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Abstract 
 

The Amazon has historically been approached as a frontier to be conquered and exploited. The region 
has also been regarded as a “frontier of the world,” a space to be discovered or, from a colonial 
environmentalist perspective, a reserve of “wilderness” to be preserved untouched. From colonial times 
to the present, it has been configured as a stock-space of natural resources at the service of an exogenous 
logic of appropriation and domination, alien to its peoples. This article analyzes the ecopolitical and 
anticapitalist struggle of Indigenous peoples in the Amazon, considering how they rise up against a 
necropolitical rationality that stands in antagonism to diverse Indigenous matrices of rationality. To this 
end, I will relate Achille Mbembe’s concept of necropolitics with what I have previously proposed as 
Amazonism: the imaginative geography produced by an external enunciator who conceives the region as 
homogeneous, exotic, and “distant” from this locus of enunciation. Such a perspective results in a spatial 
logic that transforms portions of nature into commodifiable assets; Amazonism, therefore, sustains 
necropolitical rationality in the Amazon. I present an overview of the struggle of Indigenous peoples in 
movement (Zibechi, 2024) in Brazil, outlining their forms of organization and the main threats to their 
territories. I focus on the example of the Borari people of Alter do Chão, in the municipality of Santarém 
(Pará), who resist land grabbing and real estate speculation, and who have recently undertaken the self-
demarcation of their territory as an expression of struggle grounded in their Indigenous cosmology, 
which implies a cosmopolitics against necropolitics. In conclusion, I emphasize that the insurgent spatial 
practices of Indigenous peoples in movement in the Amazon reflect resistance to the geographical 
expansion of capital and point toward a proposition of existence in the face of planetary necropolitics. 
 
Keywords: Amazon; Indigenous Peoples; Necropolitics; Cosmopolitics; Modern-Colonial World. 
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A luta contra a racionalidade necropolítica na Amazônia: 

Povos indígenas em movimento e territórios ancestrais 
 

Resumo 
 

A Amazônia é historicamente abordada enquanto uma fronteira a ser desbravada e explorada. A região 
é tida também como uma “fronteira do mundo”, um espaço a ser descoberto ou, numa perspectiva 
ambientalista colonial, uma reserva de “natureza selvagem” a ser preservada intocada. Desde os tempos 
coloniais até os atuais foi configurada como espaço-estoque de recursos naturais a serviço de uma lógica 
de apropriação e dominação exógena, alienígena a seus povos. Este artigo irá analisar a luta ecopolítica e 
anticapitalista dos povos indígenas da Amazônia considerando que eles se insurgem contra uma 
racionalidade necropolítica que é antagônica às diversas matrizes de racionalidade originárias. Para isso, 
relacionarei o conceito de necropolítica na obra de Achille Mbembe com o que propus chamar em 
trabalho anterior de Amazonismo, a geografia imaginativa criada por um enunciador externo à região que 
a quer homogênea, exótica e “distante” desse lócus de enunciação. Isso repercute em uma lógica 
espacial que transforma porções da natureza em ativos mercantilizáveis; o Amazonismo, assim, sustenta 
a racionalidade necropolítica na Amazônia. Ofereço um panorama da luta dos povos indígenas em 
movimento (Zibechi, 2024) no Brasil apresentando sua organização e as principais ameaças a seus 
territórios. Darei o exemplo do povo Borari de Alter do Chão, no município de Santarém (Pará), que se 
insurge contra a grilagem de terras e a especulação imobiliária, e recentemente fez a autodemarcação de 
seu território como expressão da luta baseada em sua cosmologia originária, o que implica em uma 
cosmopolítica contra a necropolítica. Ao final destacarei que as práticas espaciais insurgentes dos povos 
indígenas em movimento na Amazônia refletem a resistência à expansão geográfica do capital e apontam 
para uma proposição de existência frente à necropolítica planetária. 
 
Palavras-chave: Amazônia; Povos Indígenas; Necropolítica; Cosmopolítica; Mundo moderno-colonial. 

 
 
 

La lucha contra la racionalidad necropolítica en la Amazonía: 
pueblos indígenas en movimiento y territorios ancestrales 

 

Resumen 
 

La Amazonía ha sido históricamente concebida como una frontera a ser desbrozada y explotada. La 
región ha sido igualmente representada como una “frontera del mundo”, un espacio por descubrir o, 
desde una perspectiva ambientalista colonial, como una reserva de “naturaleza salvaje” que debe 
preservarse intacta. Desde el período colonial se ha configurado como un espacio-depósito de recursos 
naturales al servicio de una lógica de apropiación y dominación exógena, ajena a los pueblos que la 
habitan. El presente artículo se propone analizar la lucha ecopolítica y anticapitalista de los pueblos 
indígenas de la Amazonía y que estos se insurgen contra una racionalidad necropolítica antagónica a las 
diversas matrices de racionalidad originarias. Relaciono el concepto de necropolítica, de Achille Mbembe, 
y lo que he denominado Amazonismo: la geografía imaginativa construida por un enunciador externo a la 
región, que la representa como homogénea, exótica y “distante” de dicho locus de enunciación. Esa 
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representación se traduce en una lógica espacial que convierte porciones de la naturaleza en activos 
mercantilizables; el Amazonismo, en este sentido, sustenta la racionalidad necropolítica en la Amazonía. 
Ofrezco un panorama de los pueblos indígenas en movimiento (Zibechi, 2024) en Brasil, presentando su 
organización y las principales amenazas que se ciernen sobre sus territorios. Abordo el caso del pueblo 
Borari de Alter do Chão, en el municipio de Santarém (Pará), que resiste a la usurpación de tierras y a la 
especulación inmobiliaria, y que recientemente llevó a cabo la autodemarcación de su territorio como 
expresión de una lucha enraizada en su cosmología originaria, lo que implica una cosmopolítica frente a la 
necropolítica. Se destacará que las prácticas espaciales insurgentes de los pueblos indígenas en 
movimiento en la Amazonía reflejan la resistencia a la expansión geográfica del capital y enuncian, al 
mismo tiempo, una proposición de existencia frente a la necropolítica planetaria. 
 
