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1. Introduction 

To speak of ‘the environment’ has often meant to speak from the safe distance 
of administration. The term has naturalized a managerial stance that dissects 
living territories into variables to be monitored, compensated and optimized, 
while leaving intact the very political ontology that renders forests, rivers and 
mountains legible as resources. It is precisely this ontological settlement, more 
than any singular policy failure, that underwrites our socioecological impasse. 
The present article advances the thesis that a genuinely transformative re-
sponse requires an ontological displacement: from ‘environment’ as a governa-
ble externality to territory life as a relational world in which human and more 
than human beings co constitute obligations, values and institutions. This dis-
placement is not a metaphorical flourish. It bears institutional form in the An-
dean Amazonian horizon of Sumak Kawsay/Buen Vivir and in political legal ex-
periments such as Kawsak Sacha, where forests are not objects of stewardship 
but subjects of co protection. In this sense, ontology is not ‘background phi-
losophy’: it is the ground upon which developmental reason, its green variants 
and their governmental techniques stand or unravel 1. 

A genealogy of ‘environment’ exposes the paradox that environmentalism 
can both contest and reproduce extractive reason. One can trace how manage-
rial vocabularies of mitigation, offsetting and resilience insert living worlds into 
the calculus of development while bypassing the problem that development 
itself is a dispositive that partitions society from nature and privileges accumu-
lation over co-flourishing2. This is not merely a discursive concern. As 
O’Connor’s classic intervention on capitalism’s «second contradiction» argued, 
the degradation of extrahuman conditions of life, soils, waters, forests, is struc-
turally co-produced with social exploitation; the political economy that gener-
ates wealth by externalizing costs generates ecological breakdown by the same 
gesture3. Within such a frame, the managerial environment becomes a neutral 
site to distribute damages rather than an occasion to recompose worlds. The 
contemporary ‘green’ turn is thus ambivalent: it can mark a real shift in atten-
tion, but it can equally recode extractive development as a more efficient ad-
ministration of planetary life. 

The Latin American post-development debate emerges precisely against this 
background, not as a mere call for ‘better development’ but as a refusal of its 
universal template and its ontological assumptions4. From this angle, the hori-

 
1 A. Escobar, Territories of Difference: Place, Movements, Life, Redes, Durham-London, Duke 

University Press, 2008; A. Acosta, Prólogo. El fantasma del desarrollo, in K. Unceta (ed.), Desarrollo, 
postcrecimiento y Buen Vivir: Debates e interrogantes, Quito, Editorial Abya-Yala, 2014; E. Gudynas, 
Postdevelopment and Other Critiques of Development, in H. Veltmeyer, P. Bowles (eds), The Essential 
Guide to Critical Development Studies, II ed., London - New York, Routledge, cap. 7. 

2 A. Acosta, Prólogo. El fantasma del desarrollo, cit.; E. Gudynas, Postdevelopment, cit. 
3 J. O’Connor, On the Two Contradictions of Capitalism, in «Capitalism Nature Socialism», 1991, 

3(2), pp. 107-109; cfr. J.B. Foster, The Absolute General Law of Environmental Degradation under 
Capitalism, in «Capitalism Nature Socialism», 1992, 3, 3, pp. 77-81. 

4 E. Gudynas, Postdevelopment, cit.  
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zon is not a new policy mix but a pluriverse of worlds, many ways of worlding, 
where each cosmo-socio-natural configuration articulates its own criteria of 
value, legitimacy and care5. Ziai’s interrogation of Buen Vivir, Ubuntu and 
Degrowth clarifies that the point is not to homogenize alternatives but to rec-
ognize family resemblances in their refusal of economistic reduction and in 
their effort to re-embed social life in other-than-human relations6. Of these, 
Buen Vivir/Sumak Kawsay stands out not as a folklore of sustainability, but as a 
normativity that insists on the inseparability of life, territory and community, 
thus challenging those state and market logics that translate forests and waters 
into exchangeable ‘environmental services’. 

Such insistence is not only rhetorical. When forests are publicly enunciated 
as living beings whose care is reciprocal, «protecting the forest beings that pro-
tect us» a different institutional imagination is set in motion7. Kawsak Sacha per-
forms this ontological turn by asserting the forest’s subjectivity and by crafting 
forms of cosmopolitical engagement in which non-human beings are not mere-
ly represented but become referents of obligation, guardianship and jurisdic-
tion8. The forest as law is not a poetic figure. It is a claim about where law 
comes from, to whom it must respond and how authority is redistributed when 
more than human entities are recognized as subjects rather than stocks. The 
implications are far-reaching: when territory is a living collective, governance 
questions cease to be about optimizing use and become questions about co 
habitation, speech and protection across ontological difference. 

This reconfiguration collides with state extractive rationalities, including 
their green variants. Valladares and Boelens shows how rights of nature can be 
re-inscribed within governmentality through «epistemic pacts» that domesticate 
their radical potential, producing «convenient communities» compatible with 
extractive projects9. This is not an argument against rights of nature; it is a cau-
tion that the ontological surplus they carry, redistributing voice and agency be-
yond the human, can be neutralized if juridical innovation is not accompanied 
by a remaking of institutions from the standpoint of territory life. The critical 
question is whether legal recognition opens spaces for relational accountability 
to earth-beings, or whether it simply adds a new layer of authorization for 

 
5 A. Escobar, Territories of Difference, cit. 
6 A. Ziai, Post-development Concepts? Buen Vivir, Ubuntu and Degrowth, in B. de Sousa Santos, T. 

Cunha (eds), Epistemologies of the South: South-South, South-North and North-South Global Learnings: 
Other Economies, Coimbra, CES, 2014, pp. 143-154. 

7 L. Oikonomakis, Protecting the Forest Beings that Protect Us: The Cosmo-Political Challenge 
Kawsak Sacha Poses to Ecuador’s Extraction-Based Development, in «Bulletin of Latin American Re-
search», 2024, 43, 2, pp. 145-158. 

8 P. Minoia, A. Tapia, R.E. Kaukonen Lindholm, Epistemic Territories of Kawsak Sacha (Living 
Forest): Cosmopolitics and Cosmoeducation, in «Globalizations», 2024, 21, 2, pp. 331-348; J. García 
Ruales, Forest Moralities, Kindred Knowledge and Sacha Runakuna: Kawsak Sacha as Law, in «The In-
ternational Journal of Human Rights», 2024, 28, 10, pp. 1662-1686. 

