hadn’t seen in two years yelled out my name upon seeing me and embraced 

me warmly. Word quickly spread that San Pablo’s MAS government supporters, 

including the San Pablo corregidor (community leader), were asking what the American 

was doing back in San Pablo. Don Carlos and the other Ayampe comunarios hung back 

from the main festival activities. 

 During the festival, the San Pablo comunarios carried the 3G cell phone tower 

equipment along the 20-minute walk from the river to the community while the Entel cell 

phone company technicians assembled the tower. The cell phone tower was only one of 

many community development projects San Pablo had received from the government. 

The community boasted an immense water tower as well as a six-room health clinic with 
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a resident doctor and two nurses. Surprisingly, the school remained half-built; no 

progress had been made in its construction since the last time I had been in San Pablo in 

2013 for the CONISUR dispute. Part of it was actually in worse shape, since vegetation 

was growing up along the bricks in the walls and dislodging them, and it appeared that 

animals were nesting and relieving themselves on the dirt floors.  

 I visited don Rigo, the San Pablo corregidor, in the late afternoon of the festival. 

He was standing by the outdoor kitchen, where some San Pablo comunarios were serving 

food and chicha to hungry visitors. He seemed wearied from the festivities, perhaps from 

trying to coordinate the various activities with the added responsibility of the cell phone 

tower assembly. He supported the MAS government and was decidedly in favor of the 

construction of the TIPNIS highway. He had hosted CONISUR and stood at Gumercindo 

Pradel’s side during the confrontation in San Pablo in 2013. I expected him to praise Evo 

Morales and the MAS Bolivian government for bringing development projects to San 

Pablo, especially with the assembly of the new 3G cell phone tower. Instead, when I 

asked him about the projects he wearily shook his head and pointed to the overgrown 

school: “this government,” he said, “they make you wait and wait for every development 

project. Make you wait on the funds, and make you wait for the supplies and the 

technicians.” I interpreted this statement to mean that even if he was supporting the 

government and the proposed highway in exchange for San Pablo receiving community 

development projects, he perhaps felt like he was being strung along by the government 

to elicit and ensure his future support. I couldn’t be sure, however, because the rest of our 

conversation and the few other times we spoke were composed of only small talk and 

pleasantries.  
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Illustration 4: San Pablo residents carrying in Entel’s 3G cell phone tower equipment 

during San Pablo’s festival. 
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Illustration 5: San Pablo health clinic photo 1. 
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Illustration 6: San Pablo health clinic photo 2. 
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Illustration 7: San Pablo water tower. 
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Illustration 8: Entel 3G cell phone tower assembled in San Pablo. At the base stand two 

Ayampe teenagers who were excited to be able to receive the signal in Ayampe. 
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 Late in the night of the San Pablo festival, while the Ayampe comunarios and I 

sat drinking chicha and chewing coca leaves, don Carlos discussed the Kateri institute 

with don Hector of San Felipe community. Don Hector was heavily intoxicated from 

drinking shapunatu, a grapefruit drink that is buried underground and left to ferment. 

“I’m sending each of my children to Kateri,” he told don Carlos. He appeared to be trying 

to defend himself to don Carlos. “I know you won’t send your children to Kateri, but 

there is no other place for the children to go.” 

 The Kateri institute is an agriculture and livestock technical institute located 20 

miles upriver from the community of Gundonovia. It also offers a secondary school 

program since most of the TIPNIS community schools only provide a basic level 

elementary education. Kateri was established in 2000 by the Catholic Church and 

received its first class of students in 2003. The institute sits on a private land title of 843 

hectares owned by the Catholic Church, and is largely the product of Sister Geralda. 

Originally from the United States, Sister Geralda has been working with the TIPNIS 

communities since the 1990s.  

The Kateri Institute is one of many indigenous technical institutes in Bolivia that 

are jointly coordinated between the Catholic Church, the Bolivian Ministry of Education, 

and a private international non-profit organization called Fe y Alegria (Faith and 

Happiness). Fe y Alegria helps develop educational programs and teacher training in the 

Jesuit tradition (feyalegria.org). A mix of catholic church religious persons, missionaries, 

and others administer the day to day affairs of the school. 

Along with the schools in Gundonovia and the other TIPNIS communities, the 

professors are appointed by the Bolivian Ministry of Education. Since most of the 
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TIPNIS schools offer only primary education, they are able to employ teachers who are 

from the lowlands, although only a few are from the TIPNIS communities themselves. 

Because of the specialized knowledge required to teach at Kateri, most of the professors 

are originally from the Bolivian highlands. Most were from La Paz, and knew very little 

about the conflict over the plan to construct the highway through the TIPNIS. In fact, 

they seemed unfamiliar with the TIPNIS in general, not knowing how the communities 

were organized (Subcentral TIPNIS) or the number of communities and general 

geographical orientation.  

In contrast, the Sisters and other Kateri staff were both politically astute and 

committed to ensuring social justice over the TIPNIS highway dispute. There is an 

uneasy relationship between the Bolivian government and the Catholic Church, regarding 

their presence in the TIPNIS and Bolivian government, who has repeatedly threatened to 

close Kateri. As noted in Chapter 1, the Catholic Church, along with the Asamblea 

Permanente de Derechos Humanos de Bolivia (APDHB) conducted an independent 

review of the government’s consultation of the TIPNIS communities that exposed 

widespread manipulation of the process and contradicted the government’s results. 

Seemingly in retaliation for supporting the TIPNIS communities against the 

Bolivian government, Juan Ramon Quintana, the Minister to the President, accused the 

Catholic Church of using Kateri as a plantation and forcing the students to work as slaves 

for the church (Erbol.org.bo 2013). This tactic of criminalizing the church is another 

attempt by the government to reduce opportunities and resources available to the TIPNIS 

communities, in order to impose the construction of the proposed highway. 
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Kateri, Dignity for Bolivia, and the Education for Employment (EFE) project 

The Kateri Institute highlights the divergent visions and politics at play in 

realizing development projects in Amazonian protected areas such as the TIPNIS. Just as 

there is a heterogeneity of development visions among the TIPNIS communities in 

addition to the cocalero colonists, there are numerous government actors with varying 

development goals. Portraying the Bolivian government as a single monolithic entity, as 

many scholars examining the TIPNIS have, reduces the complexity of the case to a 

narrative of neo-colonial domination and resistance, and agential TIPNIS actors as mere 

victims. This flattens the complexity over the struggle to realize development visions that 

are at varying times overlapping and competing between the different actors. Moreover, it 

fails to capture precisely what is going on in this supposed post-neoliberal moment, in 

which the Bolivian government is taking some progressive steps, i.e. social programs that 

benefit the indigenous majority, at the expense of exploiting a minority indigenous 

population.  