Palabras-clave: Amazonia; Pueblos Indígenas; Necropolítica; Cosmopolítica; Mundo moderno-colonial. 

 

 

 

The idea that European whites could go about colonizing the rest of the 
world was sustained by the premise that there was an enlightened 
humanity that needed to reach out to the obscured humanity, bringing it 
into this marvelous light. This call into the bosom of civilization was always 
justified by the notion that there exists one way of being here on Earth, a 
certain truth, or a conception of truth, which guided many of the choices 
made in different periods of history. 

 

Ailton Krenak (2020, p. 11), Ideas to Postpone the End of the World 

 

 

Introduction: Stepping into the Amazon Center-of-the-World 

 

Shifting the logic of understanding from the modern-colonial worldview, which 

classifies the Earth's surface and human and more-than-human beings into those who can 

live and those who can die – brutally separating society and nature – toward a logic that 

does not operate within the dichotomies or fractures inherited from the Greco-Western 

matrix allows us to illuminate the nuances and dimensions of the ecopolitical struggles 

taking place in the so-called Global South. Comprehending the Amazon as the center-of-

the-world (Brum, 2021) allows for an analysis of planetary necropolitics from this region, 

which is where the author of these lines is located. Paraphrasing the Brazilian educator 
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Paulo Freire, our thinking emerges from where our feet stand, and this perspective is 

adopted throughout the text. 

This region has historically been approached as a frontier to be explored and 

exploited, a “frontier of the world”, a space to be discovered or, from a colonial 

environmentalist perspective, a reserve of “wild nature” to be preserved untouched. 

From colonial times to the present, it has been configured as a stock-space of natural 

resources serving a logic of exogenous appropriation and domination, alien to its 

peoples. This article will analyze the ecopolitical and anti-capitalist struggle of the 

indigenous peoples of the Amazon, considering that they rise up against a necropolitical 

rationality that is antagonistic to the diverse matrices of indigenous rationality. 

To this end, I will relate the concept of necropolitics from the work of Achille 

Mbembe (2019) with what I have proposed in previous work as Amazonism (Zilio and 

Lima, 2024), the imaginative geography created by an external enunciator of the region 

who seeks to render it homogeneous, exotic, and “distant” from this locus of 

enunciation. This reverberates in a spatial logic that transforms portions of nature into 

commodifiable assets; Amazonism, thus, sustains necropolitical rationality in the 

Amazon. I will provide an overview of the struggle of indigenous peoples in movement 

(Zibechi, 2024) in the Amazon, outlining their modes of organization and the main threats 

to their territories. I will give the example of the Borari people of Alter do Chão, in the 

municipality of Santarém (Pará), who have risen up against land grabbing and real estate 

speculation, and who have recently carried out the self-demarcation of their territory as 

an expression of struggle grounded in their original cosmology, which implies a 

cosmopolitics against necropolitics. In conclusion, I will highlight that the insurgent spatial 

practices of indigenous peoples in movement in the Amazon reflect resistance to the 

geographical expansion of capital and point to a proposition of existence in the face of 

planetary necropolitics. 
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Necropolitics and Amazonism in the Modern-Colonial World 

 

I understand that most social conflicts in the Amazon are, simultaneously, 

territorial, environmental, and geo-epistemic conflicts. By geo-epistemic conflicts, I mean 

that different groups and social classes possess distinct systems of knowledge – or 

epistemes – and dispute divergent logics of spatial organization, territorial control, and, 

as Porto-Gonçalves and Leff (2015) would say, the social re-appropriation of nature and 

the reinvention of territories. 

Carlos Walter Porto-Gonçalves (2006), in dialogue with Peruvian sociologist Aníbal 

Quijano (2005) argued that it is impossible to understand the modern world without 

understanding its colonial dimension.1 In fact, modernity and coloniality are inseparable 

and together they spoke of a modern-colonial world. This modern-colonial world gave rise 

to an understanding of nature as something separate from society and humankind. The 

early centuries of what was called Modern Science in Europe understood nature in purely 

instrumental and extractivist terms, operating a rupture – a fracture – between society 

and nature. Some Latin American theorists2 have referred to this as the coloniality of 

nature, meaning a non-native, colonial way of relating to the non-human world. 

The coloniality of nature provided ideological support for environmental 

devastation across many parts of the world, especially in formerly colonized countries. It 

is always important to remember that in the territory colonizers called "the Americas", 

there already existed incredible cultural and territorial diversity, with complex social 

organizations and cosmologies. 

The imposition of a specific form of spatial organization – namely the Modern State 

– through colonialism is at the root of many territorial conflicts that persist to this day, 

including in the Amazon. Therefore, one of the major challenges for our generation of 

environmental and social scientists concerned with the so-called planetary 

 
1 For a systematization on the theme of decolonization in Geography in English, see Radcliffe (2022). 
2 On the coloniality of nature, see Castro-Gómez (2005), Albán and Rosero (2016), and Cruz (2017). 
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environmental crisis is to develop theories, explanatory models, and methodologies 

suited to “Latin American” and Amazonian realities. 

One methodological strategy we have adopted is the dialogue of knowledges 

between academic/scientific knowledge and ancestral/popular knowledge. It is worth 

remembering that the Amazon rainforest is, in many ways, a social or cultural forest – it 

has been planted and managed for over 10,000 years by the peoples who live here, 

leading to the incredible biological and cultural diversity we witness today.  

