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Abstract 

Conservation interventions have historically been guided by Western ontologies and epistemologies 
that separate humans from nature. Reflecting this, the natural sciences have been dominant in 
decision-making related to conservation, while the social sciences have been ignored or used only 
when 'human problems' arise. Nonetheless, fluctuating management paradigms are currently fostering 
a more prominent and change-oriented role for the social sciences in conservation. Through a political 
ecology lens, this article explores how knowledge hierarchies are constructed and how different 
knowledges are negotiated and contested within communities of conservation practitioners in the 
Manu National Park. Despite Indigenous presence, this conservation space in Peruvian Amazonia is 
often seen and treated by natural scientists as a people-less wilderness. Critically analyzing online 
interviews and archival material, and my experience as a conservation practitioner in Manu, my 
research reveals the complex politics of the integration of the social sciences into conservation 
management. Conservation practitioners and organizations have sought to instrumentalize social 
science tools to reproduce and legitimate wilderness narratives and representations of Indigenous 
people as an environmental threat. In parallel, conservation practitioners in positions of power have 
reacted with fragility and hostility to critical social science research that challenges these colonial 
notions, seeking to exclude it from decision-making processes. Reflexive conservation practitioners 
critical of wilderness discourses and knowledge hierarchies could make some space for new ways of 
doing conservation, but their influence on conservation organizations is still limited. 

Keywords: conservation social science, conservation practitioners, critical social science, political 
ecology of knowledge, environmental management 

 

Résumé 

Les interventions en matière de conservation de la biodiversité ont toujours été guidées par des 
ontologies et des épistémologies occidentales qui opposent l'homme à la nature. En conséquence, les 
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sciences naturelles ont dominé les processus décisionnels liés à la conservation, tandis que les 
sciences sociales ont été ignorées ou n'ont été sollicitées que lorsque des « problèmes humains » se 
présentaient. Néanmoins, l'évolution des paradigmes de gestion confère actuellement aux sciences 
sociales un rôle plus important et davantage axé sur le changement dans le domaine de la 
conservation. A travers une perspective « political ecology », cet article examine comment se 
construisent les hiérarchies du savoir et comment différents types de connaissances sont négociés et 
contestés au sein des communautés de professionnels de la conservation dans le parc national de 
Manu. Malgré la présence autochtone, cet espace de conservation situé en Amazonie péruvienne est 
souvent perçu et traité par les scientifiques comme une région sauvage dépourvue de population. En 
analysant de manière critique des entretiens en ligne et des documents d'archives, ainsi que mon 
expérience en tant que professionnel de la conservation à Manu, mes recherches mettent en lumière 
les enjeux politiques complexes liés à l'intégration des sciences sociales dans la gestion de la 
conservation. Les professionnels et les organisations de la conservation ont cherché à instrumentaliser 
les outils des sciences sociales pour reproduire et légitimer les discours sur la nature sauvage ainsi 
que les représentations des peuples autochtones comme une menace pour l'environnement. 
Parallèlement, les professionnels de la conservation occupant des postes à responsabilité ont réagi 
avec fragilité et hostilité face aux travaux de recherche en sciences sociales qui remettent en cause 
ces notions coloniales, cherchant à les exclure des processus décisionnels. Les professionnels de la 
conservation dotés d’un esprit critique et remettant en question les discours sur la nature sauvage ainsi 
que les hiérarchies du savoir pourraient ouvrir la voie à de nouvelles pratiques en matière de 
conservation, mais leur influence au sein des organisations de conservation reste limitée. 

Mots-clés: sciences sociales de la conservation, professionnels de la conservation, sciences sociales 
critiques, « political ecology » du savoir, gestion de l'environnement 

 

Resumen  

A lo largo de la historia, las intervenciones de conservación han sido guiadas por ontologías y 
epistemologías que separan a las personas de la naturaleza. Reflejando esto, las ciencias naturales han 
dominado la toma de decisiones con respecto a la conservación, mientras que las ciencias sociales 
han sido ignoradas o usadas solo cuando emergen 'problemas humanos'. No obstante, los fluctuantes 
paradigmas de manejo de áreas protegidas actualmente están fomentando que las ciencias sociales 
adopten un rol más prominente y enfocado en generar cambios. Desde la perspectiva de la ecología 
política, este artículo explora cómo comunidades de profesionales de la conservación que trabajan en 
el Parque Nacional del Manu construyen jerarquías de conocimiento y cómo negocian y disputan 
diferentes conocimientos. A pesar de la presencia Indígena, este espacio de conservación en la 
Amazonía Peruana es usualmente visto y tratado como un espacio de naturaleza salvaje sin presencia 
humana por los científicos naturalistas. Mediante un análisis crítico de entrevistas en línea y material 
de archivo, así como de mi experiencia como profesional de la conservación en el Manu, este artículo 
revela las complejidades políticas de la integración de las ciencias sociales a la gestión de la 
conservación. Profesionales y organizaciones de conservación han buscado instrumentalizar 
herramientas de las ciencias sociales para reproducir y legitimar narrativas de naturaleza salvaje y 
representaciones de las personas Indígenas como una amenaza ambiental. Simultáneamente, 
profesionales de la conservación en posiciones de poder han reaccionado con fragilidad y hostilidad 
a investigaciones de ciencias sociales críticas que refutan estas ideas coloniales, buscando excluir 
estos aportes de los procesos de toma de decisiones. Los profesionales de la conservación más 
reflexivos y críticos de los discursos de naturaleza salvaje y de las jerarquías de conocimiento podrían 
hacer un espacio para nuevas formas de hacer conservación, pero su influencia en las organizaciones 
de conservación es aún limitada. 

Palabras clave: ciencias sociales de la conservación, profesionales de la conservación, ciencias 
sociales críticas, ecología política del conocimiento, manejo ambiental 
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1. Introduction 

The dominance of Western scientific knowledge in biodiversity conservation has political 

implications. This knowledge hierarchy places Western researchers in positions of power in 

conservation spaces, and is an incentive and a tool for the exclusion of Indigenous peoples from 

decision-making in these spaces (Adams & Hutton, 2007; Vaccaro et al., 2013). However, not all 

Western scientists have the same position of power. The ideological separation of people from nature 

implies that the human and non-human elements of the environment are analyzed separately (Forsyth, 

2008), and that the natural sciences have a significantly more active role than the social sciences in 

conservation (Bennett et al., 2017; Mascia et al., 2003). So, even if conservation requires 

understanding people to be effective and just, conservation organizations and practitioners continue 

to make decisions based mostly on knowledge about non-human nature (Bennett & Roth, 2019). The 

continued dominance of natural science knowledge, which does not engage with the root causes of 

socio-environmental issues, has resulted in a 'tragedy' for conservation (Büscher, 2025; Büscher & 

Fletcher, 2019). 

The prominence of the natural sciences in conservation is notorious in the Manu National Park 

(MNP), in the Peruvian Amazon. The Cocha Cashu Biological Station (EBCC), located at the core of 

the MNP, has facilitated the production of hundreds of academic articles and theses since 1969, but 

only 1% of those produced between 1990 and 2009 were focused on "human influence" (Flores et al., 

2013, p. 28). The prioritization of the natural sciences in MNP management has contributed to 

decades of conflict between Park managers and the Matsigenka, Yine, Harakbut, Quechua and 

Andean migrant communities that live in the area, whom some social scientists endeavor to support 

(García Altamirano, 2021; Ráez Luna, 2017). Despite recent signs of change, the primacy of natural 

science research has shaped the MNP and is still evident in the social dilemmas the Park faces. 