9 C. Valladares, R. Boelens, Extractivism and the Rights of Nature: Governmentality, ‘Convenient 
Communities’ and Epistemic Pacts in Ecuador, in «Environmental Politics», 2017, 26, 6, pp. 1015-
1034.  
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managerial extraction. Put differently, does the law learn to hear the forest, or 
does it only speak for it? 

To approach this question without moralism, one must avoid romanticizing 
‘the community’ or ‘indigenous knowledge’ while also refusing the cynicism 
that treats all invocations of care as instrumental. Ethnographic and historical 
work on the Cofán, for instance, reveals a politics of abundance grounded in 
practices of care and knowledge pluralism that does not fit conservative con-
servationism or extractivist economism10. These are not inoculations against 
conflict or cooptation; they are resources to think how guardianship, decision 
making and cosmo-educational practices can remake governance, a point rein-
forced by cosmopolitical readings of Sarayaku11. The analytic wager of this arti-
cle is that such practices acquire their full force when read ontologically: as en-
actments of a world rather than as cultural inputs into environmental manage-
ment. 

A further complication arises from the contemporary grammar of ‘recon-
nection with nature’. The call is intuitively compelling, yet it often individual-
izes a structural problem: if disconnection is framed as a deficit of personal 
attitudes or experiences, the remedy becomes behavioral nudges rather than 
transformations in institutions and economies12. The ontological perspective 
proposed here neither dismisses experiential reconnection nor reduces it to 
sentiment. It situates experiences of kinship and dependence within collective 
regimes of value and obligation. Reconnection is not just more time outdoors; 
it is reentering a world of relations whose legal and political architecture must 
be made responsive to earth-beings. From this perspective, the crisis of nature 
as disconnection is inseparable from the political economy that commodifies 
habitats and the legal architectures that mute other- than-human voices. 

All this entails a reconceptualization of care. In managerial environmental-
isms, care appears as a compensatory add-on to mitigate harms already decided 
elsewhere, typically quantified through metrics that abstract from place. In a 
territory life approach, care is constitutive: it is a shared normative grammar 
that binds humans and other-than-humans, shapes institutional forms and sets 
limits to extraction on grounds that are ethical and ontological rather than 
merely prudential13. The difference is crucial. Under compensatory care, a river 
is a resource with an external caretaker; under constitutive care, the river is a 
member of the polity whose voice must be heard and whose protection is non-
negotiable except through procedures of consent and reciprocity. When the 
forest is law, the calculus of tradeoffs becomes a question of fidelity to a com-
mon world, not just a balancing of externalities. 

 
10 M. Cepek, A Future for Amazonia: Randy Borman and Cofán Environmental Politics, Austin, 

University of Texas Press, 2012. 
11 L. Oikonomakis, Protecting the Forest Beings that Protect Us, cit.; P. Minoia, A. Tapia, R.E. 

Kaukonen Lindholm, Epistemic Territories of Kawsak Sacha (Living Forest), cit. 
12 T. Beery et al., Disconnection from Nature: Expanding Our Understanding of Human-Nature Tela-

tions, in «People and Nature», 2023, 5, pp. 470-488.  
13 J. García Ruales, Forest Moralities, cit.  
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The political stakes are sharpened by transitions discourses. Transitions can 
be temporal pathways out of fossil dependence, but they can also be the latest 
iteration of developmental reason, promising a greener modernity while repro-
ducing colonial patterns of land control, knowledge extractivism and sacrifice 
zones. A territory life orientation insists that transitions be more than techno-
logical swaps; they must be ontological recompositions that reverse the flow of 
authorization, from capital and state to assemblies where humans deliberate 
with reference to the beings that make life possible14. In this key, Buen Vivir is 
not a static doctrine but a heuristic for instituting worlds that refuse the extrac-
tion care divide. It calls for institutions that can host relational accountability, 
FPCI (Free, Prior, and Informed Consent) as more than procedure, sovereign-
ty of knowledge and data as more than policy, and legal pluralism as more than 
multicultural administrative tolerance15. 

The argument developed in the article therefore proceeds in three moves. 
First, a critical genealogy of ‘environment’ is offered to show how develop-
mental reason and its governmentalities organize both knowledge and territory, 
and why green reforms can remain captive to the same ontological separation 
they seek to alleviate16. Second, the article turns to the ontological politics of 
territory life, drawing on the Andes Amazon repertoire to consider how decla-
rations like Kawsak Sacha enact forests as subjects and how cosmopolitical prac-
tices redistribute authority across species and institutions17. Third, it considers 
the conditions under which rights of nature, Buen Vivir and allied articulations 
can resist capture and inform transitions that are not colonial in new colors18. 
The wager is not that ontology replaces politics or law, but that politics and law 
become intelligible and transformable once we acknowledge the worlds they 
presuppose and the beings they silence or allow to speak. 

This ontological grounding also offers a criterion of rigor for the article’s 
philosophical claims. The point is not to invoke indigeneity, cosmopolitics or 
earth beings as exotic correctives to Western reason, but to treat them as 
sources of normativity capable of transforming our shared institutions. Territo-
ries of difference, in Escobar’s sense, are not anthropological curiosities; they 
are laboratories of political reason that pose questions to development, sover-
eignty and rights from the standpoint of living collectives19. The introduction 

 
14 L. Oikonomakis, Protecting the Forest Beings that Protect Us, cit.; P. Minoia, A. Tapia, R.E. 

Kaukonen Lindholm, Epistemic Territories of Kawsak Sacha (Living Forest), cit. 
15 A.  Acosta, Prólogo. El fantasma del desarrollo, cit.; E. Gudynas, Postdevelopment and Other Cri-

tiques of Development, cit. 
16 A.  Acosta, Prólogo. El fantasma del desarrollo, cit.; J.B. Foster, The Absolute General Law of 

Environmental Degradation under Capitalism, cit.; E. Gudynas, Postdevelopment and Other Critiques of 
Development, cit. 

17 A. Escobar, Territories of Difference, cit.; L. Oikonomakis, Protecting the Forest Beings that Pro-
tect Us, cit.; P. Minoia, A. Tapia, R.E. Kaukonen Lindholm, Epistemic Territories of Kawsak Sacha 
(Living Forest), cit.: J. García Ruales, Forest Moralities, cit. 