While modern-coloniality created a rupture between society and nature, 

Indigenous and Afro-descendant peoples – known in Brazil as quilombolas or 

“traditional” communities – have never separated the human from the non-human. For 

many Indigenous peoples, nature is not reduced to extractivist terms; it is the home of 

spirits, of their kin. In this sense, it is impossible for Indigenous and Afro-descendant 

peoples to live without their territories3, without their ways of relating to the non-human 

world. That is why many activists in Brazil refer to these places as territories of life, in 

opposition to the territories of death produced by the necropolitical actions of major 

capitalist actors in association with the State.4 

In this context, the Amazon stands as one of the last frontiers for the geographical 

expansion of capital. What predominates here is accumulation by dispossession, 

displacement, expropriation, and deterritorialization. This type of capitalist accumulation 

requires land; it requires turning common goods into tradable assets in the global 

commodities market.5 And this imperative inevitably leads to the expulsion and death of 

many people. It is not just people who are eliminated; entire territories and knowledge 

 
3 Many anthropologists and geographers devoted to the study of Indigenous peoples, Afro-descendant populations, 
and peasants understand territory as both material support and cosmological reference, with the 
deterritorialization produced by the geographical expansion of capitalism constituting a threat to existence itself. 
For further discussion, see Viveiros de Castro (2015) 
4 For example, in the Lower Tapajós region (state of Pará), the advance of soy agribusiness, associated with the 
implementation of logistical infrastructure (ports and highways), has impacted Indigenous territories through the 
contamination of watercourses and crops, as well as through the displacement of Indigenous peoples from their 
traditionally occupied lands. Aspects of this process will be examined throughout the text. 
5 Take açaí, for example—a fruit and a staple food in Pará, usually eaten savory with fish or shrimp. Increasingly, 
lands in Pará are being converted to monocultures of açaí for export, turning açaí into a commodity. Today, one can 
find açaí in Europe or the United States, but many people in Pará can no longer afford it due to rising prices. 
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systems are destroyed – ancestral knowledge about how to relate to nature, built up over 

centuries or even millennia. 

On the one hand, we have the so-called large development projects: hydroelectric 

dams, mega-mines, small-scale gold mining, logging, and transport infrastructure such as 

ports and highways for exporting commodities – especially beef, soy, corn, and minerals. 

This is the most explicitly destructive face of Amazonian development. On the other 

hand, there is also a conservationist face, a façade of environmental preservation what 

many now call the “financialization of nature”. The carbon credit market, for example, 

has caused many “traditional” communities, including Indigenous ones, to lose 

autonomy over their territories.6 

This process is not recent and the transmutation of portions of nature into “natural 

resources” under an exogenous logic is due to, among other factors, the production of a 

particular image of place.  Such images of place are not only ideational, they also have 

significant material reverberations. Inspired by Edward Said’s Orientalism, we call this 

phenomenon Amazonism. For Said (1978), Orientalism is, at first, a discursive 

construction based on the homogenization of a diverse space from an external / alien 

standpoint, in which the “Orient” is framed as an exotic, mythical spatiality populated by 

duly racialized human beings. 

The exterior, in this case, is Europe – and, from the mid-20th century onwards, the 

United States – while the “Orientalized” space corresponds roughly to what we 

understand today as North Africa and the Middle East and, to some extent, what was 

once referred to as the “Far East” (Korea, China, Japan, etc.). Furthermore, Orientalism 

also has material consequences and effects, since insofar as it homogenizes, exoticizes, 

 
6 In 2023, in the territory of the Kumaruara people in Santarém (Pará), a workshop was held with foreign agents on 
the carbon emissions reduction mechanism known as REDD+, which would allocate the Indigenous Land to the 
carbon credits market. Upon analyzing the proposed contract, the Kumaruara refused to sign it, since it stipulated 
that any significant change in land use—such as, for example, the introduction of new crops—would have to receive 
approval from the foreign company mediating the negotiation. This is just one of several examples of “loss of 
autonomy” that Indigenous organizations have denounced in recent years. 
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and racializes, it establishes inequality, a social classification applied to a part of 

humankind.  

As Said (1978) emphasizes, the “Orient” was a European invention: since Antiquity 

it has been imagined as an exotic place, full of fantastic experiences. Thus, Orientalism 

reflects a way of approaching the “Orient” that is grounded in the special place the Orient 

occupied in the European/Western experience and imaginary (Said, 1978). The spatial 

logic of Orientalism is based on a locus of discursive enunciation (Europe–U.S.) which has 

constructed both a discourse and a practice of inequality and racialization over a locus of 

discursive reference (the Orient). Said (1978) called this phenomenon imaginative 

geography. 

Inspired by Edward Said’s notion of Orientalism, we propose to approach the 

Amazon through a critical understanding of Amazonism, the imaginative geography 

created by an external enunciator who seeks to render the region homogeneous, exotic, 

and “distant” from this locus of enunciation. The colonial imaginative geography of 

Amazonism helps to mask the processes of accumulation by dispossession (Harvey, 

2003), while the peoples of the waters, forests, fields, and urban peripheries of the 

Amazon organize and struggle against this logic of spatial appropriation. 

The imaginative geography of Amazonism reproduces and reinforces the double 

fracture of modernity (Ferdinand, 2022). For Malcom Ferdinand, modernity fractures 

reality by dichotomizing colonialism and environmentalism – that is, it masks the 

extermination of Indigenous peoples and the enslavement of Africans turned into Blacks 

in the Americas, while simultaneously erasing the fact that modern environmental 

devastation is a direct outcome of colonialism. This fracture unfolds upon a colonial 

inhabiting grounded in the plantation, a Eurocentric way of inhabiting the Earth that 

marginalizes the diversity of human experience and its countless forms of spatial 

organization and appropriation of nature.7 We adopt colonial inhabiting as a geographical 

 
7 A spatial repercussion of colonial inhabiting in Brazil is the concentration of arable land. According to the 
Agricultural Census of the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE), less than 1% of landowners hold 
about 45% of the land, while nearly 50% of landowners hold 2.3% of the land. Most of the production of large rural 
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category to designate the spatial organization model of modern-coloniality and, thus, 

understand Amazonism as the imaginative geography of colonial inhabiting in the Amazon. 

