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Vigorous Legal
Defense and
Recognition

Maps of territories have been historically
wielded as a colonial tool to claim

sovereignty over lands traditionally
stewarded and lived upon by Indigenous

peoples. Most Indigenous Peoples have not
recorded their histories on paper, but pass

on their knowledge and histories orally
through storytelling, songs, place names

with historical ties, and so on. Several case
studies [25, 26, 27] have found that

participatory community mapping projects
within Indigenous communities have

proven to be a powerful tool to reclaim their
territories. These mapping projects offer an

opportunity to bridge Western and
Indigenous ways of knowing, by using
Western tools like GPS combined with

Indigenous knowledge forms, like stories
and dreams. The resulting counter-map of

the traditional territory then shows proof of
the long history the peoples have in this

place. It is particularly compelling to State
governments, because it communicates

their claims in a widely accepted scientific
medium (though there are of course issues
with having to bend to Western science, it

provides a starting point to legitimate
Indigenous claims to their territory). It also

offers an opportunity to revitalize
Indigenous knowledge traditions through
the process of map creation, enabling the

intergenerational transfer of knowledge as
well as political mobilization.

Taking actions to strengthen territories of life, as with all projects, inevitably
requires material support.  Part of my research was to identify potential

funders and partners who would be willing to fund such a paradigm-shifting
project. The decolonial approach to conservation that appears to be the most

hopeful in terms of mitigating and learning to adapt to the changing
environment is also the least popular in mainstream conservation discourse,

likely because it challenges many of the power structures that existing
foundations and organisations are entrenched in. In fact, there are many cases

where conservation organisations (and their funders) engage in actions and
approaches that truthfully undermine conservation, such as the case study
mentioned in red on the upper left of this poster, as well as other situations

where conservation organisationshave enabled environmental destruction in
the name of conservation [seagle]. Thus identifying and connecting with

funders and partners who share in this revolutionary and world-changing
approach is vital to the success of these endeavours, and in a broader

perspective, may lead to a building of momentum to shift the mainstream
conservation discourse before it is too late.  

Indigenous worldviews, ontologies and epistemologies are most often not based on this logic of domination, but
rather on the logic of positive reciprocity, relationality, and respect for the natural world [18]. Instead of seeing
humans as 'masters' over the rest of the living world, humans are positioned in a complex and interconnected
web of relationships with all other living beings [19]; in the words of an Amazonian shaman, “everything that
lives, lives by consent of everything else” [20]. Positive reciprocity, and the relationships it gives rise to, are better
aligned with the dynamics and uncertainties of the world and will better enable the long-term cooperation and
survival of all life [21, 22].

Western society as it exists today is predicated on colonial pillaging and capitalist accumulation in pursuit of
infinite economic growth, development and 'progress' [13, 14, 15]. The logic underpinning this is one of
domination: the Western world has understood itself to be the 'masters' over the earth and its resources, as well
as over specific groups of people, like Indigenous peoples and communities in the global South [16]. Today, in the
context of industrial capitalist society and the fossil fuel economy, this logic of domination can be seen clearly
through extractivism: “Extractivism is a nonreciprocal, dominance-based relationship with the earth, one purely
of taking” [17]. This logic has proven to be not only incredibly unjust, but unsustainable and fundamentally at
odds with the survival of the world as we know it. 

Pre-colonization, many Indigenous societies did not have
patriarchal dynamics present in their relationships. Varying
depending on the specific Indigenous community, women

often more respected than they are in Western societies – and
at least in Canada with the Indian Act, patriarchy was imposed

through colonization [leanne simpson]. However, women's
roles in Indigenous societies as caretakers, knowledge holders
and transmitters of culture, and defenders make are extremely

important and vital to the survival of the community – and
have proven in reality to be vital the mobilization and defense

of territories of life still today [33]. Thus an integral part of both
decolonization and the defense and strengthening of territories

of life is to defend and/or restore the rights of women and
other gendered identities in their communities.

The co-production of knowledge, and sharing of existing
knowlege, is an opportunity to bridge gaps in both Western

knowledge and traditional Indigenous knowledge for the benefit
of all peoples in learning to adapt to climate changes. However,

there is ample opportunity for this process to reproduce colonial
relationships if it is not done in a way which respects the

differences and customs of traditional Indigenous knowledge [29,
30, 31]. In other words, this process must respect the autonomy

and rights of Indigenous peoples, must be consensual, there must
be a commitment to reflexivity, and as well to decolonization.
When done in this way, Indigenous knowledge can offer much
wisdom and guidance in adaptation measures. The respect for
their knowledge will challenges existing colonial knowledge

structures, and may enable a better, sustainable way life. 