Thus, there is a diversity of governmental forces acting upon the Kateri Institute. 

While Quintana falsely accuses the Catholic church of running a slave plantation at 

Kateri to punish the TIPNIS communities for resisting the highway, the Ministry of 

Education (Ministerio de Educación, MdE) is working with the Catholic Church and Fe y 

Alegria in the development of Kateri as one of Bolivia’s indigenous technical institutes. 

The development of indigenous universities is one objective of the Bolivian National 

Plan of Development “A Dignified, Sovereign, Productive and Democratic Bolivia for 

Living Well” (El Plan Nacional de Desarrollo “Bolivia Digna, Soberana, Productiva y 

Democrática para Vivir Bien”). Signed into law on September 12, 2007, the National 
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Development Plan was based on “the conception of living well, with origins in the 

indigenous cultures of Bolivia” (Ministerio de Planificación del Desarrollo 2007). The 

Dignity for Bolivia objective of education (Bolivia Digna) asserts that: 

The nation’s educational reform policies have failed to overcome the colonial 
model that bears exclusion, discrimination, marginalization and exploitation. In 
this way, the national education system assumed the hegemonic vision and way of 
life of the elites and did not consider the identities, ways of knowing, social 
organization, worldviews, and historical trajectories of native and indigenous 
peoples” (Ministerio de Planificación del Desarrollo 2007) 
 

The National Plan calls for cultural decolonization throughout the document, and the 

education objective outlines a three pronged approach of 1) transforming the education 

system, 2) quality education that “prioritizes equal opportunity”, and 3) “education that 

generates, adapts and applies science and technology” (Ministerio de Planificación del 

Desarrollo 2007). The first strategy calls for inclusion and participation: “developing 

intercultural society through the revitalization and promotion of traditional cultures”. The 

second strategy calls for equal opportunity for rural and indigenous peoples with specific 

emphasis on gender and age equality. It importantly calls for the establishment of 

universities and technical institutes in rural areas with the mission of “recovering 

indigenous knowledge and technologies” (ibid).  

The third strategy emphasizes the need of “education that generates, adapts and 

applies science and technology” in order to improve the productive abilities across 

regional sectors. It calls for a coordination across scales, and notes the need of “funding 

for infrastructure and equipment, and maintenance of technical institutes and university” 

(ibid). The last two paragraphs of the third strategy crucially link technology and 

technical knowledge to the path to decolonization: 

In this way, a strategy is provided to develop educational and cultural processes, 
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aimed at strengthening decolonizing pedagogies that recover, revitalize, and 
promote traditional knowledge and technologies, through the rescue and 
revitalization of ways of thinking, philosophies, spiritualties, values, behavior and 
cultural uses.  
 
The program of educational research for cultural recovery and revitalization seeks 
to rescue and promote indigenous languages, multi-culturalism, and in order to 
realize this, Spanish speakers of the nation’s different regions should learn an 
indigenous language; and with the Information and Technology program, through 
the installation of community educational Tele-Centers, which include equipment, 
advanced technology, the implementation of the Education Portal, Internet 
services, telephone, radio, video-conferencing and satellite television, will 
radically change teaching-learning systems, especially in rural areas and city 
peripheries; to do so, 115 Tele-Centers will be installed and functioning by 
December 2007 and 1,000 by the year 2010 (Ministerio de Planificación del 
Desarrollo 2007). 
 

It is clear then, that the Dignity for Bolivia objective of the National Plan of Development 

calls for a knowledge articulation that draws from components of both indigenous 

knowledge systems, in indigenous concepts of wellbeing and cultural revitalization, and 

western scientific technology. I now turn to the Kateri Agriculture and Livestock 

Institute, an indigenous university in the TIPNIS, to examine one case of how the Dignity 

for Bolivia objective is being realized.  

 

 In 2013 the Bolivian Ministry of Education (MdE) and CICAN (Canadian 

Colleges and Institutes) signed an agreement to implement Education for Employment 

Plan (EFE) development projects in Bolivia financed by the Canadian government. 

According to CICAN, the goals of the EFE project were: 

 1) “to strengthen the institutional capacity of the Ministry of Education (MdE), of 
the chosen Technological Institutes (ITT) and their staff, so they may offer 
vocational degree programs to the agricultural and mechanical industries”, and: 
2) “improve the socio-economic wellbeing of vulnerable young people…by 
helping them to develop the skills needed for life and for employment and which 
make it possible for women and men, both young and adult, to improve their 
opportunities for joining the labour force or for developing businesses in line with 
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national priorities” (CICAN 2014).  
 

CICAN asserted that the goals of the EFE (Education for Employment) project were in 

line with Bolivia’s National Development Plan, in particular the Dignity for Bolivia 

objective. Indeed, CICAN emphasized the goals of gender equality and redesigning 

technical institute curriculums to bolster production.  

After CICAN and the Bolivian Ministry of Education (MdE) signed the 

agreement, the Kateri Institute in the TIPNIS was chosen as one of seven recipients of the 

EFE development initiative in Bolivia. Through the partnership, Kateri seeks 

“accreditation of their vocational degree programs and the development of the cattle 

breeding specialization to guarantee the labour transferability and certification for those 

living in the Amazonia zone and the communities along the Sécure and Mamoré rivers” 

[TIPNIS] (5,6). The program focuses on cattle breeding specialization because the Beni 

department (where the TIPNIS is located) is the leading meat producer in Bolivia.  

The CEGEP regional de Lanaudiére university in Quebec was chosen as the 

Canadian partner institution by representatives of the Bolivian Ministry of Education, Fe 

y Alegria, and Kateri. CEGEP’s role is to assist in redesigning Kateri’s agricultural 

program, with an emphasis on developing a cattle-breeding specialization. This includes 

providing the necessary equipment and training the Kateri faculty with the technical skills 

to administer the competency-based curriculum. CEGEP has committed to 2-½ year 

partnership program with Kateri.  