It is this imaginative geography, producing territories of death, that expresses what we 

understand as necropolitical rationality. 

Inspired also by Mbembe’s (2019) ideas, I understand the production of colonial 

inhabiting and alien rationality in the Amazon, which shape territories of death, as a 

necropolitical rationality. The same Mbembe (2017) speaks of a becoming-Black of the 

world to explain the complex processes of subalternization and racism present in the 

contemporary modern-colonial world. Inspired by this, I wish to propose the concept of 

becoming-Indigenous in relation to the Amazonian world.  This concept seeks to capture 

how racist, colonialist and necropolitical forces have contributed to the subalternization 

of Indigenous cosmologies and cosmopolitics; the denial of Indigenous people’s agency 

as well as attempts to erase indigeneity; and the framing of Indigenous people as 

primitive or animalized, as living in a stage of barbarism awaiting the arrival of 

“civilization”. In the following section I will specifically address these issues and how they 

have become evident in the Brazilian socio-spatial context. 

 

 

Indigenous Peoples in Movement in Brazil 

 

Recognizing Indigenous peoples and their spatiality demands that we question the 

existence of a single world. Radcliffe (2022) speaks of more-than-one-world, inspired by 

the declaration of the Neozapatistas in Mexico of a struggle for a world where many 

worlds fit. Indeed, the existence of many worlds, or of a pluriverse (Escobar, 2018; De La 

Cadena and Blaser, 2018), allows us to think about Indigenous agency in the making of 

worlds. Indigeneity, according to Radcliffe (2015), appears as socio-spatial processes and 

 
properties is destined for export (commodities), whereas more than 70% of the food consumed in the domestic 
market comes from family farming, essentially produced on that 2.3% of the land. 
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practices through which Indigenous peoples and spaces are regarded as distinct 

(ontologically, epistemologically, culturally) in relation to dominant “universals”. 

Historicizing and re-spatializing subjects through the lenses of indigeneity means 

identifying and theorizing the relational, historically and geographically contingent 

positionality of what would be the “Indigenous”8 (Radcliffe, 2015, p. 221). Thus, 

indigeneity appears as one of the possible interpretive keys for the spatiality of 

Indigenous peoples. 

In the case of Brazil, the State historically adopted an assimilationist stance, in 

which the “Indian” was expected to be absorbed into “white” society under a 

teleological perspective, where in the near future this Indigenous subject would 

inevitably disappear as they were gradually incorporated into “national society”. The 

Brazilian State also assumed a tutelary role, and until the late 1980s Indigenous peoples 

were not allowed to organize politically into associations. The popular mobilizations of 

the 1980s that culminated in the “safe, slow, and gradual opening” (as it is commonly 

described) marking the end of the business-military dictatorship (1964–1985) toward the 

so-called “redemocratization” resulted legally in the Federal Constitution of 1988. The 

notion of original rights was introduced, whereby for the first time the ancestral territorial 

rights of Indigenous peoples – prior to the very existence of the Brazilian State – were 

recognized, opening the way for land demarcations under the jurisdiction of the National 

Foundation of Indigenous Peoples (FUNAI). Despite the constitutional provision 

mandating the demarcation of all Indigenous Lands within five years (by 1993), only 522 

have been formally ratified, while 304 still await the process, according to FUNAI’s own 

data. 

The so-called Indigenous movement, or, as I prefer, Indigenous peoples in 

movement (inspired by Zibechi’s (2024) idea of peoples in movement), constitutes one of 

the main social struggles in contemporary Brazil and, more broadly, in Latin America / 

 
8 For example, from the idea of the Indigenous person as a “backward” or “primitive” being to that of a 
contemporary subject who points to alternative futures in the face of the planetary environmental crisis 
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Abya Yala.9 For more than two decades, the Acampamento Terra Livre (Free Land/Earth 

Camp – ATL), held every April in Brasília, brings together 6,000 to 7,000 people, including 

Indigenous peoples and supporting networks. Beyond the ATL, three other insurgent 

spatial practices of Indigenous peoples in movement stand out: self-demarcations, land 

retakings, and territorial monitoring. Self-demarcation – which responds to the to the 

various threats experienced by the peoples   and to the difficulties the Brazilian Indigenist 

agency faces in land demarcation processes – usually relies on participatory mapping and 

is supported by a network of social movement organizations, researchers, and lawyers. 

Land retaking refers to the partial or total reclamation of an ancestral territory from 

which the people were previously expelled by the State or by fractions of the dominant 

class in association with the State. Territorial monitoring is the spatial practice of 

detecting and preventing threats to the territory carried out by a group from the 

Indigenous people leading the struggle. These three spatial practices often overlap and 

complement each other – for example, self-demarcation may occur immediately 

following a land retaking, while territorial monitoring ensures the continuity of the 

struggle. 

Since 2021, the research team I coordinate has been documenting cases of self-

demarcation and land retaking in Brazil, the latest map of which is shown in Map 1. Even 

considering that the data are unofficial, and that collecting information on all cases of 

self-demarcations and land retakings is challenging, the partial data indicate that these 

are spatial practices well distributed across the territory governed by the Brazilian state. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
9 Toponymy used to designate the space that the colonizer called “America”, today widely employed by Indigenous 
peoples in movement. 
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Map 1 – Map of Indigenous self-demarcations and land retakings in Brazil  
with data collected in 2024. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Source: NEPES-UFOPA. 

