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How does the environment shape cultural identity
and how can this knowledge be used to inform
conservation activities? Julie Velásquez Runk takes us
on a unique journey to Panama’s Darién, weaving
together anthropology, history, and ecology to
understand the central role of landscape to the
Wounaan people and to argue for a more culturally
conscious form of biodiversity management. The
Wounaan people live along the Chucunaque, Sambú,
and Tuira Rivers; their livelihoods are based on a mix
of subsistence fishing, swidden agriculture, and crafts
(mainly baskets and tagua figurines) made from forest
products. Velásquez Runk has a unique expertise on
the area; she previously conducted conservation work
in the region (1996–2001) followed by two stints of
ethnographic fieldwork (2001–2005 and 2006–2016).
This experience of both the land and people make her
an expert on the subject and lends nuance to her calls
to shift conservation practices in the region.
Chapters 1 and 2 provide historical and
geographic background to the region. Archaeological
evidence suggests that indigenous people have
occupied the area for at least 3,800 years, cultivating
maize (Zea mays) and practicing swidden agriculture,
until subsequent occupation by the Spanish 350 years
ago changed the region. Population levels declined
and the Panama Canal region became a hotspot for
international trade in gold and minerals from South
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America, culminating in the creation of the Panama
Canal many years later. It is this political and social
climate of military action, trade, and cultural mixing,
that forms the backdrop to Velásquez Runk’s study.
Chapter 3 focuses on indigenous cosmologies/
ontologies, which revolve around local riverways,
which are used for social exchanges, trade, and are the
home to local spirits. Images of riverine wildlife
decorate local basketry and carvings, reinforcing the
importance of these landscapes. In Wounaan culture,
landscapes are marked by their own topography of
spirits: they inhabit different ecosystems but also
organic and inorganic objects, and can affect those
who come in contact with them both negatively and
positively. The result of this worldview is a charged
landscape. Where outsiders might view an empty,
silent forest, the Wounaan view the same space as
teeming with spirits.
Chapters 4 and 5 focus on forest use and craft
traditions. Many indigenous carvings are made of
Cocobolo (Dalbergia sp.), a tropical rosewood that
produces heavy, hard wood in multiple colors.
Artisans primarily use roots and branches from fallen
trees, preserving the living forests where possible. In
the past artisans mostly created domestic objects (e.g.,
tools and utensils) but have shifted to pieces that
might appeal to tourists (e.g., animal sculptures) in
recent years. The Wounaan are also known for their
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basketry, which are made from the fibers of the chunga
or black palm (Astrocaryum standleyanum). These goods
are an important source of income where informal
wage labor is scarce. Wounaan young men also collect
the seeds from the tagua palm to produce carvings of
local wildlife (e.g., hummingbirds) for tourists. Finally,
Chapter 6 delves into scientific paradigms and
political motivations driving conservation activities in
the region and how indigenous communities have
used international conservation paradigms like
REDD+ (Reducing Emissions from Deforestation
and Forest Degradation) to express their agency in
managing and using their local landscape/natural
resources. The text is rich in Wounaan language and
contains a glossary of terms at the end of the book.
Numerous black and white photos of the landscape
and inhabitants complement the text and give the
reader a sense of place.
Velásquez Runk’s book touches upon a topic not
usually covered in conservation: the role of
indigenous ontologies in setting conservation
priorities and managing landscapes with both local
and global importance. The anthropological study of
ontology focuses on how world views are constructed,
expressed and passed on from generation to
generation. In the case of the Wounaan, myths about
the surrounding forests and rivers shape their
ontologies of life, health and community and
permeate their art. How they conceive, value, and
engage with the natural world is intimately connected
to these beliefs. Velásquez Runk notes that
conservation objectives are often driven by scientific
goals (preserving biodiversity) or political agendas
(controlling access to land/resources). This process
has the potential to disenfranchise the people who
inhabit these landscapes; it also threatens their
identity, culture, and livelihoods. Velásquez Runk
demonstrates that integrating indigenous ontologies
can help direct which resources are protected and
how in a manner that benefits local communities as
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well as conservationists. This echoes the work of
other anthropologists who note integrating ontology
into conservation can strengthen local adoption of
and active participation in conservation polices
(Fernández‐Llamazares and Cabeza 2018; Schroeder
and González 2019), develop more nuanced
conservation programs based on local ecological
knowledge (Rist and Dahdouh-Guebas 2006), and
promote indigenous decision‐making authority and
self‐governance while decolonizing environmental
management (Muller et al. 2019).
Overall, this book would appeal to those
interested in Central and South American
ethnobiology and new ways of conducting
conservation.
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