
3 Living  in  Napo:  a  brief  political  economy  of  extraction  and

colonisation in the Ecuadorian Amazon.

The aim of this chapter is to introduce the reader to the Napo region of the Ecuadorian

Amazon and its  inhabitants by way of a – necessarily limited – historical political

economy of the area. Its purpose is to illuminate the context in which my field work

took  place  and,  relatedly,  to  paint  a  picture  of  the  historical,  political,  economic,

cultural  and  local  specificities  in  which  both  the  Access  and  Benefit  Sharing

negotiations of the ProBenefit project (see Chapter 4 below) and the struggles of the

people with whom I worked unfolded.

Approaching  the  protection  of  traditional  knowledge  from  a  critical  perspective,

which  aims  to  take  into  account  the  views  of  the  so-called  knowledge-holders

themselves, requires a historical view that sees bioprospecting as one of a wider set of

activities impinging on people’s lives. This chapter reveals bioprospecting, the search

for commercially  valuable lifeforms and their  ingredients,  as one amongst  a  long-

standing series of extractive activities in the Amazon forest: rubber, gold, timber, oil,

and now traditional  knowledge. As part of  these processes,  Europeans continue to

compete  with  each  other  over  the  control  of  indigenous  labour  indispensable  for

survival in, let alone exploitation of, the rainforest. Violence, or threats thereof, have

been used alongside bribery, trade, ideological conviction and later wages in order to

extract time, energy and skills from the people of the forest, largely for the benefit of

European and mestizo colonisers (traders, missionaries, administrators). Nonetheless,

indigenous inhabitants of Napo were by no means passive victims of  exploitation.

164



They  rose  in  rebellions,  learned  how to  play  the  colonial  actors  out  against  one

another, found ways to raise their own and their family’s status in the new layouts of

social configuration, or migrated deeper into the forests to escape them. However, the

genocidal and ethnocidal violence perpetrated upon them cannot be diminished simply

by a better understanding of their active resistance and creative adaptation. Numbers

suggest consistently that the indigenous population dwindled by ninety percent in the

first 50 years of contact.86

The rapid colonisation of the Ecuadorian Amazon which occurred in the latter half of

the twentieth century, and which was enabled by and in turn fuelled oil exploration

and extraction, spawned a more organised indigenous resistance initially supported by

sympathetic  missionaries  (see  Section  3.7.  below).  The  rise  of  this  indigenous

movement is a clear example of a counter movement rising in response to increasing

colonisation and market expansion with the aim to protect (some parts of)  society

from the detrimental effects of accumulation by dispossession. Ethnocide in Ecuador

has led to ethnogenesis (Whitten 1976; Hill 1996) and the ‘scaling up’ of identity: the

formation of clearly demarcated indigenous nationalities as well as a pan-indigenous

identity. In this context, I introduce the indigenous federation FONAKIN with which I

was affiliated as part of my fieldwork. A short account of the 1970s oil boom and

consequent  debt  crisis  and  structural  adjustments  which  provoked  frequent  and

widespread indigenous uprisings and catapulted the Ecuadorian indigenous movement

86 As already mentioned in Chapter 2, Thornton 1987; Ramenofsky 1988; Jennings 1993; Stannard

1993; Rummel 1994; and Shoemaker 1999 are useful references for numbers. See Henige 1998;

and Royal 1992 for an overview of the heated debate over the right numbers and methodological

concerns over their exact determination.
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into a politically relatively powerful position (see Sections 3.8. and 3.9. below) will

serve as useful background to understanding the situation into which the ProBenefit

project entered in 2004, with its proposal of facilitating a participatory process for the

negotiation of a  fair and equitable Access and Benefit Sharing agreement with the

German pharmaceutical company Schwabe Ltd. From the time of the Conquest via the

rubber boom to mass colonisation and oil exploitation, the indigenous inhabitants of

the Napo region have experienced a variety of ways in which their labour, skills and

knowledge have been used in order to serve other (usually white) people’s ends and to

further those people’s profit at the indigenous inhabitants’ expense. Nonetheless, as we

shall see in Chapter 4, the ProBenefit project’s design and execution failed to take this

context into account, making smooth completion impossible. First, however, let me

introduce you to the Napo Runa.

3.1 Napo Runa: Ethnicity, Language, Culture.

Much of the fieldwork which informs this thesis took place on the fringe of the North-

Western  Amazon  region,  in  the  Andean-Amazonian  nation  of  Ecuador.  Ecuador’s

population is probably almost one third indigenous87, and many indigenous nations (as

87 The 2001 census names only 10 percent of the total Ecuadorian population as indigenous (INEC

2001). Zamosc (2004) holds that while the census was restrictive with regard to ethnic self-

identification,  it  is  unlikely  that  the  Indian  population  exceeds  15-20  percent.  Many  other

sources, however, gauge the number at about 25-30 percent or more (e.g. CONAIE n.d.; Macas

1993; King 1999; see also CIA Factbook available online at:

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ec.html).
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they  currently  prefer  to  be  called)  share  dialects  of  Kichwa88,  that  is,  variants  of

Quechua,  the  Andean  political  language  of  the  imperial  Inca.  When  the  Spanish

conquered the Central and Northern Andes in 1532, civil war was already raging in

the heartlands of the Inca Empire from Quito, now Ecuador’s capital, to Cusco in Peru

(Hemming 1970). How the Kichwa-speaking populations of the Ecuadorian Amazon

acquired their language is unclear,  but  the process is  said to have clearly entailed

socio-economic  relationships  between  Andean  and  Amazonian,  as  well  as  coastal

peoples prior to and outside of the processes of Inca or Spanish conquest (Whitten &

Whitten 2008).