18 C. Valladares, R. Boelens, Extractivism and the Rights of Nature, cit.; T. Beery et al., Disconnec-
tion from Nature, cit. 

19 A. Escobar, Territories of Difference, cit. 
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thus sets the stage for a sustained engagement with the theoretical and institu-
tional stakes of moving beyond environment toward territory life. If this move 
sounds abstract, it is only because we have become accustomed to treating the 
living world as a background to human projects. The wager here is that once 
the background speaks, the foreground of politics must be remade. 

2. Ontological politics and territories of difference 

If ‘the environment’ names a managerial vantage point that presupposes nature 
as an external field to be governed, ontological politics begins by dissolving 
that vantage point. Its first question is not which instruments work best, but 
which worlds specific concepts, infrastructures and institutions enact, and who 
or what is allowed to speak within them. This is more than rhetoric. It relo-
cates the political argument onto the terrain of world making, where places, 
beings, obligations and knowledges co-constitute one another. From here, the 
Andean Amazonian insistence on territory life, the declaration of Kawsak Sacha, 
and the critique of development signaled by Buen Vivir and post development 
do not amount to policy tweaks; they disclose alternative ontologies and invite 
a recomposition of the political 20. 

Escobar’s «territories of difference» offer a precise entry. Territory is not a 
container of resources or a cartographic unit; it is a weave of place, life and 
networks in which practices and beings hang together as a world. Difference, 
in this key, is not diversity awaiting administration but the persistence of non-
assimilable wordings that make political claims from their own premises21. 
Naming such territories «of difference» already rejects the modern image of 
one world with many cultural perspectives upon a single nature. Ontological 
politics recognizes instead that relations with forests, rivers and mountains may 
enact those entities as kin, as guardians, as law, and that such enactments are 
not decorative overlays on a shared substrate but constitutive of distinct 
worlds. 

Once acknowledged, environmental governance cannot remain the same. 
Managerial repertoires such as offsets, metrics and cost benefit optimization 
depend on translating heterogeneous forms of life into a common unit of ac-
count. Ontological politics queries both the possibility and the legitimacy of 
that commensuration. When a river is enacted as a subject, the relevant gram-
mar is less one of ecosystem services than one of voice, obligation and reci-
procity. Indicators may still matter but, if severed from the ontological status 
of beings, they convert living collectives into resources and thus reproduce the 
very separation that fuels crisis. That green governmentalities can absorb pro-

 
20 Ibidem; A.  Acosta, Prólogo. El fantasma del desarrollo, cit.; E. Gudynas, Postdevelopment and 

Other Critiques of Development, cit.; L. Oikonomakis, Protecting the Forest Beings that Protect Us, cit.; P. 
Minoia, A. Tapia, R.E. Kaukonen Lindholm, Epistemic Territories of Kawsak Sacha (Living Forest), 
cit. 

21 A. Escobar, Territories of Difference, cit. 
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gressive language without shifting their underlying ontology is exactly the point 
of critique 22. 

Rights of nature crystallize this ambivalence. They can redistribute voice be-
yond the human by granting standing to rivers, forests and mountains; they can 
also be folded into governmental strategies that secure extractive agendas via 
«epistemic pacts» with «convenient communities», neutralizing the radical po-
tential of other-than-human subjectivity23. Ontological politics does not discard 
rights; it interrogates the ontological labor those rights perform. Do they insti-
tute a polity in which earth beings are referents of obligation for state and mar-
ket actors, or do they add a new authorization layer to business-as-usual extrac-
tion? The answer lies less in statutory prose than in the surrounding forms of 
care, deliberation and guardianship that render rights responsive to territory 
life. 

Kawsak Sacha makes the stakes vivid. By asserting the forest as a living, con-
scious being, the declaration dislodges the environment resource ontology and 
proposes an alternative jurisdiction founded on co-protection between humans 
and forest beings. This is not a moral flourish; it is a constitutional act of 
worlding that reorients law, guardianship and governance from the standpoint 
of the forest. Oikonomakis reads this as a cosmopolitical challenge to extrac-
tion-based development in Ecuador, exposing the colonial and economistic 
premises of national modernisation and calling for institutions capable of host-
ing non-human voice24. Minoia, Tapia and Kaukonen Lindholm show how 
cosmo-education and epistemic territories sustain this shift, rendering the for-
est an educator and source of norms rather than a repository of resources25. 
García Ruales traces its legal inflection, detailing ‘forest moralities’ through 
which duties and authorities are derived from the living forest rather than from 
an external state centric legality26. 

Accordingly, ontological politics advances through enactment. It is not sat-
isfied with representational gestures in which humans speak for the forest; it 
seeks institutional formats in which earth-beings become constitutive of delib-
eration and decision. The difference is subtle but decisive. Under representa-
tional environmentalism, participation consults affected human communities 
about projects still framed by a resource ontology. Under ontological politics, 
assemblies are reconfigured so that human deliberation is accountable to be-
ings who appear not merely as interests but as members of the polity. Buen Vi-
vir/Sumak Kawsay functions here less as a moral slogan than as a design gram-
mar. Refusing separations between life and economy, community and nature, it 

 
22 A.  Acosta, Prólogo. El fantasma del desarrollo, cit.; E. Gudynas, Postdevelopment and Other Cri-

tiques of Development, cit. 
23 C. Valladares, R. Boelens, Extractivism and the Rights of Nature, cit. 
24 L. Oikonomakis, Protecting the Forest Beings that Protect Us, cit. 
25 P. Minoia, A. Tapia, R.E. Kaukonen Lindholm, Epistemic Territories of Kawsak Sacha (Living 

Forest), cit. 
26 J. García Ruales, Forest Moralities, cit.  
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reorients legal and policy architectures toward reproducing world relations ra-
ther than optimizing extraction27. 

