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Abstract
This exploratory study develops a “southern green cultural criminology” approach to the pre-
vention of environmental harms and crimes. The main aim is to understand differing cultural 
representations of nature, including wildlife, present within four Colombian Indigenous com-
munities to evaluate whether they encourage environmentally friendly human interactions 
with the natural world, and if so, how. The study draws on primary data gathered by the 
Indigenous authors (peer researchers) of this article via a set of interviews with representa-
tives of these four communities. We argue that the cosmologies that these communities live 
by signal practical ways of achieving ecological justice and challenging anthropocentrism.

Introduction

In 1922,1 German anthropologist Franz Boas, published a study about Indigenous peoples2 
which at the time—a period dominated by Darwinist ideas—seemed progressive and rev-
olutionary: he asserted that all “races” had the same physical and mental capabilities to 
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2  There is a wide-ranging discussion about how to refer to Indigenous peoples, and both Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous commentators have used myriad terms to refer to them. Based on Columbus’ mistake, 
during the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, missionaries, anthropologists and others used 
the terms “Indians” and “savages.” Both terms are widely recognized as unacceptable for their degrading 
and racist connotations (Younging 2018). Currently, the term “Indigenous” “is gaining currency,” mainly, 
because “it is used in the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People” (Younging 2018: 64). This 
term is, however, also problematic because it collapses various cultural characteristics into an undifferenti-
ated mass (Apaza Huanca 2019; Heydon 2019). We use it here for its conceptual usefulness and its accept-
ance among the communities with which we have worked.

1  Reprinted 2012.

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10612-021-09582-0&domain=pdf
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develop. He argued that the “higher level of civilisation and development” of Western soci-
eties compared to “primitive” ones were a result of conjunctural hindrances experienced by 
the latter. Boas saw the superiority of the West as a reflection of the physical transforma-
tions and profit-motivated endeavors that turned “inhospitable forests into fertile fields” 
and led to “mountain fastnesses … yielding their treasures”—with “fierce animals” that 
obstructed “progress … being exterminated’”—while others of more utility were “made to 
increase a thousand-fold” (Boas 2012: 1). By contrast, for Boas (2012: 236), the principal 
expression of the “primitive man’s” cultural inferiority and atavism was “a peculiar con-
nection that is believed to exist between a certain class of objects, generally animals, and 
a certain social group”: in other words, appreciation and respect for non-humans and other 
humans.

We now know that the activities that for Boas marked the superiority of the “white 
man” have, in fact, led the world to an environmental crisis and, over the past three dec-
ades, these anthropocentric and androcentric practices and beliefs have been criticized by 
individuals and organizations around the world. Notably, the United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP) declared that one of the main environmental challenges of the 
moment is the unprecedented level of biodiversity loss resulting from land degradation, but 
also from “poaching” and trafficking of “wildlife” (UNDP n.d.).3 Consequently, the UNDP 
has called for the identification of alternative approaches to the currently dominant ways in 
which humans relate to other components of nature, with the aim of creating and encourag-
ing opportunities for providing income without deepening the present environmental cri-
sis. Under this new framework, the activities that Boas considered cultural atavism have 
become desirable solutions.

Green criminology—the “loose framework or set of intellectual, empirical and political 
orientations toward problems (harms, offences and crimes) … related to the environment, 
different species and the planet” (South et al. 2013: 28)—has, since its inception, devoted 
its efforts to studying and denouncing environmentally destructive practices, but it has also 
urged efforts to find preventative measures to address green crimes and harms. These calls 
and proposals have ranged from the practical to the propositional. Examples could include 
the application of traditional crime prevention methods (Brisman and South 2015) and 
the development of a “restorative environmental justice praxis” (Biffi and Pali 2019). At 
a different level, inspired by peacemaking criminology and based on the human dynam-
ics that lead to cooperation and trust, McClanahan and Brisman (2015: 425) have called 
for a “peace treaty” that leads to an “ecocentric approach to human–environment relation-
ships,” and Amster (2019) has promoted a proactive and constructive peacebuilding to end 
destruction of the planet.

In this article, we explore human relationships with the environment by showing how 
the environmental representations and associated practices of four Colombian Indigenous 
communities present a contrasting approach to that which is dominant in the Global North. 
We also inquire whether those Indigenous representations lead to environmentally friendly 
practices, and if so, why. By presenting an overview of the universes of meanings behind 
the environmental practices of those four Colombian Indigenous Peoples, our intention is 

3  While the terms, “poaching” and “wildlife,” are anthropocentric, and their widespread use is not in keep-
ing with the spirit of the discussion presented here, we have retained them for the sake of simplicity. We 
note, however, that “poaching” implies that killing or taking nonhuman animals is acceptable if it is under-
taken within the law, and that “wildlife” suggests that nonhuman animals are a single, homogeneous group, 
which fails to recognize the interests of individual animals.
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to suggest a cultural crime prevention approach to green crimes. Our hope is to illuminate 
and make internationally visible some cultural frameworks that encourage and enhance 
mutually beneficial and respectful relations with nature. We argue that there is an inextrica-
ble link between saving Indigenous cultures and finding ways to achieve ecological justice 
and prevent green crimes.