Research about the lack of effective incorporation of the social sciences in conservation 

attempts to outline why this counterproductive knowledge hierarchy persists. The central argument 

is that the subordination of the social sciences in conservation is mostly maintained by natural 

scientists' lack of familiarity with what the social sciences are, what they are used for and how they 

are done (Bennett & Roth, 2019; Bennett et al., 2017; Marchini et al., 2023; Sandbrook et al., 2013). 

The solution proposed from this perspective is to educate conservation practitioners about the social 

sciences and to ensure conservation organizations have the resources and staff necessary to conduct 

social science research properly. In representing this issue as depending mostly on cognitive ability 

and material resources to conduct social science research, this framing neglects how environmental 

knowledge, power and politics interact in processes of environmental change (Forsyth, 2008).  

Further analysis of the political motivations behind the use of different social science 

approaches in conservation could clarify why the social sciences have not yet produced the 

transformations they are expected to generate. The prevalence of an instrumental use of the social 

sciences, which serves status quo approaches to conservation management, over the use of the critical 

social sciences, which seek necessary transformational change beyond mainstream conservation 

paradigms, has been discussed (Bennett & Roth, 2019; Massarella et al., 2021; Sandbrook et al., 

2013). However, how and why this predominance is enacted and upheld is still insufficiently clear. 

Koot et al. (2025) examine the use of intimidation by diverse conservation actors against conservation 

social scientists to limit the potentially transformative impact of their research, but do not engage with 

instrumentalization. Analyzing the relations between the exclusion of critical social science research 

with the instrumentalization of the social sciences can clarify the political dynamics of this issue 

further. This article argues that an instrumental use of the social sciences could result in the 

appearance of concessions to social justice, while the exclusion of critical analyses could actually be 
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impeding progress towards it. Clarifying how conservation practitioners negotiate and contest social 

science knowledges in a context where the natural sciences are dominant, therefore, could facilitate 

necessary transformative change. 

To fill this gap, in this article I use a political ecology lens to analyze the perspectives of a 

diverse sample of conservation practitioners who work in the MNP, seeking to understand the 

political dimensions of the knowledge hierarchies that affect conservation. With this, I aim to clarify 

the role these actors have in shaping, maintaining and challenging these hierarchies and the 

exclusionary power structures that still affect conservation interventions. In the following sections, I 

explain conservation practitioners' involvement in place-making and discuss the problematic 

influence of wilderness discourses and knowledge hierarchies in conservation thinking and practice. 

Next, I illustrate the detrimental impact of these dominant ideas with a summary of the history of the 

MNP. I continue by describing how I conducted critical discourse analysis on a sample of online 

interviews with conservation practitioners and an archive of documents and media, before I delve into 

my findings about the political dimensions of the instrumentalization of the social sciences and the 

exclusion of the critical social sciences. 

 

Making places, doing conservation and making truth 

Conservation is a place-making intervention; it attempts to establish new boundaries, rules and 

meanings upon spaces seen as ecologically valuable. Places are made when groups of people ascribe 

specific meanings to physical spaces (Cresswell, 2014). These place-meanings depend on the 

dynamic relationships that social groups have in and with physical spaces and are diverse because 

various social groups often share the same space. Contrasting and constantly changing place-

meanings turn place-making processes into ongoing political contestations to determine the extent to 

which different place-meanings are enacted (Cresswell, 2014). In conservation spaces, the 

construction of place-meanings is influenced by people's interactions in and with nature, which shape 

their ideas about how nature should be managed (Barkley & Kruger, 2013). Understanding place-

making processes, therefore, has the potential to clarify the meanings, power struggles and structures 

that shape the places that conservation seeks to make. 

Conservation practitioners, the people who do conservation, have roles that grant them 

significant power in place-making contestations. Their expertise is understood as a combination of 

skills in, knowledge of and concern for the specific activity that they are involved in performing 

(Boyer, 2009). Being seen as knowledgeable representatives of nature protection in conservation 

spaces gives conservation practitioners power to take actions and make decisions that affect much 

broader groups of local residents, a relatively elite position (Aguiar, 2012; Kiik, 2018). However, 

even if experts' work is assumed to be based only on the skills and knowledge that define their 

expertise, it is also affected by their experiences outside their work (Boyer, 2009), and by their 

political views (Harvey & Knox, 2015). This veneer of expert objectivity facilitates the dominance 

of place-meanings espoused by conservation practitioners in problematic ways. For instance, Büscher 

(2014) explains that conservation experts often circulate knowledge, narratives and preconceived 

ideas related to their field amongst their peers, the organizations they work for and their funders. This 

circulation institutionalizes these knowledges, narratives, and discourses by imbuing them with 

positive connotations and legitimizing their continued use. Illustrating this, Chignell and Satterfield 

(2023) find that exclusionary narratives based on outdated and refuted scientific research can endure, 

reproducing the perceptions and values of previous researchers in current conservation research and 

practice. The elite nature of expertise, then, can legitimize exclusionary conservation discourses that 

have little scientific basis and facilitate the dominance of associated place-meanings.  
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Conservation practitioners can identify and prevent the reproduction of exclusionary 

conservation discourses. Stokowski (2013) explains that incorporating local values and interests into 

conservation requires cultural change within conservation organizations, which is enabled by open, 

respectful and horizontal deliberation with other social groups. Along similar lines, Montana et al. 

(2020) and Pienkowski et al. (2023) argue that conservation practitioners can contribute to equity as 

long as they engage in collective and purposeful processes of reflexivity. The need for these complex 

processes illustrates why addressing the dominance of entrenched discourses from their position as 

individuals within conservation organizations is challenging (Kiik, 2018).  

Exploring if and how conservation experts engage with or resist these processes of change as 

part of their knowledge-making practice warrants scrutiny from a political ecology perspective. This 

field explores how the production of environmental knowledge is influenced by politics and has 

political consequences when institutionalized and instrumentalized in political discourses (Bixler, 

2013; Elmhirst, 2015; Forsyth, 2008). Understanding how conservation practitioners use their expert 

status within place-making contestations from this lens can contribute to identifying ways of 

subverting the power structures that uphold exclusionary approaches to conservation. In this article, 

I focus on two problematic notions that have been legitimized in conservation thinking and enacted 

through conservation practice: the idea of wilderness and the hierarchization of knowledges. 

 

Making conservation spaces into 'wild' places  

The idea of wilderness is a paramount place-meaning for conservation. This notion portrays 

the absence of people as the original and therefore ideal state of nature, which implies that 

conservation should seek to evict people from the environmentally valuable spaces they inhabit 

(Cronon, 1996; Powell, 2015). This colonial idea clashes with the historical and ongoing presence of 

Indigenous people in spaces seen as wilderness (Igoe, 2004; Price et al., 2021), prompting the 

introduction of colonial notions of Indigeneity into conservation's place-meanings. The supposed not-

modernity of Indigenous cultures is seen as a virtue that gives Indigenous people the capacity to live 

in harmony with nature by following traditional practices (Igoe, 2004). Based on these views, 

Indigenous people are considered allies of conservation when their livelihoods are perceived as 

traditional by Western conservationists. In contrast, they are seen as an environmental threat if their 

livelihoods are perceived as modernized. So, apart from attempting to displace Indigenous people, 

conservation interventions often also attempt to restrict Indigenous livelihoods to a traditionality that 

is equated with the past and, so, is deemed compatible with wilderness (Igoe, 2004; Price et al., 2021). 