In  most  of  the  ethnohistorical  and  ethnographic  literature,  a  distinction  is  made

between  the  lowland  Kichwa-speaking  population  of  the  Puyo-Pastaza  region

(Canelos Kichwa) and the Kichwa-speakers of the Tena-Archidona region, including

those who live all  along the lower  Napo River into Peru,  as well  as those of  the

somewhat higher-lying areas in the cloudforest  towards the town of Baeza (Quijos

Kichwa,  or  Napo  Runa)  (see  Oberem  1963;  Whitten  1975;  Macdonald  1979;

Muratorio 1991; Uzendoski 2005). This distinction is upheld in order to account for

the particularities of the Canelos Kichwa who engage in important ways, including

marriage  and  bilingualism,  with  Jivaroan  Achuar  and  various  Zaparoan  cultural

groups (e.g. Whitten & Whitten 2008).

88 I am going to use the spelling Kichwa instead of  the Anglicised “Quichua” throughout this

thesis. It is the currently most widely used spelling amongst Kichwa peoples in Ecuador.
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Figure 3: Family dwelling along the Napo River.

This section is a  brief introduction to  Napo  Runa  ethnicity,  language and culture.

Firstly, runa means people, person, human being in Kichwa. Napo Runa are hence the

people of the Napo. The Napo is a river which begins its course in the Ecuadorian

Oriente,  as  the  Ecuadorian  Amazon  region  is  called  in  Ecuador  itself  due  to  its

location in the East of the country, in what is today the town of Puerto Napo, about

five miles from Tena, and continues into Peru, merging with the Ucayali river in the

city of Iquitos to continue as the Amazon River through Brazil and to the Atlantic

Ocean. Tena is the capital of the Napo province, and the base location of my field

research.  Several  indigenous organisations  of  the area,  including FONAKIN,  have

their offices in Tena. Archidona, also about five miles from Tena, is another important
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urban centre in the region, and was the seat of an influential Jesuit mission in the

eighteenth and nineteenth century.

The Napo Runa, with whom I worked, are a tropical-forest-dwelling people who live

in and have participated in shaping the modern Andean republic of Ecuador. While

detailed cultural ethnographies and cosmological studies of Napo Runa life can be

found elsewhere (Uzendoski 2005; Foletti-Castegnario 1993; Hudleson 1981; Kohn

2002; Macdonald 1999; Muratorio 1991; Reeve 1985; Santos Ortíz de Villalba 1993),

a few pointers will serve here as orientation in order to make better sense of the Napo

Runa values and understandings that I contrast with the more dominant visions of the

protection of traditional knowledge in Chapters 4 and 5.

I understand Napo Runa ‘culture’ -  like all other ‘cultures’ - as a social process of

“transculturation” (Oberem 1980; Uzendoski 2005) whereby identity and difference is

formed, performed, reworked and shifted through cumulative everyday, material and

symbolic interactions between people of different cultural backgrounds. Throughout

centuries of  cross-cultural  exchanges,  both violent  and amicable,  certain practices,

proclivities, and understandings seem to have remained characteristic of Napo Runa

sociality – several of these are shared with Amazonian peoples more widely, and are

surely at least in part due to the particular ecological conditions in which their lives

unfold.89 Even though many Napo Runa today engage in wage labour relations, most

families’ livelihoods are still primarily based on subsistence horticulture, usually with

89 See especially Overing & Passes 2000, and Overing 2003 for a good introduction to Amazonian

sociality and everyday life.
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added small scale production of cash crops, such as cacao or coffee for the market.

Collaboration and reciprocity  figure prominently in social  relations,  at  least  as the

normative  standard,  and  many  communities  still  practice  the  tradition  of  regular,

collective  work  parties  (minga)  to  which  each  household contributes  at  least  one

person to clear a field, build a house, level the football pitch, or whatever else it might

be in common with other community members.  Mingas are seen as signs of a still

cohesive community and form part of the identity of many Andean and Amazonian

peoples. Hospitality is also crucial, and several Napo Runa myths and legends tell of

punishments for those who do not heed this special moral obligation (Goldáraz 2004).

Traditionally, the fundamental building block of Napo Runa society is the ayllu – the

extended family. Ayllu does not necessarily convey a fixed social grouping. Rather, the

notion is fluid, constantly shape-shifting as new ties are made through marriage and

compadrazgo (god parent relations)  and always dependent on performative acts of

affectivity  (Uzendoski  2005).  Ayllu is  applied  widely to  indicate a  relationship  of

intimacy among people,  usually but not always directly of kinship (Whitten 1976).

Kinship  is  understood amongst  Napo  Runa  not  only as  the sharing of  a  common

substance (such as blood) between people but also a common trajectory that requires

the sharing of material things and experiences (Uzendoski 2005).

Even today, the  yachak (‘the one who knows’) occupies an important role in Napo

Runa imagination and everyday community life. While they are predominantly male, I
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have been told that “many of the the best  yachaks90 are female”, but such opinions

vary widely91. The yachak is what anthropologists usually call a shaman. He or she is

a powerful healer of illness, and protector of the ayllu. He or she can mediate between

the spirit world and the world of human beings, an important skill to ensure balance

and harmony in everyday life. A good yachak, for example, is said to ensure that the

river is full of fish and when the rivers run low it might mean that no yachak lives

nearby, or that he or she has lost her power92. The  yachak is also a diviner, able to

make  predictions about  the  future,  advise people during interpersonal  conflicts  or

other hardships. He or she will also take on an important role in the counselling of

young people, helping to shape them into ethical beings. However, nowadays, not all

communities have a  yachak. Especially in the more explicitly catholic or protestant

communities, this role has usually been taken on, or is at least contested by the priests

or pastors. Indeed, in some places  yachaks are feared and have since the early days

(mid-15th century)  of  the  Spanish  conquest  been  persecuted  for  “talking  with  the

90 The correct (Kichwa) plural of  yachak is  yachakuna, but for simplicity’s sake I here use the

Anglicised version yachaks.

91 A curious perspective  conveyed  to me by  Domingo,  whose  stories  I  present  in  Chapter  5,

explains how a female  yachak is by definition stronger than a male  yachak: “Everyone has a

companion spirit. A woman has a male companion spirit and a man has a female companion

spirit, who guide them in the spirit world. Because a male spirit is stronger than a female spirit, a

female  yachak is  spiritually  stronger.”  Although  it  is  a  perspective  that  could attract  some

feminist  criticism,  the  female  yachak nevertheless  is  by  definition,  according  to  Domingo,

stronger in spiritual terms.   