In the first part, “Crime prevention and green criminology,” we provide a brief overview 
of green criminological approaches to crime prevention. Recognizing that this collabora-
tive study has several points of origin, reflecting the biographies of the various authors, 
and that it is also a project drawing on different theories and adopting a mixed methods 
approach, we dedicate the subsequent two parts to, first, outlining the conceptual and 
theoretical frameworks on which we have drawn (“Southern green cultural criminology”) 
and then to describing our methods, explaining how we have applied a “peer research” 
approach to gathering original data, which has been supplemented by drawing on second-
ary sources (“Methods”). In the part entitled “Context: The Colombian Indigenous Peo-
ples,” we introduce the Indigenous communities involved in our project. In the “Findings” 
part, we suggest that the cultural representations of nature that we present—which we refer 
to as “environmental ontologies” because they deal with the form and reality of nature 
(Effinghan 2013)—underpin environmentally protective behaviors because they have two 
main traits: (1) they connect the well-being of humanity with the well-being of all other 
beings on Earth; and, (2) their cosmologies explain the importance of and consider sacred 
all components of nature, not just human beings (Descola 2005). We then elaborate on 
how these traits could lead to practical ways of achieving ecological justice by challeng-
ing anthropocentrism and conclude by highlighting the missed opportunity to learn from 
existing knowledge. At present, international political and economic leadership places faith 
in the future promises of science (see, e.g., Rees 2018), while Indigenous environmental 
ontologies that offer a template for a cultural approach to reduction of environmental harms 
and crimes are ignored and are at risk of disappearing.

Crime Prevention and Green Criminology

“Crime prevention” refers to the “efforts to prevent crime or criminal offending in the 
first instance —before the act has been committed” (Welsh and Farrington 2012: 3). 
Most commentators agree on classifying crime prevention approaches into five catego-
ries: (1) “deterrence through law enforcement and adjudication,” which relies on “the 
threat of apprehension, prosecution, and punishment” (Rohe 2012: 108); (2) welfare 
crime prevention, which “seeks to address underlying social problems associated with 
crime, such as lack of job opportunities” (Rohe 2012: 108); (3) developmental crime 
prevention that “postulates that criminal offending in adolescence and adulthood is 
influenced by ‘behavioural and attitudinal patterns that have been learned during an 
individual’s development’” (Farrington et al. 2012: 8); (4) community crime prevention, 
which builds on “the community capacity to address crime and crime-related problems” 
(Rohe 2012: 108); and (5) environmental-situational crime prevention, which “seeks to 
reduce criminal opportunities though target hardening, surveillance, and environmental 
management” (Rohe 2012: 108).

Green criminology has focused mainly on suggesting the application of environmental-
situational crime prevention strategies. For instance, Hill (2015) proposes the use of com-
puter modeling to predict the behaviors of poachers and wildlife with the aim of being able 
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to modify a scene in order to disrupt poacher activity. The related field of conservation 
criminology proposes relying on “natural resource management, and risk and decision sci-
ences” (McGarrell and Gibbs 2014: 5–6) to prevent environmental crimes. Green crimi-
nologists, however, have devoted far less attention to the cultural aspects of developmental 
and community-based crime and harm prevention approaches that could be drawn from 
the narratives of members of communities whose lives and experiences are entwined with 
nature.

To start developing such a cultural crime prevention approach, we gain inspiration from 
other disciplines that champion the idea that some of the productive environmental prac-
tices of Indigenous communities are environmentally more sound than Western ones, and 
that they could be used more broadly to encourage prevention of ecological deterioration. 
Professionals from the natural sciences, particularly biology and ecology (Datta 2019; 
Geilfus 1994), engaged in exploring the relationships between human beings and the natu-
ral environment, have identified some of the behaviors of various Indigenous communities 
as far less environmentally harmful than those encouraged by modern Western society and 
the dominant production system that results in ecological disorganization and destruction. 
Similarly, some social scientists (Kassam 2009; Norberg-Hodge 2009) and philosophers 
(Vetlesen 2019) have argued that the Western world has much to learn from the harmoni-
ous ways in which many Indigenous peoples around the world coexist with their natural 
environment based on the guidance of their Indigenous cosmologies.

Having established this line of argument, it is, nonetheless, important to resist romanti-
cization and uncritical adoption of an image of Indigenous peoples as idealized protectors 
of nature (see, e.g., Tsering 2008), given that some Indigenous communities have engaged 
in practices antithetical to ecological and species justice. For instance, a Mayan community 
in the Yucatan peninsula of Mexico annually organizes its kots kaal pato festival during 
which children capture iguanas and endangered opossums, then place them inside a piñata 
which villagers take turns beating until the nonhuman animals are dead (Borges and Mar-
tín 2015). The festival ends with a contest to pull the heads off ducks tied to a scaffold 
(Borges and Martín 2015). Other examples could be provided of instances in which Indig-
enous communities engage in distancing from or lack of respect for nature. These seem 
to be exceptions (Borges and Martín 2019), however, and none of the Indigenous peoples 
included in this study engages in similar practices.

Furthermore, neither the existence of practices, such as the kots kaal pato, among Indig-
enous factions nor the fact that Indigenous communities—like any other—are far from 
perfect, undermine the point that most Indigenous retain a close cultural relationship with 
nature and that their traditions treasure—and transmit between generations—a wide-rang-
ing repertoire of their own representations of nature that are conducive to protective behav-
iors (Verne, 2019). For community members whose actions are destructive and damaging 
to nature, breaking the bounds of cultural rules and expectations, it should also be noted 
that some of the traditions relating to justice and punishment enacted in response might 
conflict with some “Northern”/ “Western” post-Enlightenment norms. Our intention here 
is to accept that there will be matters about which disagreement and dispute will be clear, 
but to focus on the positive ways in which community celebrations and representations of 
nature are, in themselves, the basis of a cultural approach to prevention of environmental 
harms and crimes.