This place-meaning, then, denies the Indigenous inhabitants of conservation spaces the possibility of 

changing in the same way as Western society does, promoting exclusion and conflict. 

Despite being conflictual, the exclusionary notion of wilderness has shaped and continues to 

influence the framings, narratives and management models that guide conservation institutions' place-

making efforts (Fletcher, 2019; Louder & Wyborn, 2020; Mace, 2014; Vaccaro et al., 2013). Shaped 

by a nature-centric narrative, the fortress conservation model that originally spread from the West to 

the rest of the world in the 1960s and 1970s sought to evict the inhabitants of spaces seen as 

wildernesses. This was implemented and justified based on relatively simple measurements of non-

human nature that did not consider human presence. In the 1970s and 1980s, what Mace (2014) calls 

'nature despite people' conservation prompted a refocus towards controlling and reducing supposed 

human threats to nature. The research done to this effect measured species populations and harvesting 

by local communities, aiming to keep resource use sustainable. These eco-centric conservation 

paradigms still infringed on Indigenous people's rights to reclaim the ability to govern themselves 

and control their destinies, after it had been constrained or taken away through colonization (Witter 
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& Satterfield, 2018). Therefore, since the 1990s, conservation's evictions and restrictions have 

prompted advocacy for conservation management models that incorporate these rights to self-

determination, but earlier framings and narratives have persisted (Fletcher, 2019; Louder & Wyborn, 

2020; Mace, 2014; Vaccaro et al., 2013). Witter & Satterfield (2018) characterize this contestation as 

one that follows an ebb and flow dynamic, whereby moments of progress towards the incorporation 

of Indigenous rights are followed by periods of resistance that result in the co-optation of this 

incorporation, or when there is a regression towards exclusion. Co-optation is evident in how the 

Community-Based Conservation (CBC) model, which in the early 1990s sought to address the needs 

and interests of Indigenous communities through conservation, was reshaped into rewarding 

communities for engaging in conservation actions (Fletcher, 2019; Vaccaro et al., 2013). Similarly, 

pressure to regress towards exclusion is illustrated by the emergence of neo-protectionism in the late 

1990s, which advocated for a return to an eco-centric framing as a reaction to CBC's minimal 

concessions (Hutton et al., 2005). Since then, recurrent waves of protectionism have hindered 

necessary changes in conservation management (Büscher, 2025; Büscher & Fletcher, 2019). 

Therefore, excluding people, certain people at least, has remained a fundamental part of how 

conservation seeks to make places. 

 

The 'right' knowledge to manage wilderness 

Dominant approaches to conservation are also influenced by the notion that nature has to be 

managed by people with access to knowledge that is perceived as the 'right' knowledge (Vaccaro et 

al., 2013). Colonial power relations have institutionalized framings of Western knowledge as superior 

to Indigenous knowledges (Smith, 1999; Zanotti et al., 2020). At the same time, Western knowledge 

has also been used to uphold colonial power relations (Smith, 1999). These colonial knowledge 

hierarchies have led to the implementation of exclusionary, even violent, policies and practices that 

have harmed Indigenous communities and generated little benefits for conservation (Igoe, 2004; West 

et al., 2006). The notion of the 'right' knowledge to manage nature, therefore, is more the result of 

colonial power relations than of the usefulness of different forms of understanding. 

The knowledge hierarchies that affect conservation are not limited to power differences 

between Western and Indigenous knowledges, as hierarchies among the disciplines of Western 

knowledge are also influential. Forsyth (2008) explains that Western environmental epistemologies 

define politics and ecology as separate and seek solutions to complex issues by analyzing them 

separately. This separation of Western knowledge into disciplines is also influenced by insularity, 

which allows researchers in disciplines to justify and avoid responsibility for the consequences of 

their work on the fields of study of other disciplines (Price et al., 2021; Smith, 1999). These artificial 

disciplinary separations underlie the prominence of the natural sciences in conservation management 

(Bennett et al., 2017; Mascia et al., 2003). Therefore, the social complexities of conservation, which 

from a Western epistemological perspective would require social science analyses, are often left 

unaddressed or misunderstood (Bennett et al., 2017). This misunderstanding results in the cyclical 

application of conservation policies that do not engage with the root causes of recurring socio-

environmental issues and therefore fail to generate the expected results (Büscher, 2025; Büscher & 

Fletcher, 2019).  

Because of this gap, the need for interdisciplinarity in conservation has been recognized by 

researchers on both ends of the disciplinary spectrum for a long time (Igoe, 2004; Mascia et al., 2003), 

but the natural sciences continue to be dominant (Bennett & Roth, 2019; Massarella et al., 2021). 

Sandbrook et al. (2013) argue that this knowledge hierarchy is maintained because of epistemological 

and methodological misunderstandings from the mostly positivistic perspective of conservation 
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managers. More recently, Marchini et al. (2023) focus on natural scientists' mistrust of people as data 

sources for social science inquiry, a more specific element of these methodological 

misunderstandings. Bennett et al. (2017) add that this knowledge hierarchy is also upheld by 

misinterpretations of the role of the social sciences in conservation and by the influence of natural 

science approaches in institutional structures and resourcing. To address this, Bennett et al. (2017) 

recommend working with social scientists in conservation interventions from the design stage. 

However, this is mentioned as a human resources issue instead of a disruptive measure. The 

endurance of this knowledge hierarchy is also attributed to the inability of social scientists to work 

and communicate effectively with natural scientists (Bennett & Roth, 2019), with Bennett et al. (2017, 

p. 64) suggesting that social scientists need to provide "politically realistic and action-oriented 

recommendations." From this perspective, addressing the dominance of the natural sciences in 

conservation is mostly an issue of skills, staffing and resources where action needs to be 

straightforward and political disruption minimal. 

An analysis of this issue through a political ecology lens could contribute significantly to this 

debate. Representing the marginalization of the social sciences in conservation as largely apolitical 

neglects the politics of making knowledge about the environment (Forsyth, 2008), as well as a key 

aspect of this debate; the instrumentalization of the social sciences. Social science research is not 

absolutely rejected in conservation management; rather, the social sciences are occasionally and 

temporarily incorporated when social dilemmas emerge (Bennett et al., 2017). To clarify this, 

Sandbrook et al. (2013) distinguish between two ways social science enquiry is used in conservation. 

On the one hand, social science research for conservation shares the same mission as the natural 

sciences: to reduce biodiversity loss, specifically, by interpreting human interactions with non-human 

nature and potential motivations for behavior change, facilitating top-down governance. In this 

instrumentalized role, the social sciences are at the service of current forms of conservation and 

attempt to justify its practices, turning it into the most often used approach the few times the social 

sciences are incorporated into conservation management (Bennett & Roth, 2019). This is reminiscent 

of their historical role as tools to justify colonization by representing the Indigenous Other as inferior, 

which explains why Indigenous peoples often perceive Western social science research as a threat 

(Smith, 1999).  

