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Abstract

In June of 2009, indigenous protest over the Peruvian government’s natural resource 
policies erupted, tragically, in a violent confrontation where 33 Peruvians lost their 
lives. Conflicts over natural resources are bound to increase, especially in developing 
countries, as governments development ambitions collide with indigenous peoples’ 
territorial claims. This article, within the context of Peru’s natural resource development 
agenda, examines the government’s hydrocarbon development policies against 
indigenous resistance and protest. Turning to an alternative theoretical framework, 
modernity/coloniality, I argue that the government’s development logic misrepresents 
indigenous perspectives on development, undermines indigenous territorial rights, 
and suppresses indigenous participation in Peru’s natural resource agenda. A more 
complex reading of indigenous perspectives reveals a more sustainable approach to 
development, one that does not reject modern development, but does challenge the 
Eurocentric predilections of development.
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On June 5, 2009, a deadly clash erupted between indigenous peoples and the Peruvian 
state in Amazonian province of Bagua. Official accounts placed the death toll at 33, 10 
civilians and 23 police officers. Indigenous accounts of the event vary, but some 
reported that up to 40 indigenous persons were killed and several bodies were thrown 
into the river from police helicopters (Merino, 2010). The clash came on the heels of 
nearly 3 months of intense and widespread indigenous protest throughout the Peruvian 
Amazonia, the result of development policies designed to open up the region to private 
capital investments in oil, mining, logging, and agriculture on indigenous territories. 
The protests, and similar protests that took place in August of 2008, were designed to 
force the government to repeal a series of legislative decrees that were enacted by 
President Alan Garcia (2006-2011) as part of special powers delegated to the execu-
tive to facilitate the implementation of the Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with the 
United States. For indigenous activists, leaders, and local villagers, if not repealed, 
these decrees would have undermined the territorial integrity and environmental sus-
tainability of indigenous lands.

In response to the event, the Peruvian government put together a short video that 
framed indigenous peoples as extremists and savages who had “brutally massacred 
innocent, humble policemen.” The 1 min video placed a news clip of Alberto Pizango, 
the president of the AIDESEP (Interethnic Association of Development of the Peruvian 
Amazon), declaring insurgency against the government. It proceeded to stage images 
of what appeared to be “war-crazed” indigenous protestors, holding spears, juxtaposed 
against photographs of beaten, massacred police officers. As these graphic images 
were displayed in the foreground, the video boldly announced that indigenous peoples 
want to “hold Peru back,” they want to prevent Peruvians from benefiting from the gas 
and petroleum from “their” subsoil. The spot ends with “May the Fatherland not 
forsake progress.”1

This video provides a vivid example of how the Peruvian government represents 
indigenous peoples as antidevelopment. The government frames the Amazon region 
as an undeveloped space, full of unexploited natural resources, but lacking the tech-
nology and capital to fully develop the region. Indigenous peoples, accordingly, are 
guided by an irrational logic that seeks to prevent development at all costs. To counter 
this framing, I make the case that indigenous peoples are not enemies of development, 
but experience development from a distinct epistemological locus than the Peruvian 
state. Within the context of the 2008 and 2009 protest movement, I examine the case 
of indigenous resistance to President Garcia’s development agenda, in general, and 
resistance to the government’s hydrocarbon policy agenda, in particular. My main 
argument is that the government’s development logic not only misrepresents indige-
nous perspectives on development but also undermines indigenous territorial rights 
and suppresses indigenous participation in Peru’s natural resource development 
agenda, which increases political tension between indigenous peoples and the state.

This argument is based on the application of modernity/coloniality (M/C), a theo-
retical approach that is particularly useful for studying development conflicts between 
“modern” states and indigenous peoples. Not only does this approach pay close attention 
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to the contemporary legacies of colonialism, something that often gets minimized in 
mainstream debates that tend to place indigenous/state conflicts on a left/right con-
tinuum, but also M/C suggests that indigenous perspectives of development might 
reflect an alternative modernity rather than an alternative to modernity.2 In the first 
section, I present the case study of indigenous resistance to hydrocarbon development. 
In the following sections, I apply the M/C lens to this case, first synthesizing M/C and 
then examining state policies and indigenous resistance to them. I conclude by gestur-
ing toward a decolonization of environmental policies to incorporate indigenous ter-
ritorial claims.

Case Study: Indigenous  
Resistance in the Peruvian Amazon
Indigenous protest in 2008 and 2009 was, above all, a reaction to the Garcia govern-
ment’s aggressive natural resource policy in the Amazon region, which was based on 
bringing in private capital to develop the region’s vast natural resources. This included 
oil and gas development, mining, forestry projects, the privatization of water 
resources, and biofuel development. The FTA with the United States was critical in 
that it represented an attempt by the government to institutionalize this development 
agenda. Arguing that it needed special powers to adapt Peruvian legislation to the 
terms of the agreement with the United States, in December of 2007, Congress 
approved a law (No. 29157) that granted the executive branch the faculty to legislate 
for 180 calendar days. As a result, in the first semester of 2008, the Garcia govern-
ment promulgated 99 legislative decrees that, in theory, were linked to the FTA 
(Barandiarán-Gómez, 2008).3

Garcia’s main argument was that the Amazon region lacked the financial capital, 
modern technology, and legal framework to fully exploit its vast, untapped resources. 
To attract foreign investment required a new legal framework to open up land (much 
of it indigenous) that the government considered unproductive. Environmental activ-
ists and indigenous leaders referred to this legislative package as the “law of the jun-
gle” because it would undermine collective property rights, open up undeveloped 
lands to lumber, mining, and oil companies, privatize the use of public water (irriga-
tion projects), lower the restrictions on transgenic seeds and promote biofuel planta-
tions, and weaken environmentally protective measures in national parks and other 
specially protected areas (Rénique, 2010, p. 118).