 The joint CICAN—Bolivian Ministry of Education description of the Kateri EFE 

development project is explicit in its focus on sustainability and a plurality of 

knowledges. It calls for a general approach of “training professionals to improve the 
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management and use of natural resources, using a sustainability approach” (EVE Bolivia: 

12). The harmonizing of CICAN goals with the Bolivia’s National Development Plan, as 

I noted above regarding the agreement’s general goals, is echoed in the Kateri EFE 

initiative. In fact, the echoes resonate so strongly that the description at times reads like 

portions of the Dignity for Bolivia objective. The Kateri initiative description calls for the 

need “to create specializations developed with innovative approaches which contemplate 

a modularized curriculum in direct response to the needs of the productive sector” (12). 

Furthermore, a portrait of the future Bolivian technician, the embodiment of articulated 

knowledge, emerges from the prospectus: 

New professional profile needed. 
Those educated in this program must have comprehensive training in the technical 
area, have scientific, ancestral and universal knowledge regarding the plan and 
animal husbandry fields, be endowed with technical and technological skills and 
abilities in production chain processes (production, transformation, and 
marketing) and in research, thus becoming people who generate change and 
development through their deeply held commitment to social service and respect 
for the environment (Ministry of Education 2014, my italics). 
 

It is apparent from the above description that the Bolivian national strategy of 

decolonization is not a clear rupture with global capitalism but a strategic engagement 

with it. The initiative emphasizes technology and articulated knowledges (scientific, 

ancestral and universal!) to realize economic production. While it would be inaccurate to 

characterize this as mere modernization, the decolonial path is fundamentally an 

amalgam: articulated knowledges and hybrid economies. I now examine the 

implementation of the Bolivian Ministry of Education—CICAN joint Education for 

Employment initiative at Kateri.  
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CEGEP at Kateri 

 I was sitting with don Osvaldo in the Kateri Institute supply store when he looked 

up from the bamboo wall he was repairing, turned to me and said “motor coming 

upriver.” Although he was originally from the community of San Felipe, he was now 

living at Kateri and working on a eight community wide reforestation project coordinated 

between Sister Geralda and a German NGO. Like nearly all the TIPNIS comunarios, he 

could hear boats, canoes or planes approaching from kilometers away, and was able to 

distinguish between the sound of outboard boat motors or the small 6 to 15 horsepower 

lawnmower-like peke-peke engines most TIPNIS comunarios used to power their canoes. 

“It’s the Canadians,” he told me, and soon I could hear what sounded like a 40 or 50 

horsepower boat motor running full bore. I left the store and walked to the riverbank, 

joining a group of Kateri Sisters, professors and students that were assembling to await 

the Canadians.  

 After their arrival in a fiberglass boat (uncommon in TIPNIS) we greeted the 

Canadian professors from CEGEP regional de Lanaudiére university in Quebec and 

helped carry the cases of equipment they had brought from Canada. Sylvain Belisle and 

Pierre Bournival were agriculture and animal husbandry professors, both silver haired 

and white, approaching the time to start thinking about retirement, and dedicated to 

teaching. They viewed the initial 2 ½ year commitment as part of a long-term 

collaboration that they could continue into their retirement, returning in summertime to 

maintain an active role in the project. The initial commitment contains a student 

exchange component, where Kateri students will visit CEGEP Lanaudiére in Quebec and 

the CEGEP students will visit Kateri in the TIPNIS. Sylvain and Pierre wanted to keep 
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that North-South dialogue ongoing. “We love our job and we’re good at it, because we 

love the students. We have fun with them”, said Sylvain.  

 The EFE program differs in concept and methodology from the top-down 

approach that has long doomed development initiatives. Concepts of empowerment that 

originated in academia such as “participatory” and “collaborative approach” all too often 

become development buzzwords whose meanings are paid lip service but deployed as 

tools to extract participation and consent for projects imposed by more powerful actors. I 

am not rejecting these participatory and collaborative approach concepts outright; in fact 

they can be powerful tools of empowerment. However, project objectives, such as those 

of megadevelopment projects or conservation initiatives8, are often decided by more 

powerful external actors in advance, and these actors frequently ignore or don’t take 

seriously either the heterogeneity of community goals or internal community tensions. 

Furthermore, the uneven power dynamics between development (including conservation) 

experts and the host community are often not examined deeply enough or considered at 

all. This is often apparent in the design and management of development initiatives: who 

is in control of the project and what mechanisms are in place to gauge the project’s 

success?  

  Scientific expertise plays a critical role in legitimizing which actors have 

authority. Academic credentialing rarely acknowledges so called indigenous knowledges. 

Development project implementers, academics, and other western knowledge ‘experts’ 

                                                
8 Conservation as development strategies are designed to mitigate environmental degradation by engaging 
local communities in ‘sustainable’ businesses. However, as these approaches are often generated by NGOs 
and other external actors, the primary goal is not to focus on the broader needs of communities, let alone 
their conceptions of development. In addition, these ‘sustainable’ business models offer limited growth 
opportunities compared to the quick infusion of monetary resources (and sometimes conventional 
infrastructure) that nation-states and multi-national corporations can offer with megadevelopment projects. 
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are very often assumed by powerful institutions to have greater and more precise 

environmental knowledge about specific localities than the people who inhabit them. 

Through credentialing, these very same institutions are the gatekeepers who police the 

boundaries of legitimacy, determining who is authorized to speak.  

 The design and management (and the control thereof) is critical to implementing a 

participatory and collaborative development methodology. As noted above, the EFE 

program was designed by both the Bolivian Ministry of Education and CICAN according 

to the Dignity for Bolivia objectives in the Bolivian National Development plan. The 

EFE program was being managed by Bolivian actors. Johnny, the Kateri program 

director, and a Fe and Alegria representative traveled to Ottawa to hear presentations 

from various university programs competing to be the EFE Canadian partner; they 

ultimately chose CEGEP Lanaudiére professors Pierre and Sylvain from among the 

presenters.  

 The five days Pierre and Sylvain spent at Kateri were aglow with energy and 

exchange (it was their second trip to Kateri, but the first to have significant engagement 

with the students). The Kateri students were reserved at first, and Pierre and Sylvain were 

surprised at the classroom dynamics and Kateri’s unhurried pace. “They are teaching 

schoolwork like back in the 40s”, said Sylvain, “the teacher is king, the one that should 

be respected.” However, Pierre gave an excellent opening presentation to the Kateri 

students, an overview of Canada and CEGEP’s agriculture and livestock program, 

punctuated by his idiosyncratic contagious titter that provoked giggles from the students. 