92 In that way the cosmovision of the Napo Runa accounts for the decline of rivers and climatic

changes – as melting glaciers, deforestation and the disappearance of yachaks go hand in hand –

in a manner that, to the European observer, might seem to reverse cause and effect.

171



devil”  –  some argue  that  such demonisation  occurred in  order  to  divide and thus

conquer local socio-cultural structures (e.g. Sharon 1972; Schultes 1998)93.

The official communities in and through which Napo Runa have been settled since

white people first appeared in the rainforest do not always overlap with the ayllu. The

community, or associations of communities such as agricultural cooperatives, hence

constitute  a  newer,  yet  no  less  important  social  grouping  structuring  Napo  Runa

society today (cf. Oberem 1980; Perreault 2002; Woerrle 2005). Communities today

possess a  president,  a  secretary and  a treasurer  who take  on  certain – often  very

informally  defined  –  roles  in  a  community  for  a  couple  of  years  at  a  time,  as

leadership rotates.  This set  up allows for the community to  be incorporated as an

indigenous organisation, then able to affiliate with other organisations into what is

called  ‘second  degree’  organisations  and  then  federations  (‘first  degree’),  and

confederations.  The  ‘organisational  life’ has  influenced  many  Napo  Runa,  formed

93 Salomon (1983) provides an account of  “Shamanism and Politics in Late-Colonial Ecuador”

which adds a degree of complexity to the relations between the colonial powers and shamanic

culture that is beyond the scope of  this thesis. He argues that when “...  local  crises became

visible to them, state functionaries became aware that de facto power flowed through legally

invisible channels. Within imperial belief systems, the effects were eminently interpretable as

magical.  By  trying  offending  shaman-politicians  for  demonological,  not  political,  crimes,

colonial  magistrates  accredited  shamanic  powers  as  real  and  efficacious.  But  the  effort  to

remove individual shamans was not efficacious in shoring up weak colonial institutions of native

governance;  the  net  effect  was  to reinforce  shamanism as a  technique for  acquiring office”

(1983: 414). As I was told by many of the people whom I met, the practice of vilifying natural

healers and undermining their credibility continues to reverberate throughout the Amazon and

the Andes especially in times of crisis. When the oil boom in the 1970s (see Section 1.8. below)

was resisted by communities often led by  yachaks, a new round of witch hunts began.  The

Association of  Healers, ASHIN, about  which I report more  in Chapter  5 was founded as a

response to this renewed demonisation.
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their opinions and understandings and offers usually  the most  direct  way to voice

political grievances and collectively act upon them. However, I have repeatedly heard

the complaint that the larger federations increasingly fail to address community-level

problems and concerns as federations use up a growing amount of their  funds for

overheads,  travels and events  that  many communities feel  do not  actually  end up

serving them.

But let me begin the Napo Runa story with the Conquest of the Amazon.

3.2 Conquest of the Upper Napo and 300 years of colonial domination.

After destroying and pillaging the Aztec Empire, Spanish explorers moved south, and

soon discovered another great empire filled with gold. In 1531, an expedition led by

Francisco Pizarro headed towards the Inca Empire, located mainly in present day Peru

and Ecuador.  The Inca emperor Huayna Capac and his successor had both died of

smallpox before the Spanish even reached their territories. As a result, a succession

dispute  arose  and  Huayna  Capac’s  two  surviving  sons,  Atahuallpa  and  Huascar

attempted to share power, an arrangement which soon dissolved into civil war, which

was manipulated by Pizarro and the conquistadores to their benefit (Hemming 1970).

In 1534, the Spanish defeated the Inca leader Rumiñahui, conquering Quito. For about

300 years, Quito was the seat of the Royal Audience of Quito, an administrative
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unit of the Spanish Empire94. “Obsessed” (Hanbury-Tenison 2006: 105) with the

idea of finding El Dorado and the Land of Cinnamon, the Spaniards led by Francisco

Pizarro,  embarked  on  several  expeditions  into  the  Amazon  lowlands,  which  they

entered  from  Quito  via  the  Quijos  region,  the  cloudforest  region  between  the

highlands  and  the  Amazon  rainforest.  The  Quijos  Indians  pushed  back  the  first

expedition, but could not defeat Gonzalo Pizarro, dispatched by his brother Francisco,

who led an army of forcefully recruited highland Indians into the Oriente in 1541.

Pizarro was followed by Francisco de Orellana who continued his journey until he

discovered the Amazon River for Spanish America a year later. The town of San Juan

de los Dos Ríos de Tena was founded by the Spaniards in 1560, and together with the

towns  of  Baeza,  Avila,  and  Archidona,  formed  the  network  for  the  colonial

administration of what was then known as the Governorship of Quijos, Sumaco y La

Canela  (Means  1934;  Reeve  1993;  Newson  1996;  G.  De  Angelis  2000;  Manning

2000; Nishi 2000; Cleary 2001; Ingram 2002; Ramen 2004; Meltzer 2004; Hanbury-

Tenison 2006).

Dominance over the Indian groups of the area was established through encomiendas,

repartos,  doctrinas,  and  reducciones  (Muratorio  1991).  The  encomiendas were

allocations of control over territory and Indian labour granted by the Spanish crown to

Spaniards  as  rewards  for  their  services.  The  repartos was  a  system  of  forced

apportionment of goods to the Indians, usually cotton cloth, threads and needles, and

94 The Royal Audience of Quito was established by Royal Decree on 29 August

1563 by Philip II of Spain (Law X of Title XV of Book II of the Recopilación de

Leyes de Indias). It ended in 1822 with the incorporation of the area into the

Republic of Gran Colombia, which had been established in 1819.
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other superfluous goods, which the Indians were then coerced to repay in gold or pita

(a valuable agave fibre). Goods were at times literally dumped near someone’s house,

and the debt forcefully collected over time. In order to facilitate control of labour and

Christian indoctrination by way of the missionary strategies called doctrinas, Indians

were  forced  to  live  in  reducciones,  small  village-like  settlements,  often  around  a

central square or opening, which became the main vectors for the spread of disease

and epidemics.

