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What does participatory mapmaking mean for Indigenous and Afro-descendant communities 

today? What are the main objectives of these participatory mapmaking projects? What forms 

have they taken recently? And what are the influences of ancestral spatial knowledge and 

Western colonization in these spatial expressions? The book Radical Cartographies addresses

these questions through a range of examples and reflections from members of Indigenous 

communities, activists, and scholars across Latin America interested in sharing their practices,

experiences, and ideas related to participatory mapmaking.

“Radical” in this book not only refers to this new wave of work in Latin America but 

also a collaborative writing process and the bonds of friendship that developed over nearly ten

years. True to its form, this book’s work is a model of how community-based mobilizations 

can be connected with university spheres and how they can work together to lead necessary 

research that creates both scholarly and social, political, ethically-engaged contributions to 

complex issues on the ground.

From the circular calendar maps of the Yurutí del Vaupés in Columbia to the hybrid 

Mapuche web-based maps, each piece is a testament to the incredible diversity of tools and 

techniques mobilized by marginalized communities to meet the equally diverse and complex 

socio-spatial pressures they face from nation-states and the extractivist sector. Beyond 

reacting to external pressures, “radical social cartographies” are a celebration of Indigenous 

and Afro-descendant communities reclaiming their long tradition of mapping their territorial 

perspectives and fundamentally rethinking the roles that maps can play both within their 

communities and as instruments of power in their struggle for justice.

Among the incredible diversity of purposes and techniques shared in this book, a 

couple of overarching themes stand out. The first lesson I draw is the roles maps play to 

safeguard collective memory and its relationship to landscape. In virtually all the chapters, 
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authors emphasize that the great value of maps is not the final outcome; mapping is a means 

to create dialogue, recovering meanings, accounts, facts, and events that affect a territory.

Melquiades “Kiado” Cruz’s, Alvaro Velasco’s, and Carlos Alberto González’s 

chapters describe memory as a complex living thing and discuss how communities develop 

forms of spatial expressions that account for memory’s dynamic nature. When Cruz shares the

story of his ancestors Yagaeche and Xhuaban riding jaguars to assess the extent of the 

territory and the other beings who lived there, he makes the point that mapping the territory 

orally, by recalling and retelling this story, is a way of safeguarding the intricacies of their 

ancestors’ lived experience rather than essentializing their meanings on paper. By contrasting 

oral and textual expressions, Cruz explains how new forms of cartographic practices such as 

collective quilt making can emerge from oral cartographies, drawing from the way orality can 

convey multiple meanings by a constant process of collective adaptation, revision, or even 

omission.

In turn, Velasco describes “social polygraphy” as a ritual of conversations with 

community leaders to recover traditional knowledge. Collecting the narratives that emerge 

from these conversations and giving them a graphic envelope is an opportunity to show a 

different picture of what is going on in the community and incorporate other forms of 

knowledge that connect daily activities with ancestral conceptions of space and time. The 

circular calendar maps of the Yurutí del Vaupés do not tell us where to go or how to get there.

Instead, they detail seasonal practices and creation stories. It is implied that people know or 

know someone that will get them to those places.

González explores how participatory mapping is used to produce “social maps” that 

serve as repositories of knowledge for the community and support a collective approach to 

managing natural and cultural biodiversity. These maps illustrate how social cartography can 

reinforce those community practices that have protected the territories for centuries and apply 

them in present times. These new forms of spatial expression can be used as educational tools 

and generate ideas to improve the future.
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Based on maps’ usefulness as community knowledge keepers, the second theme is 

instrumentalizing maps to investigate extractivist activities and develop new territorial 

management systems based on ancestral concepts. In these participatory mapping projects, the

main objectives shift away from mapping the territories communities want to defend, to 

exposing how extractivism takes over lands, and bringing people to action.