 

In the context of Abya Yala, for several decades the peoples in movement have 

exhibited shared characteristics, despite their different matrices of rationality. The first is 

autonomy as a horizon of thought and action10, and as a permanent construction within 

communal life. There exists resistance to the material and immaterial geographic 

expansion of the capitalist civilizational model, a questioning – more or less pronounced 

– of the spatial organization model of the Modern State, and a proposition of existence 

that points to alternative pathways for overcoming the planetary environmental and 

civilizational crisis. Integrating all of this, as a central pillar, is the community territorial 

 
10 On autonomy as a horizon of thought and action, see Souza (2006, Part I) and Souza (2017, Introduction) 
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base supporting the peoples in struggle. Here it is important to highlight what we have 

learned from Indigenous peoples regarding the concept of territory. 

For a long time in Geography, we have understood territory as a space delimited 

by power relations. We also assumed that only the State had territory; later, we began to 

consider territories controlled by large transnational corporations. Today, fortunately, 

we understand that all human groups produce territories, including the ancestral ones. 

Ancestral territories contain both material and immaterial dimensions. The material 

dimension includes houses, gardens, plantations, streets, trees, rivers, and so on. The 

immaterial dimension refers to symbols, rituals, spirits, or to use a broader term, 

cosmology. When Indigenous cosmologies are mobilized as part of political action – for 

example, in the defense of land – they become cosmopolitics (Stengers 2005; De La 

Cadena, 2010, 2015). This cosmopolitics stands in opposition to the transformation of the 

Amazon into a frontier for capital expansion, since Indigenous peoples maintain a non-

extractive and non-predatory society–nature relationship, demonstrating a profound 

interaction with non-human nature that is not mediated by the commodity-form. 

Through their cosmopolitics, Indigenous peoples not only resist but also offer pathways 

to other ways of being – pathways that can help us overcome the environmental and 

civilizational crisis of our time. For this reason, I do not use terms such as resilience or 

adaptation. I prefer categories such as struggle, resistance, and propositions of existence, 

in order to make visible the class struggle permeated by racism and patriarchy that still 

dominate our society. 

The Modern State, this model of political organization of geographic space 

invented in Europe at the end of the Middle Ages and imposed on almost the entire 

terrestrial surface through colonialism, operates basically according to Euclidean logic 

and private property. This means that “Modern Law” demonstrates serious limitations 

with respect to the recognition of collective and communal forms of land and nature 

appropriation. In dialogue with a chief of the Munduruku people in Santarém, within the 

context of the self-demarcation process, the Indigenous peoples observed that the legal 
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figure called Indigenous Land was merely a polygon11 to engage with the State, to 

pressure the State to demarcate a portion of the ancestral territory and ensure relative 

territorial and epistemic protection. 

Considering cosmopolitics, an ancestral territory will never correspond to a 

formally demarcated Indigenous Land, since the Euclidean logic of the Modern State and 

the territoriality of Indigenous peoples are incompatible, and the State will ultimately 

only establish a polygon according to Cartesian rationality. We have been working with 

the hypothesis that the imposition of a specific model of spatial organization – the 

Modern State – on countless territories across the “America” continent lies at the origin 

of many of the territorial conflicts we face today. In the next section, I will detail a case in 

which I am engaged and contributing to the self-demarcation process. 

 

 

The Self-Demarcation of the Borari de Alter do Chão Indigenous Land 
 

In the Brazilian Amazon, the construction of autonomies occurs through spatial 

practices of self-demarcation and territorial monitoring. More specifically, in the western 

part of the state of Pará, in the ethno-region of the Lower Tapajós (municipalities of 

Santarém, Belterra, and Aveiro), indigenous struggle drives a significant portion of social 

mobilizations. Approximately 70% of the indigenous population in Pará resides in the 

Lower Tapajós and is duly organized, with its 14 peoples, through the Tapajós Arapiuns 

Indigenous Council (CITA). According to data from the 2022 Census, the Indigenous 

population in Brazil was 0.83%, while in the municipality of Santarém this number rises to 

5.11%, as shown in the map in Map 2. 

 

 
11 Polygon in the sense of mathematically precise delimitation, ascribed by a Munduruku chief in a testimony 
collected by me on August 26, 2021, when commenting on the process of self-demarcation of his people’s territory. 
In free translation: “Self-demarcation was meant to function as a mechanism of struggle, to tell the State, ‘look, we 
are here within this polygon, and it is a polygon that represents us.’ Our history is rooted within this polygon.” 
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Map 2 – Indigenous population in Santarém and surrounding municipalities  
according to 2022 Census data. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Source: NEPES-UFOPA. 

 

In Santarém, there are currently three cases of self-demarcation involving the 

Munduruku, Tupinambá, and Borari peoples. Before explaining the contemporary case of 

the Borari people, a brief historical overview is necessary. 

Since before colonization, Indigenous peoples have inhabited the banks of the 

Tapajós River, particularly its lower course and its confluence with the Amazon River. 

During the invasion of the Lower Tapajós territories by the Portuguese (military and 

Jesuits), the colonizers were met with poisoned arrows from these Tapajonic peoples. As 

a result, part of these peoples was named Borari by the invaders, which means “poisoned 

arrow”. Over the past three centuries, interaction with non-Indigenous people remained 

relatively limited, despite some important episodes, such as the participation of the 
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Borari in the Cabanagem (1835-1840), a popular revolt in which municipal power in 

Santarém was seized by insurgents and maintained for several months in 1836. Such 

stories have been passed down orally and are still present in contemporary Borari 

memory. 