The conquistadores faced two major Indian uprisings in 1562 and 1578-79, which,

compounded by smallpox and measles epidemics,  as well as retreat  into the more

remote forest, led to a severe depopulation of the area. Ortegón (1973: 26) states that

the total native population of Archidona numbered 2,376 in 1577. This population had

dwindled to 237 by 1608 (Lemus 1965: 83). Estimates for the entire Governorship of

Quijos indicate a decrease in the population from the original 30,000 in 1559 to 2,829

people in  1608 (Lemus  1965:  77-78)95.  Depopulation increased  in  the  seventeenth

century,  and  it  cannot  be  denied  that  “the  process  of  conquest  and  initial

evangelization  brought  about  an  ‘ethnocidal  simplification’ of  the  Amazon’s  rich

ethnic variety” (Muratorio 1991: 42). 

The Oriente has for centuries been a stage for conflictual encounters between colonial

traders  and  administrators  (encomenderos),  missionaries,  and Indians,  representing

respectively the  three types  of  economy (extractive,  agricultural,  and hunting and

95 Figures cited in Muratorio 1991: 41.
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swidden horticulture) that held sway in the region, and which conditioned local power

relations and class conflict.

“Until well into the twentieth century, the social and political history of

the northern Oriente reflected the life of a frontier area, characterized by

an extractive economy and a society of gold seekers and rubber tappers, of

adventurers, soldiers of fortune, and missionaries protected by the weak

presence of the state, which only intervened to foil the exploitation of the

natives  when  the  latter  threatened  the  peace  of  civilian  society  or  the

church.  The  forms  taken  by  social  relations  in  this  area  must  be

understood, on the one hand, within the framework of these predominant

power  structures and processes,  and on the other,  within the  particular

conditions  of  the  tropical  forest  ecology  and  the  economic  and  social

organization  of  the  Napo  Runa.  Both  enabled  these  Indians  to  escape

oppression and to  confront it  under  arrangements significantly different

from  those  used  by  the  highland  Indians,  who  were  faced  with  a

landowning aristocracy and a more powerful presence of the state. In the

Sierra as well as the Oriente, however, the class experience was lived as

part  of  the  ethnic  conflict  that  subjected  the  Indians  to  conditions  of

cultural and social subordination” (Muratorio 1991: 3-4).

The Jesuits,  who established an important mission in Archidona in the seventeenth

century and exerted a certain amount of control over the area until the banishment of

all Jesuits from the Americas in 176896, competed with the encomenderos and traders

for Napo Runa labour.

96 The Jesuits returned in the nineteenth century and established a mission that was to last another

thirty years.
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“At the ideological level, the white traders shared the Jesuit conception of

the Indians as ‘lacking civilisation and discipline’.  Unlike the highland

landowners, however, the traders did not require the church to ensure such

qualities of civilization and discipline in an Indian labor force used mainly

in a gold and pita extraction economy. In the Oriente, it was precisely the

Napo Runa’s ‘savagery’ and ‘unfettered freedom’ that allowed them to go

deep into the forest to secure those products. The traders, cum authorities,

resorted to the missionaries as ‘educators and civilizers of the Indians’

only when the latter rebelled against the traders’ self-interests, and later

when the economy of the region required a more settled and regular labor

force” (Muratorio 1991: 88).

State-building, the integration of national territory, and in particular the enforcement

of  borders  became a  crucial  and  notoriously difficult  project  in  the remote  forest

region when Ecuador became an independent Republic in 183097.

Throughout  the  nineteenth  century,  mirroring  the  trusteeship  doctrine  practised  in

European  colonies  worldwide  and  which  characterised  international  law  and

jurisprudence at the time (see Chapter 2 above), the Jesuits busied themselves with

civilising the unruly Napo Runa. They focussed their  energy, often in the form of

harsh corporeal punishment, on converting the hunting and gathering people of the

Napo, whom they viewed as ‘lazy and idle’, into a European-style peasantry, settled,

hard-working, and God-fearing (Muratorio 1991: 78-81).

97 Ecuador  and Peru fought  three wars during the twentieth century all  in part sparked off  by

border disputes that date back to the Republic of Gran Colombia. In the 1941 war, Ecuador lost a

large part of its Amazonian territory. The 1981 war ended in a ceasefire, and the 1995 war led to

peace negotiations and the signing of a definitive peace agreement in 1998, putting an end to one

of the longest territorial disputes in the Western Hemisphere (St. John 1999).
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“Assuming  many  of  the  responsibilities  and  rights  associated  with  the

modern state, the Catholic [and later] Protestant missions tried to create

nucleated  communities or  families.  By building churches,  schools,  and

health  facilities,  the  churches  attempted  to  lure  indigenous  families  to

settle in these church-designated centers. Once families and communities

settled  in  these  areas,  they  developed  an  increasingly  dependent

relationship on these missions for resources  and norms” (Yashar  2005:

118).

Throughout  the  colonial  and  post-colonial  periods,  indigenous  resistance  to

exploitation remained widespread, taking such forms as flight,  sabotage, theft (and

other  “weapons  of  the  weak” (cf.  Scott  1985))  and assassinations  of  patrons,  and

historical documents reveal a general fear amongst the white population of an Indian

uprising (Muratorio 1991: 119-120).