In this context, Garcia embarked on an aggressive natural resource policy that 
included mining, forestry, biofuels, and oil and gas development. Oil and gas develop-
ment exemplified this aggressive approach. In a relatively short time span, hydrocar-
bon development in the Amazon region increased dramatically. In 2004, approximately 
13% of the region was slated for oil and gas exploration; by 2007, that number had 
skyrocketed to 70%. By 2009, there were 92 oil and gas contracts in force. Private 
investments amounted to US$797 million (Finer & Orta-Martínez, 2010a). The major-
ity of these oil and gas concessions overlap indigenous titled territories, indigenous 
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reserves for “isolated peoples,” territorial reserves, and other environmentally pro-
tected areas (Finer & Orta-Martínez, 2010b, pp. 1-2).

The ethnic diversity in the region makes it difficult to be precise about the extent of 
indigenous opposition to hydrocarbon policy. However, there is ample evidence of 
widespread opposition. AIDESEP, the most formidable indigenous organization in the 
region, has consistently maintained a strong position against oil development on indig-
enous territories, indigenous reserves, and other environmentally protected areas. The 
organization is made up of 6 regional organizations, 57 federations, representing 1,350 
communities and, according to its web site, some 350,000 indigenous individuals 
(www.aidesep.org.pe). In 2008, as part of an official platform, AIDESEP listed the 
“suspension of all territorial concessions in indigenous territories to companies or 
natural persons for the exploration and exploitation of hydrocarbons, mining, tourism, 
and forestry” as part of its principal demands to the government (AIDESEP, 2008).

Regional, subregional, and village-level indigenous organizations have also 
expressed their opposition. For example, the subregional Achuar-based organization, 
the Federation of Native Communities of the Corrientes River Basin (FECONACO), 
made of multiple smaller level organizations that represent up to 29 communities, has 
been especially instrumental in demands against Oxy Petroleum and Pluspetrol for 
severe environmental contamination and health-related issues in the Northern region 
of the Peruvian Amazon. Strong statements against the government’s hydrocarbon 
agenda have also been made from organizations in the Northern Marañon region, from 
the central Amazon region, and from the Southern region (especially surrounding the 
Camisea gas project). Such statements have come in distinct contexts, from multiple 
organizations, and generally reflect opposition to oil development (Servindi, 2006, 
2007a, 2007b, 2008a, 2008b, 2009a, 2009b).

According to the National Ombudsman’s Office, just in February of 2009, of the 
218 cases of social conflict in Peru, more than half of them were directly related 
to mining, hydrocarbon development, and other related issues (Huancas, 2009). 
Indigenous opposition to oil development follows this trend. While related to the 
broader protest of the government’s development policies, between March and April 
of 2009, there were multiple incidents of protest: more than 100 Secoya and Kichwa 
communities from Northern Peru denounced the entrance of Petrobras, a Brazilian com-
pany, on their territories (AIDESEP, 2009a). In a similar act, more than 80 Kichua 
communities came together to protest the U.K.-based Perenco for contaminating 
activities on their land (AIDESEP, 2009b; Servindi, 2009a); in the Northeastern 
Amazon, thousands of Mateses peoples declared that they would not allow the 
Colombian oil company Pacific Stratus to enter their lands (AIDESEP, 2009b; 
Servindi, 2009b); in the Southwestern part of the Amazon region, Nomatsiguenga and 
Ashánika peoples in 45 different communities demanded that the government suspend 
all concessions and offers of hydrocarbon blocks that overlap their indigenous territo-
ries (AIDESEP, 2009c). These examples typify the consistent pattern of opposition 
throughout the Amazon region since 2006 and continuing to the present.4
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Not unlike the more well-known cases of opposition in Ecuadorian Amazon 
(Chevron), the Niger Delta (Shell), Ireland (Rossport), Myanmar (Unocal), and others, 
oil development symbolizes the power of the state and transnational companies to 
dramatically impact the livelihoods of local peoples. In Peru, the infamous history of 
oil development in the Northern Amazonian region is still etched in the memory of 
indigenous peoples (La Torre Lopez, 1999). As such, much of the protests were 
pointed directly at the petroleum industry. In several coordinated efforts throughout 
the region, for example, protestors forcibly took over oil and gas infrastructure, in 
some cases leading to the halting of operations. At one point, up to 41 energy-related 
vessels were stuck along the jungle rivers because of the protests (Aquino, 2009, 
May 15). In May of 2009, in fact, the government was forced to declare a state of 
emergency because the protests threatened the production of hydrocarbons (“Declare 
State of Emergency,” 2009, May 9).

Indigenous resistance in the Peruvian Amazon is clearly part of a larger trend in 
Latin America and elsewhere of local people rising up against neoliberal policies that 
seek to place natural resource development in the hands of private entities. President 
Garcia became a “declared enemy” of many indigenous peoples in the region because 
of aggressive neoliberal policies that, according to experts, represented a categorical 
attack on indigenous territorial rights (see Manacés-Valverde & Gomez-Calleja, 
2010). Peru’s aggressive neoliberal orientation is certainly one explanation for under-
standing indigenous resistance (see Hughes, 2010, and Rénique, 2009). Like in other 
countries, the government’s intention to privatize and commodify natural resources on 
indigenous territorial spaces constitutes a serious threat to the integrity of indigenous 
lands. However, here I suggest that neoliberalism only partly explains indigenous 
resistance. For a distinct reading of this conflict, I turn to modernity/coloniality, 
which offers an alternative explanation of the state’s development agenda and indig-
enous resistance to it.

