
The Amazon is a diverse territory inhabited by Indigenous peoples who have shaped cultural 
landscapes over t ime. Today, these territories face pressures such as extract ivism and 
environmental degradat ion. Archaeological research in Amazonian indigenous territories provides 
insight into the deep connect ions between communit ies and their landscapes, where the past is an 
integral part of daily life. In the territory of the Mosetén People, in the Bolivian amazon, in places 
like Asunción de Quiquibey, archaeological remains are not isolated art ifacts but elements of 
everyday life, linked to memory, ident ity, and territory. In this context, art iculat ing and making 
visible indigenous knowledge about archaeological heritage is fundamental to territorial defense 
and community decision-making, integrat ing local knowledge and scient if ic tools into processes 
grounded in consent and community trust.



Tradit ional archaeology developed within 
Western academ ic frameworks, where 
quest ions, methods, and results were 
def ined primarily by external researchers. 
In many cases, this involved the extract ion 
of materials and knowledge without 
considering local perspect ives. In contrast, 
recent experiences in indigenous territories 
show that research is not an inherent right 

of researchers, but rather a privilege 
granted by communit ies, based on trust and 
collect ive consent.  This shift highlights 
the need to rethink extract ivist pract ices 
and move toward more ethical models in 
which knowledge is jointly constructed 
and responds to communit ies’ needs and 
expectat ions. 
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TO COLLABORATIVE 
ARCHAEOLOGY

Collaborat ive archaeology proposes joint 
work between Indigenous communit ies 
and non-Indigenous researchers, based 
on interdisciplinary and decolonial 
methodologies. This approach integrates 
academ ic and Indigenous knowledge 
systems, recognizing the central role of 
community researchers in decision-making, 
intercultural mediat ion, and the product ion 

of situated knowledge. Research unfolds 
as a cont inuous process, from planning 
through the return of results, responding 
to interests def ined by the communit ies 
themselves. Thus, archaeology becomes a 
tool for strengthening collect ive memory, 
the connect ion to the territory, and local 
capacit ies to manage heritage.
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Present Indigenous territories in the Bolivian Amazon face growing 
threats: the expansion of extract ive industries, environmental 
degradat ion caused by m ining, and the pressures of globalizat ion 
directly affect their ways of life and their links with the environment.
In the face of these challenges, a collaborat ive archaeology approach 
brings together tools and methodologies to enable communit ies 
and local researchers to answer specif ic quest ions about their 
archaeological, natural, cultural and biocultural heritage, a key 
strategy for defending their territory. 
Through a collaborat ive archaeological approach, archaeological 
pract ices can serve and support local needs while enriching the 
discipline with other epistemologies.IN THE BOLIVIAN AMAZON
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Collaborat ive archaeology is an ongoing process that involves communit ies from planning through heritage management, integrat ing academ ic 
and indigenous knowledge.

Init ial contact with Init ial contact with 
representat ivesrepresentat ives

Mutual learningMutual learning Collect ive Collect ive 
decision-makingdecision-making

InventoriesInventories

ReturnReturn Co-publicat ionCo-publicat ion Cultural centerCultural center

Restorat ionRestorat ion ReburialReburial

Restorat ion of archaeological remains 
within the community itself with the 
part icipat ion of community researchers.

Respectful reburial of human 
remains as agreed upon and 
requested by the community. 

Detailed documentat ion of 
materials found in collaborat ion 
with the community.

Handover of archaeological materials 
and research results to the communit ies.

Joint dissem inat ion of results in 
various accessible formats.

Development of community spaces for the 
safekeeping of archaeological material 
and the transm ission of knowledge.

Excavat ion and documentat ion Excavat ion and documentat ion 

Fieldwork conducted respect ing cultural pract ices.
Knowledge-sharing Workshops 
on research methodologies and 
decision-making protocols by 
indigenous organizat ions.

Development of 
part icipatory 
maps, agendas, 
and research 
priorit ies.

Consultat ion and Consultat ion and 
planningplanning

Select ion of Select ion of 
researchersresearchers

Joint dialogue to def ine project 
object ives, methodologies, and t imeline. Select ion of community researchers by Indigenous organizat ions 

to integrate the research team.

Init ial outreach to indigenous 
territorial authorit ies and 
organizat ions.

FIELD SENSORY 
EXPERIENCE

The path between the community of Asunción 
de Quiquibey and the Chañes Jinak site was 
beaut iful, surrounded by lush vegetat ion and 

birdsong. However, something unexpected 
happened: on different days, three 

archaeologists walking alone heard a strange 
sound at the same spot. Thinking it was an 
animal, each of them tried to scare it away, 
but the sound was gett ing closer. Each felt 
fear and fled. Members of the community 

searched for the supposed animal, day and 
night, without f inding any traces. It was an 
unsettling experience that rem inds us that 
the territory is not only observed, but also 

perceived and felt.
To gain a deeper understanding of their territory’s history, the Mosetén 
people requested archaeological research to answer quest ions about the 
periods when ancient inhabitants lived there, their diet, and the diseases 
they suffered. The community of Asunción de Quiquibey wanted to learn 
more about the people with whom they share their territory today — the 
ancestors from whom they have inherited their knowledge of the forest, 
the rivers, their language and much more. Experience shared by Carla, Lesly, and Grobert.
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Heritage is the imprint or knowledge of 
our ancestors that we st ill draw upon 
today. Know-how, knowledge, objects 

and even language.
Clemente Caimani

WHAT IS ARCHAEOLOGICAL 
HERITAGE FOR THE 
MOSETÉN PEOPLE?
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The project Heritage and Territoriality: Past, present, and 
future percept ions among the Tacana, Tsimane’, Mosetén, 
and Waiwai seeks to comprehensively understand the meaning 
that these Amazonian indigenous peoples attribute to cultural 
heritage, both tangible and intangible. The project analyzes 
the relat ionship between heritage, territory, local knowledge, 
and percept ions of t ime and space, while also considering 
the pressures and threats these communit ies face. Through 
a comparat ive, interdisciplinary, and collaborat ive approach, 
the project highlights both the differences and sim ilarit ies 
among the part icipat ing peoples, promot ing the revaluat ion 
of heritage as a key element for cultural strengthening and 
territorial defense.

The Department of Anthropology 
of the Americas at the University of Bonn conducts 
interdisciplinary research on indigenous societ ies, heritage, 
and archaeology, promot ing collaborat ive and crit ical 
approaches to the study of the Americas.

More informat ion about the project, 
its act ivit ies, and results on the 
off icial website:

Jaimes Betancourt, C., Ayala, P. & Garcia, L. Collaborat ive 
Archaeology in the Indigenous Territory of the Mosetén, Beni 
– Bolivia. Archaeologies (2025). 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11759-025-09543-x
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