3.3 Liberalism and the rubber boom.

Things seemed to change for indigenous peoples in the Amazon and elsewhere in

Ecuador by the end of the nineteenth century when the liberal Eloy Alfaro came to

power through military action and popular support in 1895. His administration aimed

at modernisation and was closely allied to the coastal entrepreneurial class (Clark &

Becker 2007). It broke with the ideological control of the church by proclaiming the

separation  between  the  church  and  the  state  and  passing  decrees  aimed  at

depoliticising  the  clergy.  The  decrees  also  recognised  the  citizenship  of  Indians,
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entitling  them to  education  and  judicial  protection,  and  the  Special  Law  for  the

Oriente of 1899 prohibited the  repartos and other injustices,  including some of the

labour services to which indigenous people were subject on the highland haciendas. It

has been suggested that these legal changes had the objective of creating a modern

proletarian labour force to work on the coastal plantations (Baud 2007; Mora 1984;

Schaefer 2009), initiatives later reflected in the work of the ILO as we saw in the end

of Section 2.1. above.  Alfaro’s employment of radical indigenista rhetoric, however,

provided “discursive instruments by which indigenous peasants could formulate their

grievances and political struggles” (Baud 2007: 80). The indigenous struggle for land

and freedom (especially in the highlands) was hence cast in the ideological framework

of modernist nationalism (Schaefer 2009) in a period in which the trusteeship doctrine

(see Section 2.1.) provided stability to emerging nation states in crisis: the freedom of

the ‘Indians’ at that time was hence framed in terms of a quasi-citizenship that made it

possible for them to enter into (highly exploitative) wage labour relations.

As  foreign  industrial  demand  for  rubber  grew,  however,  “[n]o  amount  of  well-

meaning liberal bureaucrats ... could put a stop to the greed and violence generated by

the  rubber  boom,  nor  enforce  the  new  legislation  with  a  moderate  degree  of

efficiency” (Muratorio 1991: 100).  The production of rubber was vital to industrial

growth in Europe and North America from 1822 onwards, and Amazonia remained its

only source until 1911. The so-called ‘rubber boom’ (1880 – 1914) was actually rather

the end phase of  an almost  century-long industry which increased output annually

until it was truncated by the introduction of plantation rubber from South-East Asia

(Nugent 2000; Dean 1987). 
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Industrial capitalism, then, penetrated the Amazon in the form of the rubber economy.

By the 1890s, the Oriente economy was dictated by exports of rubber to New York via

the Peruvian port of Iquitos on the Amazon River98. Rubber stations of traders from a

variety of nationalities sprung up on Ecuadorian soil, dealing increasingly with British

trading companies operating from Iquitos.  Amazonian rubber  merchants employed

whichever strategy necessary to achieve access to and control over the needed Indian

labour  force,  including  debt  peonage,  torture  and  slavery,  as  is  documented  in

numerous  sources  from that  period  (Hardenburg  1912;  Casement  1912)99.  It  was

during this time that the economic and political integration of the inaccessible Oriente

region became particularly crucial for the national government of Ecuador, primarily

in  order  to  prevent  the  encroachment  onto  its  territory  by  Peru.  The  Liberal

administration under Alfaro tried to accomplish this by encouraging private enterprise,

and by facilitating the extraction of the economically most significant resources of the

time  (rubber,  gold,  cinchona  bark100,  and  tagua101),  but  it  remained  impossible  to

impose a degree of  bureaucratic order on the economic chaos of the rubber boom

years. In particular this was due to confrontations over rubber and mining concessions

98 See archival document from the Archivo de la Gobernación de Napo (AGN), 10 February 1892,

cited in Muratorio 1991: 100.

99 See also AGN documents from 1880s-early 1900s, cited in Muratorio 1991: 100.

100 Bark from the quinine containing tree, chinchona officinalis, the wonder remedy against malaria,

named after the Countess of Chinchon who is said to have been cured with its help from a fever

attack in 1638.

101 Tagua is also callled  ‘ivory  nut’ or  ‘plant  ivory’ and  is  still  sought  out  for  its  ornamental

qualities.
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in the border areas with Peru, exacerbated by clashes of the military trying to settle the

border disputes (Muratorio 1991: 101).

Given  the  total  lack  of  infrastructure,  resources  and  personnel  required  to

appropriately govern Ecuador’s frontiers, the state missed out on any fiscal benefits of

the export of  its  natural  resources.  Rubber  and human beings were smuggled into

Peru, resulting in increased depopulation as well as the loss of fiscal revenue for the

Ecuadorian Treasury. Due to its weak presence in frontier areas, the government also

lost tax income for imports of necessities for rubber traders into the Oriente. Public

institutions were in chaos all over the Oriente due to the nonexistence of bureaucratic

infrastructure and the erratic character of communication networks (mail took several

months to reach remote parishes from Quito). Military detachments tasked with the

defence of national sovereignty usually spent long periods without medicines,  food

supplies,  or  ammunition  (Bravo  1920).  What  is  more,  because the exploitation of

rubber was managed unsustainably, depleting the resource by destroying the trees in

order to extract the latex more quickly,  it  led to continuous migration (forced and

voluntary) in search of new trees, making it impossible to maintain, let alone increase,

the populated centres so urgently needed for administrative control  and continuity

(Muratorio 1991: 105). As a result of these particular dynamics and circumstances, the

rubber boom in the Oriente enriched only a small group of national and foreign rubber

barons102.

102 By contrast,  the cacao boom at the coast created a powerful national bourgeoisie, generating

much more wealth for the government (Muratorio 1991: 106).
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The access to and control of Indian labour in the Ecuadorian Amazon did not require

the same amount of systematic terror as was the case in relation to the Huitotos in the

Putumayo (Colombia)  described in  Taussig’s  well-known studies  (1984;  1987),  as

many Ecuadorian Indian groups had been accustomed to debt-peonage for generations

(I discuss debt-peonage below). Nonetheless, abuses and violence were widespread, as

were raids to enslave or punish.103 In the Tena and Archidona cantons,  Napo Runa

were, ironically, ‘protected’ from the more violent abuses and displacements of the

rubber  boom  through  the  exploitation  of  their  labour  for  the  local  governmental

administration and the missions, whose connection to Quito was stronger due to the

relative accessibility of the area compared to other areas of the Oriente at the time.

This form of ‘protection’, however, was violent in a different way.

“Despite the enormous administrative difficulties to regulate and legislate

an  almost  unmanageable  economic  situation  in  the Oriente  region,  the

Liberal government tried – as the Jesuits had before – to settle and retain

the  native  labor  force...  an  effort  [was  made]  to  rationalize  trade,  to

regulate labor relations, and to discipline indigenous labor through secular

education” (Muratorio 1991: 112). 