Before presenting the findings of our study, we explain in the next parts the concep-
tual, methodological, and theoretical tools we used to map such representations within four 
Colombian Indigenous communities.
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Southern Green Cultural Criminology

In this article, we aim to contribute to the development of a southern green cultural crimi-
nology, following Goyes’s (2019: 11) call to be “attentive to the dynamics and contexts 
of the Global South” and to the “epistemological power of the marginalised, impover-
ished and oppressed.” Previous work within criminology and the sociologies of deviance, 
conflict and rights has explored the significance of exploitation and expression, as well 
as resistance and ritual, at the “periphery” or in the “Global South” (Coomber and South 
2004; Goyes and South 2017). Indeed, Brisman and South (2020, in press) have already 
proposed a “green cultural criminology of the south,” which seeks to extend “green cul-
tural criminology” (which originated in the Global North) to the Global South. Meanwhile, 
in this article, we propose a “southern green cultural criminology,” which we consider an 
extension of southern green criminology. This developing “southern” perspective has been 
stimulating (Brisman et al. 2018; Carrington, Hogg and Sozzo 2016; Goyes 2018; Sollund 
and Runhovde 2020; White 2018), not least in suggesting we should make the effort to 
learn from the knowledge of those who are usually not part of the criminological conversa-
tion—in this case, Indigenous peoples. A key concept within the idea of a southern green 
criminology is the progress parabola (Goyes 2019). This is a notion that (1) critiques the 
idea that Western technology will save “primitive societies” by speeding up their develop-
ment; and that (2) argues that we can find solutions to the environmental crises generated 
by the Western development project by learning from the practices and beliefs of “primi-
tive societies.” The implication of the progress parabola is the need for a rapid and radical 
shift in our individual and societal behaviors toward nature, as well as our understandings 
of the world. This concept resonates with Cunneen and Tauri’s (2017: 10) first principle of 
Indigenous criminology, namely, “the belief in the ability of Indigenous peoples to carry 
out empirical research that will result in meaningful outcomes for their communities.”

The aim, here, is to fuse together the propositions of a southern green criminology 
with the influences of green cultural criminology (Brisman and South 2013, 2014, 2020). 
The latter seeks to explore how representations of the “environment” (broadly defined), 
transmitted in both news and popular culture, influence and shape attitudes and behavior, 
including protective and destructive human actions. While a green cultural criminology 
accepts that undoubtedly the economic interests of transnational corporations are one of 
the main reasons why many capitalist production practices are pursued regardless of evi-
dence of their environmentally destructive consequences (Crook et al. 2018; Higgins 2010; 
MacManus 2016; South 2007; Stretesky, Long and Lynch,2014; Wyatt 2015), it argues that 
there are also cultural factors of importance here.

In this article, we argue that Indigenous environmental ontologies offer guidance on 
ways of living that could prevent or diminish environmentally harmful practices or crimes. 
We acknowledge, however, that any analyses of Indigenous cultures by outsiders may be 
problematic (Hall 1992; Said 1978). Consequently, we aim to avoid imposing Northern/
Western “ways of seeing or imagining” on the lived realities of others, remembering the 
importance of symbolism, multiple meanings, and cultural cosmological ambiguity (Apaza 
Huanca 2019; Frank 2010; Sandberg et al. 2015). We suggest that by making Indigenous 
environmental ontologies internationally visible, preventing their disappearance, and com-
mitting to the preservation of Indigenous memories, an important counter-narrative to the 
dominant and omnipresent cultural messages of consumer capitalism could be presented 
and promoted. This would form the basis of a crime prevention strategy grounded in an 
alternative cultural vision of living harmoniously with nature.
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The idea of an “alternative” worldview and economic approach based on an exchange 
partnership with the environment rather than on extraction and exploitation (Wilson and 
Stammlet 2016) is sorely needed when the most significant and influential elements of life 
in growth economies continually prompt us to engage in environmentally damaging prac-
tices, and relatively few aspects of life dominated by consumerism invite us to take care of 
nature (Brisman and South 2014).

Methods

This study is an empirical exploration of cultural representations of nature preserved and 
used within the communities of the Barí, Nasa, Ticuna and Uitoto Indigenous peoples, 
selected on the basis of two criteria. First, the technique of maximum variation sampling to 
find “the full range of extremes in the population” (Adams and Lawrence 2019). As elabo-
rated below, the Barí people remained isolated until 1975, successfully rejecting any kind 
of external interference until then. Their culture is, therefore, less influenced by Western 
values. The Nasa people, however, were less successful in resisting and rejecting the many 
intrusions they have faced since the Spanish invasion. Nonetheless, despite many forms of 
cultural interference, the Nasa did manage to protect their traditions and values. Finally, the 
Ticuna and the Uitoto have had many contacts with colonizers and, due to threats to their 
survival, they were, over time, coerced into yielding their traditional values and embracing 
various imposed Western practices and beliefs. These four Indigenous groups provide us 
with a full range of communities in states of isolation, resistance, and domination. Second, 
we adopted a convenience sampling approach to recruit “volunteers or others who are read-
ily available and willing to participate” (Adams and Lawrence 2019: 123)—in our case, as 
researchers.