Alternatively, social science research on conservation studies the conservation movement as a 

social phenomenon, seeking to understand conservation practice, its underlying motivations, actions 

and relationships (Sandbrook et al., 2013). Massarella et al. (2021) point out that this critical social 

science approach challenges power relations and enables a clearer understanding of complex social 

relations involved in environmental change, facilitating more effective and just conservation policies. 

This reflects ongoing and yet incomplete attempts to move the social sciences beyond their colonial 

role (Smith, 1999). This kind of critical social science research does not guarantee Indigenous 

people's wellbeing or self-determination, but its incorporation into conservation is a step forward 

from not considering people at all or representing them as an environmental threat. Despite its 

potential contributions, critical social science research about conservation is often interpreted by 

conservationists as challenging, threatening, and as against conservation (Sandbrook et al., 2013). As 

Koot et al. (2025) reveal, such interpretations can result in recurrent instances of intimidation against 

conservation social scientists by a variety of conservation actors. They argue that this kind of 

epistemological violence is aimed at limiting the impact of critical social science research and 

maintaining knowledge hierarchies in conservation.  The critical social sciences and their potential 

structural impact, then, are actively resisted against by conservation actors whose power could be 

affected by this type of research.  
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The motivations behind the instrumentalization of the social sciences in conservation require 

further attention from a political ecology perspective. This instrumentalization allows conservation 

institutions to claim the incorporation of the social sciences as a meaningful factor of change while 

simultaneously maintaining status quo power relations in conservation by avoiding the incorporation 

of the critical social sciences. The instrumentalization of the social sciences, then, is part of the ebb 

and flow dynamics that hinder the incorporation of Indigenous rights to self-determination in 

conservation (Witter & Satterfield, 2018). Political ecology can contribute to this debate by clarifying 

how knowledge-making is used by conservation practitioners and institutions to covertly resist the 

structural change that the critical social sciences could generate. More broadly, political ecology 

analysis would benefit from looking closer into instances in which knowledge-making is used to 

generate the appearance of concessions to social justice while actually hindering progress towards it. 

This kind of critical social science analysis can prompt solutions that go beyond attempting to ensure 

that conservation organizations are technically, logistically and materially ready to use the social 

sciences to their full capacity, as Bennett et al. (2017) recommend. It can shed light on the more 

complex cultural changes based on self-critical reflexivity at an organizational level that 

transformational change in conservation requires. Hopefully, this kind of insight into their and their 

peers' perspectives will allow conservation practitioners to begin overcoming profoundly entrenched 

cultural notions and, most importantly, to question the power structures that uphold their role as 

knowledgeable protectors of wilderness. The history of the MNP illustrates how challenging 

attempting to make these necessary changes can be. 

 

The knowledge-making contestations that shaped the MNP 

Contestations involving Western experts are central to place-making in the MNP. Historical 

accounts by Shepard et al. (2010), Rodríguez Castañeda (2018), Revilla Minaya (2019) and García 

Altamirano (2021) exemplify this. These authors explain that Manu's Matsigenka, Harakbut and Yine 

Indigenous communities had been resisting colonization since the late 1800s. This forced changes in 

their relations with the environment, which intensified in the 1950s as more missionaries and traders 

arrived. In the early 1960s, a Polish-Peruvian natural scientist 'discovered' the forests of Manu, 

describing them as an untouched wilderness threatened by increasing human presence. Keen to study 

and preserve this supposed wilderness, Peruvian and foreign natural scientists built the EBCC 

alongside the Manu River in 1969. Their advocacy led to the establishment of the MNP in 1973. The 

wilderness of Manu, then, was not discovered but discursively produced. 

Attempts to materially make the Park into a wilderness complemented its discursive 

construction as such. The natural scientists appointed as founding managers of the MNP did not 

consult Indigenous communities before establishing the Park despite knowing about their presence. 

Instead, they hired an anthropologist to establish contact with isolated groups in preparation for 

"luring them out of the park" (Terborgh, 1999, p. 42), a displacement strategy that was unsuccessful. 

Targeting Indigenous communities who were in closer contact with traders and missionaries, 

managers resorted to restrictions too. Communities were banned from using firearms and 

commercializing resources extracted from inside the Park, and the missionaries they traded with were 

expelled, along with the medicines they provided. With Park managers requiring these communities 

to live according to an idealized version of their pre-contact past, and Park rangers violently enforcing 

these restrictions, many Yine and Matsigenka families resettled outside Park boundaries. Attempting 

to displace the Matsigenka communities that remained became an informal component of the Park's 

policy (García Altamirano, 2021; Shepard et al., 2010). The early history of the MNP, therefore, 
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shows the intent to establish the Park as a place for natural scientists to conduct their research 

undisturbed by Indigenous presence. 

This initial effort to make wilderness in Manu was followed by decades of attempts to maintain 

as much of this wilderness as possible by resisting pressure to recognize Indigenous peoples' rights 

to self-determination (see Figure 1), illustrating the ebb and flow dynamic described by Witter and 

Satterfield (2018). Manu's Indigenous communities faced several crises resulting from the Park's 

establishment (Shepard et al., 2010). Park managers tried to find solutions by commissioning policy 

documents from anthropologists at different stages. The Anthropological Plans produced in 1989 and 

1997 proposed dialogue and participatory governance policies that were dismissed by MNP managers 

(García Altamirano, 2021; Shepard et al., 2010).  

Indigenous communities and their Western allies, mostly anthropologists and biologists who 

worked directly with them, persisted with their demands. They were successful in pressuring Park 

managers to meet community representatives for the first time in 1993 and to make some minimal 

concessions in the late 1990s (Shepard et al., 2010). These prompted a potent response from Professor 

John Terborgh, a prominent American natural scientist who managed the EBCC and had been 

involved in the foundation of the MNP. From a neo-protectionist perspective, his 1999 monograph 

Requiem for Nature dismissed growing demands in favor of Indigenous rights and persisted with the 

longstanding goal of displacing Matsigenka communities from the Park. The 2002 and 2007 

Anthropological Plans continued recommending changes according to evolving conservation 

paradigms, including the recognition of Matsigenka territory inside the Park. MNP managers 

continued ignoring these Plans, implementing solutions of their own instead, like sustainable 

agriculture projects, which often failed to work as expected. 

Several interdisciplinary teams responded to Terborgh in print since the late 2000s. The first 

of these challenged the misconceptions that Park managers had about Matsigenka hunting and 

agriculture (Levi et al., 2009; Ohl-Schacherer et al., 2007; Ohl-Schacherer et al., 2008; Shepard et 

al., 2012). Later, Shepard et al. (2010) proposed compensating Matsigenka communities materially 

for their ongoing contributions to ecosystem protection, while Yu et al. (2013) recommended 

investing in public services in Matsigenka villages. Despite their appearance, these articles conducted 

by Western researchers were more focused on managing Indigenous communities' livelihoods in 

supposedly fairer ways than on their self-determination. Like Anthropological Plans, however, their 

findings did not generate meaningful responses from Park managers and social crises continued to 

accumulate (García Altamirano, 2021; Revilla-Minaya, 2019; Salazar Moreira & Palomino-

Schalscha, 2020).  