The risk of romanticizing indigeneity or smoothing over internal conflicts is 
real. It is also avoidable. Cepek’s account of Cofán political life, for instance, 
documents a politics of abundance grounded in care and knowledge pluralism 
alongside hard negotiations with conservationist and extractive agendas28. Such 
frictions do not negate ontological claims; they test their resilience under 
asymmetry and cooptation. Here the notion of convenient communities is in-
structive, naming configurations in which governmental and corporate actors 
script certain voices to authorize projects while sidelining those that articulate 
world protective stances29. The task is to craft safeguards that preserve the on-
tological surplus of territory life, free, prior and informed consent understood 
as relational commitment rather than checklist, sovereignty of knowledge and 
data that refuses the extraction of cosmologies into managerial databases, legal 
pluralisms that are more than multicultural tolerance and that serve instead as 
venues where non-human subjects bear weight on outcomes. 

At stake is the very meaning of politics. Within a resource ontology, politics 
is the authoritative allocation of resources among human interests under eco-
logical constraints. Within an ontology of territory life, politics is the collective 
composition and defense of a livable world shared by humans and more than 
humans. The former privileges calculation; the latter privileges grammars of 
care, reciprocity and limit. If this sounds un-modern, it is because modernity 
naturalized extraction as a measure of value. Post development has long insist-
ed that alternatives are not inputs to the same machine but efforts to build 
other machines, or to abandon machinic metaphors altogether30. Territories of 
difference then cease to be exceptions and become evidence that modernity is 
not ontologically closed. 

This reframing also clarifies why reconnection with nature cannot carry the 
analytic or normative burden by itself. Beery et al. show that disconnection is 
routinely framed as an individual deficit to be remedied by exposure or educa-
tion, thereby masking institutional and economic structures that produce sev-
erance31. Ontological politics agrees and goes further, the relevant connection 
is a collective world relation to be embedded in law, economy and practice. To 
be connected is to belong, and to belong is to be obligated. Forest as law en-
tails that human projects answer to other-than-human claims not as external 
constraints but as constitutive limits. Some extractions are therefore non-
negotiable, not from moral absolutism, but because they would injure the poli-
ty itself. 

 
27 A.  Acosta, Prólogo. El fantasma del desarrollo, cit.; E. Gudynas, Postdevelopment and Other 

Critiques of Development, cit. 
28 M. Cepek, A Future for Amazonia, cit.. 
29 C. Valladares, R. Boelens, Extractivism and the Rights of Nature, cit. 
30 E. Gudynas, Postdevelopment, cit.; A. Ziai, Post-development Concepts?, cit. 
31 T. Beery et al., Disconnection from Nature, cit. 
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Implications for transitions follow immediately. Transition discourse often 
oscillates between techno-optimism and fiscal prudence, promising a greener 
development while leaving core ontologies untouched. An ontological politics 
of territory life does not oppose technological change; it refuses transitions that 
reproduce colonial relations of land control and epistemic extraction. It de-
mands institutional forms through which earth-beings appear in decision mak-
ing, and valuation pivots from growth to maintaining relations that make life 
possible. In this sense, post development aligns with Kawsak Sacha and with 
Buen Vivir not as a catalogue of policies but as a commitment to remake the 
foreground of politics around obligations to living collectives32. 

Finally, ontological politics does not promise the end of conflict. It widens 
the field of legitimate conflict by admitting other-than-human claims and by 
politicizing what managerial environmentalism depoliticizes through expertise. 
The question is not whether conflict occurs, but whether institutions can host 
it without defaulting to an ontology that has already decided who may speak. 
Territories of difference are laboratories for such invention. They do not offer 
harmony; they cultivate fidelity to worlds in which many beings count. Only 
that fidelity, expressed in legal forms, guardianship practices, educational re-
gimes and economic reorganizations, can interrupt the long alliance between 
development and environmental degradation that Foster diagnosed and that 
green governmentalities have not undone33. 

3. Kawsak Sacha as living law: non-human subjectivity, cosmopolitics and the remaking of 
institutional reason 

Calling the forest a living, conscious being interrupts the grammar that has 
long organized environmental governance. The declaration of Kawsak Sacha 
makes the interruption explicit, it rejects the environment/resource ontology 
and asserts a polity in which forest beings are not objects of stewardship but 
subjects whose protection is reciprocally bound to human life. This is not fig-
urative language. It is a claim about world making, who counts, who speaks, 
where normativity comes from, and at the same time a constitutional act that 
anchors jurisdiction in the vitality of territory life rather than in a state-centered 
legality that presumes a mute nature34. 

Kawsak Sacha works through a double move. First, it displaces the represen-
tational device by which humans speak for the forest inside managerial frame-
works. Second, it institutes a forum in which forest beings become referents of 
obligation capable of reshaping institutions. Familiar terms such as rights, par-
ticipation and stewardship are re-specified. Rights become passages through 

 
32 A.  Acosta, Prólogo. El fantasma del desarrollo, cit.; E. Gudynas, Postdevelopment, cit.; L. 

Oikonomakis, Protecting the Forest Beings that Protect Us, cit.; J. García Ruales, Forest Moralities, cit. 
33 J.B. Foster, The Absolute General Law of Environmental Degradation under Capitalism, cit. 
34 L. Oikonomakis, Protecting the Forest Beings that Protect Us, cit.; P. Minoia, A. Tapia, R.E. 

Kaukonen Lindholm, Epistemic Territories of Kawsak Sacha (Living Forest), cit.; J. García Ruales, 
Forest Moralities, cit. 
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which other-than-human subjectivity enters the political, participation is not a 
consultation technique but a cosmopolitical demand that deliberation be an-
swerable to earth beings, stewardship ceases to be the caring face of extraction 
and becomes the practical grammar of co-protection35. The insistence that this 
emerges from a named territory and collective is decisive, it resists the univer-
sal abstractions that let the environment detach from place. 

Cosmopolitics names the widening of the political field. It is not a soft plu-
ralism of values. It requires institutions configured so that beings ordinarily 
excluded, spirits, animals, rivers, mountains, acquire standing in common life. 
As Minoia, Tapia and Kaukonen Lindholm show, this requires cosmo-
education, the cultivation of attention and reciprocity because living with a liv-
ing forest is less the acquisition of facts than an attunement to obligations that 
precede and exceed human projects36. The ontological turn is therefore peda-
gogical in a strong sense, institutions must learn to receive norms from beyond 
the human social through embodied, affective and ritual practices. 