The core research theme, therefore, is Indigenous representations of nature and their 
relationship with protective or destructive environmental behaviors. To explore this rela-
tionship, we drew on primary and secondary data from four different sources. As primary 
data,4 we relied on participatory observation of the actual practices of these four communi-
ties, regarding their everyday relationships with the elements of nature, and on thirty inter-
views with the “elders”5 of the four communities. The observations took place over periods 
of between four days and one week. The project design drew upon “peer research method-
ology” (see Lushey and Munro 2015), but there is a limit as to how much peer research-
ers can accomplish because they are not “salaried full-time academic researchers” Lushey 
and Munro 2015: 534). As such, we combined the peer methodology with secondary data 
gathering. This secondary data gathering relied on (1) the texts “outsiders” have written 
about the culture of the Barí, Nasa, Ticuna and Uitoto communities; and (2) recordings 
of the Indigenous “mingas”—yearly meetings of Colombian Indigenous communities that 

4  The research team gathered important lessons from its application of a peer methodology in the specific 
Colombian Indigenous contexts we explored. Those lessons led to important theoretical reflections on mat-
ters related to access, ethics, and power distribution. In another, forthcoming article, we describe our find-
ings regarding the potentialities, shortcomings and usefulness of peer methodology within green, southern 
and Indigenous criminologies.
5  As we explain below, the four Indigenous peoples included in our study have political authority systems 
that rely on “elders” or “knowledgeable grandfathers.” Communities assign those labels to individuals in 
acknowledgment of their life trajectories and their contributions to the community. Whereas there are clear 
links with age, the title “elder” does not exclusively depend on it.
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are held to remind the government of its promises and in which representatives of several 
Colombian communities discuss Indigenous cosmovisions.

The project methodology complied with Colombian legal requirements concerning 
research ethics (Resolution 0843 of 19936) and we obtained informed consent from all 
interviewees. We explained the purpose of the project, obtaining first oral consent, in Span-
ish or in the relevant Indigenous language, when required, and we also provided printed 
information materials and time for participants to read them. Interviews were recorded and 
transcribed by the peer researchers.

Context: The Colombian Indigenous Peoples

There are 102 Indigenous peoples in Colombia. With roughly 1.9 million individuals, 
they comprise around 3.3% of the total population. Until 2010, 78% of them lived in rural 
areas, but in the last decade. a significant number have moved to urban areas due to internal 
armed conflict in Colombia and increasing territorial unsustainability. According to some 
commentators (see, e.g., Rodríguez 2015), the Colombian legal framework is one of the 
most advanced in the world in terms of multiculturalism, based on the Political Constitu-
tion of Colombia of 1991 (Constitución Política de Colombia de 1991) and its ratification 
of the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989 (an International Labour Organiza-
tion Convention, known as “ILO Convention 169” or “C169”), promising all Indigenous 
people in the country access to “[formal] education, health services, nutrition, and basic 
sanitation” (Rodríguez 2015: 2). Nevertheless, despite these measures, the Colombian gov-
ernment is still neglectful and life in Indigenous communities can involve dramatic suffer-
ing (Rodríguez 2015).

The Barí people live in the rain forests of Colombia and Venezuela around the cen-
tral and eastern mountains of the Venezuelan Andes. Historically, they inhabited the 
evergreen tropical rainforests. The flora and fauna in these forests are similar to those of 
the Amazonian rainforest, only less diverse. Traditionally, the Barí were semi-nomadic, 
moving between longhouses,7 from one to another, depending on the season (Beckerman 
and Lizarralde 2013). Their social structure was made up by independent “hearth groups” 
(nuclear families) with no central authority in the longhouse. These two characteristics—
their semi-nomadic living and their extended social system—helped the Barí survive the 
attacks of colonizers and exposure to epidemic diseases. The most recent Colombian offi-
cial census, conducted in 2005, reported 5,923 Barí persons in Colombia,8 and the last 
Venezuelan census from 2011 registered 2,831 Barí in Venezuela.9

The Nasa people inhabit the Tierradentro territory, about 1400 km2 in size and located 
in the Colombian department of Cauca in the southwestern part of the country. The most 
important geophysical characteristics of this territory are its diversity, land instability and 

6  Retrieved on July 10, 2021, from https://​www.​urosa​rio.​edu.​co/​Escue​la-​Medic​ina/​Inves​tigac​ion/​Docum​
entos-​de-​inter​es/​Files/​resol​ucion_​008430_​1993.​pdf.
7  Longhouses are undivided communal dwellings with capacity for “over fifty residents, with room for a 
similar number of visitors” (Beckerman & Lizarralde 2013: 4–5). They are built “like a keeled half water-
melon sliced from end to end lying with the flat side down” (Beckerman & Lizarralde 2013: 4–5).
8  Retrieved on July 10, 2021, from http://​www.​mincu​ltura.​gov.​co/​prensa/​notic​ias/​Docum​ents/​Pobla​ciones/​
PUEBLO%​20BARI.​pdf.
9  Retrieved on July 10, 2021, from http://​www.​ine.​gov.​ve/​docum​entos/​Demog​rafia/​Censo​dePob​lacio​nyViv​
ienda/​pdf/​Resul​tados​Basic​os.​pdf.

