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Does the principle of free, prior, and informed consent mean the same thing to indigenous activists as it does to forest carbon experts? How do indigenous peoples use dynamic concepts and practices of consent to position themselves in relation to states? My project examines these questions in Panama, where Ngäbe communities will soon decide whether to take part in a carbon forestry project called Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD). Based on anthropological research in Panama over the last five years, I argue that people interpret consent far more broadly than forestry experts anticipate: instead of approaching it within the narrow setting of a forestry program, they understand and deploy the principle in larger controversies over development and recognition. In short, Ngäbe conceptualize consent in highly flexible and contingent ways—an insight that complicates the supposedly “universal” human right to informed consent.
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