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Abstract (ENG) 

Diola cosmoecology generates epistemic resistance to mineral extraction, rooted in Sacred Forests social 

ecosystem that intertwine ecological, spiritual, and political dimensions. Diola and other societies around the 

world articulate relational ontologies or cosmoecologies (Manzini, 2025) in which the relationship between 

humans, non-humans, and more-than-humans shapes the patterns of resources management including forests, 

water, and rice paddies, posing limits not just to extraction activities but also to subsistence and livelihood 

practices. The clash between the extractive growth model and local epistemology is central to understanding 

resistance movements, with cosmoecology offering a framework for opposing destructive mineral extraction 

projects. Drawing on long-term action research in the Diola territories of Niafrang (Lower Casamance) and 

Iale-Varela (Guinea-Bissau), both impacted by mineral exploration, this paper presents empirical evidence of 

how local communities organize their resistance. Appling diffractive methods, the research embraces the 

complexities and contradictions inherent in socio-ecological struggles. The paper also reflects on the lessons 

learned from the success of these efforts, which not only attempted to halt mining projects but also fostered 

alternative visions for rural futures. These narratives resonate at various scales, entangling socioecological 

alliances. The forms of tenure and economic cooperation within these communities have contributed to the 

emergence of resilient, egalitarian agrarian societies. 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Since 2003, the coastal zones of Senegambia and Guinea Bissau have been redefined as a critical arena 
for global mineral extraction. Over 750 squares km of coastal territory has been targeted for 
prospective and extractive projects focused on Heavy Mineral Sand (HMS) deposits, rich in zircon and 
titanium ores (ilmenite, rutile). This extraction began in The Gambia in 2003, extended to Guinea 
Bissau in 2008, and escalated in Northern Senegal by 2014. This is happening in other coastal areas 
around the world, independently of the cosmovisions of the people involved. What these conflicts 
have in common is the defence of local peoples, whose livelihoods and cultures are destroyed by the 
brutal methods of sand mining for minerals (Bisht & Martinez Allier, 2022). These projects, executed 
by external interests in collaboration with national governments, exemplify the global land rush, a 
phenomenon characterized by transnational corporate and elite control over land, minerals, and water 
for international commodity production (Borras and Franco, 2010; Margulis et al., 2013). This process 
establishes resource-making as a central mechanism of economic extraversion (Hountondji, 1994; 
Bayart, 2009). These land transactions consistently exhibit low levels of transparency, consultation, 
and respect for the rights of Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities (IPLCs) (Cotula, 2012; Borras 
et al., 2022). 
The paper analyzes the power dynamics governing these mining operations, specifically examining 
their operational rhythms and the responses of state and corporate actors to opposition from IPLCs. 
The conflict is situated as an epistemic conflict between an extractive rentier model and the relational 
ontologies of subsistence economies based on ancestral values, where gift, reciprocity, and 
commoning constitute the generative social mechanisms (Descola, 2005; Viveiro de Castro, 2010; 
Ostrom, 1995). Central to this conflict is the concept of Diola cosmoecology, which generates epistemic 
resistance to mineral extraction (Manzini, 2025). Rooted in Sacred Forests social ecosystems, this 
framework intertwines ecological, spiritual, and political dimensions. The article is thereby testing 
SPIRAL1 project’s third hypothesis: that sacred forests are spiritual landscapes were the governance 
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and knowledge value systems and relational ontologies activate resistance strategies against the 
commodification of natural resources, loss of sense of place and ecological heritage. These peasant 
communities deploy endogenous mechanisms of resistance based on Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge (TEK) of their territories, ecological awareness, and eco-spiritual practices to claim 
legitimation over the defense of common lands, asserting their right to withhold consent and, thereby, 
refusing the mining-driven development model. 
Diola and other societies articulate relational ontologies or cosmoecologies in which the relationship 
between humans, non-humans, and more-than-humans shapes the patterns of resource management-
including forests, water, and rice paddies-imposing limits on extraction directly linked to subsistence 
and livelihood practices (Manzini, 2021, Manzini, 2022, Manzini, 2024). The core of this struggle is the 
clash between the extractive growth model and Diola local ontoepistemologies of reciprocity (Vaccaro, 
2025; Manzini 2025). 
Consistent with the concerns of the Land Deal Politics Initiative (LDPI) (Wolford et al. 2024), the 
paper documents two decades of sustained peasant resistances, providing empirical case studies on 
forms of mobilization, groups involved in the struggles and endogenous mechanisms employed by 
IPLCs to stop mineral extraction. On the other hands it shades light on the impacts of projects on 
livelihood and socio ecosystems, following the comparative grid framed by the environmental justice 
atlas2 (ejatlas). Finally, the paper give space for the voices of communities in struggle to express their 
needs, priorities, and desires, especially focusing on two articulated peasant resistances that have 
sought to halt harmful projects on their lands: Varela-Nhiquim (Guinea Bissau) and Niafourang-Abéné 
(Senegal). These sites are in territories inhabited by mixed communities where different nuances of 
Diola language are prevalent. The territories are impacted by mineral exploration projects driven by 
colluding interests between states and private transnational companies (G-SAND) Abéné and GMG 
International in Guinea Bissau. 
The methodology is informed by long-term action research, grounded in the analysis of life stories of 
key local activists and members of civil society and indigenous organizations engaged in twenty years 
of continuous struggle to defend their land. The authors' direct participation in social movements is 
central to generating an integrated understanding of the environmental conflict, interrogating the 
futures, desires, and needs of these peasant resistances. 
Initially delineating the plots of power at the regime scale in Senegal and Guinea Bissau, the paper 
frames the political ecology drivers of the extraction. A core analytical focus is questioning the efficacy 
of international and national legal instruments in addressing the IPLCs' urgent needs for control and 
sovereignty recognition over their common lands facing imminent extractive threats. The current 
international laws that should provide protection of these core rights include: 