García Ruales renders the legal core of this shift by detailing forest morali-
ties and the ways Sacha Runakuna articulate forest as law. In state-centric mod-
els, statutes descend from sovereign authority, in Kawsak Sacha, law ascends 
from relational life37. Duties to protect, limits to extraction and protocols of 
encounter follow from the forest’s mode of existence as recognized in com-
munity practice. Two implications follow. Legal subjects cannot be confined to 
human persons and corporations, and the state’s monopoly over norm produc-
tion is unsettled. Legitimacy is redefined as fidelity to a living world rather than 
mere procedural correctness. 

Rights of nature can align with this remaking but can also be domesticated 
by green governmentalities. Legal recognition may be enrolled into arrange-
ments that leave extractive reason intact, forging epistemic pacts with conven-
ient communities whose voices can be scripted to authorize projects38. Kawsak 
Sacha pushes back by insisting that the primary referent of obligation is not an 
interest group but the forest itself. The design problem becomes how to craft 
institutional forms that keep faith with this referent instead of translating it 
back into commensurable units compatible with managerial control. 

Guardianship is pivotal. If the forest is law, guardians are not stakeholders 
but custodians whose authority derives from relations of care rather than dele-
gation from the state. Framed cosmopolitically, guardianship carries a protec-
tive dimension in which extraction and conservation alike submit to obliga-
tions arising from the living forest, and an insurgent one in which assemblies, 
rituals and protocols are not cultural ornaments but devices through which 
more than human voice bears on decisions39. In this idiom, guardianship trans-

 
35 L. Oikonomakis, Protecting the Forest Beings that Protect Us, cit. 
36 P. Minoia, A. Tapia, R.E. Kaukonen Lindholm, Epistemic Territories of Kawsak Sacha (Living 

Forest), cit. 
37 J. García Ruales, Forest Moralities, cit.  
38 C. Valladares, R. Boelens, Extractivism and the Rights of Nature, cit. 
39 L. Oikonomakis, Protecting the Forest Beings that Protect Us, cit. 
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lates cosmopolitics into roles, procedures and limits without sliding back to an 
environment/resource ontology. 

This jurispolitics resonates with longer Amazonian repertoires. Cepek’s 
monograph on Cofán environmental politics shows a situated ethos of hunting, 
agriculture, ritual, pedagogy and territorial defense that is neither reducible to 
conservationist scarcity nor to extractivist accumulation 40. The relevance for 
Kawsak Sacha is not to conflate distinct peoples but to underline a shared point, 
relational abundance is a political order, not residual culture. When ignored, 
what appears as inefficiency is often fidelity to world relations, when recog-
nized, governance becomes the craft of sustaining life-giving ties across differ-
ence. 

Reconnection with nature appears in a new light. Beery et al. caution that 
disconnection is individualized and psychologized, displacing attention from 
institutions that enforce severance41. Kawsak Sacha reframes reconnection as 
jurisdictional recomposition, re-embedding law and policy within regimes of 
reciprocity where more than human obligations are constitutive, not discre-
tionary. Cosmo-education is therefore not a module of environmental aware-
ness but the training of perception and conduct appropriate to a polity in 
which forests command fidelity. Awe matters less than the mundane labor of 
building institutions that can be appropriately addressed by non-human beings. 

Because the declaration is performative, it enacts what it names, it also clari-
fies the frictions to expect. Translation into legal text risks ventriloquizing for-
est speech through expert apparatuses that reinstall a resource ontology. Ad-
ministrative time rarely matches the temporalities of care, seasonal and inter-
generational rhythms do not map onto quarterly targets, which is why temporal 
pedagogies matter42. Knowledge sovereignty is a third friction, if the forest is 
law, data about the forest are not raw inputs for extractive epistemologies but 
circulate under protocols that recognize the authority of the forest and its 
guardians. These are not pathologies to be ironed out; they are the price of tak-
ing ontological plurality seriously. 

How far can state legality stretch without losing itself? Rights of nature pro-
visions admit a weak and a strong reading. In a weak reading, they symbolically 
honor non-human entities while decisions remain framed by a resource ontol-
ogy. In a strong reading, they authorize a redistribution of authority that binds 
state and market actors to obligations grounded in territory life. Kawsak Sacha 
presses the strong reading by pairing declarative force with institutional inven-
tions such as guardian roles, assemblies oriented by non-human referents and 
protocols of encounter that condition permissions. García Ruales suggests that 
such inventions are where living law becomes legible to official legality without 
being subsumed by it43. 

 
40 M. Cepek, A Future for Amazonia, cit. 
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The transition debate is a crucial test. If transition equals technological sub-
stitution, fossils out and renewables in, forests remain infrastructure land-
scapes, carbon sinks or offsets. Kawsak Sacha refuses instrumentalization by 
making the forest an agent whose violation injures the polity. Oikonomakis 
reads the declaration as a direct challenge to extraction-based development, 
including its green variants44. Post-development sharpens the point, alternatives 
are not inputs into the same developmental machine, they build other ma-
chines, or reject the metaphor, so that life-supporting relations, not growth, 
organize public reason45. In this horizon, authorization defaults to obligation 
with carefully delimited exception rather than to permission with mitigation. 

Feasibility turns on how scale is conceived. If scale means aggregation with-
in one world, ontological politics will look parochial. If it means composition 
across worlds, the question becomes how plural legalities, temporalities and 
knowledge regimes can interoperate without flattening difference. Territories 
of difference are nodes in that composition46. Boundary devices such as guard-
ian agreements, relational consent protocols and co-designed monitoring prac-
tices enable coordination while preserving the forest’s authority. Beery et al.’s 
institutional lens is valuable here, disconnection is produced by institutions, 
reconnection requires institutions structurally porous to more than human 
claims47. 

Kawsak Sacha also offers an affirmative image of the good. In a political field 
crowded by precautionary discourses, the living forest appears as source of 
abundance, guidance and joy, not merely as an object to be shielded from 
harm. An affirmative orientation matters because threat only politics centraliz-
es expertise and narrows plurality in the name of emergency. A politics orga-
nized by a living good can sustain patience, pedagogy and reciprocity, virtues 
that transition rhetoric often sidelines. In proposing forest as law, the declara-
tion invites institutions to become slower and more attentive, hospitable to 
voices arriving from beyond the human social. It is an ethic and a constitution-
al proposal at once. 