https://www.urosario.edu.co/Escuela-Medicina/Investigacion/Documentos-de-interes/Files/resolucion_008430_1993.pdf
https://www.urosario.edu.co/Escuela-Medicina/Investigacion/Documentos-de-interes/Files/resolucion_008430_1993.pdf
http://www.mincultura.gov.co/prensa/noticias/Documents/Poblaciones/PUEBLO%20BARI.pdf
http://www.mincultura.gov.co/prensa/noticias/Documents/Poblaciones/PUEBLO%20BARI.pdf
http://www.ine.gov.ve/documentos/Demografia/CensodePoblacionyVivienda/pdf/ResultadosBasicos.pdf
http://www.ine.gov.ve/documentos/Demografia/CensodePoblacionyVivienda/pdf/ResultadosBasicos.pdf
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hilly landscape, which varies in altitude from 900 to 5,000 m above sea level. The Nasa 
comprise the largest Indigenous population of Colombia, with 118,845 persons counted in 
the 2005 census, thereby comprising 16.93% of the Indigenous population of the country. 
The traditional language, Nasa Yuwe, is still spoken by about 74% of the population (Ávila 
Martínez 2011). The Nasa community is structured around “elders” and shamans, who 
are the authorities in the community. Administratively, the Cabildos (community coun-
cil) represents the community to the state, administers the lands and labor, and oversees 
the system of justice and punishment. The Nasa gained the right of self-governance of 
their Resguardos10 in the eighteenth century, under the leadership of Juan Tama (discussed 
below), although with Colombian independence in 1810, they faced new pressures, as a 
new squirearchy tried—sometimes successfully—to colonize the Indigenous lands. In the 
beginning of the twentieth century, the Nasa leader, Manuel Quintín Lame, asserted that 
“the land belongs to the Indigenous … the almighty judge [nature] gave them to our first 
parents …but later some ambitious guests took by force our beautiful gardens” (Quintín 
Lame 1971: 21), and led an insurgent indigenous movement that successfully positioned 
the Cabildos as autonomous Indigenous authorities (Ávila Martínez 2011).

The Ticuna live on the Colombian Amazon trapezoid, bordering Peru and Brazil, in ter-
ritory covering approximately 900 km2. They are the largest group of Indigenous people 
in the Colombian Amazon region, with a 2005 census count of 7,895.11 Their territories 
are subject to diverse legal agreements and designations, for example, as national parks, 
forest reserves, Indigenous Resguardos, and Indigenous settlements not yet recognized as 
Resguardos. A Cabildo is the administrative authority of the Resguardos, and the Curaca 
is the highest authority of the Cabildo. The presence of the Colombian state on their ter-
ritories is minimal, with the provision of education representing its assertion of sovereignty 
over the territory, and oversight of this function delegated to the Catholic church. Cur-
rently, the Colombian government is the main source of “formal” employment, but most 
Ticuna derive their income from the use of nature (Riaño Umbarila 2003).

The Uitoto12 of the Amazon, who numbered around 100,000 at the beginning of the 
1900s, were one of the most numerous Indigenous communities inhabiting the region (San-
tamaría 2017). By 1987, however, only 5000 remained (Riaño Umbarila 2003), although 
their numbers increased to 6,444 at the time of the 2005 census.13 Like the Ticuna, the 
Uitoto traditionally lived in shared family malokas (a longhouse), although today, only the 
elders have malokas. The Uitoto still preserve a social structure in which the elders act as 
the chiefs of the community, having the role of preserving and transmitting the communi-
ty’s oral knowledge (Asociación Zonal Indígena de Cabildos y Autoridades Tradicionales 
de La Chorrera. (AZICATCH) 2006). This oral tradition is fundamental to maintaining 
the social fabric of the Uitoto: it is the chief of each of the 84 groups who “has the word” 
to rule the community and maintain peaceful relationships with the other groups. Ruling 
powers are still inherited based on ancestry.

10  A “Resguardo” is a legal recognition of the mandates of the C169 Convention allocating to a community 
the ownership of the land(s) it has inhabited historically.
11  Retrieved on July 10, 2021, from http://​www.​mincu​ltura.​gov.​co/​areas/​pobla​ciones/​notic​ias/​Docum​ents/​
Carac​teriz​aci%​C3%​B3n%​20del%​20pue​blo%​20Tik​una.​pdf.
12  Researchers have suggested using the term, Murui-Muinane, for these peoples as their enemies, the Car-
ibe, used the term, Huitoto, as a pejorative. The Uitoto people themselves, however, decided in 1990 to use 
this name with a revised spelling (Candre and Echeverri 2008).
13  Retrieved on July 10, 2021, from https://​www.​minin​terior.​gov.​co/​sites/​defau​lt/​files/​upload/​SIIC/​Puebl​
osInd​igenas/​pueblo_​uitoto.​pdf.

http://www.mincultura.gov.co/areas/poblaciones/noticias/Documents/Caracterizaci%C3%B3n%20del%20pueblo%20Tikuna.pdf
http://www.mincultura.gov.co/areas/poblaciones/noticias/Documents/Caracterizaci%C3%B3n%20del%20pueblo%20Tikuna.pdf
https://www.mininterior.gov.co/sites/default/files/upload/SIIC/PueblosIndigenas/pueblo_uitoto.pdf
https://www.mininterior.gov.co/sites/default/files/upload/SIIC/PueblosIndigenas/pueblo_uitoto.pdf
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Despite the differences between these communities in terms of their geographical loca-
tion, form of social organization, and historical trajectory, they all share certain cultural 
representations of nature that are suggestive of ways of confronting and preventing envi-
ronmental threats and harm. These ways of facing the world—and the possible lessons for 
other societies—are discussed in the next part.