● The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), expressed in 
the right to self-determination (Article 3) and the principle of Free, Prior, and Informed 
Consent (FPIC). 

● The International Labor Organization's (ILO) Convention 169. 
● National legal frameworks for land rights and cultural preservation. 

The central problem addressed here is the mechanism by which these top-down legal instruments can 
be operationalized to meet the immediate needs of people struggling against projects that threaten 
their subsistence, spiritual and livelihood practices. The process of rights over the land recognition is 
deemed procedural and long; there is no precautionary principle applied to potential territories 
belonging to IPLCs. Here, research activists are crucial to supporting people by providing evidence 
and ethnoarchaeology material records attesting their presence and belonging to a territory. 
The paper also critiques the deficiencies in sustainability assessment within the Environmental and 
Social Impact Assessment (ESIA) process. It addresses the failures embedded in the 'evaluative 
statements' produced by 'third evaluators' who operate with a high degree of 'technical discretion' in 
formal environmental impacts evaluation carried out for their clients' interests to comply with the 
minimum standardized requirements. Hence, in the two cases, ecological counter-assessments were 
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requested by IPLCs to provide evidence of coastal vulnerabilities and risks exacerbated by climate 
change. These counter-evaluations are crucial for comparing counterfactual scenarios with the 
imminent or potential impacts of these coastal extraction processes on the ecosystem services that 
foremost shield communities from climate hazards. Also in this operation, the alliance between 
scientific research and the IPLCs is of relevance. 
In the fourth part, the paper tentatively scales up the analysis to compare the two cases with other 
conflicts in the Gulf of Guinea collected by research activists of the Environmental Justice Atlas. 
The concluding discussion evaluates the significance of these peasant resistances for global 
sustainability, reflects on the crucial role of the research activism in supporting IPLCs, and questions 
the efficacy of rigid, top-down definitions of who Indigenous People and Local Communities are 
empowering them in their struggles to defend land, life, and resources. Moreover, it examines a system 
of livelihood and knowledge that has been conserving living ecosystems thanks to the metastable 
balance of interdependence between humans, non-humans, and more-than-humans shaped by local 
cosmoecologies's value systems, with practical implications for territorial governance. Finally, the 
study proposes an integrated monitoring system designed to alert communities to potential risks from 
mining operations. This proposal supports the institutionalization of a Transnational Observatory on 
the Coastal Extractive Frontier in Africa; a mechanism intended to empower resistances and translate 
the operational lessons of these movements into scholarly and policy debates. 
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