Modernity/Coloniality and Eurocentric Development
Modernity/coloniality (M/C) is a theoretical approach inspired by the work of schol-
ars, mostly from Latin America, including Walter Mignolo (Argentina), Enrique 
Dussel (Mexico), Anibal Quijano (Peru), Arturo Escobar (Colombia), who claim that 
the idea of modernity, along with its corollaries development and modernization, are 
heavily influenced by a Eurocentric perspective. Here eurocentric modernity is guided 
by a logic that informs political, economic, and social thought and is not only pre-
dominant in mainstream institutions like the World Bank, IMF, and the WTO, but also 
permeates political institutions like the “modern” nation-state.5

Modernity is most often associated with the intellectual effort on the part of 
Enlightenment thinkers to develop objective science, to accumulate knowledge, and to 
dominate and control nature. For Harvey, modernity is related to the pursuit of human 
emancipation by free and autonomous individuals, leading to rational forms of 
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social organization and thought that liberate humans from irrational notions of myth, 
religion, and superstition (1989, p. 12). Modernity, thus, reorients the idea of history 
and progress around the logic of development, where “perpetual betterment” is always 
possible (Escobar, 2007, pp. 181-182). According to most classical (Kant, Hegel, 
Weber, Marx, etc.) and critical thinkers (Habermas, Giddens, Taylor, Touraine, 
Lyotard, Rorty, and Foucault), the origins of modernity are generally located in France, 
Germany, and England around the time of the Reformation, the Enlightenment, and 
the French Revolution and became consolidated with the Industrial Revolution. 
Together, these views suggests that modernity can be explained by factors that are 
generally internal to Europe (Escobar, 2007, p. 181).

M/C scholars, conversely, explain the origins of modernity as external to Europe, 
beginning with Conquest of the Americas and the economic control of the Atlantic. 
Drawing from Wallerstein’s world systems analysis, the “modern” world (capitalist) 
system was born in the 16th century when European powers began to expand their 
reaches through colonial domination. This emphasizes the role that the extraction of 
precious minerals and (later) the production of agriculture commodities played in 
financing the Industrial Revolution and fomenting the modern world capitalist sys-
tem (see Dussel, 2002, p. 223; Wolf, 1982/1997). Rather than understand modernity 
as a process where European Enlightenment thinkers introduced (i.e., Locke, Smith, 
Descartes, Comte) a new logic and rationality, M/C highlights the fact that European 
modernity (as a logical structure) was based on the imposition of a Eurocentric rep-
resentation of knowledge and power that suppressed and marginalized other forms of 
knowledge in a hegemonic project of modern development (Escobar, 2004, p. 217).

Coloniality, argues Mignolo, is “the reverse and unavoidable side of ‘modernity’—
its darker side, like the part of the moon that we do not see when we observe it from 
the earth” (2000, p. 22). Not the same as colonialism, which refers to specific histori-
cal periods, rather, coloniality refers to the “logical structure of colonial domination” 
that maintained Spanish, Dutch, British, and U.S. dominance in Latin America 
throughout history (Mignolo, 2005, p. 7) and permitted the genocidal acts against 
indigenous peoples and Africans and the marginalization of knowledges, religions, 
and of “nonmodern” cultures. When the logic of coloniality surfaces, it is explained 
through rhetoric or promise of modernity, where all problems can be corrected with 
modern development. Critically, this logic has been alive since the 16th century when 
the Spanish crown appropriated massive amounts of land and brutally exploited indig-
enous peoples and slaves, all justified in the name of the logic of salvation and prog-
ress (Mignolo, 2005, pp. 10-11).

The Rhetoric of Modernity
To illustrate how the rhetoric of modernity works in this particular conflict, I focus on 
what has been described as President Garcia’s perro del hortelano discourse, which 
became the center of a national debate on indigenous territorial rights. Between 
October of 2007 and March of 2008, the president wrote a series of four editorials in 

This content downloaded from 
������������173.183.127.35 on Wed, 01 Apr 2020 16:54:54 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



82		  Journal of Environment & Development 21(1)

Peru’s national newspaper, El Comercio, in which he used the perro del hortelano 
(gardener’s dog) fable to make an argument for the use of big capital and modern 
technology to develop Peru’s vast natural resources. The fable is based on the story 
of a dog that irrationally protects its master’s garden from farm animals that need 
nourishment from the garden. The dog doesn’t realize that it is in everyone’s best 
interest to allow the animals to eat from the garden. Translated to the Peruvian con-
text, Garcia argues that there are “millions of hectares” held by communities that 
remain idle and that will never be cultivated because of a perro del hortelano mental-
ity that sees any development as an infringement on their rights (2007, October 28).

From the perspective of M/C, land is a critical source of capital because the appro-
priation of land increases the power and potential of capital to work toward modernity 
(Mignolo, 2007a, p. 480). This connection between capital and land is highlighted in 
President Garcia’s discourse, where the Amazon is viewed as an idle space that is 
undercapitalized. The solution is to create large extensions of land (via multinational 
oil, gas, mining, logging concessions) where large capital investments are feasible. 
Garcia points out that there are “sixty million hectares” in the Amazon region that 
could be converted into large spaces of ownership (5 to 20,000 hectares) to secure 
formal investment and high technology. Responding to those (many on the left) that 
argue against privatizing indigenous lands in the Amazon, Garcia suggests that current 
restrictions against privatization of indigenous lands are preventing large capital 
investments that would create thousands of formal jobs for Peruvians that live in the 
poorest areas (2007, October 28). For Garcia it is necessary to make available signifi-
cant extensions of land to the largest companies, who have the capital and resources 
necessary to invest, which will create jobs and reduce poverty.

Embodying the promise of modernity, Garcia claims that many environmental 
problems are the result of a lack of technology and capital, which creates chaotic, 
unregulated conditions that inevitably lead to the destruction of the environment. The 
current mining problems, he says, are a result of “yesterday’s mines,” arguing that 
modern technology has overcome problems of environmental contamination (2007, 
October 28). Again, the key is to bring in large capital investments, which will end the 
destruction of the environment (Perez-Maura, 2008). In this context, imbued with this 
spirit of modernity, problems associated with extractive development should be dealt 
with through large capital investments that will bring technology, reduce poverty, and 
improve environmental conditions.