Findings

All four groups of Indigenous people that we studied have environmental ontologies—
based on stories, narratives, images—in which (1) human well-being is dependent on, or 
influenced by, the actions of nonhuman animals and the spirits of the jungle (plants and 
trees); and (2) all components of nature, not only humans, have a mystical, deeply spiritual 
story to be told, which means that humans should consider them sacred. The characteris-
tics we have noted in Indigenous environmental ontologies stand in stark contrast to the 
dominant modernist, Western environmental ontology in at least three main ways in that 
the latter (1) is anthropocentric (see, e.g., Sollund 2012); (2) dissociates nature from spir-
ituality, regarding it as a “machine” (Bauman 2000); and (3) rejects mysticism, understood 
as the ways of expressing the belief that there is a hidden meaning to, or underpinning 
of, life (Hoyos Vásquez 2006). Of course, Western culture is not monolithic and there are 
many ways in which perspectives that value interconnections between humans and other 
beings in nature are embraced. But the dominant modern environmental ontology is most 
evidently a different world view to that of the Indigenous peoples described here.

We have identified two traits, which contain three differences between Indigenous envi-
ronmental and modern Western ontologies (the latter being anthropocentric, non-spiritual, 
and skeptical). We argue that these differences, on the one hand, mean that Indigenous 
ontologies encourage respect for non-human components of nature, while on the other 
hand, Western ontologies provide an easing of restraint toward environmentally destructive 
behavior. We illuminate these differences for each trait using excerpts from our interviews, 
written records of the myths and legends of each of the four Indigenous peoples, and a link 
to the practices that they prompt. Due to a lack of space, we can provide examples of each 
trait in the environmental ontologies of only one or two Indigenous communities, but both 
traits are present in all four Indigenous peoples studied.

The Well‑Being of Humanity is Connected with the Well‑Being of all 
on Earth

The Barí cosmogony—or story of origin—as narrated by Barí elders and community lead-
ers, reflects the idea that human existence is dependent on collaboration with non-human 
animals and the spirits of the jungle. Such collaboration seeks to heighten the positive 
effects of the symbiotic human-nature relationship, while minimizing negative impacts. 
Our interviewees told us the story of the creation of the universe: Sabaseba [the god-cre-
ator of life] created six skies and placed the Earth on the fifth of these. Sabaseba then put 
in place a liana along which the spirits of the nonhuman animals, rivers, trees and all other 
beings came down to Earth. Sabaseba then laid an egg on Earth from which thousands of 
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small colorful snakes—some with wings—emerged and traveled in all directions.14 The 
snakes were beautiful, but envious, so they prevented any other being from existing on 
Earth. Sabaseba next created jaguars, who were powerful enough to control the snakes 
and thus make it possible for other beings to live on Earth. Human beings came to earth 
later, when Saymadoyi [the spiritual ancestor of the Barí] cut two pineapples from which 
a woman and a man emerged, one from each. These humans are the ancestors of the Barí 
people.

The Barí still recognize that had it not been for the help of jaguars and the Ichigbrin 
[spirits of the jungle], they would not have a territory and would not exist. Therefore, once 
the Barí emerged from the pineapple, Sabaseba directed them to take care of nature and to 
be in constant contact with the Ichigbrin. The Sadau [elders] carry and transmit this mes-
sage orally to new generations. Barí identity effectively revolves around that cosmogony: 
they identify themselves as children of the jungle in permanent beneficial contact with the 
spirits of the nonhuman animals, rivers, trees, and winds.

The logic behind this first trait is a central component of the system of guidance and 
norms to which the Barí adhere regarding how humans should relate to nature. Conse-
quently, rather than adapting nature to their needs, the Barí adapted to their natural cir-
cumstances by surviving without destroying their surrounding ecosystems. Beckerman and 
Lizarralde (2013: 83) remark that “in traditional times [the] nutritional demands [of the 
Barí] constituted no threat to the natural environment.” The Barí did not aim to achieve a 
surplus of food. As such, they did not fish or hunt for any more than they needed to survive. 
They might even consume meat that was slightly rotten to avoid having to discard it. Three 
quarters of their individual food intake comes from horticultural crops (mainly manioc), 
one sixth from fish, and the rest from game and fruits (Beckerman and Lizarralde 2013). In 
addition, the Barí do not claim individual property over the land they inhabit, but only over 
the plants each member of the community plants. For the Barí, all components of nature 
are sacred; it is impossible for the Barí to own the water, the wind, the land or the non-
human animals; these all have spirits. The Barí vow never to destroy ecosystems, and never 
to commercialize the land. Consequently, the climate, flora and fauna of the natural envi-
ronment they inhabited remained constant for at least a millennium until the 1920s when 
colonizers, with an opposing ontology, started to clear lands on a large scale for livestock 
grazing (Beckerman and Lizarralde 2013). Because of the environmental ontologies that 
guide their lifestyle (and despite this external intervention), their relationship with nature 
is based on a cultural perspective that prevents the excesses and exploitation that might be 
considered “environmental crime.”