The students’ reservedness faded as the atmosphere became charged with curiosity. 

The hands-on demonstrations and workshops run by Pierre and Sylvain were 
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dynamic and engaging. They had brought video camcorders from Canada and asked the 

Kateri professors and students to document their lives and studies at Kateri. Pierre and 

Sylvain wanted to show their students back in Quebec what life was like in the TIPNIS at 

Kateri. They showed the Kateri professors and students how to operate the camcorders 

who in turn very quickly mastered the new technology and began instructing other 

students. Knowledge was tangibly traveling from person to person, knowledge 

components linking between Canadians and Bolivians, professors and students, students 

and other students. For the remainder of the trip I saw Kateri students and professors 

video recording themselves all over the institute. They began interfacing with the 

technology in innovative ways, at first recording only objects, then turning the camera on 

each other, interviewing and demonstrating their agricultural tools, technology, and 

techniques. Documenting technoscientific practice, the students rendered their livelihoods 

and knowledge legible in digital format. Recording while riding atop a tractor, exhibiting 

the buffalo cheese factory, the birth of a calf, seed-planting techniques, honey collection 

from the apiary: a kaleidoscope of articulated knowledge in technoscientific material 

practice.  

The cameras were not the only technology that Pierre and Sylvain brought from 

Canada, and the Kateri students and professors were not only using the cameras for 

documentation purposes, as should be clear from the above. They were interfacing with 

the cameras and other technology. Within thirty minutes of Pierre’s demonstration of the 

automatic surveying level, and the professors and students’ subsequent practicing, the 

director of the Kateri program, Johnny, told Pierre: “we may need a bigger and more 

powerful surveying level to handle the TIPNIS drainage issues. Can you guys bring 
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another level when you come back?” Johnny had worked hard to bring the EFE program 

to Kateri, and he fully appreciated the knowledge and technological link he had 

established between CEGEP and Canada. “People!” he reprimanded the students when 

someone had put the level back in its case without first enclosing it in its plastic sack, 

“we’ve had the level one day and already it’s not being taken care of!” 

Sylvain asserted that the technology, in the sense of technical instruments, was the 

main thing Kateri lacked for its agricultural and livestock technical program. “The way 

they do things, it’s like a mix between all the ancestral ways of doing agriculture, and the 

modern way. They have a small garden. Tomatoes, cucumbers. The way it’s arranged, 

that’s the old way of farming. Surely it was done that way fifty, a hundred years ago. But 

there’s a small shed, with a small cabinet, and you open the door, and there’s herbicide, 

pesticide, with a hand pump. They’re used to doing it that way, but we’ll be mixing it 

with the modern ways…We saw the program and all the courses they are giving 

here...it’s complete.” “Everything’s there,” affirmed Pierre. “It’s a full agricultural course 

program,” continued Sylvain, “it begins with the simple courses like botany, biology and 

goes all the way up to nutrition, reproduction, fertilization, mechanics, using the 

machinery, they even have a carpentry course with a shop. It’s a well-led, fully built, 

established program.” 

“At the same time, the Bolivian Ministry of Education (MdE) wants to change the 

way they develop educational programs,” Pierre said. He told me that in March of 2015 

he gave a presentation in La Paz to the Bolivian Ministry of Education on the UNESCO 

Information and Communication Technology - Competency Framework for Teachers 

(UNESCO ICT-CFT). Pierre has decades of experience working in developing education 
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programs under UNESCO guidelines. He told me that the Bolivian Ministry of Education 

was interested in adopting the UNESCO ICT-CFT for the 7 projects between the 

Bolivian MdE and CICAN, of which Kateri is one. “They wanted to know all the steps, 

what the objectives are [of the ICT-CFT],” Pierre said. In this way, Johnny, the director 

of the Kateri program, and each Bolivian program director of the six other CICAN—

Bolivian MdE projects will be trained in the UNESCO ICT-CFT competency 

methodology. “Then they’re going to have people who know how to do it [the ICT-CFT 

method], so the information doesn’t come from one person but seven people”, Pierre said. 

He estimated that the Bolivian Ministry of Education would then adapt the UNESCO 

competency framework to their own national method and program.  

 

This chapter has employed the framework of knowledge articulation to examine 

how various actors draw from knowledge components of indigenous knowledge and 

western scientific knowledge systems in designing and realizing development visions in 

the TIPNIS. While there is a explicit emphasis on cultural revitalization and promotion of 

traditional cultures in the Dignity for Bolivia section of the Bolivian National 

Development Plan, it is apparent that a strategic engagement with science and technology 

is fundamental to realizing the Bolivian decolonial national project. To be clear, science 

here is an articulated ensemble of western and traditional scientific knowledges. Just as 

the Bolivian government does not outright reject global capitalist flows in intensifying 

mining and extraction, the Ministry of Education does not reject western science. In both 

cases there is a strategic engagement: natural resource extraction to fund state social 

programs, and western technological knowledge, skills, and infrastructure to decolonize 



 

 
86 

Bolivia’s educational system.  

Crucially, both of these strategic engagements are linked to production. This is to 

say that realizing Buen Vivir, the good life, is fundamentally about ‘improving’ the 

socio-economic wellbeing of the citizenry. This is accomplished through natural resource 

extraction to provide for the majority of Bolivian citizens’ needs at the present time, and 

to prepare the citizenry for a productive future through training in technology and 

industry. Furthermore, the Bolivian state strategically chooses which partners with whom 

to engage. Brasil (in an interlinked trade network with China), Argentina, and Peru are 

Bolivia’s primarily trade and natural resource exportation partners (Index Mundi 2014). 

The Bolivian Ministry has chosen CICAN, the Canadian Colleges and Institutes, to 

partner with in revitalizing their educational programs. While it can certainly be argued 

that Canada is herself an imperialist power, it must be noted that the terms of the 

partnership are set primarily by the Ministry of Education. 