4. Post-development and the pluriverse: opening worlds rather than greening the same world 

Post-development did not arise to badge development with a greener adjec-
tive; it set out to unsettle the ontology that makes development thinkable. Read 
this way, it is not a coda to modernization but a wager on other worlds. It re-
jects the single world metaphysics that renders forests, rivers and peoples legi-
ble as inputs to growth and objects of managerial repair. At its strongest, post-
development is both ontological critique and political invitation, it denaturaliz-
es the environment as governable exteriority and calls for polities centered on 
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territory life, where human and other-than-human beings co-institute obliga-
tions and value48. 

The departure point is simple but decisive. Development presents itself as 
an empirical program to be improved by metrics, technologies and participa-
tion. Post-development reads it as a dispositive, a truth power complex that 
partitions society from nature, privileges accumulation and subordinates heter-
ogeneous lifeworlds to a universal telos of progress. The key claim is ontologi-
cal. Development imagines one world with many cultures, post-development 
insists on many worlds, multiple onto-epistemic formations in which entities 
are enacted and valued differently49. This is not the pluralism of opinions about 
one nature, it is the plurality of worlds where a forest can appear as resource, 
sink, scenery, or kin and law, with institutional consequences. Transformation, 
then, is not more efficient development but opening political space where non-
developmental worlds can organize common life. 

Within this horizon, Buen Vivir or Sumak Kawsay is not an Andean ornament 
for sustainability but a way of worlding. As a normative grammar rooted in re-
lational life, it refuses the separations of economy, community and territory 
that sustain resource ontology. Co-belonging of life and territory translates into 
reciprocity obligations and extraction limits that are ethical and ontological, not 
merely prudential. Its constitutional inscription in Ecuador matters philosophi-
cally, ontological claims can become public normativity even if their fate re-
mains contested50. Ziai’s comparison with Ubuntu and Degrowth avoids two 
temptations, flattening alternatives into one banner and importing them as pol-
icy packages without ontological change. Family resemblances such as care, 
relationality and non-accumulation coexist with distinct histories and premis-
es51. 

Pluriverse condenses these insights. It names neither multicultural tolerance 
within a single nature nor relativist anything goes, it names the labor of com-
posing politics across incommensurable worlds52. In this register, Kawsak Sacha 
is paradigmatic. Declaring the forest a living, conscious being is not a lyrical 
uplift to environmental law, it demands legal, economic and pedagogical rein-
vention. By asserting forest subjectivity and prescribing guardianship, assem-
blies and protocols of encounter, Kawsak Sacha displaces architectures that 
begin from a mute nature and a sovereign state. This is the sort of ontological 
re worlding, not greener metrics, that post-development seeks to render ac-
tionable53. 
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Objections follow. First, if there are many worlds, how can decisions be 
made? Conflict widens rather than vanishes. The answer is institutional, craft 
boundary devices such as guardian roles, relational consent and cosmo-
educational practices through which other-than-human referents can bear on 
decisions in ways legible to official legality without being reduced to resources. 
Evaluation criteria must also shift; instead of maximizing aggregate welfare un-
der ecological constraints, a post-developmental polity asks whether a project 
is faithful to a living collective and its obligations. Fidelity, not utility, becomes 
the test; guardianship, not stewardship, the institutional form54.  

Second, feasibility. Can Buen Vivir or Kawsak Sacha scale? Only if scale is re-
conceived. Development treats scale as replication across a homogeneous 
world, the pluriverse treats it as composition across heterogeneity. The practi-
cal question becomes how national legality can recognize living law regimes 
without dissolving them. Interoperability is built through plural legalities 
acknowledged by courts, monitoring that follows community set protocols, 
and consent as ongoing relation rather than a one-off signature. These are de-
sign problems of composition, not technocratic optimization55. 

Third, capture. Once inside policy, radical vocabularies can be domesticated 
by green governmentalities. Valladares and Boelens describe epistemic pacts 
and convenient communities through which rights of nature are enrolled to 
authorize extraction56. This does not void the wager, it specifies safeguards, 
ontological accountability that asks whether obligations are derived from the 
living collective or from external optimization, and governance designs that 
give guardianship assemblies real authority. Integrity is measured less by radical 
rhetoric than by whether institutions answer to other-than-human referents 
and to the temporalities of care. Where those are sidelined, capture is already 
underway. 

Post-development is frequently collapsed into degrowth; yet, while both de-
centre growth and centre ecological limits, they remain distinct currents. 
Degrowth can operate within a single world macroeconomic frame, post-
development presses the prior question of worlds. Ziai’s comparative reading 
keeps the alliance productive, material sufficiency must be bound to ontologi-
cal sufficiency, the recognition that some relations are non-substitutable be-
cause they constitute the polity. A river enacted as subject is not commensura-
ble with compensation or restoration elsewhere, this is an ontological fact 
within that world, not moral absolutism57. 

Temporalities make the contrast concrete. Development organizes time as 
linear improvement paced by project cycles. Post development experiments 
with plural times, seasonal rhythms, intergenerational obligations, ritual an-
choring of memory and authority. Kawsak Sacha’s cosmo education is explicitly 
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anti accelerationist, learning to live with a living forest cannot be compressed 
into quarterly deliverables without violating the relation that grounds the 
norm58. The point is not nostalgia but calendar making, institutional time must 
be rewritten to keep faith with the temporalities of care. 

Methodologically, the critique is not cultural relativism in disguise. Devel-
opment is not culture free, it carries Western ontologies of nature, value and 
sovereignty. The task is to provincialize that inheritance and build institutions 
that can host disagreements among worlds. Latin American political ecology 
shows that conflicts over mining, water and forests are ontological, what be-
ings are and on what terms they appear are at stake59. Qualitative work on 
Sumak Kawsay confirms that ontological claims are not academic fabulations 
but arise from situated practices of care, economy and knowledge60. 

From critique to proposal, four lines follow. First, shift the center of legal 
gravity toward living law regimes that recognize non-human subjectivity and 
make guardianship and assemblies primary authorizing sites. Second, redesign 
knowledge and data governance so that information circulates under commu-
nity and more than human authority, not as extractive epistemology. Third, re-
anchor valuation in the reproduction of world relations rather than growth, 
rewriting fiscal and investment criteria around obligations that admit no substi-
tution. Fourth, compose transitions rather than roll them out, aligning techno-
logical change with limits and temporalities articulated by territory life. None is 
a silver bullet, but together they trace a path from ontological critique to insti-
tutional imagination. 