(Many) Indigenous Cosmologies Explain the Importance 
of and Consider Sacred all Components of Nature

The Uitoto and Ticuna share the belief in spirits of nature, and the view of nature as their 
mother is also predominant. For example, they say that they come from a Whole—“there, 
on the hill, lies Komimafo [the Origin Whole]”—a Uitoto elder told us when sitting near 
the mythical place—"where Jitóma (the sun) and his brother Kécha were sitting.” “One 
night, people started coming out of the Whole, but they had a tail as tadpoles, that is very 

14  For the myth of Sabaseba, see Crooke Ellison (2018), which is the only Barí myth available in print.
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clear to me. Jitóma and Kpecha cut the tail out of the people with the bigi” [ancestral 
machete].15 This story implies that there were other beings on earth before the humans, 
and those beings have spirits that “talk to each other, the one says ‘aaaaahhhyyy!,’” the 
other replies ‘fifififififi!,’ and then the wind comes; and the wind is the one that protects the 
jungle” (interview). The wind, with its powerful lungs, screams “oooo.aaaa.oooo” and this 
is recognized as the materialization of the spirits of the Amazonian rainforest (see López 
2013).

The interpretation of this narrative has meant that the Uitoto and Ticuna should not buy, 
sell or rent the land because the land is the personification of their mother. Inhabitants of 
the Uitoto territories can sell only that which they have harvested. With respect to the spir-
its of the jungle, before traveling to the different places of the rainforest, these communities 
command that “you have to ask for permission, because each territory has its owner”: it is 
the spirits of nature who own the jungle and who materialize in the wind. One interviewee 
explained that “the Indigenous protect nature, because otherwise diseases come, the winds 
come, therefore protecting nature is good for us.” “Wildlife” may be caught and killed only 
for nutrition: “other than that is not allowed, we cannot touch it.” This practice, although 
problematic in terms of the spirit of the “wildlife,” is enacted due to perceived real nutri-
tional needs. That said, it tries to achieve a balance that respects nature and affects the 
ecosystems as little as possible. Again, such a relationship with nature and a view of other 
species as connected beings has provided a form of cultural harm or crime prevention that 
rejects excessive use or exploitation.

Similarly, the Nasa use the story of their origin as a reference for the building and sus-
tenance of their communitarian identity. Our interviewees told us that the Nasa come from 
the water, as it was the water who gave them Khwen Tama (also referred to as Juan Tama). 
The story of Khwen Tama is half true and half myth, but the Nasa embrace it in its entirety. 
In the story, a heavy storm occurred one night, frightening all in the human community of 
the affected area. The day after, when the storm was over, the community saw that their 
territory had a new river—and floating on the surface was baby Khwen Tama. They then 
understood that a star was the mother of Khwen, and that Khwen, himself, had descended 
from the sky and come to Earth through the Pataló Lagoon.16 When Khwen grew up, he 
married Mandiguagua—at the time when the Nasa were involved in a bloody war with 
the Spanish invaders in the early 1700s. Khwen was horrified to see that the Spaniards 
wanted to divide and destroy Mother Earth, so he led the Nasa to claim sovereignty over 
their lands. He then governed the Nasa people and taught them that “a Nasa without their 
territory is nothing” (interview). Once he was old and believed his community to be well-
organized, he went back to the Pataló Lagoon, and through it, he reunited with his mother, 
the star.17

Reflecting the second trait of Indigenous environmental ontologies, the narrative of 
Khwen Tama is both a source and an illustration of the idea of Mother Earth used by the 
Nasa.18 A common mantra for the Nasa is “from the earth we come and to the earth we 
go.” Khwen Tama came through a lagoon and went back to it when he grew older. For the 

15  For the full story of the “Whole,” see Kuiru Naforo, Jitóma, Berrío, Vivas Hurtado, and Londoño (2017).
16  This Lagoon is currently known as the Juan Tama Lagoon. It is located at the north of the Cauca Depart-
ment. Many of the main Nasa ceremonies take place near this lagoon.
17  For more about the legend of Khwen Tama, see López (2013); Solarte Lindo (1997); Yonda Canencio 
(2014).
18  The concept of Mother Earth does not appear in the Barí culture.
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Nasa, their most important identity trait is to have a balanced interaction with all elements 
of nature. The bond the Nasa have with the Earth prompts them to seek harmony with 
life; this, too, results in a culturally inspired form of prevention of environmental harm 
and crime. The Nasa environmental ontology guides people to avoid a hierarchical rela-
tionship with nature; there is no private property within Nasa territory and the lands are 
collective: the Cabildo assigns lands to families to inhabit and harvest, usually growing 
corn, sugarcane and various vegetables (Ávila Martínez 2011). Furthermore, the idea of 
harmony underpins all daily activities of the Nasa. They seek harmony with nature every 
day, and most visibly, during the rituals that express harmonization with nature. The Nasa 
have three major rituals—sek buy, sakelo and chapus—during which they build a spiritual 
relationship with the elements of the Earth (air, fire, soil and water); these rituals also have 
the function of keeping alive the Nasa environmental ontology. Harmony, for the Nasa, 
is the capacity to “convivir and sobrevivir” [live together and survive]. The Nasa use the 
concept of harmony to guide their interactions with nature and reject any classification or 
ranking of species believing “there is no differentiation because it is a common relation-
ship, a collective relationship, it is a spiral.”

