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Water has a central position in the cosmovision of Native peoples in Brazilian culture. In the Andes,
water is sacred and revered. However, in South America, colonial practices and the advance of
agriculture and farming following industrialization has had devastating effects on cultures and
ecologies. Only in recent decades has awareness started growing that there might be lessons
for a sustainable future to be found in Indigenous peoples’ ways of living with water. This article
conceptualizes the importance of “nature-based solutions” and illustrates this with examples from
Brazil (Minas Gerais) and the Andes. It shows how ancient water practices are still present in local
communities and languages, and the authors suggest ways of reinstating and protecting water-
related heritage that go beyond the divides between nature and culture, tangible and intangible.
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< Fig. 1 Aerial photo of the area affected by a dam breaking in Mariana, Minas Gerais (Source: Vinicius Mendonga/IBAMA
Brazil, 2017, CC BY 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons).
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Introduction

Understandingthe world’s diverse water cultures
is essential to grasping the different rationales,
conflicts of interest, and impasses encountered
in community-based water management. Such
an understanding also suggests possible solu-
tions to common problems. The cosmovision
of the Native peoples of South America that is
manifested in their ways of seeing, thinking, or-
dering and feeling the world indicates paths for
management based on nature-based solutions,
as proposed by a United Nations report (UN
2018). That support recognizes the importance
of local traditional knowledge and practices in
the functioning of ecosystems and in nature-so-
ciety interaction. The intersubjective perception
of the world of the Amerindian peoples has de-
pended on the interaction between culture and
environment.

The ethics of the Indigenous people of South
America is rooted in the collective identity of the
inhabitants of a common territory. Indigenous
communities reassert this ethical sensibility as
they try to defend their original place in recur-
rent clashes with mega-projects of intensive
agriculture, dam construction and mining with
their destructive and degrading social, cultur-
al and environmental impacts. Cristian Parker
(2017), sociologist and researcher, has studied
the different worldviews of Indigenous groups,
economic groups and environmental move-
ments, as well as the conflicts between differ-
ent social actors involving water and natural
resources in South America. Parker notes that
as part of the colonialist development process,
extractive policies in Latin America are general-
ly not respectful of the environment (2017).

Parker (2017) also assesses various ethical

discourses, such as those proposing utilitarian
growth. He defends regulatory ethics as a way
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to minimize the environmental and social im-
pacts of extractive companies, thus highlight-
ing corporate social responsibility. In addition,
Parker proposes sustainable development, with
companies regulated by the state, and empha-
sizes the discourse of ecological ethics.

South American Cosmovisions and the Destruction
of Indigenous Territories in the State of Minas
Gerais, Brazil

These various discourses are evident in the
struggle for survival of the Krenak people in
Minas Gerais. The fight for the preservation of
their land dates back almost 200 years. When
the Portuguese arrived in the territory that to-
day corresponds to the city of Resplendor, they
fought against the Krenak to occupy the area to
extract minerals and natural resources. It was
at this time, around two centuries ago, that the
attempt to exterminate the Krenak Indians be-
gan.

The Krenak people gained national visibility af-
ter the tragedy in Mariana in November 2015. A
dam belonging to Mineradora Samarco broke,
bringing a flood of toxic mud that covered more
than 200 kilometers to the Rio Doce basin
(fig. 1). Vegetation and fauna were destroyed,
and toxic mud residues covered the river bed
like an impermeable plastic mantle. The riv-
er was the main source of livelihood for the
Krenak community who consider the river their
relative and sacred entity. Watu, meaning the
old grandfather, the nickname of the river in the
Krenak language, is an essential element of the
collective identity of his people and his flow is
a link between the past, present and future of
Krenak riverside communities. Before mining
and the dams were built on its course, the Doce
River sustained considerable life. In addition to
providing water to humans and animals, Watu
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made the food that sprouted on the riverbanks;
he made fertile lands grow and fishing an im-
portant source of food and livelihood.

The Maxacali, an Indigenous people who inhab-
it the same territory in the Rio Doce basin as the
Krenak, saw their lands and forests devastated
by cattle ranching in the early twentieth centu-
ry. The ranchers cut down the forest and intro-
duced mining. To this day, the Maxacali contin-
ue to farm in traditional ways while surrounded
by commercial farms and crushed by the co-
lonial violence, murders and disputes around
them. In an interview, Ailton Krenak says that 90
per cent of the Maxacali people do not speak
Portuguese and refuse to learn it — as a way of
continuing to live in their world, which they are
able to recreate every day (Massuela and Weis
2019). In the view of Paula Junior (2021), the
slow death of the Doce River started when its
flow was interrupted by dams.