The collaborative methodology of the Bolivian Ministry of Education and CICAN 

partnerships clearly diverge from the standard development project methodology that 

privileges western scientific experts. Here the Bolivian Ministry of Education designed 

the seven partnerships and are in control of the management of and gauging the success 

of the projects. At Kateri, as one of the seven partnerships, Sylvain and Pierre are there as 

advisors and to teach and bring technological knowledge, skills and equipment from 

Canada. There is a heterogeneity of engagements between actors, then, as evidenced in 

the divergent development approaches of the Bolivian national government in 

constructing the TIPNIS highway, and the Ministry of Education’s revitalization of the 

Kateri indigenous university in TIPNIS. Keeping the Kateri initiative in mind, I now turn 
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to my activist anthropological project, the Open Source: Autonomy project, to further 

explore strategic engagements and possibilities in the development trajectory of the 

TIPNIS and other Amazonian communities.  
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Illustration 9: Kateri agriculture and livestock institute in the TIPNIS. 

 

 

 



 

 
89 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 10: CEGEP (Canada) professors Sylvain (left) and Pierre (right) show the 

Kateri professors and students how to use the camcorders. 
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Illustration 11: The Kateri professors and students in control of the camcorders. 
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Illustration 12: Kateri professor Betty trying out the surveying level. Johnny, the Kateri 

director stands at far left. 
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Illustration 13: Kateri professor Samuel teaches a class on honey collection.  
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Chapter 4:  
 
Open Source: Autonomy [click here to download] 
Crypto anarchy, Amazonian indigenous rights, and activist scholarship 
 
 In this chapter, I outline my activist anthropological project, which I call the Open 

Source: Autonomy project. The Open Source: Autonomy (OSA) project is a vision of 

development for communities in Amazonian protected areas such as indigenous 

territories and national parks. Maybe not quite a lens or framework, but an intuitive and 

forward thinking way of imagining the trajectory of development in Amazonian 

communities, development conceived of here as a dynamic and fluid process that, similar 

to globalization or identity, is continually remade and reimagined. I approach the project 

as a long-term process that is predicated on empowering local communities I work with 

over the course of my academic career. Personally, OSA is a companion to my 

dissertation work over the next 5 years and continuing through the duration of my 

professional and personal life over the next 20, 30, or 40 years (no one here among us 

knows how much time has xe). 

 The OSA project is informed and inspired by ruptures within and spaces carved 

out of “western” hegemonic structures; structures and institutions that embody flows of 

global capitalistic pressures that drive conventional development. Pirates and maroon 

societies operated both outside and at the margins of colonial governance (Price 1973). 

Present day crypto anarchist “pirates” utilize encryption methods to transmit information 

anonymously over the Internet, evading surveillance and monitoring by law enforcement 

(Ludlow 2001). Through the use of virtual currencies such as Bitcoin and Dark Wallet, 

goods and services are exchanged in black markets that function outside of financial 

regulatory institutions. These crypto (as in encryption) anarchists furthermore eschew 
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ideas of intellectual property, and freely publish and exchange digital files globally 

through digital network servers. The music industry for example, lacks the ability to 

significantly enforce intellectual property laws to prevent downloading and distribution 

of music files illegally.  

 These modern day pirates, operating at the margins of legality (unregulated black 

markets of contraband and illegal drugs), are the radical and extreme segment of a larger 

movement to further expand free and open access to information. The open source 

movement is predicated on free public and universal access to designs and blueprints 

both engendered and disseminated collaboratively through information networks. 

Websites like Wikipedia have radically altered public access to information, first by 

distributing information generated by individuals, and second by displacing and upending 

corporations’ (Microsoft, etc.) attempts to profit from online access to encyclopedias. 

Open source differs from anonymous encryption (the modus operandi of crypto 

anarchists) in that open source often acknowledges the work of individuals and even 

recognizes patents or intellectual property. However, open source and crypto anarchists 

both universally reject profiting from intellectual property, and insist upon its free and 

public access instead. 

 The Open Source: Autonomy project envisions an expansion of free access to 

information through Open Source websites and servers, increased global internet 

availability to access these servers, and continued technological innovation that could 

empower local Amazonian communities to address their needs while developing 

according to their own visions of development, exercising self-determination. The OSA 

project is founded on the basic premise that Amazonian communities in protected areas 
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are not dependent on external megadevelopment projects to realize their self-identified 

needs, and should therefore reject them. Megadevelopment projects such as 

superhighways, hydroelectric dams, and resource extraction are conceived of by external 

forces such as national governments and multi-national corporations (MNCs) and are 

intended to serve their interests. Fabricant and Postero (2015) note how global capitalistic 

flows reproduce racialized hierarchical political economies of exclusion in the Bolivian 

lowlands that continue to harm and exploit minority indigenous peoples. Other scholars 

have noted the environmental and social harm megaprojects have inflicted upon 

Amazonian protected areas. Bebbington notes how the commodification and 

politicization of landscapes around resource extraction often generate conflict and 

struggle (Bebbington 2013). Indeed, as I have argued throughout this thesis, Amazonian 

protected areas, and the communities that inhabit them are under increasing governance 

and regulation within a post-frontier governance regime. 

 

The Open Source: Autonomy project in practice 

So how can the OSA project be implemented? Empowering local communities to 

realize their own visions of development and self-determination does not mean leaving 

communities to their own devices. Under a post-frontier governance regime, the 

complexity of actors shaping the TIPNIS development trajectory leaves no room for 

pretentious intellectual aloofness, safely reposing in academic positions of privilege. In 

part to resolve methodological and epistemological crises within anthropology for 

example, scholars in recent years have articulated how rigorous ‘engaged’, or activist 

scholarship can work with communities to realize shared overlapping goals (Hale 2001; 
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Nagar and Geiger 2007). This type of scholarship rejects an “us and them” othering 

binary, and instead acknowledges the multiple epistemological, discursive, and resource 

access inequities within and between groups and communities, calling for a “situated 

solidarity” that recognizes but does not essentialize difference (Nagar and Geiger 2007). 

In this collaborative research, communities and scholars are allies in overlapping 

projects: not “giving back” or reciprocating, but allied and “speaking with” (ibid).  

 Central to this situated solidarity of shared overlapping projects is access to 

resources to realize self-determination. My privileged position as a North American 

researcher gives me access to resources that can be of use to the TIPNIS communities. 