In the 1970s, the road connecting the village of Alter do Chão to the city of 

Santarém was opened, today known as highway PA-457. While this road facilitated access 

to basic educational and health services, it also coincided with the arrival of non-

Indigenous people who envisioned the potential for tourism-related exploitation of the 

area. Around the mid-1990s, following the paving of PA-457, approximately 70% of the 

Alter do Chão village area was improperly appropriated (Maduro, 2018).  This in turn 

accelerated land subdivision as well as subsequent land sales for residential and tourism-

related purposes. Between the late 1990s and throughout the 2000s, various private 

facilities such as hotels and inns were constructed, alongside progressive paving of the 

riverside, whose scenic beauty centers on the “Ilha do Amor”, where the Tapajós River 

meets Lake Verde (Figure 1). Today, the village of Alter do Chão has approximately 11,000 

inhabitants, including 1,200 Borari Indigenous families. 
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Figure 1 – Aerial view of the village of Alter do Chão (09/30/2024).  
Above, shot facing north with the “Ilha do Amor” (sandbank with sparse vegetation) at the 

center, the Tapajós River on the left, and Lake Verde on the right. Below, shot facing east  
highlighting the consolidated urbanization of the village.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Author. 
 

 

Faced with threats from land grabbing and real estate speculation, the Borari 

people filed a claim for formal demarcation with FUNAI in 2003, and the Detailed 

Identification and Delimitation Report (RCID), a document that confirms Borari 

occupation of the territory from an anthropological and archaeological perspective, was 
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published in 2009. However, to date, no progress has been made toward the stage of 

physical delimitation and subsequent homologation, with the placement of signs on the 

territory indicating that it is an Indigenous Land under study. 

In this context, the Research Group on Space, Politics and Social Emancipation 

(NEPES) team that I coordinate, carried out fieldwork between July 2024 and February 

2025 and produced the Borari Indigenous Land Self-Demarcation Report for Alter do 

Chão to complement FUNAI’s RCID, mainly to produce a map whose boundaries are 

recognized by the Borari people – the cartographic material produced by FUNAI contains 

several inconsistencies. The interaction between the research team members and the 

Indigenous people was based on participatory mapping and on decisions regarding the 

points and vertices of the polygon, under the exclusive care of the Indigenous people – 

in other words, it was ensured that those who decided on the boundaries of the 

Indigenous Land were the Indigenous people, with the researchers providing technical 

support, primarily through the use of a drone (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2 – Fieldwork with Indigenous leaders for territory recognition and collection of points 
via drone in the Borari territory of Alter do Chão (09/30/2024). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Source: Author. 
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The self-demarcation map resulting from the process is shown in Map 3, where we 

note the discrepancy between the delimitation made by FUNAI and the Borari self-

demarcation. One of the main discrepancies is the fact that FUNAI delineates only land 

(as if Indigenous Land were limited to the land alone), whereas Chief Neca, a prominent 

Borari leader, highlighted that for the Borari people, water is also territory, and this is 

reflected in the map. 

 

Map 3 – Self-demarcation map of the Borari de Alter do Chão Indigenous Land.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 Source: NEPES-UFOPA. 

 

The articles of the 1988 Brazilian Constitution that address Indigenous rights 

(Articles 231 and 232) establish that all Indigenous Land must ensure the material and 

symbolic reproduction of the Indigenous people. In the case of the Borari, the primary 
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economic activity is tourism, closely followed by fishing; failing to delimit water means 

failing to ensure material reproduction. Lake Verde, in turn, is the heart of Borari 

cosmology, home to kin and spiritual beings; thus, failing to delimit this lake means failing 

to ensure symbolic reproduction. 

Complementing the spatial practice of self-demarcation, there is territorial 

monitoring. The Borari people regularly - every two to three months – organize 

themselves in order to traverse critical points of their territory. They take photos and 

produce videos that are appended to any complaints that they direct towards competent 

environmental agencies and land regularization bodies such as the National Institute for 

Colonization and Agrarian Reform (INCRA) and the Pará State Land Institute (ITERPA). As 

previously stated, the Indigenous Land is neither demarcated nor homologated by the 

National Indigenous Peoples Foundation. Therefore, because Alter do Chão is located 

within an Environmental Protection Area (APA), one of the main avenues through which 

the Borari engage with the Brazilian State relates to environmental legislation. Many 

cases are currently in court and there have been some rulings in regard to the 

expropriation of properties irregularly built within the APA. However, the path of 

environmental laws and protections is insufficient to guarantee Borari’s original right to 

the territory as provided in the current Federal Constitution. 

According to data obtained through fieldwork with the protagonists of the 

struggle in July, August, September, and November 2024, and February 2025, the main 

antagonists or threat agents to the territory are foreign religious organizations, soybean 

producers, and individuals with significant social prestige in Santarém (members of the 

Judiciary, city councilors, municipal secretaries, and healthcare professionals). Of 

particular note is the expansion of soybean monoculture in the state of Pará where, as 

demonstrated by Mota (2024), the transfer of land income contributes to the acquisition 

of properties in Alter do Chão, directly linking agribusiness and real estate speculation. 

The necropolitical rationality in the case of the Borari territory is directly expressed 

through the advance of tourism and real estate speculation, which displaces human and 
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more-than-human beings and attempts to undo Indigenous ancestral rootedness by 

converting land into a commodity; indirectly, agribusiness, notably soybean 

monoculture, contributes to the establishment of necropolitical rationality by directing 

land-derived income toward real estate incorporation. 

In the struggle for the demarcation of Indigenous Lands, geographers can make a 

substantial contribution to defining the territory based on the boundaries recognized by 

the Indigenous people themselves. All too often, Brazilian state agencies continue to 

adopt a tutelary stance, in which, under the guise of technical expertise, they fail to 

delimit territories according to the decisions of Indigenous peoples. Self-demarcation, 

therefore, constitutes an insurgent spatial practice that expresses the autonomy and self-

determination of peoples in movement. 