“Forced boarding” was recommended as the “only system” that  will “civilise” the

Indians by Carlos A. Rivadeneyra, the political chief of the Napo canton in his annual

report  of  1909.  Under  this  system,  Indian  children  were  obliged  to  remain  in  a

boarding school “until they have become civilized and acquired a trade and a rational

knowledge of agriculture, and until they have forgotten the vices and superstitions that

103 Muratorio (1991) provides detailed historical evidence for this claim (especially pp. 99-121).
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prevent the improvement of their race” (Rivadeneyra 1909, cited in Muratorio 1991:

113).

Despite all this, evidence shows that the Napo Runa of the Tena-Archidona area “were

quite  aware  of  the  change  in  political  climate  brought  about  by  the  Liberal

administration, and that … they took advantage of the ‘new sympathy’ expressed by

Eloy  Alfaro’s  government  for  the  Indian  cause”  (Muratorio  1991:  118).  They

increasingly presented their grievances to the authorities and insisted on being paid in

advance  to  the  point  that  local  officials,  dependent  on  Indian  labour  for  the

discharging of their administrative duties, had to urge the Ministry of the Oriente to

speed up the delivery of money and cotton cloth.

Radical Liberalism ended with Eloy Alfaro’s assassination in 1912, after which the

less  anti-clerical  governments  that  followed  re-established  collaboration  with  the

missionaries with the aim of integrating the Oriente more fully into the economic and

political life of the nation state (Clark & Becker 2007).

3.4 Early colonisation and the Josephine Mission in Tena.

From 1894, under article 5 of the Law of the Oriente, ‘fallow’ or ‘vacant’ land – lands

not already occupied by Indians – could be adjudicated to agricultural settlers. A lot of

land that had been in use by indigenous families for centuries was soon adjudicated to
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European  colonists  in  this  way.  After  all,  once  the  Amazonian  rubber  boom was

over,104 the traders and rubber patrons had to ensure their subsistence by other means.

Many returned, with their peons, to the Tena-Archidona area to settle there on a more

permanent basis due to its pleasant climate. “Thus, this period marks the beginning of

the haciendas in this region and the colonising settlers’ involvement in cattle raising

and commercial farming on a more regular basis” (Muratorio 1991: 142). The white

settlers encroaching on Indian ancestral lands cultivated cash crops, such as cotton,

coffee, rice, and sugar cane for liquor. 

A governmental decree from 1921 enabled foreign private companies to start official

settlements (colonias) in the Oriente,  which led to such situations as the following

described by Muratorio (1991: 143): “In 1926 ... the Colonia Oriental Development

Company  awarded thousands  of  hectares to  one patron  for  the settlement  of  fifty

colonists. Actually, the patron settled his own Indian peons from Archidona, Tena and

Puerto Napo there, passing them off as colonists in order to gain access to the land and

convert the colony into a hacienda. Soon after,  he became a manager of that same

company,  which  expanded  to  include  a  three-hacienda  complex,  all  with  ‘debtor

peons’”.  The enclosures,  we may say, had come to the Amazon, revealing its near-

universal contours.105

104 Natural rubber is still indispensable for certain industrial production, and continues to occupy

one third of the world market today (Dean 1987).

105 E.P.  Thompson  has  systematically revealed the  contours  of  enclosure  in  eighteenth century

England  and  thus  the  origins  and  character  of  capitalist  democracy:  “For  example,  in  the

enclosure of Barton-on-Humber, where attention was paid to common rights, we find that out of

nearly 6,000 acres, 63% (3,733 acres) was divided between three people, while fifty-one people

were awarded between one and three acres: or, broken down another way, ten owners accounted
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In  1922,  the  Josephine  mission  accepted  the  role  of  administering  an  Apostolic

Vicariate  and  entered  the  upper  Napo  on  the  trail  that  the  Leonard  Exploration

Company, a subsidiary of Standard Oil, had blazed after having gained a concession

from the Ecuadorian government to explore part of the Oriente in search of oil. While

Leonard’s  geologists  left  with  inconclusive  results,  the  relationship  between  the

missions  and  the  oil  companies  remained  one  of  mutual  convenience  and

collaboration  ever  since  (Spiller  1974).  The  Josephines’  apostolic  jurisdiction

encompassed initially 70,000 square kilometres. Their evangelizing ideology aimed at

an  economic  integration  of  the  indigenous  individual into  national  development

through  productive labour.  They prepared the labour force needed to transform the

regional economy by establishing schools and colleges in which Indian children were

–  and  still  are  to  this  day  –  trained  in  mechanics,  carpentry,  and  other  crafts,

emphasising  such  values  as  individualism,  competition  and  entrepreneurship,

alongside the more obvious religious subordination (ibid.).

“[T]he  Josephines actively promoted non-Indian colonization and,  with

the  support  and  blessing  of  the  state,  they  became  the  bastion  of

nationalism and the  defenders of  the  national  frontiers  in  the  Oriente”

(Muratorio 1991: 163).

for 81% of the land enclosed, while the remaining 19% was divided between 116 people. The

average rental value of the arable land enclosed rose in five years (1794-9) from 6s. 6d. To 20s.

an acre;  and  average rentals in the  parish  were  more  than trebled” (Thompson 1966:  217;

emphasis added).
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Moreover,  they  systematically  promoted  progress  and  technological  development,

pushing for communication infrastructures to be established to facilitate exploitation

of the economically valuable resources of the rainforest, such as timber, minerals and

petroleum (Spiller 1974: 96).

The  Josephine  mission  was  soon  to  compete  with  the  Evangelical  missions  that

arrived in the Tena-Archidona area in the late 1920s, but while the latter began to

question their evangelization ideology and development practices with regard to the

indigenous Amazonian peoples, reverting their schools to the state and their churches

to Indian pastors, the Josephines have continued their nineteenth-century ways until

this very day. I witnessed myself how the mission had an extra wall built to curtail a

traditional right of way in 2007, forcing their Runa neighbours to walk a detour of

about a mile from Tena town centre to their homes for no apparent reason other than

to limit Runa presence near the entrance to the mission. I was told by many of the

people whom I met in Tena of Josephine usurpation of their ancestral lands and the

severe physical and mental abuses of children who entered Josephine schools.