Finally, the perro del hortelano discourse advances a teleological notion of devel-
opment that frames the region as a historically backward space, in a sense, waiting for 
capital investments and technology. Part of this is related to Garcia’s critique of small 
landholdings, which are presented as historical relics that create conditions of poverty. 
Garcia writes that “the minifundista model without technology is a vicious circle of 
misery.” This commentary on small landholdings carries with it an implicit and 
explicit critique of Amazonian indigenous peoples, who are framed, like the territorial 
spaces in which they reside, as undeveloped and un-modern. Garcia says that he 
respects both “virgin forest” and “native peoples” but, again, comments that this model 
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has only led to “unregulated concessions, cocaine production, and illegal logging.” 
Extolling the potential of Amazonian lands, he states that “it is shameful that Chile 
exports two billion dollars in timber without having one Amazonian hectare” (2007, 
October 28).

Garcia’s critique of indigenous peoples is, however, also explicit, even challenging 
the notion that indigenous people have a special relationship to the land. Questioning 
the “sacredness” of indigenous lands, he argues that “demagoguery and trickery” have 
caused indigenous peoples to believe that “native” communities are the original indig-
enous form of organizing, when, in reality, it was a creation of the Spanish Crown that 
ended up pushing indigenous peoples to “unproductive” lands (2007, October 28). 
Leaving aside the historical accuracy of this argument, he implies that indigenous 
peoples have been tricked into believing that they have special rights to the land and 
suggests that indigenous territories are obstacles to progress and development. 
Accordingly, they are historical relics that do not fit within the modern scheme of 
development.

In short, the perro del hortelano discourse suggests that the promise of Amazonian 
development lies in bringing in large capital investments to the region. In its current 
state, the region is undeveloped, backwards, lacking sufficient capital and technology 
to create the necessary investment conditions. Indigenous peoples are seen as mis-
guided by an irrational mindset (el perro del hortelano) that wants to protect the region 
from all development, sacrificing the well-being of the nation. This discourse implies 
that indigenous peoples have been manipulated to believe that they deserve “special” 
treatment, when, in fact, they themselves are creating obstacles to their own develop-
ment path. After all, modernity will create jobs, alleviate poverty, and protect the 
environment.

The Logic of Coloniality
This section examines the ways in which Garcia’s development agenda works around 
the logic coloniality and explains how government policies undermine indigenous 
economic, political, and epistemic control over indigenous territorial spaces. According 
to Mignolo, the logic of coloniality works through certain domains of human experi-
ence (the economic, the political, the civic, and the epistemic) that create a colonial 
matrix that is “invisible to the distracted eye” but works to marginalize peoples who do 
not subscribe to the hegemonic logic (Mignolo, 2005, p. 11). Here, focusing on three 
of these domains, I examine both the legislative decrees, the specific policies used to 
implement the perro del hortelano discourse, and the government’s hydrocarbon 
polices on indigenous territorial spaces. I argue that both cases embody a logic of colo-
niality that, in the end, undermines indigenous rights and territorial claims.

First, several of the legislative decrees (LD) were designed to provide the govern-
ment with economic control over indigenous lands for development purposes. The 
idea was to “expand the agriculture frontier” to make land that the government deemed 
unproductive, productive, which required implementing a new political, economic, 
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and legal framework. Several decrees, for example, would create new legal mecha-
nisms to ease the restrictions for extractive development by private entities on indig-
enous territorial spaces (LD 994, 1064). The decrees were designed to facilitate 
infrastructure projects for mining and hydrocarbon development, to apply forced ease-
ments, and to implement a new legal regime for private investment. In addition, LD 
1089 mandated that COFOPRI (the Organization for the Formalization of Informal 
Property) an urban agency controlled by the Garcia government, finish the task of 
titling all indigenous territories yet to be titled. Given the difficulty of the task and the 
institutional capacity of COFOPRI, experts argued that the intentions of the govern-
ment were to hastily finish the titling process, so that more land would legally be made 
available for development (see Bandariarán-Gomez, 2008).

Second, M/C suggests that the control of the indigenous territories requires politi-
cal control. Legislative decrees 1015 and 1073 would have changed the requirements 
to facilitate private development on indigenous lands from two thirds of the entire 
community to only 50% of attendees at a community assembly. LD 1090 would have 
taken power away from indigenous authorities who participated in the National 
Forestry Policy Consultative Council to make decisions related to forestry develop-
ment. Taken together, these legislative decrees were considered a violation of indig-
enous rights to consultation (ILO 169), a further reminder of how these policies 
would undermine the political authority of indigenous peoples.

Finally, the recategorization of land undermines indigenous epistemological claims 
to the land. Indigenous advocates have always argued that for indigenous peoples land 
has a much broader meaning than simply economics or production. Many of the gains 
around indigenous rights achieved in the mid 1970s were related to expanding the 
definition of land, to include hunting, fishing, gathering, recreation, and religion. 
Several decrees (LD 994, 1064, and 1090), however, would have narrowed the defini-
tion of land, so that “fallow” and “deforested” land would be considered “apt for 
agriculture use.” The idea that “fallow” land is unproductive works very much toward 
the control of knowledge and subjectivity. From a Eurocentric perspective, it is a way 
to create and control the epistemological terms that define modern development. 
Deforested and fallow land are defined economically, which directly challenges indig-
enous conceptualizations of territory.