How can scholars be useful to empowering local communities? One key resource is 

technology, specifically for access to information including communication. The TIPNIS 

communities rely upon radio to communicate among themselves and with the Subcentral 

TIPNIS located in Trinidad. During ethnographic fieldwork in 2013, as I recounted in 

Chapter 1, I journeyed with the Subcentral from Trinidad into the TIPNIS to confront 

Gumercindo Pradel and other members of CONISUR who had entered the TIPNIS 

without obtaining permission from the Subcentral (Beveridge 2013). The Bolivian 

military entered the TIPNIS as well, to ensure CONISUR’s safety. Communicating via 

radio significantly limited the abilities of the TIPNIS communities to monitor the 

movements of both CONISUR and the Bolivian military. It was a tense time as rumors 

and misunderstandings caused by a lack of sophisticated technology engendered 

significant uncertainty. Simply put, as access to communication and internet networks 

continue to rapidly expand globally, development plans should envisage and incorporate 

the future potential of technology and other resources. 
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 Communication and information technology will play multiple diverse roles in the 

future. Even a basic technology such as cellular phones can be used to conduct business 

through markets beyond local communities. Today, hundreds of thousands of Africans 

use basic text based (i.e. not ‘smart phones’) cellular phones to make and receive 

payments, get credit; beyond mere “banking by phone”, this gives rural communities 

access to markets that were geographically and structurally inaccessible before (cite). 

This is a global flow from below, reducing geographic discrimination regarding access to 

services and markets beyond local communities. These innovative systems have 

significantly eroded costly transaction fees that financial institutions traditionally 

extracted from rural, structurally disadvantaged users, and future technologies have the 

potential decentralize control over these systems even further. One can see the coherence 

between autonomous regional Amazonian networks of communities, services, and 

markets, and crypto anarchic enclaves operating virtual currency driven market exchange. 

 Development plans for education in Amazonian communities should likewise 

harness the expansion of network infrastructure and access to the internet. Again, as with 

access to financial services and markets, geographical and structural exclusion can be 

greatly mitigated by utilizing technology to meet community needs for education. The 

necessity for students to travel large distances to receive education could be greatly 

reduced. Networks of local and regional education centers (schools) could communicate, 

collaborate, exchange and consolidate curriculum through the internet, building 

information hubs designed to meet community needs. There is a potential for radical 

epistemological transformation as the community “classroom” would emerge as the 

center, instead of the fringe, of knowledge production. Open source indigenous 
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knowledge, an Amazonian Wikipedia equivalent continually expanded by community 

student youth and teachers.  

 However, the decolonial goal of decentering the privileging of the ‘western’ 

scientific framework, and featuring indigenous Amazonian knowledge that empowers 

and legitimizes community conceptions of identity, visions of development and self-

determination, remains elusive. This is evident in the overlapping hybridity of objectives 

of the Dignity for Bolivia section of the Bolivian National Development Plan, where 

cultural, environmental and economic rights are asserted to be the means to realize Buen 

Vivir, or the good life. This emphasis on production reveal that the decolonial project at 

the national level in Bolivia is not so much a clean break or rupture from global 

capitalism, but a strategic engagement with it on the Bolivian nation’s terms. On one 

hand, the TIPINIS highway dispute evidences the contradictions of such an engagement 

that has reproduced colonial forms of domination, in the form of a settler colonial project 

to undermine the TIPNIS authority and dispossess the TIPNIS communities of their 

collective territory. On the other, the strategic engagement with global capitalism is 

manifested in the Education for Employment initiatives (Kateri being one of the seven). 

 One crucial divergence between the OSA project and the EFE partnership at 

Kateri is the economic component. In line with both the UNESCO ICT-CFT guidelines 

and the Dignity for Bolivia section of the Bolivian National Development Plan, the 

objective is to prepare the student to be the future professional. The focus is on ensuring 

the economic and productive viability of the future professional. In this vein, Pierre and 

Sylvain’s specific objective is to link the Kateri students with employers, as Sylvain 

expressed it, “to make the students indispensable to the employers.” This will exacerbate 
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the existing problem of student migration out of the TIPNIS upon graduation from Kateri. 

Not only are the young TIPNIS comunarios leaving, then, but the youth who are the most 

technically trained, will be utilizing their skills in the markets outside of the TIPNIS. 

When interviewed, a large number of students said they would prefer to remain in 

TIPNIS communities and work on development projects within the TIPNIS (Belisle and 

Bournival 2015). 

 Conversely, the OSA project seeks to develop community projects within the 

TIPNIS. As noted in chapter 3, communities such as Ayampe and San Felipe are 

struggling to sustain their livelihoods. They argue that the TIPNIS leadership, the 

Subcentral TIPNIS is not responding to community needs. The Bolivian government has 

presented one clear development path, the TIPNIS highway. The OSA project seeks to 

build towards an alternative to the TIPNIS highway in realizing community projects 

according to the development visions of the TIPNIS communities themselves. 

 There are, of course, important confluences of the OSA project and the Education 

for Employment (EFE) partnership at the Kateri Institute. One is the participatory and 

collaborative methodology. This is facilitated by the community having a key role in the 

design and management of development initiatives, and maintaining control of these 

throughout the lifespan of the project, as well as gauging the project’s success. Another 

key component is the role of technology. This is the ICT (Information and 

Communication Technology) in the UNESCO ICT-CFT. It is readily apparent, for 

example, that cellular phones have revolutionized the lives of peoples globally. It is a key 

instrument for combatting geographical, economic, and informational exclusion (more on 

this below). Being able to tap into informational networks has incredible opportunities. 
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Pierre and Sylvain will bring internet access to the Kateri Institute in 2016 via parabolic 

antenna. Internet access, along with refrigeration for the cattle breeding program, 

necessitates a reliable source of electricity which they will also install at Kateri. These are 

crucial steps towards linking TIPNIS community students with powerful tools. New 

articulations of knowledge, reconfigured in technoscientific practice, are emerging. 