Ráez Luna (2017) and García Altamirano (2021) questioned the way MNP managers have 

persistently prioritized conservation interests over the wellbeing of local communities. Ráez Luna 

argued for the collaborative and interdisciplinary management of the MNP, while García Altamirano  

also supported longstanding demands for the recognition of Matsigenka land tenure within Park 

boundaries. Yet, García Altamirano (2021) also identified that MNP managers were not considering 

any of these recommendations, implementing other kinds of reform instead. A new Anthropological 

Plan was commissioned in 2019 (SERNANP, 2019), but it was never finalized despite efforts to 

produce it (personal communication). As with the intention to displace Matsigenka communities from 

the Park, dismissing social science research appears to have been an informal component of MNP 

management policy until recently. 
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Figure 1: Timeline of the history of the MNP, highlighting instances when social science contributions were instrumentalized, dismissed or 
rejected and showing how critical social science contributions were excluded from MNP management processes for decades. 
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Considering the history of the MNP, it is apparent that tensions amongst communities of 

conservation practitioners with different perspectives about people and nature in Manu have been 

influential in the history of this protected area. So, how have different social science knowledges been 

negotiated and contested within communities of conservation practitioners as part of the politics of 

place-making in the Manu National Park? In the following sections, I explain how I attempted to 

answer this question and present the results of my analysis.  

 

2. Methods 

My choice to focus on conservation practitioners and not on the Indigenous communities of 

Manu was based on circumstantial, methodological and ethical considerations. The doctoral thesis 

this article derives from was done during the COVID-19 pandemic, which prevented me from 

conducting in-person fieldwork and forced me to use online data gathering methods. As a white[-r] 

Peruvian from the capital city with shallow connections to Indigenous communities in Manu, 

interviewing people from these communities online would have been ethically questionable and 

technically complex (Coleman, 2010). However, I had worked for a conservation organization in 

Manu for two years, so I was closer to conservation practitioners in terms of my position. This close 

positionality made their perspectives more accessible, in terms of how our conversations generated 

information and of my ability to interpret this information (Crang & Cook, 2011).  

This choice also allowed me to embark on the necessary task of examining the role that non-

Indigenous actors like me have in producing and perpetuating issues that affect Indigenous people 

(Smith, 1999). This also challenges an instrumental use of the social sciences, where this is aimed at 

scrutinizing Indigenous interactions with the environment in an attempt to control them. My analysis 

of conservation practitioners' views has allowed me to clarify the subjective perspectives that 

influence their decisions and actions in conservation spaces, contributing to a growing body of 

research (Kiik, 2018). In these conditions, I have had to exercise significant care when writing about 

the Indigenous communities of Manu, staying as far as possible from speaking about them without 

working with them. Because of this absence of Indigenous voices, my research continues to reproduce 

a colonial pattern of erasure. However, as a non-Indigenous researcher, I am hoping to contribute to 

necessary transformational change by revealing and critically scrutinizing the views of actors more 

closely involved with colonial processes, and whom I am positionally closer to.  

Acknowledging the current tendency towards incorporating the social sciences in biodiversity 

conservation, I have purposefully defined 'conservation practitioners' broadly. I am not only including 

natural scientists and people whose work in Manu is focused on the non-human components of 

ecosystems in this category. I am also considering social scientists, critical or not, interdisciplinary 

researchers and people whose work also relates to the human dimensions of conservation in Manu. 

Therefore, my analysis considers various ways of doing and/or attempting to contribute to 

conservation in a dynamic and complex context. In these conditions, it would be unrealistic to claim 

that there is an inherent or clear separation between conservation practitioners who have different 

perspectives and act in different ways. Their perspectives and actions around knowledge-making and 

a variety of other issues are more clearly understood as a fluid and overlapping patchwork of the 

various factors of understanding that prompt their agency. Rather than outlining fixed categories of 

conservation practitioners, then, I refer to loosely bounded 'communities' of conservation 

practitioners. 

I analyzed a collection of archival information and conducted online interviews. My reflections 

as a former conservation practitioner in Manu complemented the valuable ethnographic data that can 

be gathered through archival research and online communication (Braun et al., 2017). I carried out 
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twenty online interviews between October 2020 and April 2021. I initially chose participants 

purposefully, based on my knowledge of their organizations, and broadened my sample later based 

on earlier participants' recommendations. Interviewees were practitioners who worked for 

conservation organizations operating in Manu and/or who contributed to projects carried out there. 

Because of these relationships, I have used pseudonyms to replace interviewees' names. Of twenty 

participants, eight were trained as natural scientists, biologists and forestry engineers, for instance, 

eight as social scientists, mostly anthropologists, and four were interdisciplinary researchers, usually 

biologists who later did social sciences courses and/or research. Participants' involvement with the 

MNP goes from around one year to several decades. Interviews were 50 to 100 minutes long, and 

were done using Zoom and sometimes WhatsApp, mostly through video calls but swapping to audio 

calls in case of connectivity issues. The informed consent process allowed participants to choose to 

be interviewed in English or Spanish. The interviews followed a semi-structured format and sought 

to understand the meaning that the MNP and conservation work in Manu had for participants. The 

questions that led to the insights on this article prompted participants to discuss the problems they 

perceived conservation in Manu had. This often led to discussions about the Park's dilemmas with 

local Indigenous communities and different ideas about how to manage them. 

The archive of documents and media I put together included text, photos and videos, also in 

English or Spanish. The seventeen documents I collected were published from 2003 onwards by the 

Peruvian National Parks Service and its main NGO partners in Manu. I also included around three 

hundred other media items, like news articles, newsletters, documentaries and Facebook posts. These 

were published by conservation organizations involved with the MNP and environmental news 

outlets like Mongabay as early as 2014. 2 

I used the critical discourse analysis (CDA) methodology to examine interview transcripts and 

archival material in their original language. I applied inductive and then deductive coding methods to 

interpret discursive patterns and understand how language is used in ways that influence and reflect 

perceptions of reality. CDA requires adopting a political stance (Antaki, 2012), so my analysis 

includes elements from political ecology, and post-colonial and de-colonial research. This approach 

has allowed me to understand how political contestations involving conservation practitioners and 

knowledge-making have shaped the Manu National Park and its relations with local Indigenous 

communities. 

 

3. The power to make wilderness 

In this section I unpack the tensions among communities of conservation practitioners in Manu. 

I begin discussing the connection between wilderness and scientific research in Manu and how this 

connection shapes conservation practitioners' views about conservation social scientists and 

knowledge hierarchies. Next, I discuss the politics of the instrumentalization of the social sciences 

and the exclusion of critical research in the MNP, and wrap up with an example of how 

instrumentalization is enacted in these conditions. 