The logic of coloniality also helps to explain the government’s hydrocarbon devel-
opment practices on indigenous territories. While a host of state entities are involved in 
hydrocarbon development, the two principal agencies that are responsible for the pro-
motion and implementation of oil and gas development in Peru are the Ministry of 
Energy and Mines (MINEM) and Perúpetro, Peru’s hydrocarbon licensing agency. 
MINEM is the state entity in charge of both promoting and regulating oil and gas devel-
opment in Peru and Perúpetro represents the state in its dealings with private companies 
interested in investing in oil and gas development. Both entities are responsible for not 
only informing indigenous peoples of hydrocarbon development but also for establish-
ing relations between the state, indigenous communities, and private companies.
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In theory, indigenous peoples participate in the hydrocarbon process in two dis-
tinct, but related practices: (a) informative workshops and (b) public audiences to 
approve Environmental Impact Studies (EIS). Both practices revolve around the elab-
oration and execution of a series of environmental and social studies to ensure that 
hydrocarbon activity takes place without harming the environment, natural resources, 
or people (Supreme Decree No. 012-2008-EM). Perúpetro is responsible for holding 
the events and MINEM is in charge of evaluating and approving the environmental 
studies (Ministry of Energy and Mines [MINEM], 2008). Officially, informative 
workshops bring together representatives from native communities, companies, and 
regional and local authorities to inform the public of the details of the proposed oil and 
gas project.

Before any hydrocarbon activity takes place, the contracted company must present 
to the competent authority an EIS that contains a baseline account of socioeconomic 
conditions of the area, all potential impacts (social, economic, and health) to indige-
nous and peasant communities, and the specific measures that should be adopted to 
prevent, minimize, or eliminate these effects (DS 003-2000-EM, Art. 2; DS 046-93-
EM Art. 10; DS 041-2001-EM Art. 2). After these studies are evaluated by MINEM, 
they are then subject to a public audience where all actors, in theory, are allowed to 
express their opinion. MINEM states that the EIS should inform the population about 
the details of the hydrocarbon project, collect observations and suggestions from the 
population and local authorities, and include these observations in a required evalua-
tion (MINEM, 2008).

Much of the controversy surrounding oil and gas development on indigenous ter-
ritorial spaces is related to Free, Prior, Informed Consent (FPIC), a concept that is 
expressed in the United Nation’s Declaration on Indigenous Rights (2007) and 
International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention 169 (1989), in both of which 
Peru is a signatory. Article 3 of the UN Declaration stipulates that indigenous peoples 
have the “right to self-determination” and, “[by] virtue of that right they freely deter-
mine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social, and cultural devel-
opment” (UN, 2007). In a similar vein, ILO 169 recognizes the rights of indigenous 
peoples to maintain their own way of life (language, identities, and religion), to exer-
cise control over their own institutions, and calls attention to the distinct contributions 
of indigenous peoples to humankind, including cultural diversity and social and eco-
logical harmony (ILO 169).

To be clear, in its organizational literature, MINEM does emphasize that it com-
plies with ILO 169 (MINEM, 2008, p. 14). In special literature given to private com-
panies, it even provides summaries of articles 15 and 16 of ILO 169 as they apply to 
hydrocarbon development (MINEM, 2008, p. 14). In a similar vein, Perúpetro main-
tains that it operates in full compliance with ILO 169, emphasizing a “harmonious 
relation” with indigenous communities, who receive benefits and participate in hydro-
carbon project (http:/mirror.perupetro.com.pe/protamb-s.asp). These organizations, 
however, maintain that indigenous rights are limited to simply providing information 
about hydrocarbon projects. According to one governmental decree, “the object of the 
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process of public information and diffusion is to consider and incorporate community 
criteria; this process does not imply the right to veto nor is it binding” (No.-015-
2006-EM). Furthermore, the government often points out the state is rightful owner of 
all natural resources, which leaves indigenous peoples with little power to prevent or 
modify extractive development (Article 66, Peruvian Constitution). Finally, both 
informative workshops and the EISs take place after the government has already nego-
tiated and signed leases with oil and gas companies, which suggest that the govern-
ment is probably not likely to cancel already signed concessions.

The government’s insistence on the “informative” content of the workshops is 
palpable. In 2004, the government replaced the legislation that was titled “Regulation 
for Consultation and Citizen Participation in Proceedings to Approve Environmental 
Studies in the Energy and Mining Sector” with “Regulation of Citizen Participation 
in the Realization of Energy Activity Administrative Proceedings for Environmental 
Study Evaluations (RM 535-2004-MEM/DM).” As Greenspan points out, the word 
“consultation” was removed from both the title and the text, to be replaced with 
“informational workshops” and public hearings. Moreover, as Greenspan states, the 
government describes itself as “simply an information provider” and “does not offer 
a single space for communities to influence . . . resource use decisions” (Greenspan, 
2006, p. 11).

Human rights lawyer and advocate Lilly La Torre provides insights on the way that 
indigenous peoples typically participate in these venues. She explains that petroleum 
companies, Perúpetro, and MINEM arrive in a village together—usually in a helicop-
ter or airplane—to announce that they are in the village to discuss a legally binding 
contract that the government has already signed with a private company. The govern-
ment representative explains to the community how they will benefit from and how 
they will participate in the project. For La Torre, the state manipulates the process so 
that any genuine dialogue between the state entities and indigenous people is elimi-
nated (L. La Torre, personal interview, January 10, 2008). For Cezar Ipenza, a Peruvian 
environmentalist who now works for the Ministry of the Environment, the workshops 
often end up distorting information. He recalled in one case how a lawyer representing 
Perupetro, “defying all logic,” used ILO 169 to argue that indigenous lands were actu-
ally superimposed on state hydrocarbon resources. Furthermore, says Ipenza, work-
shops are couched in esoteric language that few indigenous people understand (C. 
Ipenza, personal interview, January 2008).

Petroleum companies, in conjunction with state officials, have also been known to 
make explicit offers to indigenous peoples in the form of health centers, roads, elec-
tricity, telephone service, boat motors, and even things like soccer jerseys, toys for 
kids, and “cases of beer” (see La Torre-Lopez, 1999, p. 186). These cases have been 
well documented in the past in Peru, Ecuador, and other places (Kimberling, 1991; 
Sawyer, 2004). Within the context of the Garcia government, more recently, a Shipibo 
woman explained how in a government visit to Shipibo village community members 
told her they had been offered roughly US$17,000 and if they did not accept the terms 
of the contract that army would come (personal interview in 2008). According to 
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Robert Guimaraes, former vice president of AIDESEP, these types of offers are 
common. The government often takes advantage of the needs and vulnerability of 
indigenous peoples who live in remote jungle areas and, if communities are not well 
informed, says Guimaraes, they are “especially susceptible to these types of offers” 
(R. Guimaraes, personal interview, January 2008).