Towards the end of the first significant phase of the Kateri initiative, I recounted 

to Pierre and Sylvain how effective handing over the camcorders to, and in effect putting 

the power and control of the cameras in the hands of the Kateri students and professors. I 

told them it seemed to symbolize the project’s participatory and shared collaborative 

approach. “We wouldn’t do a project any other way,” affirmed Sylvain. Pierre nodded, 

“We are teachers first.” Sylvain continued, “The only thing I can do is give knowledge to 

someone, and let them decide what they will do with it. We let them decide. That’s the 

way I teach my courses. I’m not the padre that will impose, ‘you have to see things the 

way I see them’, that’s how I go.” He again related his methodology to personal 

fulfillment: “We need to have fun. If we don’t have fun with these people, if they don’t 

laugh with me, if we don’t laugh with them, if we get bored, I’ll go home. This is my 

vacation time, and that’s why I’m here.” Pierre and Sylvain furthermore acknowledged 

the need for flexibility in their approach to the project. “We have to adapt …we need to 

go with their rhythm. If it doesn’t get done today, it will get done tomorrow. Nobody will 

die.” 
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Chapter 5 

Indigenous communities in Amazonian protected areas such as indigenous 

territories and national parks are under increasing regional, state and global pressures to 

conform according to conventional development. Many South American nations, 

including the progressive regimes of Bolivia and Ecuador, are intensifying 

megadevelopment projects including infrastructure and resource extraction. While 

indigenous rights have increasingly been inscribed in legal regimes such as the ILO 169 

and national constitutions (Bolivia and Ecuador), pressures to conform to conventional 

development have resulted in a lack of coherence between these legal frameworks and 

the way these rights are exercised in practice. Processes such as consultations and 

environmental impact assessments (EIAs) are frequently subject to manipulation, and 

often result in furthering the interests of external actors such as national governments and 

multi-national corporations (MNCs). Conservation strategies have also had mixed, and 

sometimes devastating effects on natural environments and local communities. In this 

contradictory context of increased protections and extractivism, then, many Amazonian 

communities such as the TIPNIS are facing complex configurations of diverse 

development initiatives. 

The election of Evo Morales in 2005 seemed to offer a significant challenge or 

alternative to the global imperialist and capitalist hegemony that had increasingly 

consolidated power and become the single world paradigm with the fall of the Soviet 

Union. Morales laid out the groundwork for an indigenous-led national decolonial project 

to overturn US and European imperialism and the neoliberal policies of recent decades. 

Walter Mignolo heralded Morales’ election, declaring: “we should therefore view his 
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election as a de-colonial shift (and not as a shift to the left within the traditional European 

political tradition)… The de-colonial shift shall be understood as the indigenous vision 

leading the politics of the state.” (Mignolo 2006). Both highland and lowland indigenous 

groups set aside long-standing geographical tensions to form the Unity Pact that helped 

propel Evo to the presidency. As emphasized in this thesis, the 2009 constitution and the 

2010 Law of the rights of Mother Earth (Ley de Derechos de la Madre Tierra) inscribed 

progressive and extensive indigenous community and environmental rights into law.  

These rights were based on traditional Andean, indigenous concepts of social 

organization  (ayllu) and wellbeing, but written into law in legal terms as Buen Vivir, a 

Spanish language translation of these traditional indigenous concepts. Buen Vivir was 

championed as a mechanism to overturn ‘western’ modern hegemonic conceptions of 

land and nature and reconceive them according to Andean concepts: land as a right of the 

people, not a commodity, and Mother Nature (Pachamama or Madre Tierra) as 

inseparable from humanity, not predicated on a human/nature dichotomy.  

However, the plan to construct the TIPNIS highway revealed the contradictions 

between the anti-imperialist, anti-capitalist discourse and increased megaproject 

development and extractivism in protected areas like indigenous territories and national 

parks. The longstanding geographic tensions that had been set aside to support Evo in the 

Unity Pact resurfaced with the TIPNIS dispute, and major national indigenous 

organizations, both highland (CONAMAQ) and lowland (CIDOB) withdrew from the 

Unity Pact. Furthermore, by increasing extractivism of oil and mining, and implementing 

hydroelectric projects, it became clear that Bolivia remained fully ensconced in 

conventional development and the pressures and flows of global capital.  
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Feeling stung by the bitter legacies of colonialism and neoliberal policies, the 

Bolivian government has been strategic in choosing which countries they will engage 

with in flows of global capital, namely Brasil (with China looming in the background), 

Argentina, and Peru (Index Mundi 2014). In this way, Vice President Garcia-Linera 

legitimizes the ‘sacrifices’ of minority indigenous groups for the benefit of the 

indigenous Bolivian majority. Furthermore, he asserts that megadevelopment 

infrastructure projects are for the wellbeing of lowland indigenous groups, to protect 

from the exploitation of lowland large-scale agribusiness elites. As Fabricant and Postero 

(2015) note, the TIPNIS dispute is an example of how global capitalistic pressures 

reproduce colonial racialized economic structures that exclude and exploit indigenous 

peoples in the Bolivian lowlands.  

It is within this complex strategic engagement with global capitalist flows as well 

as western science that the Bolivian national decolonial project is realized, albeit in 

diverse configurations by multiple actors. As I argued in Chapter 1, the Bolivian national 

government’s plan to impose the TIPNIS highway is a settler colonial project that is 

facilitated through the settler state—coca-grower colonist complicity. The coca-growing 

colonists are colonizing TIPNIS lands in order to gain access to and control more lands to 

expand coca production. They are mostly highland Aymara and Quechua indigenous who 

began migrating into the lands south of TIPNIS (the Chapare) in large numbers in the 

1980s to fuel the explosion of cocaine consumption in the United States. These highland 

colonists continue to cross the TIPNIS collective territory boundary and seize land. Evo 

Morales, who rose to power as a coca-growing union leader in the Chapare, and is still 

the president of the Chapare region union, counts on the firm support of his cocalero 
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constituency.  

I traced how CONISUR (the organization representing the coca-growers) 

attempted to call an illegitimate meeting in the TIPNIS community of San Pablo to 

depose the TIPNIS leadership, the Subcentral TIPNIS. I journeyed with the Subcentral 

TIPNIS and convened with a number of the TIPNIS communities in San Pablo to 

confront CONISUR. The showdown ended with a number of the TIPNIS comunarios 

whiplashing Gumercindo Pradel, the CONISUR president, which is the legally 

sanctioned punishment according to the TIPNIS right as a legally recognized indigenous 

territory (TCO) to community justice under the 2009 Bolivian constitution. The settler 

state—coca-growing colonist complicity was exemplified by the Bolivian government’s 

subsequent criminalization of the TIPNIS leadership. The government swiftly issued 

arrest warrants for the top indigenous leaders behind the resistance movement against the 

highway and charged them with attempted homicide. The TIPNIS leadership’s exercise 

of community justice, in the form of the whiplashing, was ruled as justified when a 

district judge dismissed the charges against the leadership.  