 

Making wilderness to make knowledge 

Wilderness discourses contribute to upholding knowledge hierarchies in the MNP. The passion 

that natural scientists have for the Park is based on how its ecological characteristics enable 

 
2 The Human Ethics Committee of Victoria University of Wellington approved these data gathering methods 
on 29th September, 2020 [Application ID: 0000028171 Vs 1]. 
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remarkable natural science research (Rodríguez Castañeda, 2018; Terborgh, 1999). The way these 

characteristics are understood by some conservation practitioners reflect elements of Cronon's 

critique of the notion of wilderness (1996; Powell, 2015). Areas of the MNP are seen as people-less 

and, therefore, as an asset for scientific research and a baseline for restoration. For instance, on a 

video published by the EBCC, John Terborgh explains what sparked his interest in making the Station 

into a research hub in the 1970s, saying, "I want to study nature! The way nature evolves, the way it 

is without these [human] interventions. And, so, to do that, it's important to come to a place like this" 

(Cocha Cashu Biological Station, 2019). From his position as an elite American academic, Terborgh 

was able to establish himself in Manu and to discursively construct this space as a wilderness that 

was a vital resource for exceptional scientific research. Similarly, a Mongabay article titled "Cocha 

Cashu: a laboratory hidden in the heart of the Amazon" (Vélez Zuazo & Torres, 2019), features 

natural scientists calling the area that surrounds the EBCC a "complete", "real" and "intact" forest, 

which made it a "reference point" and a "baseline for restoration." I have seen this notion in action, 

because the organization I worked for in Manu used EBCC measurements as a reference for the 

restoration of their reserve, where only researchers and ecotourists were welcome. The issue is not 

that an incorrect baseline is being measured, but that the measurements are assumed to correspond to 

the absence of Indigenous people (Büscher, 2025; Cronon, 1996).  

Terborgh's problematic portrayal of wilderness as an asset to enhance the validity of natural 

sciences research, therefore, continues to be a central element of the relationship that natural scientists 

have with the MNP. Considering the history of the Park, it is clear that natural scientists' interest in 

protecting wilderness as an asset for scientific production has political effects, because of the 

prejudice against people that this notion implies (Guha, 1997). Despite the material usefulness that 

this research could have for biodiversity conservation or restoration, it is not conducted in a political 

or social vacuum. Excluding Indigenous communities has allowed natural scientists in the MNP to 

keep control of what they see as an asset to reveal 'truths' about nature, which also secures for them a 

position of power as makers of this exceptionally valuable knowledge.  

The disparaging comments several interviewees made about conservation social scientists and 

their work reflected the value that natural scientists saw in this supposed wilderness. The dominant 

perception was that the Indigenous people of Manu were modernizing, and therefore, were an ever-

greater environmental threat. Archie, an Anglophone natural scientist, for example, labelled 

Indigenous people as "greedy" and "corrupt." Dan, another Anglophone natural scientist, feared that 

the Matsigenka of Manu would want to build a "four storey air-conditioned building" in one of their 

villages. From his perspective as the director of a global conservation program involved in MNP 

management, this would warrant their eviction from the Park. Many of the conservation practitioners 

I spoke to, including social scientists working for conservation organizations, often labelled social 

scientists who challenged wilderness discourses as "romantic" and "unrealistic", as people who 

idealized Indigenous people as noble savages. The results of their work were represented, for instance, 

as "projecting crap" upon Indigenous people and irrationally prioritizing political correctness over 

ecological integrity. Occasionally, this portrayal was complemented with comments that represented 

monitoring and controlling Indigenous people's resource use as the only potentially valuable input 

that social scientists could produce for conservation. The dismissal of critical social science insights 

and epistemological violence against social scientists, therefore, worked alongside the impetus to 

instrumentalize the social sciences, a relationship that I will discuss in more depth in the following 

section.  

Some conservation practitioners originally trained as natural scientists who later became 

interdisciplinary researchers and/or had the privilege of working with Indigenous communities 

challenged wilderness discourses and knowledge hierarchies. Working with Indigenous communities 
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in Indigenous spaces and not only amongst their peers at research stations is an unusual experience 

amongst conservation practitioners in the MNP, but it is one that fosters reflexivity (Salazar Moreira, 

2025). Gladys, for example, reflected about how her former EBCC colleagues assumed they already 

knew enough about the Matsigenka of Manu from interacting with them at the Station. They also, 

"…weren't interested in the issues that the Matsigenka had" and assumed they knew more about the 

forests of Manu than the Matsigenka themselves. Natural scientists' dismissive comments about my 

work, any work, with local communities were common in my time working in Manu as well. Adán 

also expressed his disappointment about the persistence of the view of Manu as a wilderness amongst 

his fellow natural scientists. He spoke about the value of incorporating multiple kinds of knowledge 

into conservation management but remarked, "that is the most difficult thing to understand for people 

trained in the natural sciences. Natural scientists tend to believe that their way of seeing the world is 

the correct way of seeing the world."  

These interviewees challenged discourses that marginalize Indigenous communities and 

uphold exclusionary forms of conservation, but their capacity to influence decision-making was 

limited. Their position as field researchers facilitated their reflections; it also meant they did not have 

the type of power that would facilitate the dissemination and consolidation of their perspectives in 

conservation organizations. Relatedly, their critical views meant that they were not the researchers 

getting promoted for their work, which limited their influence. So, these are not examples of the 

cultural changes at an organizational level that Stokowski (2013) refers to or of the purposeful and 

collective processes of reflexivity that Pienkowski et al. (2023) and Montana et al. (2020) 

recommend. Conservation practitioners with critical perspectives, therefore, still have significant 

work to do amongst their colleagues before conservation organizations engage humbly and honestly 

with the critical social sciences, with Indigenous knowledges and with the radical reforms that are 

necessary. The relationship between the instrumentalization of the social sciences and the exclusion 

of the critical social sciences, discussed in depth next, shows how complex this work could continue 

to be. 

 

Instrumentalizing the social sciences to maintain wilderness 

The complexity of the politics of knowledge-making in conservation is especially evident in 

the reasons behind MNP management's attempts to instrumentalize the social sciences since the early 

days of the Park (also see Figure 1). Rick, an Anglophone social scientist, explained why natural 

scientists at the EBCC were interested in his expertise during his fieldwork in the mid-1980s. He 

described their fascination with the abundance of monkeys around the Station and their perception 

that they were scarce around Matsigenka communities. This drove their interest in Rick's work:  

 

… there was this idea that they had to get the Matsigenkas out of the Park before they 

killed all the animals. And there was actually some really important researchers who had 

come up with schemes to like: "What do you think we can do to get them out? What 

could we give them? Maybe you could go and ask them what they would want in return 

for leaving the Park and setting up a village outside the Park." – Rick 

 

So, researchers at the Station, like early Park managers, saw the input of social scientists as necessary 

for MNP management, but only if it contributed to making wilderness. The idea that the Matsigenka 

of Manu would hunt the animals they ate until depletion has been refuted by several interdisciplinary 

research studies (Levi et al., 2009; McFarlane et al., 2024; Ohl-Schacherer et al., 2007; Shepard et 

al., 2012). However, as Rick explained, this belief was consolidated among "some really important 
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researchers" in the early days of the Park. This illustrates how representations of Indigenous people 

as an environmental threat had circulated and been legitimated as 'truth' amongst these experts. Based 

on this wilderness narrative, natural scientists had asked anthropologists like Rick to conduct social 

science for conservation to govern Manu's Indigenous communities towards their eventual eviction. 

The social sciences, then, would revert to their colonial role and be used to further entrench 

established wilderness narratives. Considering the history of MNP managers dismissing 

Anthropological Plans and Rick's refusal to do research for conservation, the social scientists in 

question do not seem to have been willing to contribute to making wilderness. 