The public audiences surrounding the EISs are also venues designed to inform the 
public (i.e., indigenous peoples) about the details of the final study. Yet there are no 
provisions that provide indigenous peoples the opportunity to reject the claims made in 
these studies or, in reality, is there potential for debate or dialogue. While these forums 
typically include a question and answer session (see RM 596-2002-EM/DM), La Torre 
says that they are simply informative meetings that are dressed in overly technical lan-
guage, conducted in such a way that there is little room for input, little time to under-
stand the complexity of the studies, and virtually no opportunity to dispute the validity 
of the claims presented (L. La Torre, personal interview, January 2008).

In summary, the government uses informative workshops and EISs to claim that it 
is upholding indigenous rights to consultation under the stipulations of ILO 169, 
when in practice it excludes indigenous peoples from the process of hydrocarbon 
development. Working from the logic of coloniality, the government seeks to control 
the political authority related to the use of natural resources on indigenous lands. The 
government does advertize a certain “respect for indigenous rights,” but only within 
the context of a previously made decision to go forward with hydrocarbon develop-
ment projects. As the logic of coloniality dictates, the fact that indigenous rights are 
minimized (or violated) is a necessary sacrifice given the promise of modern 
development.

While the history of the Peru’s development agenda is beyond the scope of this 
article, it is important to mention that Garcia’s policies are not atypical. In fact, since 
the colonial period, the government has engaged in policies designed to develop 
the Amazon region at the expense of indigenous territorial claims and rights. This 
same logic facilitated the exploitation of natural resources, the disintegration of indig-
enous territorial spaces, and the marginalization and suppression of indigenous cultures. 
The earliest attempts at colonization in the Peruvian Amazon (1537), for example, 
were based on the extraction of gold and silver realized through the encomienda, a 
disguised slavery practice that promised Christian salvation in exchange for labor 
(Taylor, 1999). Perhaps the most notorious period in the region’s history was the rub-
ber boom of the late 1800s and early 1900s, marking the beginnings of Peru as a 
“modern” independent republic (1821; see Drinot, 2000). It was also the period in 
which the most brutal practices were used to extract rubber, leaving an indelible colo-
nial wound on indigenous peoples still evident today (see Hvalkof, 2000).

This never-ending attempt to “colonize” and develop the region was a consistent 
characteristic in Peru’s policy agenda throughout the modern era. This was manifest in 
the governments of Manuel Prado (1956-1962) and Fernando Belaúnde Terry 
(1962-1968 and 1975-1980). Belaúnde wrote a book titled “The Conquest of Peru by 
Peruvians,” which details his desires to conquer the region by building an intricate 
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system of highways to develop the region (Smith, 1982). Even the relatively progres-
sive military government of Juan Velasco Alvarez (1968-1975), who passed the 1974 
Law of Native Communities, at the time considered the most advanced in all of South 
America (Smith, 1982, p. 5), engaged in aggressive colonization policies, including oil 
development, that ended up further eroding the integrity of indigenous territorial 
spaces (Chirif & Garcia, 2007).

Modernity/Coloniality and Indigenous 
Viewpoints on Development
Thus far I have argued that M/C helps to identify the government’s perspective on 
development as Eurocentric. Understanding development as Euro-centered suggests 
that it is possible to think about development not from the center, but from the fringes 
or borders of Eurocentric modernity. For Mignolo, it is important to underscore that 
this is a “privileged epistemological space” that has been conceived against a hege-
monic mode that occupies the center of the modern imaginary that has suppressed or 
“subalternized Other imaginaries.” Crucially, this space is not simply one of oppres-
sion, but a place to discover new ways of thinking and acting that might provide 
viable alternatives to Eurocentric modernity. In fact, for Mignolo, some of the most 
effective critiques of globalization today are articulated not by postmodern theories, 
but by the “emergence of forms of knowledge that have been subalternized during the 
last five hundred years under global designs . . .” (2000, p. 22).

It is important to stress that this conceptual space is modern. As Mignolo argues, it 
is impossible to separate the subaltern from the modern imaginary. This is notably 
distinct from the metanarratives (especially liberalism and socialism), which tend to 
place indigenous peoples in traditional or nonmodern categories. Modernization the-
ory (Rostow), liberalism (and neoliberalism), socialism, and other “modern” perspec-
tives emphasize the idea of stages of development as a path to becoming modern (see 
Escobar, 1995). Importantly, notions such as undeveloped apply not only to countries 
but also to peoples and regions. Against Garcia’s description of indigenous peoples as 
primitive, backwards, and undeveloped, from this perspective, indigenous peoples, 
along with other subaltern subjects (Afro-Latinos, workers, etc.), are just as modern as 
Euro-centered Latin Americans in positions of power, yet they experience modernity 
from a different vantage point or a different epistemological locus.

Indigenous positions on development, for example, resonate with relatively main-
stream or “modern” positions on the environment. In an “Open letter to President 
Garcia,” AIDESEP mentions that 10% of the world’s biodiversity and 30% of the 
world’s fresh water is located in the Peruvian Amazon. Suggesting that it is President 
Garcia who is out of touch with modern thinking, they remark it is Garcia who is not 
connected to the latest information about climate change: “if there were an ecological 
catastrophe, only from Peru would it be possible to repopulate the planet” (AIDESEP, 
2007). These types of statements from indigenous peoples are quite common. In a 
public pronouncement, 22 distinct women’s indigenous groups state that “thanks to 
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our ancestral knowledge and our protection we have a territory that is called the lungs 
of the earth” (Radio Voz de la Selva, 2009b). According to Alberto Pizango, president of 
AIDESEP during the protests, state officials simply don’t understand that “we are the 
air conditioning of the world” (Radio Voz de la Selva, 2009a).