The confrontation was only one example of the Bolivian government and 

CONISUR complicity. After the TIPNIS march to La Paz in 2011, Evo signed law 180 

that rendered the TIPNIS ‘intangible’ or untouchable. After the marchers returned to the 

TIPNIS, the government began strictly enforcing law 180, ending development projects 

and forcing NGOs out of the TIPNIS. Later, CONISUR held their own march to La Paz 

in support of both the Bolivian government and the government’s plan to construct the 

TIPNIS highway. Unsurprisingly, Evo received CONISUR cordially and together they 

produced law 222 that authorized a consultation process. Many observers noted that the 
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Bolivian government’s consultation of the TIPNIS communities was highly flawed and 

anything but free, prior, and informed, as mandated by the 2009 constitution. As the 

Catholic Church and the Bolivian Human Rights Commission observed in their own 

consultation that they carried out following the government’s, the TIPNIS communities 

actually overwhelmingly rejected the plan to construct the highway (Asamblea Caritas 

2012).  

I argued that the Bolivian settler colonial project operates through a weakening of 

the TIPNIS sovereignty facilitated by laws 180, 222, and the criminalization of the 

TIPNIS leadership following the whiplashing of Gumercindo Pradel. I furthermore 

argued that this increasing regulation, and the overlapping jurisdiction of governing 

bodies within the TIPNIS (four governing organizations presently) facilitates the settler 

colonization of the TIPNIS under a post-frontier governance regime. Far from a Wild 

West frontier, the Bolivian settler state and colonist complicity operates through 

undermining TIPNIS power as a polity and bringing the TIPNIS leadership further under 

external governance and regulation. This was exemplified in the increasing turn to timber 

harvest that the communities of Ayampe, San Felipe and Galilea are engaging in to 

maintain their subsistence livelihoods. The highway dispute and the subsequent erosion 

of resources is shaping TIPNIS livelihoods, indeed, their technoscientific practices of 

acquiring more chainsaws to harvest timber to sell for cash in the black markets outside 

of the Amazonian capital of Trinidad. The turn to increased timber harvest has 

aggravated tensions between communities regarding harvest limits and boundaries and 

engendered increased internal governance and regulation. The situation in Ayampe and 

San Felipe was contrasted by that of the community of San Pablo, which continued to 
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receive government projects in exchange for supporting CONISUR and the Bolivian 

government. However, this disparate treatment was offset by the fact that the Ayampe 

residents could receive cellular phone signal and thereby unintentionally contributed to 

the TIPNIS resistance to the highway, in an James Scott infrapolitics style subversion of 

disparate statecraft (Scott. 

I also analyzed the communities of Ayampe, San Felipe, and San Pablo through a 

framework I call knowledge articulation. Building from assemblage theory, Feminist 

Epistemology and James Clifford’s Indigenous Articulation, knowledge articulation 

examines how components of knowledge systems link and unlink, producing new 

configurations. For the purposes of this thesis, I applied the knowledge articulation lens 

to analyze the relationship between western and indigenous scientific knowledge. 

Rejecting the knowledge divide, I argued that knowledge articulations are articulated 

ensembles (in Clifford’s terms), or configurations of knowledge components embedded 

in a specific cultural and historical context. This proved useful for analyzing the 

Education for Employment initiative at the Kateri indigenous university in the TIPNIS. 

I examined how the objectives of the Dignity for Bolivia section of the Bolivian 

National Development Plan, and the Kateri Education for Employment initiative in 

particular, draw from components of both traditional indigenous knowledge and western 

scientific knowledge. These educational development objectives emphasize the role of 

utilizing various knowledge systems and technology as a means to increase production. 

The initiatives explicitly identified this methodology as the mechanism to implement the 

indigenous decolonial national project. 

In this sense, the seven Bolivian Ministry of Education and CICAN (Canadian 
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Colleges and Institutes) partnerships (of which Kateri is one), are another form of 

strategic engagement, not with global capitalist flows so much as with western science 

and technology. As the Bolivian national government doesn’t outright reject global 

capitalism, instead choosing trading partners they perceive to be less imperialist, the 

Bolivian Ministry of Education seeks to revitalize its education programs, implementing 

the UNESCO competency methodologies but maintaining the indigenous pluricultural, 

traditional knowledge and ancestral ways of knowing and being. In both cases there is a 

strategic engagement: natural resource extraction to fund state social programs, and 

western technological knowledge, skills, and infrastructure to decolonize Bolivia’s 

educational system.  

While this methodology for realizing the Bolivian decolonial project is certainly 

rife with contradictions, it is imperative to note that the Bolivian Ministry of Education 

(MdE) and CICAN partnerships are designed by the MdE and based directly on the 

Dignity for Bolivia section of the Bolivian National Development Plan. This is important 

because it diverges from the standard development project methodology that by design 

consolidates and maintains the power and authority of the authorized experts. These 

partnerships were not only explicitly designed by the Bolivian MdE. The program was 

intended to impart the knowledge components, technological skill, and technology of the 

Canadians to the seven indigenous universities. In this way, the technoscience would 

travel, linking and hooking with the existing Kateri knowledge, and result in a 

reconfigured methodology to be employed in realizing the decolonial national project. 

Pierre and Sylvain were knowledge experts, but they were also university 

professors who understood their role in the project to be advisors, “to bring the 
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knowledge and the technology” as Sylvain asserted, and to disseminate knowledge. This 

collaborative methodology is the foundation of my Open Source: Autonomy project, 

which I see as a mechanism for realizing development projects according to the self-

identified needs of the communities: no easy task in light of the heterogeneity of 

development visions and conflict. But two observations should be emphasized: one, the 

Kateri students assert that they would prefer to remain in the TIPNIS communities 

working on development and educational projects. And two, as illustrated by the OSA 

project and the Bolivian Ministry of Education—CICAN partnerships, the TIPNIS 

communities do not need the highway to realize self-determination and develop 

according to their own conceptions of wellbeing.  

As the TIPNIS dispute continues, the TIPNIS development trajectory will 

continue to be shaped by divergent visions, sometimes overlapping and sometimes 

competing, but always contested and negotiated. Actors will continue to push back 

against dominant discourses of development, and the strategic deployment of Buen Vivir 

and decolonization. The heterogeneity of visions, and the disparate power dynamics will 

continue to both structure indigenous hegemony and reconfigure development outcomes. 

Decolonization is indeed a long, complex and contradictory path. 
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