Territories of life are in need of defense because
they are being attacked, in a variety of ways.

'Attacks' on territories of life today most often
look like the imposition of environmentally

destructive practices on traditional Indigenous
lands, without their consent (or with

manufactured consent, which is no better).
Further, land and water defenders who try to

stop these things from happening are
criminalized and in some cases killed – just for

standing up for their rights [28]. In order to
strengthen territories of life, vigorous legal

defense in the respects mentioned above, as well
as the full implementation of UNDRIP, the

recognition of free, prior and informed consent,
and the legitimation of Indigenous governance

institutions is needed.  

The most hopeful path towards an ecologically intact
and just future is necessarily a decolonial one.

Indigenous Peoples make up only 5% of the global population, but are responsible for stewarding and
safeguarding about 80% of the world's remaining biodiversity – despite exercising tenure and governance
over only about 25% of the world's land [1,2].

These incredibly bioculturally diverse Indigenous territories of life are under clear and accelerating threat as a
result of external impositions such as resource extraction, mining, logging, sea dredging, and other
environmentally destructive activities – often activities undertaken on their territories without their consent [3]. 

Given the above, it is clear that protecting and strengthening territories of
life – a decolonial endeavour – is critical to mitigating and adapting to

climate change and conserving vital biodiversity.

Many dominant conservation approaches, such as but not limited to 'fortress conservation' through Protected
Area designation and carbon markets resulting in 'green grabbing', are not only insufficient in addressing the
many environmental crises facing our world today, but actively cause harm by undermining livelihoods,
damaging ecosystem stewardship, and violating human rights [7,8,9].

Current international climate negotiations have proven to be overwhelmingly insufficient to address the
magnitude of the environmental crises the world is facing [11, 12].

About half of all mineral resources targeted globally by multinational mining companies lie within Indigenous territories [4]. 

Recent evidence shows that secure land tenure, including recognizing Indigenous customary land tenure and
governance systems, is vital to mitigating and adapting to the effects of climate change [5, 6].

Case Study: In Conceição de Barra, Brazil, a large-scale cellulose company, Suzano Cellulose, was enabled to develop environmentally
destructive euclayptus monocultures on the traditional lands of the Quilombola people, which they have relied on for centuries, in part
because the monoculture plantations were certified as 'forests' by the Forest Stewardship Council. This allowed the company to purport
that their actions were actually beneficial to the environment, painting it as a 'reforestation project,' ignoring the clear scientific evidence
against monocultures as well as the unjust displacement of the Quilombola people and the contamination of their natural resources. This is
but one example of the inadequacy and outright harm the dominant conservation paradigm currently enables [10]. 

The root of the problem is the domination paradigm, which is fundamental to
Western ways of life, ontologies and epistemologies.

Often, the climate crisis and other environmental crises of the current day are attributed to 'humankind,' or
'human nature,' – as the term 'anthropogenic' climate change suggests. But this is erasure. The fact is that many
humans are not responsible for these crises, as the above statements suggest. In fact many peoples have been
subjugated to the logic of domination in order to enable the creation of these crises. In other words, it is not true
that all of humanity is to blame for this crisis, but just particular segments of it [23].

Note:  specific understandings, practices and worldviews differ widely and are inseparable from their context. Indigenous Peoples
harbor an incredible wealth of diversity, and the above statement does not intended to pan-indigenize peoples, but point out an
underlying similarity in their worldviews. 

Territories of Life
(territories governed and conserved by Indigenous peoples and other local communities) 

Deep and intimate connections to place, to the lands
and waters of custodian peoples and communities

Functioning governance institutions with rules and
decision-making processes for stewardship

Interaction of knowledge, norms and institutional
processes that foster Indigenous wellbeing and

livelihoods, and are integral to conservation outcomes

Robust Local
Institutions of
Conservation
Governance

Resilient
Livelihoods

Powerful Inter-
Peoples Alliances

[24]

How can Territories of Life be defended and strengthened? 
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