However, indigenous opposition to oil development also stems from the experience 
of being marginalized subjects of modern development. From the lens of M/C, this 
explains why indigenous peoples throughout the region are fierce advocates for the 
Achuar from the Corrientes region of Northern Peru, who, at the hands of the state oil 
company Petroperú and the multinational Occidental Petroleum, experienced over 
30 years of environmental degradation (La Torre-Lopez, 1999). Pizango remarks that 
Amazonian peoples “will always” take the example of the Achuar, emphasizing how 
exploitation has caused children in the region to have lead and cadmium in their blood 
(AIDESEP, 2007). In a 2008 response to the entrance of Pacific Stratus Energy on 
indigenous land, a Matés leader commented that, in spite of company promises, the 
experience of 1974 reminds them that “various brothers died when the company came 
in” (Servindi, 2008b). Etched in the collective memories of indigenous peoples, these 
remarks are frequent throughout the region.

It is also important to underscore how President Garcia’s perro del hortelano dis-
course misrepresents indigenous perspectives on development. Garcia implies that 
environmental activists allied with indigenous causes are heavily influenced by social-
ist perspectives. He writes that the present-day environmentalists are in fact “yester-
day’s communists,” who have changed their red shirts for green ones (Garcia, 2007). 
The notion that indigenous peoples are influenced by a Marxist-left is something that 
indigenous peoples themselves categorically reject. In response to Garcia’s claims, 
ex-AIDESEP president Gil Inoach-Shawit argues that indigenous notions of develop-
ment are “not marked by Western philosophers.” In fact, he says, “for indigenous 
peoples scientific and utopian socialism do not exist,” pointing out that the proletari-
at’s claims are based on improving salaries and working conditions, not on securing 
territorial rights (Inoach-Shawit, 2009). As Inoach-Shawit claims, indigenous values 
revolve around the concept of territory.

For many indigenous peoples, “territory” is conceptualized differently from the 
Western notion of “land”: territory embodies a collective, spiritual, and sacred space, 
interdependent with nature. In a recent constitutional proposal, the four major Peruvian 
indigenous organizations provide further insights: “in this space we express our spiri-
tuality and cosmovision, music, dance, poetry, literature, . . . we recreate our richness 
and linguistic multiplicity” (AIDESEP et al., 2004). Responding to President Garcia’s 
insinuation that the Amazon region is unproductive, FENAMAD (The Native 
Federation of the Madre de Dios River and Tributaries) argues that these territories are 
the main source of indigenous existence, producing food, water, and medicine (Native 
Federation of the Madre de Dios [FENAMAD], 2008).

Of course, it would be inaccurate to reduce indigenous conceptualizations of terri-
tory to a purely natural space that should be cordoned off from all forms of develop-
ment, which is precisely what the perro del hortelano discourse implies. For instance, 
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the abovementioned constitutional proposal emphasizes indigenous technological 
capabilities in regard to the use of soils, waters, and forests and indigenous under-
standings of the chemical-pharmaceutical properties of plants for development pur-
poses. Rather than rejecting economic development, it highlights the importance of 
creating a state development fund for financial and administrative support, for promot-
ing indigenous businesses enterprises, and for providing indigenous peoples greater 
access to markets (AIDESEP et al. 2004).

Directly responding to the perro del hortelano critique, Inoach-Shawit rejects the 
idea that the Amazon can be considered an unproductive space. He provides examples 
from the 1980s, where, with minimal state-level assistance, indigenous peoples were 
able to increase rice and corn yields up to 500%. Inoach-Shawit also cites other exam-
ples where, with the help of NGOs, indigenous forestry projects proved to be espe-
cially productive, expanding market access for indigenous products and reducing the 
incidence of illegal logging and, in some cases, organizing cooperatives in fish-farms, 
which has helped to reduce their dependence on extractive industries. As Inoach-
Shawit explains, indigenous peoples have always been engaged in a wide variety of 
economically productive activities: “the indigenous population is not some perro del 
hortelano. They defend their territories like a businessman defends his economic 
assets” (Inoach Shawit, 2007).

The M/C lens, in summary, offers a complex understanding of indigenous perspec-
tives on development: Indigenous peoples from the Peruvian Amazon do not reject 
development, rather they seek to forge an alternative development project that is based 
on indigenous conceptualizations of territory. The perro del hortelano discourse 
frames indigenous peoples as romantically yearning for a natural relationship to land, 
requiring a hands-off approach to development. In lieu of indigenous cosmovision, it 
is easy to see how one might confuse this with a certain type of environmental protec-
tionism that is antidevelopment. However, indigenous peoples recognize and embrace 
the importance of development, albeit from a different perspective and epistemologi-
cal locus.

Final Comments (and a 
Gesture Toward Decoloniality)
The main objective of this article has been to examine the conflict between indigenous 
peoples and the Peruvian government over natural resource development (especially 
hydrocarbon development) in the Peruvian Amazon. This particular conflict ended 
tragically as 33 Peruvians lost their lives. Given the ever-increasing scarcity of 
resources, conflicts between governments and indigenous peoples are inevitable as 
national development interests collide with the rights of indigenous peoples to protect 
their environments and utilize resources in accordance with their own cultural values. 
In this case, despite the obvious tragedy of Bagua, the protest movement successfully 
pressured the government into repealing four of the most controversial decrees (1015, 
1073, 1090, 1064). And, more significant, in August of 2011, the Peruvian Congress 
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approved the Law of the Rights to Prior Consultation for Indigenous and Original 
Peoples as recognized by ILO 169. Congress had originally passed the law in May of 
2010, but President Garcia refused to sign it. However, Peru’s newly elected presi-
dent, Ollanta Humala signed the law, fulfilling a campaign promise (Servindi, 2011).