Geotechnologies applied to the self-demarcation and territorial monitoring of 

Indigenous Lands are necessary to produce counter-map territories within the context of 

geospatial ontologies, as Reid and Sieber (2019) discuss. The representation – or rather, 

the translation – of the ancestral territory into the polygon called Indigenous Land is an 

ecopolitical tool of struggle that points toward other worlds and the construction of 

autonomies.  

Before the next topic, a brief note on autonomy is in order. In this article, I 

understand autonomy as the construction of power in a radically democratic, horizontal, 

and decentralized manner, drawing both on the formulations of Castoriadis (1987) and 

on scholars of Latin American social struggles, such as Souza (2006; 2017) and Zibechi 

(2007). Furthermore, when speaking of autonomy, we are referring to processes of 

struggle that simultaneously indicate the questioning of, and the attempt to overcome, 

capitalism and the modern State. 
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Cosmopolitics Against Necropolitics 

 

I will now discuss if and how cosmopolitics can be seen as resisting and opposing 

the logics and rationalities of necropolitics. The cosmology of Indigenous peoples, based 

on diverse matrices of rationality, informs cosmopolitics, and Geography can apprehend 

this relationship through spatial practices, as schematized in Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4 – Simplified relationship between cosmology, spatial practices, and cosmopolitics. 

 

 

 

 

Source: Author. 

 

Necropolitics spatially manifests as the exercise of sovereignty through death (the 

territories of death) and in power relations as domination or heteronomy – this includes 

forms of social appropriation of nature as an inexhaustible stock of natural resources and 

as assets tradable on stock exchanges. In contrast, cosmopolitics spatially unfolds when 

Indigenous communities exercise autonomy by constructing alternative power relations 

that allow for self-management; and when they engage with nature via practices that 

reflect the inseparability of humans from non-human nature, the non-human world, or 

more-than-human beings. This understanding of cosmopolitics as an exercise of 

autonomy aligns with De La Cadena’s reading (2010, 2015). 

The construction of other worlds requires the construction of alternative power 

relations, which in turn shape other territorialities. In the Amazon, within the context of 

territorial, environmental, and geo-epistemic conflicts, indigenous peoples in movement 

engage in spatial practices grounded in their original cosmologies. A brief survey of Latin 

American literature on cosmopolitics, predominantly produced in the field of 

Anthropology, reveals some pathways for understanding spatial practices within the 

scope of indigenous ecopolitical struggles. 
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Schavelzon (2014), for example, present analyses associated with the apparatus of 

the State, notably in the context of the plurinational States of Bolivia and Ecuador, but 

other pathways are possible, pathways analyzed by Zibechi (2020, 2024). For this author, 

various peoples in struggle in Latin America / Abya Yala do not refer to the State 

apparatus as the ultimate objective of their claims, but rather construct other worlds that 

prefigure what I call an emancipatory spatial becoming. For this reason, Zibechi prefers 

“peoples in movement” rather than social movements.12 

Indigenous peoples in movement, in struggling for their ancestral territories, 

position themselves against the necropolitical rationality that has prevailed in the 

Amazon for several centuries. Such rationality operates through what Mbembe (2024) 

understands as brutalism, which refers to processes whereby power is constituted 

through fracturing or fissuring.  In the Amazon, and in Brazil more broadly, brutalism has 

molecular and chemical dimensions. Bodies are eliminated by the agrochemicals that are 

used by agribusiness and/or by pollutants like mercury that are discharged into 

waterways as mining waste. 

Marisol de La Cadena (2015), in dialoguing with Andean peoples, reflects on the 

mismatch between modern-colonial politics, which operates with categories such as 

representation and culture, and cosmopolitics traversed by Earth-beings, entities 

participating in existence with political agency – such a mismatch between “modern” and 

“non-modern” practices she terms onto-epistemological disagreement. The perspectives 

arising from the original rationality matrices of Abya Yala, which help us understand 

cosmopolitics, have long been addressed by Viveiros de Castro (1998) through the 

expression Amerindian Perspectivism, shifting the position of reading, writing, and 

experiencing the world to a situation subalternized by modernity. We can also 

 
12 The Plurinational State is a legal innovation of the last twenty years, enshrined in the Constitutions of three 
countries: Bolivia, Ecuador, and Chile. It recognizes the existence of multiple nations within the same state (in 
contrast to the modern idea of the “Nation-State”), in addition to allowing parallel legal systems, such as, for 
example, an Aymara judicial system in Bolivia, with its own procedural forms that do not necessarily follow the rites 
of Modern Law. On the other hand, Zibechi argues that many peoples do not direct their struggles toward mere 
claims upon the State but rather seek to build institutions that transcend the model of the modern State, grounded 
in original cosmology/cosmopolitics. For further information on the Plurinational State, see Postero (2017). 
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incorporate the proposals of Thinking-Feeling with the Earth (Escobar, 2016), sumak 

kawsay / buen vivir / “good living” (Acosta, 2023), and the Ch’ixi perspective (Rivera 

Cusicanqui, 2020). 

These proposals or perspectives recognize the inseparability of human, non-

human and more-than-human beings.  They emphasize a profound connection with 

territory which is indispensable for the continuity of life, and therefore they speak of 

territories of life. Mbembe (2024, chapter II) reflecting on the relationship between 

humankind and the Earth, goes beyond a generic image or understanding of Earth, 

highlighting instead a potency of foundation, depth, and root, whose limits escape the 

gaze, and which serves as a fundamental shelter for those who inhabit it. The Earth also 

presents itself as the womb of the world, ensuring the balance of the cosmos and, 

therefore, as a place of the common and of sharing. It is, then, that which cannot be 

privatized or alienated, and cannot be denied to anyone. 