3.5 Debt-Peonage.

As a result of the Liberal legislation, the repartos and forced labour were replaced by

what Eric Wolf calls the mode of production of “commodity peonage”: “surplus was

not extracted as surplus value but through unequal exchange within the framework of

monopolistic  and  quasi-tributary  relations”  (1982:  86-87).  This  was  based  on  the
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exchange of goods highly valued on the national and international markets for goods

of highly inflated price that were of value only to the Indians.

Indians were divided into “debtors” (indebted to a patron), “freemen” (under authority

of  the  European  authorities  through  the  varas system,  made  to  work  on  any  job

required  by  the  government),  and  “salvajizados”  (those  who  had  returned  to

savageness  by  eluding  control  of  both  patrons  and  authorities,  feared  for  their

readiness  to  kill).  Because  the  Liberal  legislation  replaced  the  forced  repartos of

goods,  and instituted cash payments  for  labour  employed, the ‘freemen’ lost  their

direct access to such things as salt, tools and cotton cloth to which they had became

habituated and which they now considered indispensable for their lives. This meant

that many of the ‘free Indians’ became indebted to patrons nonetheless, as a means to

pay for the (overpriced) commodities they felt they required.  This situation led to

fierce competition between the white patrons and the governmental authorities over

access to and control of Indian labour.  Patrons opposed the  varas system of native

authorities, and government officials would threaten patrons (and more directly their

peons)  with  use  of  legal  and  military  force  whenever  necessary.  While  the  local

administrators offered advance cash payments, patrons lured Indians with their trade

goods and liquor.  This competition lasted until  better roads started to alleviate the

need for native mail and cargo bearers in the 1940s (Muratorio 1991: 146-148).

Blanca Muratorio emphasises that Napo Runa mostly got into debt voluntarily, as a

means  to  access  those commodities  (salt,  machetes,  cotton cloth,  shotguns,  beads,

axes)  that  had over  time  become understood  as  essential  to  their  subsistence and
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culture. While the tools made their working lives, hunting and horticulture easier, salt

and cotton cloth had become a matter of habit,  status and religion – and had been

adopted as important signifiers of their identity, distinguishing them from the aucas

(or  more  “primitive”  forest  dwellers)  (1991:  151).  Ceremonial  occasions,  such  as

marriage, required great expenditure on such goods, too (see also Uzendoski 2005).

Nominal  wages,  not  more  than  a  mere  formality,  and  massive  trading  price

differentials explain why debtors could never pay off their debts. A colonising family

in Tena is said to have been able to build an entire house, with five rooms and two

storeys, for about 200 sucres in the 1920s, whereas an Indian would be charged 220

sucres for a shotgun (Dickey 1924: 598-599).

3.6 Gold, early oil and wage labour.

While the Great Depression had a serious impact on the Ecuadorian economy, it also

increased  the  commercial  price  of  gold,  provoking  a  gold  rush  in  the  Oriente.

Everybody  turned to  panning gold,  and  competition  over  Indian labour  rose  once

more, while agriculture was virtually abandoned, leading to food shortages in some

areas (Uquillas 1984). During World War II, demand for rubber briefly increased, and

many Indians tapped rubber again during the five years from 1940-1945 (Muratorio

1991).

This era also witnessed a rise in more overt forms of resistance from the Napo Runa,

flight and refusal to work being the most frequent ones.  As a patron explained his
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concern over these “acts of rebellion” to a political officer: “The Indians must be kept

continuously  indebted  and  they  should  never  be  raised  above  their  own  level,

otherwise, the day may come when they will rise against the white man”106. A female

patron wrote to the governor in the same period: “You must see to it that the Indians

are fearful and obey what they are ordered to do... I don't know where all this will lead

to! The day they disobeyed me I would have smashed their jaws, but I have decided to

appeal to the authorities instead, for otherwise I will be left with no personnel...”107.

In  1937,  Ecuador  under  the dictator  Federico  Páez,  transferred  the oil  concession

previously granted to Leonard Exploration to Anglo-Saxon Petroleum, a “fictitious

front”  of  Royal  Dutch  Shell,  granting  exclusive  rights  of  oil  exploration  and

exploitation  for  forty  years  over  an  area  extending  to  10,000,000 hectares  in  the

Oriente  (Martz  1987:  48).  Shell  immediately built  a  landing  strip,  set  up  several

camps,  drilled  several  wells,  brought  technicians  from  England,  North  America,

Holland and Switzerland to the area, and set up a police force. The government sent

the military as support to the Shell camps in order to better safeguard this important

national resource (Martz 1987; see also Tschopp 1953).

106 Letter  from political chief to commander of  the  4th Department, AGN document 31 January

1938, cited in Muratorio 1991: 161-162. See also Porras (1979) for further documentation of the

extremely  condescending  view  colonisers  had  of  ‘the  Indians’,  which,  as  I  repeatedly

experienced,  continues  to  this  day:  “They  are  lazy”  –  “They  are  no  good”  were  common

comments  even  among  Tena  residents  who  described  themselves  as  socialists  or

environmentalists

107 Letter from Doña Juana Arteaga to governor of Napo AGN document 4 October 1941, cited in

Muratorio 1991: 162.
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Relations between Runa and ‘the Company’ changed  relations between Runa and

‘white’ settlers  (blancos) more widely. Indians working in the oil camps had much

better  labour  conditions  than  those  still  working  for  patrons.  Food,  housing,

transportation,  and  cash-in-hand wages paid directly  to  each worker,  as  well  as  a

generally  more  egalitarian  treatment  due  to  the  high  presence  of  Protestant

missionaries108 in the camps meant that some were able to experience a certain amount

of freedom as part of their time working for ‘the Company’ (la Compañía).