Indigenous Worldviews, Traditional Knowledge
and Protection of Territories

In Brazil, there are several UNESCO World Her-
itage Sites, protected by the Instituto do Pat-
rimonio Histdrico e Artistico Nacional (IPH-
AN), in addition to state and municipal bodies.
Community initiatives to protect water include
secular and recent ones, such as neighborhood
communities and environmental movements
that work to protect urban lakes and rivers. Reli-
gion can also be involved in protecting water re-
sources and changing the way these resources
are managed, as in the religious processions by
boat that take place in Bom Jesus da Lapa on
the Séo Francisco River, in the state of Bahia.
The processions put water back at the center
of community spirituality and are intended to
prevent boats from running aground in the riv-
er. Another example of the protection of waters

A Fig. 2 "Meeting of the Waters” of the Negro and Solimdes
rivers (Source: Claudio JJ, 2009, CC BY-SA 4.0, via Wiki-
media Commons).

in Brazil for cultural and heritage reasons is IP-
HAN'’s declaration of the Negro and Solimdes
rivers in the city of Manaus (Amazonas) as her-
itage, in 2010, at the “Meeting of the Waters”
(fig. 2). According to IPHAN (n.d.), “the more
than 10 kilometers where you can see the dark
and transparent waters of the Rio Negro run-
ning along the muddy waters of the Solimdes
River, in the Amazon, were registered as herit-
age assets due to the exceptional nature of the
phenomenon, considering its high landscape
value.” This statement at the “Meeting of the
Waters” was intended to protect this natural
phenomenon from the threat posed by the con-
struction of a port next to the area.

Another contribution of popular cultural herit-
ageinrelation to water comes from the Brazilian
northeast. This is a dry region, where observing
natural cycles, especially related to rainfall, is
essential for life. In this context, the Prophets
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of Rain have emerged — men and women from
the countryside who make meteorological fore-
casts based on observations of changes in the
ecosystem, the signals produced by animals,
the atmosphere, and the position and visibili-
ty of celestial bodies, among other traditional
forecasting methods (Silva et al. 2014). Some
prophecies are based on dreams and even on
religious rituals that mix Indigenous beliefs and
other forms of knowledge. Practices of observ-
ing nature and acquiring empirical knowledge
related to these predictions are usually trans-
mitted orally from generation to generation.

Worldviews of Indigenous communities have
long been ignored, but they can influence deci-
sion-making about the protection of community
territories. Today, Amazonian Indigenous peo-
ples in Brazil speak 170 languages. There were
about six million people when the Portuguese
arrived in 1500; today they make up a popula-
tion of 600,000 self-declared Indigenous peo-
ples. Article 231 of the Brazilian Constitution
from 1988 establishes that “the Indians are rec-
ognized for their social organization, customs,
languages, beliefs and traditions and the origi-
nal rights over the lands they traditionally occu-
py, and the Union is responsible for demarcat-
ing, protecting and enforcing all their assets.”
Although even since 1988, there have been
many violations of this principle, it represents
some kind of awareness and commitment.

Currently there are territories and areas in Bra-
zil that are protected for ecological and cultural
reasons. This protection is established through
policy instruments for the protection of cultural
and environmental heritage, the delimitation of
Indigenous peoples’ lands and the recognition
of sacred sites in Indigenous religious tradi-
tions. There are many religious rituals involving
water that are common in Indigenous groups in
Brazil. Diegues (Institute for the Environment
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and Renewable Natural Resources 2006, 169)
states that “fishing rituals are performed to ob-
tain permission to enter the river and catch the
fish. For the Metutire (Caiap6 group) water is
considered an element that stimulates physi-
cal growth and psychosocial maturation, and
women often send their children to take a rain
shower so they grow up fast. The Mebengocré
(people from the water hole, also Caiapd) por-
tray the close relationship of their people with
water through many myths.”

Based on the Indigenous cosmovision, IPHAN
protected the Cachoeira de lauareté or Cachoe-
ira da Onga, a sacred place of the Indigenous
peoples of the Uaupés and Papuri rivers, on the
Upper Rio Negro in the Amazon. The Lauareté
waterfall, a sacred site of the Indigenous peo-
ple who inhabit the region, is bathed by the
Uaupés and Papuri rivers in the Brazilian Am-
azon region. The inscription of the waterfall as
intangible heritage favored the protection of the
water heritage of fourteen ethnic groups who
inhabit the region. Its inscription in the Book of
Registration of Places was carried out in 2006,
arecognition that the stones, slabs, islands and
water courses around the waterfall symbolize
wars, persecutions, deaths and alliances de-
scribed in myths of origin and in the historical
narratives of local ethnic groups.

Political conjunctures vary and in certain situa-
tions protection becomes possible. In other sit-
uations, the opposite occurs, as was the case
of Guaira or “Sete Quedas,” sacred to the Gua-
rani people, which was flooded in 1966 to make
way for the Itaipu hydroelectric plant.

In the Andes: “Abya Yala” and Buen Vivir

As in Brazilian culture, water has a central po-
sition in the cosmovision of peoples of the An-
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A Fig. 3 There is a great number of water fountains, interconnected by channels and water-drainages perforated in the rock,
designed for the original irrigation system (Source: Jorge Lascar, 2009. CC BY 2.0 via Wikimedia Commons).

des. The original Andean people called America
“Abya Yala,” which means “mature land of eter-
nal youth.” For many centuries, European colo-
nization suffocated Andean culture and made it
invisible. However, this vision of the land, rooted
in Indigenous cultures, continued to be lived by
the Quechua, Aymara, Guarani and others.