In her chapter, Wendy Pineda extends the purposes of maps beyond boundary-making 

to using maps as a springboard to document the incursions of extractive activities on 

Indigenous territory. She explains how within the parameters of a mapping project in the 

Peruvian Corrientes river basin, four Indigenous communities have been using participatory 

mapping to monitor environmental spills from mining activities. What I found powerful in 

their strategy is the increasing politicization of maps for social change: not only fighting maps

with other maps (bidirectionally) but turning politics into maps back into politics (in a circular

fashion). In the case of the Peruvian Amazon, national and corporate policies generate a 

political landscape that then gives rise to a collective mapping methodology which then is 

circulated in public spaces creating new forms of political landscapes: the maps themselves 

become a territory of rights, of grievances that can be added to the political discourse.

Focusing on hydroelectric power encroachment, the Mapuche Nation of Wallmapu, 

whose territory straddles both Chile and Argentina, have developed their cartographic 

language to reorganize understanding of geographical space according to Mapuche concepts. 

The maps shared by Pablo Mansilla Quiñones and Miguel Melin Pehuen incorporate drone 

imagery with Mapuche cardinal directions and cosmovision to form new visual tools better 

adapted to understand the territory, analyze it collectively, and from there to create effective 

tactics of intervention.

The third important lesson I draw from this book is the potential of radical 

cartographies to facilitate new forms of engagement with the state. Emmanuel de Almeida 

Farias Júnior’s, María Laura Nahuel’s, and Davi Pereira Júnior’s contributions make it clear 

that when we talk about territory, we refer to geographical space but also a social body. 

Questions of identity formation are important considerations, particularly in communities 
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facing rapid social and economic change. Adapting to this increasing complexity offers 

exciting creative possibilities for those partaking in radical participatory mapmaking projects: 

while the background stays the same (thinking together), the means through which this 

practice unfolds is continuously changing.

To address what this kind of “new social cartography” means for ethnographic 

research, Alfredo Wagner’s theoretical intervention reinforces what is being increasingly 

recognized in academic geography as the importance of seeing mapping as a process. By 

moving away from the idea that individual cartographers’ or surveyors’ maps ever produce a 

universal, empirical “knowable” reality, new social cartography takes mapping into a 

multiplicity of practices that aim to celebrate the plurality of meanings and understandings of 

space. Mobilizing cartography to illuminate situated place-based epistemologies and the 

constant movement and change inherent in those local social, political realities can, according 

to Wagner, result in new understandings of identities and space more broadly.

Highlighting the tensions and insights created by social cartography both between and 

within communities, Farias Júnior’s chapter tells the story of very distinct Indigenous groups 

coming together to form aldeias “associations” in Brazil’s urban cities. Focusing on eight 

Indigenous communities of Beija-Flor, Farias Júnior describes social cartography as a 

negation tool to successfully assert their territorial claims facing the municipality and unite 

around a shared pan-indigenous identity. The photographs and maps shared in this chapter tell

the story of this collaboration. Comparing the survey map converting the land into residential 

lots to the collaborative map of Beija-Flor, I see what is at stake in a “war of maps” with the 

state where communities must decide either map or be mapped.

But how effective are these maps in fights where the balance of power is unequal? 

Mapping to negotiate territorial claims with the government is often deployed in a highly 

territorialized governmental strategy that sets the rules of the game according to their own 

legal and territorial principles. As a Quilombola researcher himself, Davi Pereira Júnior 

reflects on the current limitations of radical social cartography. The next challenge in this kind
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of project, he argues, is to guarantee the legitimacy of these mapping approaches to claiming 

territorial rights in the face of the Brazilian state’s efforts to invalidate them.

What about the hierarchies and power dynamics this cartographic process generates 

within the communities themselves? This aspect remains a blind spot, alluded to but not 

explored in-depth in any of the chapters. Although this topic could be seen as 

counterproductive and divisive, I argue that it could be useful as a reflexive exercise to 

understand the impacts of radical social cartography internally and forge stronger, more 

inclusive alliances between individuals around a common territorial philosophy.

To conclude, Radical Cartographies is a perfect example of the kind of book I enjoy 

reading most as a PhD student interested in Indigenous mapmaking practices. Those who 

guide each mapping project and share their rich and original insights with us are often under 

very direct threat. Their risks they face emphasize that consent and control over the research 

process and outcomes are crucial at every step. This book is a resounding affirmation of those 

principles and a real beacon for radical participatory mapmaking projects for social justice 

throughout the world.
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