This situation would only change with the arrival of Fabián, another social scientist. Following 

the shift of conservation paradigms towards the incorporation of social sciences, one of the most 

prominent NGOs involved in MNP management hired him in the mid-2010s. During his interview, 

he stated the following: 

 

Conservationists needed, precisely, a social scientist that didn't idealize these 

[Indigenous] worlds. Because these poor biologists were always insulted and confronted 

by anthropologists. [The issue was that] many romantic3 anthropologists had gone to 

Manu hired by conservation organizations to do evaluations that would help them 

understand processes, but they didn't help! They made things more complicated for 

them! Really! Because they came up with the most insane arguments! …So, the 

biologists were done with that and went, "we don't want anthropologists anymore", and 

they attempted to solve the issues themselves. Everyone in charge was a biologist, almost 

everyone. So, they made all the decisions. … because they didn't have confidence in 

social science people… – Fabián 

 

Despite having moderately reflexive views about knowledge hierarchies in Manu, Arturo, an 

interdisciplinary researcher with long-term experience in the MNP explained the situation similarly: 

 

… anthropologists came and proposed things that seemed scandalous [to the biologists 

that ran the Park], with very little political sense. Because one needs to acknowledge 

when one is weak and act from that position of weakness to become strong, right? But 

no, they came to lecture the biologists. And the biologists said, "you're going to lecture 

me? No way. Get out of here! I'm the one who kicks you out because I'm the boss here!" 

And that's how a series of [Anthropological] Plans have failed. – Arturo 

 

MNP managers had rejected contributions from anthropologists for more than forty years 

because these did not seem practical or aligned with their goals, but also because they had felt their 

power challenged. This reflects the tendency of conservation managers to perceive critical social 

science as something that is against conservation (Sandbrook et al., 2013), and to exercise 

epistemological violence against social scientists in response (Massarella et al., 2021). It also 

exemplifies fragility: conservation managers' emotional and political reaction to their privilege being 

threatened. The natural scientists in charge of managing the MNP had used their power as dominant 

knowledge-makers in conservation to keep anthropologists' insights from threatening their dominant 

 
3 I have translated the derogatory term "pachamámicos" as "romantic." The original term is based on 

'Pachamama', the Andean equivalent of a Mother Nature deity, and refers derogatorily to anthropologists that 

idealize Indigenous people. 
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position. Notably, Bennett et al.'s call for social scientists to provide "politically realistic" 

recommendations caters for this fragility and the ensuing power-laden response (2017, p. 64). 

Additionally, if this political realism is already a restriction on the types of recommendations that 

Western social scientists can make, how much of a hindrance would it be on Indigenous peoples' 

demands? Such "political realism", then, promises only very gradual change as part of an ebb and 

flow dynamic, or no change at all.    

Furthermore, this also illustrates how constraining social scientists' recommendations to being 

"action-oriented" (Bennett et al., 2017, p. 64) can enable continued exclusion of local people. Fabián's 

references to anthropologists making "things more complicated" for biologists reflects the political 

implications of natural scientists' preference for simple solutions to address complex social dilemmas. 

As West et al. (2006) argue, natural scientists often engage in simplification when they think about 

and attempt to manage human relations with the environment. Complex relationships are condensed 

into a few topics that are easy to understand and represent, making consultations with local people 

seem less than valuable. But, as Bennett and Roth (2019) explain, conditioning the social sciences to 

simplicity and efficiency is severely detrimental to their potential in decisions about conservation. 

Furthermore, the interest of MNP managers in simple solutions also reflects their reluctance to 

question the validity of their own claims, their own rights to decide over the lives of the inhabitants 

of the MNP, and the social consequences of their work. Complex questions, which challenge their 

work and their power at a more fundamental level but which could facilitate necessary 

transformational changes, were being conveniently ignored. 

Simplicity would allow natural scientists to go back to study wilderness without wasting much 

time on the Park's social dilemmas. The social science research that they needed and Fabián was 

willing to provide was research for conservation that did not challenge the status quo, but rather 

provided simple solutions to maintain it. Monitoring Indigenous communities' use of natural 

resources to control how they were used facilitated status-quo governance approaches and generated 

minimal disruption. It also allowed conservation organizations to claim that relations with Indigenous 

communities were improving. Fabián's supervisors had even called him "an objective anthropologist" 

for his willingness to bring the social sciences back to their historical role as tools of dominance. He 

was soon assigned to lead major social science research programs for the NGO that had hired him, 

consolidating status-quo power structures even further. This shows how working with social scientists 

does not necessarily drive change towards inclusivity, as Bennett et al. (2017) claim. Social scientists 

can use their expertise to facilitate continued top-down governance, or they can analyze conservation 

from a critical lens to facilitate transformational change. Then, what contributes to change is not 

conservation practitioners' field of study, but the purpose with which they leverage their knowledge-

making power.   

 

Instrumentalization and wilderness discourses in action 

The way positivistic measurements, simplistic interpretations and wilderness discourses are 

used politically through the instrumentalization of the social sciences is also evident in the ProBosque 

Manu project (Mujica et al., 2019). Implemented by MNP management between 2012 and 2018, this 

initiative consisted of several research projects and interventions aimed at reducing losses in forest 

cover and biodiversity through the participation of local communities in resource management. The 

people who live in and around the MNP were described as the "main beneficiaries" of the project 

(Mujica et al., 2019, p. 34), and their involvement in the research conducted was prominent in the 

project report. Social science approaches are noticeable as well, as several of the project's components 

included elements that required the use of participatory and ethnographic methods. Because of these 

characteristics, the project was described as a milestone that would mark a "before and after" in Park 
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management's relationship with local communities (Mujica et al., 2019, p. 10). Despite these 

promising prospects, the persistence of wilderness discourses is noticeable in the way the research 

results were interpreted. 

The "Forest Cover and Regeneration" component, for example, included three studies to assess 

the effects of land use practices on forest cover in the Andean and Amazonian sections of the MNP 

(Mujica et al., 2019, p. 55). Apart from reflecting an outdated 'nature despite people' framing, these 

studies make recommendations that vary along disciplinary lines, but also according to political 

contestations. The two quantitative studies carried out by biologists in the Andean area did not include 

local people in the research process and recommended the voluntary removal of cattle and the 

"voluntary relocation of families" (Mujica et al., 2019, p. 69). The MNP's Indigenous Quechua people 

were quantified as a threat and had to be removed. Unsurprisingly, the solution proposed aligned with 

Terborgh's displacement strategy, and with his view of Quechua communities in the Andean section 

of the Park as "squatters" (1999, p. 40).  

In contrast, the study conducted by an anthropologist with Matsigenka communities 

recommended participatory measures to increase the productivity of existing communal farms to 

prevent deforestation. The Matsigenka were expected to work alongside NGO technicians to manage 

their gardens, and make them more productive over longer periods, to reduce the need to clear forest 

for new gardens. This intervention moved away from displacement, as nothing and no one would be 

removed. This relatively benevolent treatment reflects Terborgh's (1999) fear that the Matsigenka of 

Manu would eventually "stand up to the park's administration and claim their 'rights' [inverted 

commas by Terborgh]" (p. 50). Contrary to Quechua communities, the solution to the problem the 

Matsigenka supposedly posed was not eviction but assertion of their rights. However, agricultural 

intensification still reproduced exclusionary discourses. Ohl-Schacherer et al. (2008) conclude that 

clearing forest for new gardens in these communities is part of a swidden rotation system that causes 

minimal levels of deforestation. By overlooking this, the ProBosque study continued to portray the 

Matsigenka as people in need of Western experts' help to manage nature. Therefore, the study's 

instrumental use of social science methodologies may suggest some improvement in comparison to 

the eviction that quantitative studies recommended. Nonetheless, it continued to use Western 

knowledge to undermine Indigenous people's agency. 