Post development does not claim that development achieved nothing, that 
modern institutions are wholly destructive or that worlds cannot speak across 
difference. It claims that approaching crisis within a single world ontology that 
turns life into environment reproduces the harm. The pluriverse is not an aes-
thetic of diversity but a demand for fidelity to living collectives. If that demand 
sounds excessive, it is because managerial reason has learned to think small 
inside a very large machine. Thinking otherwise is already underway wherever 
forests, rivers and mountains cease to be the background of politics and be-
come its interlocutors. 

5. Bodies and territories and decolonial ecofeminisms: care as world making under extractive 
pressure 

To speak of bodies and territories is to refuse the modern split that assigns 
matter to ‘the environment’ and meaning to ‘culture’. In decolonial ecofeminist 
practice across Andean and Amazonian settings, the body is not a private inte-
rior opposed to external nature; it is the medium through which territory is 
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sensed, defended and reproduced. Violence against rivers, forests and soils ap-
pears as violence against women’s bodies and collective reproduction, not by 
analogy but by co-implication. The insight is ontological before it is sociologi-
cal: the relations that sustain life, water collection, food production, medicinal 
knowledge, mobility, ritual attention, are simultaneously embodied and territo-
rial. A politics attentive to bodies and territories cannot treat care as a compen-
satory add-on after authorization; it must treat care as a constitutive obligation 
binding humans and other-than-humans within territory life61. 

The decolonial inflection matters because extractivism is not only an eco-
nomic strategy but a colonial organization of land, time and bodies. Sempé-
rtegui’s study of Amazonian women’s forest making in Ecuador documents 
practices that exceed NGO stewardship scripts and state developmental ra-
tionalities, foregrounding a world in which the forest co-participates in protec-
tion and kinship obligations set limits that compensation cannot buy62. Naming 
this decolonial is not rhetorical ornament. It marks a refusal of an episteme 
that naturalizes extraction as progress and relegates care to post hoc repair. In 
this horizon, care is not a soft supplement to hard infrastructure; it is authority 
to say no when a project would sever relations that make life possible. Refusal 
thus appears as a positive act of fidelity to a living collective. 

This shift in authority clarifies why mainstream participation frameworks so 
often mishear women’s collectives. Within a resource ontology, participation 
consults stakeholders about impacts and mitigations; refusal appears as bar-
gaining or obstruction. From the standpoint of bodies and territories, refusal 
articulates knowledge yielded by reproductive labors about how contamination, 
enclosure or water deprivation cascade through subsistence, health and inter-
generational continuity. Sempértegui shows how marches, ritual practices and 
everyday reproductive work enact a polity in which the forest speaks through 
obligations of care63. When translated into managerial categories such as gender 
mainstreaming or benefit sharing, their ontological force is neutralized. The 
decolonial contribution is to hold the line on that force and to demand institu-
tions capable of receiving it. 

The bodies and territories lens also lends precision to an otherwise vague 
notion of care. In green governmentalities, care is budgeted into training mod-
ules, offsets and social investments. In an ontological key, care is relational la-
bor through which worlds endure. It cannot be outsourced or compressed to 
project cycles because it keeps the time of seasons, growth, illness, gestation 
and mourning. These temporalities collide with the acceleration demanded by 
transition discourse. In the horizon of Kawsak Sacha, cosmo-education is not 
extracurricular; it is the cultivation of attention and reciprocity appropriate to a 
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living forest, a tempo incompatible with quarterly targets64. Bodies and territo-
ries keep time otherwise; just transitions must therefore be judged by fidelity to 
those temporalities, not merely by technological substitution. 

A common worry is that linking gender and territory essentializes women as 
closer to nature. Decolonial ecofeminism avoids the trap by foregrounding his-
tory and institutions rather than innate traits. The binding of women to care 
work, exposure to pollutants through domestic water labor, and displacement 
of subsistence by wage economies that intensify care burdens aren’t natural 
facts but political constructions. When women collectivize those burdens into 
territorial claims, they do not express a timeless maternal essence; they politi-
cize reproduction as a public, legal and territorial criterion for authorization 
and limit65. The implication is institutional: consent procedures cannot be a 
one-off event extracting signatures from male leaders under time pressure; they 
must be relational processes in which the rhythms and speech genres of care, 
assemblies, ritual, kitchen talks, count as decision spaces. Knowledge and data 
governance must shift accordingly: monitoring water and forest health cannot 
extract information from women’s labor while denying authority over its circu-
lation and use. In Beery et al., disconnection is institutional; reconnection must 
be institutional as well, and bodies and territories indicate where institutions 
must be porous if more than human and reproductive claims are to become 
audible66. 

A second convergence emerges from the jurispolitics of Kawsak Sacha. Gar-
cía Ruales shows how ‘forest moralities’ and Sacha Runakuna articulate forest as 
law, relocating normativity from state sovereignty to relational life67. If bodies 
and territories are privileged sites where that living law becomes legible, legal 
forums must learn to receive norms arriving through embodied practices of 
care. Guardianship cannot be a symbolic role; it derives authority from care 
relations and bears obligations to the forest as co-member of the polity68. 
Oikonomakis reads the declaration as a cosmopolitical challenge to extraction-
based development, clarifying that protection is reciprocal, protecting the be-
ings that protect us, and that refusal is fidelity where extraction would injure 
the polity69. The point is not to fuse decolonial ecofeminism with Kawsak Sacha 
into one discourse; it is to see how they illuminate each other in insisting that 
institutions answer to territory life rather than to optimization under growth. 

This insistence sharpens the critique of convenient communities. Valladares 
and Boelens analyze how green governmentalities craft epistemic pacts that 
recognize only those voices compatible with extractive schedules and metrics70. 
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Bodies and territories are inconvenient precisely because they refuse commen-
suration: the harms they name are not costs to be balanced but breaches of a 
polity; the obligations they articulate are not preferences to be traded but limits 
that secure the conditions of life. The antidote is not to romanticize communi-
ty but to design institutions that keep ontological surplus from capture: free, 
prior and informed consent as ongoing relational commitment rather than a 
checklist; sovereignty of knowledge and data to prevent translation of living 
relations into mobile datasets for remote optimization; and legal pluralism that 
treats more than human subjects as bearers of standing rather than objects of 
stewardship71. 