Against these perspectives of the common good, necropolitics emerges as a 

strategy to eliminate bodies and knowledges/epistemes in order to privatize, to 

incorporate them into the capitalist logic. Therefore, I understand that to consider 

cosmopolitics as a strategy and support for the struggle against necropolitics, it is 

necessary to abandon development: the signifier “development” reflects a capitalist and 

modern-colonial social imaginary13 that reproduces itself through necropolitical 

rationality. Regardless of the adjectives that may be attached to it (social development, 

sustainable development, eco-development), the logic of linear time as an arrow that 

admits only a simple division between past, present, and future is incompatible with the 

logic of ancestry. 

For the Indigenous thinker Ailton Krenak (2024), all beings, including us humans, 

are becoming-life, since the matter that constitutes us was once part of non-human 

nature and, after enchanting or ancestralizing (dying, in Western terms), we will continue 

as a support for life. This is why he speaks of an Ancestral Future, as ancestry permeates 

 
13 On social imaginary significations, I draw on Castoriadis (1987). 
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multiple temporalities (and, I would add, territorialities), including the before, the now, 

and the after. The diverse forms of social appropriation of nature by Indigenous peoples 

in movement within their ancestral territories point to pathways that, in the political 

dimension, reveal modes of self-planning and self-management of territories and 

environments grounded in autonomy. 

Autonomy as both practice and horizon is at the forefront for many peoples in 

struggle across Abya Yala. Although the meanings of autonomy are not exactly the same 

given the multiplicity of originating matrices of rationality, the struggles present 

pathways beyond the State-form and the commodity-form of capitalism. An example of 

this in Brazil is the autonomist organization Teia dos Povos14 (“Web of Peoples”), a “Black, 

Indigenous, and popular alliance”, whose pathways toward autonomy are presented in 

Ferreira and Felício (2021), and the dialogue with (neo)Zapatismo is shown in Reyes and 

Ferreira (2025). 

Within the scope of Political Ecology and Environmental Geography, the shaping 

of environments15 as a reading of the society-nature relationship gains different and 

antagonistic aspects depending on the knowledges / epistemes inscribed in space. Large 

development projects, such as hydroelectric dams, large-scale mining, and logistical 

infrastructure in support of agribusiness, embody a rationality or a form of “knowledge” 

fully embedded in the global circuits of capital reproduction (a colonial episteme), 

whereas Indigenous, quilombola, and peasant knowledges inscribe other forms of 

knowledge in space, at times anti-colonial when politically mobilized. Necropolitical 

rationality spreads across the Amazon, catalyzed by Amazonism in the form of these 

large development projects and a colonial way of inhabiting, imposing environmental 

devastation that is simultaneously social, cultural, and epistemic devastation. The 

 
14 The Teia dos Povos can be considered an autonomist political organization, as it does not aim at seizing state 
power, as in the classical Marxist-Leninist conception. Instead, it defends “breaking with the illusion” of the State 
by creating institutions alternative to the centralization of power in a state apparatus, grounded in deep 
relationships with their ancestral territories. 
15 Regarding Environmental Geography, read Souza (2025). Regarding the concept of environment in Geography, 
read Souza (2019). 



The Struggle Against Necropolitical Rationality in the Amazon…                                                                     ZILIO, R. 

AMBIENTES. Volume 8, Número 1, 2026, pp. 240-270. ISSN: 2674-6816 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.48075/56qapy59 

265 

 

cosmology of Indigenous peoples presents another environmental logic – or, we could 

say, other environmentalities – by integrating material and symbolic reproduction, and by 

not dissociating humans from other beings, including the Earth-beings. In the face of 

necropolitics, no reconciliation is possible, only struggle, resistance, and the proposition 

of another existence, including the proposition of other territories and other 

environments. 

 

Final Remarks: Ecopolitical Struggles as a Pathway to Overcoming 

Modern-Coloniality 
 

 The aim of highlighting the ecopolitical struggles led by Indigenous peoples 

against what I have termed necropolitical rationality sought, at the same time, to valorize 

Achille Mbembe’s contributions and to operationalize some of his reflections for the 

Amazon. The analytical parameters of this article were established by arguing that 

Amazonism underpins necropolitics. Amazonism is an imaginative geography that views 

the Amazon as a frontier of the modern-colonial world that is to be explored (and 

devastated).  It also shapes forms of colonial inhabiting that are founded on large-scale 

monocultural private property. 

 Indigenous peoples in movement were presented in the context of their struggles 

in Brazil, highlighting the spatial practices of self-demarcation, land retaking, and 

territorial monitoring – practices that demonstrate resistance and the proposition of 

existence based on a community territorial base. I argued that the legal figure of the 

Indigenous Land will never correspond to the ancestral territory, since the spatial logic 

of the Modern State is Euclidean and grounded in private property, whereas the logic of 

Indigenous peoples moves toward the collective use of land and the understanding of 

non-human nature as kin and enchanted beings, integral to their existence. 

 I focused on the case of the self-demarcation of the Borari de Alter do Chão 

Indigenous Land, in Santarém, state of Pará, to exemplify an ecopolitical struggle against 
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the advance of real estate speculation and a predatory form of tourism, in association 

with soybean monoculture. Using geotechnologies, the Borari people contested the 

delimitation proposed by the Brazilian state’s indigenist agency and demonstrated to us 

that an Indigenous land is not only land, and that water is also territory. 

 I highlighted the cosmopolitics of Indigenous peoples based on their cosmology 

and spatial practices as a pathway to combat necropolitical rationality. The conception of 

a single world and linear time underpins necropolitics in the Amazon, whereas 

cosmopolitics presents alternative matrices of rationality connecting humans with the 

more-than-human, thus constituting other environmentalities. 

 Finally, the insurgent spatial practices of Indigenous peoples in movement in the 

Amazon reflect resistance to the geographic expansion of capital and point toward a 

proposition of existence in the face of planetary necropolitics. Ecopolitical struggle, 

imbued with ancestral cosmology, thus constructs pathways to overcome modern-

coloniality and planetary necropolitics, pointing toward an ancestral future. 
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