Another example of the politics of instrumentalization in ProBosque was evident in the "use of 

wildlife in Matsigenka native communities" component of the project (Mujica et al., 2019, p. 80). 

Continuing to follow a 'nature despite people' logic, it comprised two studies conducted by biologists: 

one in which motion-sensing cameras were used to estimate the abundance of terrestrial wildlife in 

Matsigenka hunting grounds, and another that used a participatory methodology where Matsigenka 

participants tallied the fish and terrestrial wildlife they captured. The camera study concluded that 

there was "a high percentage of relative abundance" of the species hunted (Mujica et al., 2019, p. 95). 

On the other hand, the participatory study indicated that hunting rates for five species were measured 

as unsustainable but that "a local extinction of any of the species hunted was not recorded in any of 

the three communities, despite that hunting has been happening in them for decades" (Mujica et al., 

2019, p. 91). In other words, and as several research studies had already demonstrated (Levi et al., 

2009; Ohl-Schacherer et al., 2007; Shepard et al., 2012), the Matsigenka of Manu had not depleted 

the wildlife they ate, despite MNP managers' decades-long fear that they would.  

Regardless of ambiguous results and counterarguments, the conclusion of this section of the 

ProBosque report continued to circulate representations of Indigenous people as an environmental 

threat. It states that, "It seems unavoidable that population growth in the Matsigenka communities 

where the Project is implemented will become a threat to the viability of some game species" (Mujica 

et al., 2019, p. 98). So, the ambiguous results of two studies had been used to draw a categorical 
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conclusion influenced by demographics that had not been included in the methods of either one. 

Concern for demographic growth in Matsigenka communities is, however, a legitimized notion 

amongst many conservation practitioners in the MNP. For instance, Terborgh (1999, pp. 53–54) 

discusses this issue, stating that "The [Matsigenka] settlements [along the Manu River] swarm with 

children, most of whom survive to adulthood because they have access to public health services 

provided by the government." Reproducing this cruel narrative, having more Matsigenka people born 

and surviving within the boundaries of the MNP was described as an "unavoidable" threat to the 

Park's ecosystems. The narrative that represents Matsigenka people as a latent threat to the MNP, 

therefore, continued in circulation despite it being repeatedly refuted by the results of interdisciplinary 

research. 

The ProBosque Manu project, then, revealed relevant political aspects of the 

instrumentalization of the social sciences in conservation. The claim that it would mark a milestone 

in the improvement of relationships between Park management and local communities was based on 

the appearance of concessions made in the project while actually conceding as little as possible.  It 

really showed a movement from an eco-centric framing that does not consider people at all to a 

framing that considers people as a threat that requires measurement and control. This shift was 

minimal, and outdated. Even so, this way of instrumentalizing elements of the social sciences is used 

to claim that it is being socially inclusive, in situations in which conservation institutions are relatively 

weak, for instance, when their previous dealings with local residents generated significant resistance, 

as in the case of Matsigenka communities claiming their rights to stay in their land. The capacity of 

conservation organizations to become ready to incorporate the social sciences into their work, 

mentioned by Bennett et al. (2017), can be a response to political pressure, but it can also be limited 

by the power these organizations have to resist this political pressure. Simultaneously, the 

instrumentalization of the social sciences gives these experts the chance to make the smallest political 

concessions possible in such instances. So even if the Matsigenka of Manu would not be evicted, 

social science research justified attempts to monitor and control them. 

 

4. Conclusions 

In this article, I have explored how communities of conservation practitioners negotiated and 

contested different social science knowledges within the politics of place-making in the Manu 

National Park. The way conservation is envisioned and carried out in Manu continues to reproduce 

and support wilderness discourses, and pernicious knowledge hierarchies. Some conservation 

practitioners see parts of the MNP as spaces of wilderness that enable the production of a type of 

positivistic knowledge that is represented as the most valuable, or even exclusively valid, for 

conservation. Therefore, making, maintaining and having access to a supposed people-less rainforest 

laboratory puts natural scientists in a position of power as the people who produce this exceptional 

knowledge. From this perspective, supposedly modernized Indigenous people become a threat, not 

only to nature, but to knowledge production about 'real' nature. Similarly, critical social science 

research that challenges wilderness discourses attempting to support Indigenous claims is also 

considered a threat to conservation and to the production of this supposedly exceptional knowledge. 

The relation of many natural scientists with this conservation space, then, becomes one of resistance 

against people and knowledges that challenge dominant wilderness narratives and the power that 

emanates from their dominance.  

Within the tensions amongst communities of conservation practitioners, it is particularly 

revealing how natural scientists in positions of power react to social scientists' critical insights. 

Conservation experts in positions of power can react with fragility to the critical input of other experts 

when it challenges their privilege. This reaction prompts some natural scientists to use their power as 
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dominant knowledge-makers, their influence with conservation management and their superior access 

to resources, to dismiss critical insights. They therefore avoid questioning scientific involvement in 

conservation spaces in substantial ways.  

Additionally, conservation practitioners in powerful positions 'use' social sciences to continue 

circulating and legitimizing wilderness discourses, as I have shown. This means that disciplinary 

separations between the 'social' and the 'natural' sciences are not as important as they seem. After all, 

the social sciences are not inherently just; they can revert to their historical role as tools of dominance. 

So, conservation practitioners in powerful positions can instrumentalize the social sciences to 

continue reproducing exclusionary narratives and to maintain colonial power structures, even as some 

framings of the role of conservation and management shift towards more inclusivity. Therefore, the 

subordination of the social sciences in conservation, especially of the critical social sciences, is much 

more than an issue of cultural and disciplinary misunderstandings, or of institutional path-dependence 

and under-resourcing (Bennett & Roth, 2019; Sandbrook et al., 2013). It is also a consequence of 

how conservation practitioners who are emotionally and professionally invested in wilderness 

discourses actively uphold exclusionary meanings of place.  

The reflections of conservation practitioners who challenge wilderness narratives and 

knowledge hierarchies through a critical lens could make some space for new ways of doing 

conservation (Büscher & Fletcher, 2019). However, their influence on decision-making is still 

minimal, and their arguments are unlikely to guarantee the self-determination of the Indigenous 

inhabitants of conservation spaces. Political pressure from Indigenous communities and 

organizations, and others outside of mainstream conservation institutions, might be what continues 

to drive the inclusion of Indigenous rights in conservation through an ebb and flow dynamic (Witter 

& Satterfield, 2018). Self-critical conservation practitioners' contributions could be restricted to 

generating limited pressure from within conservation organizations to recognize Indigenous rights. 

A political ecology lens, through its focus on historical context and the entanglements between 

knowledge and power, has been crucial to understanding this process and the tensions in the theory 

and practice of wildlife and habitat conservation (Forsyth, 2008; Vaccaro et al., 2013). This kind of 

analysis has allowed me to elucidate the role of knowledge-making in the ebb and flow dynamics that 

hinder the incorporation of Indigenous rights to self-determination in conservation (Witter & 

Satterfield, 2018). Political ecologists would benefit from taking a closer look at instances in which 

knowledge-making is used by conservation actors to generate the appearance of concessions to social 

justice while covertly resisting progress towards it. 
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