Alberto Acosta is one of the authors who re-
corded the original Andean and Inca cosmo-
vision. According to Acosta (2016), buen vivir
(well-being) is affirmed in community and co-
operative concepts, different from the “good
life” for some individuals and the accumulation
of goods for common use, such as water, land

and forest. The unity of human beings with na-
ture is present in this Andean worldview that
emphasizes long cycles of evolution, cooper-
ation and fraternity. The sense of communi-
ty includes human and biological interaction.
Everything is interconnected in our common
home. Fernando Huacanuni (2010) is another
author who has treated buen vivir not only as
an intellectual conception but as a philosoph-
ical and spiritual vision, the life response of
Indigenous peoples, sustained by an ancestral
cosmovision. Everything lives: the mountains,
the trees, the people. Among the Aymara peo-
ples, it is said that we are children of Father
Cosmos and Mother Earth. According to David
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Choquehuanca (minister of foreign affairs in
the government of Evo Morales from 2006 to
2017), cited by Huacanuni (2015), Indigenous
people believe that we are all brothers, humans,
and that Mother Earth is fed with water as “milk
from the earth,” so we must live in harmony with
nature and other human beings, caring for and
protecting Mother Earth.

The concept of buen vivir can support actions
to protect water and natural heritage in South
American countries (fig. 3). It is a valuable intan-
gible heritage left by Andean communities as a
legacy to be continued. Indigenous worldviews
have demonstrated resilience and the ability
to resist invasions and external pressures, and
have strengthened and resurfaced in recent
decades. The age-old wisdom contained in the
“well-being” cosmovision points out paths to
new knowledge and practices that we are in-
vited to follow in building a sustainable future,
with socio-environmental justice and respect
for life in all its forms. The tangible and intan-
gible heritage that Indigenous cultures have left
us is of great value in thinking about the pres-
ent and the future, and a fundamental approach
to implementing the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs).

For Acosta and Brand (2018, 136), the sustain-
able economy must be based on solidarity,
reciprocity, relationality and complementarity.
They consider it essential to socially reinterpret
nature from cultural imaginaries such as “buen
vivir" or “sumak kawsay,” in the native language
of Quechua. The cosmovisions and epistemolo-
gies of the cultures of the South are alternatives
to the hegemonic concept of economic growth
and show that socioeconomic models focused
on quality of life, fraternal relationship with na-
ture, socio-environmental justice and sustaina-
bility are possible and viable. The history of ter-
ritorial occupation by Native peoples of South
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America points in this direction.

Recognition of Nature and Water as Legal
Entities

In the clash between the mercantilist econom-
ic discourse, the environmental discourse and
the Indigenous cosmovision, a strategy adopt-
ed by some countries has been to recognize
water and nature as “legal persons.” In 2010,
Bolivia proposed the institution of water to the
UN as a human and natural right. In a proposal
from Bolivia, April 22 was declared by the UN
as the International Day of Mother Earth, Pacha
Mama, Mother Earth in Balance. Bolivia and
Ecuador are the countries that have made the
most progress in applying and institutionalizing
this approach based on Indigenous traditions.
This South American discourse is in line with
initiatives in other parts of the world that have
also proposed and approved legislation recog-
nizing rivers as “legal persons” due to the an-
cestral relationship of their communities with
these rivers. In 2017 New Zealand'’s parliament
recognized the Whanganui River (Te Awa Tu-
pua) as an indivisible living whole constituted
by the river and its territory. The intrinsic value
of Whanganui and its cultural significance has
been declared a legal person, recognizing and
validating the cosmovision of Indigenous tradi-
tions of the river as a being.

Final Considerations

At a time when climate change has intensified,
we are witnessing a more acute, imperceptible
and sometimes open confrontation between a
utilitarian ethic of exploitation and an ecological
ethic. In Western colonialist thought, nature is
considered an object subject to exploitation (as
are vulnerable social groups). This, according to
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Parker (2017) is the logic of immediate capital-
ist accumulation and the ethics of post-industri-
al, globalized and neoliberal society.

In this context, Indigenous ethics confronts the
commodification of territories and emphasizes
a kinship of humans and nature that inspires
contemporary ecological ethics. The cosmovi-
sions of the Native peoples of South America
and the principles of socio-environmental sus-
tainability recognize unity in diversity and buen
vivir in a peaceful and fraternal relationship with
all communities of life. The way forward must
be built, necessarily, from an ethics of reciproc-
ity between human beings and nature. The UN
notes that 1.8 billion people are affected by
land degradation and desertification, extreme
weather events and drought, and that econom-
ic losses caused by climate change cost an
average of $46 billion annually. We are water,
outside and inside of us. Life calls for an eth-
ics of care, the only kind of ethics capable of
reversing the desolate scenario and the devas-
tating impacts of climate change on planetary
ecosystems and, above all, on human commu-
nities. According to Cataldo (2006), water is the
element of listening. It is urgent that we listen
with an open mind and heart to the wisdom of
traditional and Indigenous peoples in order to
achieve the SDGs.
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