One might worry that centering bodies narrows politics to identity. The op-
posite is intended. Bodies and territories name the collective articulation of ob-
ligations that hold a world together; they enlarge the polity by bringing to 
speech relations and beings excluded by managerial frames. In Escobar’s terms, 
they are work within territories of difference, laboratories where world rela-
tions are enacted and contested, and from which inventions, living law, guardi-
anship, plural legalities, can travel without detaching from their referents72. 
Acosta’s critique of the development phantom complements this reading by 
exposing how the environment and resource ontology masks dispossession 
while absorbing progressive vocabularies; bodies and territories puncture that 
mask by making visible how extraction’s costs are borne in reproductive labors 
and more than human injuries that managerial accounting renders invisible73. 

The nature disconnection literature clarifies the institutional hinge. Beery et 
al. show that disconnection is too often framed as an individual deficit to be 
remedied by exposure or education, masking designs that enforce severance74. 
Bodies and territories corroborate and radicalize the point: reconnection is not 
primarily a matter of attitudes but of re-embedding law, economy and peda-
gogy in regimes of reciprocity where earth-beings co-constitute obligation. In-
dicators of success thus extend beyond pro-environmental behaviors to 
whether guardianship assemblies hold binding authority, whether consent is 
relational, and whether knowledge circulates under protocols faithful to living 
collectives. 

There is also a philosophical dividend. Decolonial ecofeminist practice re-
stores to care the status of reason. In developmental legality, reason equals cal-
culation under constraints; in bodies and territories, reason is fidelity to a world 
that exceeds human planning. This is not anti-rationalism; it is a different met-
ric of reasonableness, judging policies by whether they preserve co protective 
relations rather than by whether they maximize aggregate welfare under eco-
logical ceilings. Buen Vivir refuses to separate economy, community and territo-
ry and offers a convergent grammar: valuation must be re anchored in the re-
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production of world relations instead of growth, a point Gudynas sharpens by 
distinguishing «alternatives to development» from «alternatives of develop-
ment» and warning against policy importation without ontological change75. 
Ziai’s comparative dialogue with Ubuntu and Degrowth sustains alliances 
without erasing differences, reminding us that material sufficiency must pair 
with ontological sufficiency: some relations are non-substitutable because they 
constitute the polity76. 

Finally, bodies and territories specify what a non-colonial transition must be 
made of. Technological change is necessary but insufficient; institutions must 
be remade so that other-than-human claims and reproductive labors set au-
thorization thresholds. In practice, this means defaulting to obligation with 
carefully delimited exception rather than permission with mitigation. It means 
treating guardianship, consent and data sovereignty not as compliance boxes 
but as sources of normativity. Above all, it means that the temporality of care, 
seasonal, intergenerational, ritual, governs project tempo. Where these condi-
tions obtain, transitions can be composed across worlds without dissolving 
difference; where they do not, green colors mask old colonialities. Public rea-
son can be refunded around care without losing rigor, and such refunding is 
already underway wherever forests, rivers and mountains speak as members of 
the polity through the bodies that sustain them. 

6. Conclusions 

The article has argued that overcoming the category of environment requires 
an ontological displacement toward territory life. Environment frames life as 
an external field for administration and optimization. Territory life names a 
relational world in which humans and more than humans co constitute obliga-
tions, values and institutions. Read from this ground, environmental reform 
that leaves the resource ontology intact becomes a new management of dam-
ages. Transformation begins when forests, rivers and mountains appear as sub-
jects that hold us to account. 

Three lines consolidate this claim. First, the Andes Amazon repertoire 
shows that ontological propositions can take institutional form. Declarations 
like Kawsak Sacha enact forest as law and relocate normativity from a sovereign 
center to a living collective. Guardianship, assemblies and protocols of encoun-
ter are not cultural ornaments. They are constitutional devices that let more 
than human referents shape what counts as a permissible project. Where such 
devices are absent, rights of nature risk becoming symbolic decor inside the 
same development machine. 

Second, the criterion for institutional rigor must be redefined. Under a re-
source ontology, rigor equals calculation under ecological constraints. Under 
territory life, rigor equals fidelity to the relations that make life possible. The 
test is whether institutions hear beings that are ordinarily rendered mute and 
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whether they sustain temporalities of care that do not fit quarterly cycles. This 
criterion clarifies why Sumak Kawsay or Buen Vivir cannot be imported as a pol-
icy bundle. They are grammars for composing worlds in which extraction is 
limited by obligations that admit no substitution. 

Third, decolonial ecofeminist practice makes the ontological stakes con-
crete. Bodies and territories reveal care as world making rather than as a com-
pensatory add-on. Refusal of extractive projects does not express obstinacy or 
private morality. It expresses authority that arises from reproductive labors and 
from relations with earth-beings that would be injured by enclosure or contam-
ination. If public reason is to be non-colonial, consent must be relational and 
ongoing, knowledge and data must circulate under protocols set by guardian-
ship, and valuation must be anchored in the reproduction of world relations 
rather than in growth. 

From these lines follow practical implications. Authorization should default 
to obligation with carefully delimited exception rather than to permission with 
mitigation. Monitoring should be co-designed with guardians who answer to 
the living collective. Courts should recognize living law regimes and treat oth-
er-than-human subjects as bearers of standing. Transition policy should be 
composed across worlds, with scale understood as interoperability among plu-
ral legalities and calendars, not as replication inside one world. Metrics should 
track fidelity to obligations, not only efficiency. Where such designs are adopt-
ed, green discourse ceases to be a new color for the same extraction and be-
comes a vehicle for remaking institutions around territory life. 

The wager is demanding but not utopian. The practices are already present 
in Kawsak Sacha, in the jurisprudence that follows forest moralities, in Cofán and 
Sarayaku repertoires of guardianship, and in the everyday labors through which 
bodies and territories sustain a polity shared with more than humans. To move 
beyond environment is therefore to provincialize managerial reason and to re-
center institutions on living collectives that speak back. Once the background 
speaks, the foreground of politics must be remade, and the measure of success 
becomes fidelity to a common world rather than optimization of an external 
one. 
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collectives and to the temporalities of care. Decolonial ecofeminist practices show 
how refusal and guardianship arise from reproductive labors and sustain relations with 
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nise living-law regimes, and design consent, knowledge and valuation practices that 
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