The success of the indigenous movement from the Peruvian Amazon to impact 
public policy is noteworthy, especially considering that indigenous people from the 
region represent only about 1% of the entire Peruvian population. In this case, part of 
this success was no doubt due to the support from a multitude of groups and organiza-
tions throughout Peru. Labor organizations, student groups, antiglobalization protes-
tors, human rights advocates, and Catholic bishops all advocated strongly in favor of 
indigenous demands. The protests were even supported by several members of 
Congress and from governmental organizations such as the Public Ombudsman’s 
Office. According to indigenous rights lawyer Vladimir Pinto, 2009 will be remem-
bered as a critical juncture in the Peruvian indigenous movement: “Never, as in this 
past year, has so much public consciousness been generated around the existence of an 
indigenous Peru” (Pinto-Lopez, 2009).

The relative success of these protests, however, should be tempered with a certain 
caution. While the newly passed consultation law does represent a step toward greater 
indigenous participation in the formulation and implementation of development proj-
ects, the law does not grant indigenous peoples the political power to significantly 
alter development projects on indigenous spaces. In fact, one of the reasons that Garcia 
opposed signing the new law was that he felt that it gave the impression to indigenous 
peoples that they have “special” rights that supersede national rights to develop the 
region. Here Garcia is not wrong as the law explicitly states that the final decision over 
the approval of legislative or administrative measures corresponds to the “competent 
state entity” (Article 15). In other words, it is quite conceivable that even with the pas-
sage of this new law the government could, if it deemed necessary, pass legislative and 
administrative measures—and legislative decrees—that undermine indigenous territo-
rial rights. In 2010, Peruvian Anthropologist Alberto Chirif expressed this sentiment: 
“As good as the proposal for a consultation law might be, if there is no political will it 
is worthless” (Chirif, 2010, p. 8).

This begs the question, then, how to create public policies that respect indigenous 
rights to territorial and cultural integrity? Informed by the M/C lens, to answer this 
question, I suggest a gesturing toward a decolonization of public policies. Drawing 
from the insights of this article, a decolonization of Peru’s natural resource policy 
regime would require a reform of public policy at two levels: (a) The state must recog-
nize that its policies and institutions are conceived around a Eurocentric logic that has 
excluded and marginalized indigenous peoples from the making and implementation 
of natural resources policies that directly affect indigenous livelihoods; (b) Indigenous 
participation in development project should be rethought to include indigenous con-
ceptualizations of development and modernity. This requires political, economic, and 
epistemic participation in development.
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The first level (a recognition of Eurocentric bias) suggests that the left/right politi-
cal spectrum (socialism vs. neoliberalism) that often defines conflicts between 
indigenous peoples and national governments is somewhat limited. In this case, 
President Garcia’s policies fit clearly within the neoliberal model that do explain 
many Latin American development policies (Menem, Uribe, Carlos Andres Perez, 
Fujimori, etc.). However, both left and right leaning governments engage in extrac-
tive development projects that challenge indigenous territorial and cultural claims. 
Left leaning governments in Venezuela, Brazil, and Ecuador, for example, are still 
drilling for oil in the Amazon region and, quite possibly, still violating indigenous 
territorial claims. This does not imply that neoliberal governments and left-leaning 
governments are the same, but does recognize that, theoretically, both are inspired by 
Eurocentric values.

The second level (greater participation in development projects) suggests that 
indigenous conceptualizations and epistemological considerations should be consid-
ered in the formulation and implementation of development projects. Here, Robert 
Guimaraes, the former ex-vice president of AIDESEP, sheds light on what this 
might look like from the perspective of indigenous peoples. Guimaraes argues that 
if indigenous peoples’ conceptualizations of territory were incorporated into natural 
resource policy, indigenous peoples would have rights over the air, soil and subsoil, 
which would then force the state to negotiate with indigenous communities as 
equals. This would not prevent all oil development, says Guimaraes, but it would 
make it more difficult for companies to violate indigenous rights. The real problem, 
says Guimaraes, is that by maintaining the ownership of the subsoil the state can 
effectively maintain economic and political control over indigenous territorial 
spaces (R. Guimaraes, personal interview, January 2008). In my view, Guimaraes’s 
comments reflect the government’s logic of coloniality that, since the first colonial 
encounters with indigenous peoples, has led to a willingness to violate indigenous 
territorial rights in the name of modern development. Moving toward decoloniality 
would necessarily require that the state, as Guimaraes suggests, give indigenous 
peoples a greater economic, political, and epistemic role in the making of Peru’s 
development policies.

a. “formal jobs for Peruvians . . .”
b. “the minifundista model without technology . . .”
c. “it is shameful that Chile exports . . .”
d. “[by] virtue of that right they freely determine . . .” (p. 4)
e. “the object of the process of public . . .” (p. 16)
f. “if there were an ecological . . .”
g. “for indigenous peoples . . .”
h. “in this space we express . . .” (p. 15)
i. “the indigenous population . . .”
j. “Never, as in this past year . . .”
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Notes

1.	 This video spot can be accessed at www.youtube.com/watch?v=JDVgw4pbHEk.
2.	 Gerardo Réénique (2009) come to a similar conclusion, albeit for slightly different reasons, 

arguing that AIDESEP represents “another modernity (p. 130).
3.	 Many observers agued that the FTA was a pretext to implement a legal structure that 

would significantly change the development model in the Amazon region (Bandariarán-
Gomez, 2008).

4.	 Since the time of this writing, indigenous protests of oil development, including recent oil 
spills, continues especially against Tailsman Energy Company on the Morana River and 
against Pluspetrol on Marañón River (Go to http.amazonwatch.org/news).

5.	 For the most recent compilation of this group’s work see Cultural Studies, 21(2-3), March/
May, 2007.
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