Discussion: Cultural Constructions and Questions of Practice

The accounts presented above are, obviously, only a simplified version and explanation of 
the common traits of the environmental ontologies of the four Colombian Indigenous peo-
ples we studied. Nevertheless, they are valid illustrations of some of the beliefs and mes-
sages within these cultures that are conducive to encouraging the protection of nature. The 
four peoples we studied can present their view of the ideal ways in which humans should 
behave: by the prohibition against selling their land; the invitation for people to adapt to 
nature rather than the other way around; the warning of the importance of asking permis-
sion from nature before intruding on her; and the ban on killing animals for purposes other 
than survival.

Where the lessons we may learn from these ideal principles require further reflection 
arises in considering responses to deviations from the ideal. As in every society, some 
members of these peoples will also stray from these ideal behaviors—in many cases, due to 
external interference or influence. Furthermore, these peoples also engage in practices that 
contradict the principles or expectations of animal rights movements, such as using “wild-
life” for traditional medicines. Nevertheless, we would argue that their relationship with 
nature is based on a much sounder affinity and respect for nature than dominant Western 
society.

We argue that these narratives can be the basis for practical applications in challeng-
ing anthropocentrism—the ideology that bases its worldview on human notions of value, 
thereby turning nature into mere “resources” or “services” for the satisfaction of human 
desires (Sollund 2019)—and that these narratives can contribute to the prevention of envi-
ronmental crimes and harms. The environmental ontologies described constitute systems 
of guidance and norms for daily behavior. These are also present in the communitarian 
practices of punishment within these communities. Upon breaches of expected environ-
mental norms, individuals are taken to the community’s assembly, which adjudicate the 
case. The sentence for an act, such as burning fields, is usually community service, but 
more serious cases may, in some communities, result in harsh penalties—such as whipping 
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and exile19—largely symbolic but powerful in effect. Extreme violations of the environ-
mental ontology—such as killing a bear—are forwarded to the state’s penal system, which 
may result in imprisonment.

There have been questions and criticisms concerning how “usos y costumbres” (prac-
tices and customs) such as these should be applied and, in the case of corporal punishments 
(use of the stocks or public whipping), disputes have occurred as to whether such punish-
ments can be seen as “traditional” given their origins in Spanish colonial rule. Despite such 
criticism (partly arising from the youth of some communities), Rappaport (2003: 333, 335) 
suggests that “their traditional nature is ensured by their place within a coherent cosmovi-
sion” although, as Rappaport continues:

the interpenetration of Nasa cosmovisión with the legal and constitutional worldview 
of the dominant Colombian society is highly problematic when it is put into practice 
on the ground. Processes of cultural construction, which work so well in opening 
inter-ethnic dialogue, in expanding the space of intercultural collaboration, and in 
galvanizing cabildos to extend their autonomy, must be framed in practical proce-
dural models that have not yet been clearly formulated.

A full analysis of the Indigenous administration of justice in environmental realms 
would require more space (for an in-depth examination, see Hernández Terán 2017), and 
practices such as whipping (even if symbolic) and exile, demand more extensive debate. 
The linking of environmental “offending” with harsh punishments does, however, sig-
nal that—as opposed to the situation in most Western countries (Sollund and Runhovde 
2020)—Indigenous environmental ontologies take such offenses very seriously within the 
system of administration of justice.

Conclusion

In this article, we have endeavored to propose a ‘southern green cultural criminological’ 
approach to environmental crime prevention based on Indigenous knowledge and practices. 
We argue that despite widespread human awareness of the environmental harms we are 
causing on a daily basis, we succumb to the overwhelming abundance and influence of 
powerful capitalist cultural messages that carry social expectations of conformity and lead 
us to engage in environmentally unsustainable practices (see also Agnew 2013).

Our argument in response is that a protective environmental ontology can inspire 
a respectful relationship with nature. To substantiate our claim, we have reported on an 
exploratory study of four Colombian Indigenous peoples and their environmental ontolo-
gies. These can be characterized, first, by an assertion that human well-being is dependent 
on the actions of non-human animals and spirits of the jungle; and, second, by treating 
nature as a whole as sacred. We found an association between these environmental ontolo-
gies and the protective and praiseworthy behaviors toward nature within these communi-
ties. Preserving these ontologies encourages environmentally friendly human interactions 
with the natural world. A challenge for green criminology is, first, how to determine ways 
in which these ontologies can be used in broader settings and, second, how to help prevent 

19  Of the four communities that we studied, only the Nasa engage in whipping.
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the socio-economic dynamics that are leading to the erosion of the way of life of these 
Indigenous communities.

In this article, we do not propose explicit policies that authorities can simply take from 
the example of Indigenous cultural representations of nature. Crime prevention measures 
must reflect the specificities of the context in which they are applied. It is, therefore, a mat-
ter for local or national authorities to evaluate how to transpose the protective elements of 
Indigenous environmental ontologies to their own strategies for the governance of crime 
prevention efforts and environmental preservation. The application of a development eth-
nography is an ideal tool for such a purpose and, as attempted here, can shed light on how 
the knowledge held and produced by oppressed and minority groups can be used in social 
policy to minimize social and environmental harms (Escobar 2011; Goyes 2020).
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