Blomberg (1956: 151) cites the complaint of a veteran white settler: 

“Things are going to hell with these new methods ... I don’t know what’s

spoiled the Indians more, if Shell or the Protestant missionaries. Shell with

its high salaries, eight-hour working days, and all that foolishness, and the

missionaries with their damn flattening ways. We’re no longer the ones

who dominate the Indians, they dominate us. Insolent and disrespectful,

that’s what they’ve become”.

The Napo Runa and other Indian groups worked for Shell as guides, supplying forest

game,  clearing  the  forest,  opening  up  trails,  building landing  strips,  and  carrying

heavy equipment. Some had direct contracts with the company, others were hired out

under a contract that their patron had with the company, remaining locked into debt-

peonage.  Others,  previously  free,  were  lured  into  debt  by  the  goods  that  patrons

brought to the oil camps.

108 Protestant missionaries preached and acted upon their conviction of the egalitarian ‘brotherhood

of Christ’ (Muratorio 1991: 167).
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Indian proletarisation was seen at the time by the more liberal state officials as the

solution to the ‘Indian problem’ and its debt-servitude and bonded labour, and there

were hopes that Shell would employ workers on a permanent basis. Yet a report of

1945 by the governor of Napo-Pastaza to the Special Commission on the Oriente of

the Constitutional Assembly reads: 

“At Shell I encountered a serious problem: all the patrons who claim to be

owners of Indians,  have turned to the comfortable occupation of renting

out the Indians to Shell as if they were beasts of burden. They charge five

sucres  for  each Indian  recruit  and  on top,  they  get  a  daily  wage  as  a

foreman. As a result, agriculture is abandoned and these white bosses are

given to idleness and to the most  vicious exploitation of the Indians.  I

believe  that  the  Assembly should  intervene decisively,  order  a  general

settlement of the Indians’ accounts and seek a way to set the Indians free.

There is no room for slavery in our times”109.

Even though Shell  never offered any permanent positions,  the experience of wage

labour with the oil company familiarised many Indians with a free-market economy,

enabling them to sell their labour in other areas of the country. Unsurprisingly it was

during the time of Shell that Napo Runa started to consider each other as either ‘rich’

or  ‘poor’,  and  that  certain  class  distinctions  began  to  arise  amongst  the  Runa

communities themselves.

109 AGN document 22 January 1945, cited in Muratorio 1991: 168.
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Inferring from the extensive interviews recorded in Muratorio (1991), Napo Runa felt

that “they ‘sold’ their strength to carry loads, their deep knowledge of the forest, their

hunting and fishing  skills,  their  courage to travel  through Huaorani  lands,  ...  their

cunning and  talent in  detecting Huaorani  tactics,  in  order  to  avoid  confrontation”

(Muratorio 1991: 170, emphasis in original). Selling these attributes, they of course

also used and thereby honed them, and this strengthened positive aspects of Napo

Runa identity and self-esteem. There is a clear parallel here with the issue of ‘selling’

traditional knowledge as part of bioprospecting projects that I will be picking up again

in due course.

In the same time period, education crystallised, for the younger generation, as one of

the best ways out of the oppressive debt system ruled by patrons.

“Even if eventually the elders turned out to be right in their assessment of

missionary education as the course of acculturation, at that early stage the

younger Indians were faced with few alternatives. Either they continued to

suffer under the traditional patron system, or they sought independence

through the opportunities offered by the mission schools, despite all their

limitations” (Muratorio 1991: 172).

At the national level, a stronger awareness of Indian rights formed at this time, too.

However, the need to colonise the frontiers in the Oriente became painfully clear after

the  1941  war  with  Peru,110 and  the  ‘pioneer  colonist’ was  glorified  nationally  as

110 Beyond the scope of this thesis, nevertheless suggestive of the power of petroleum companies in

the region, Martz (1987: 49) notes that the border conflict between Peru and Ecuador in 1941
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performing a patriotic mission and deserving encouragement and support. But since

such  support  at  bottom  consisted  of  the  provision  of  cheap  Indian  labour,  the

administration found itself in a conflict with its parallel goal to liberate the Indian

from the  abuses  of  the  patron  system.  The  ‘solution’ to  this  conflict  came  when

increasing numbers of highland merchants settled in the Tena area upon completion of

the  motor  road.  The  new traders  broke  up  the  monopoly on  manufactured  goods

traditionally held by the patrons. As a result, the latter lost their most effective means

of  controlling  Indian  labour,  and  had  to  resort  to  paying  in  cash.  However,  the

improved road network, land shortages in the highlands compounded by droughts in

different parts of the country, and the 1964 and 1973 Agrarian Reform Laws, as well

as the 1977 Law of Colonisation of the Amazon Region led to mass colonisation of

the Oriente and continuous conflicts over access to land. Forested land was declared

‘fallow’ and opened up to appropriation by those willing to clear, farm and/or graze

the rainforest. Both previously landless small farmers and agriculturalists, as well as

wealthy landowners and cattle ranchers claimed, logged and worked untitled lands,

displacing indigenous peoples ever more from their traditional hunting and gathering

territories.

Colonisation  was  rapid  and  extensive  –  Yashar  (2005:  113)  cites  that  2,500,000

hectares were distributed to 55,000 families between 1964 and 1985 – and politicised

the affected indigenous people. During this time, the population of the Napo province

is said to have quadrupled from 25,582 (in 1962) to 115,118 inhabitants (in 1982)

was a proxy war between International Petroleum Company, a subsidiary of the Rockefeller-

owned Standard Oil, who controlled oil reserves in Northern Peru, and Royal Dutch Shell with

its interests in Ecuador.
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(CONAIE 1989; Yashar 2005). The town of Tena grew from 1,029 inhabitants in 1962

to  5,457  inhabitants  in  1982,  and  is  now said  to  have  15,661  inhabitants111.  This

colonisation in conjunction with the establishment of a functioning communications

infrastructure, an increased military presence, and the support of foreign and domestic

capital led to an explosion of industrial-scale exploitation of not only oil, but timber,

mining resources, and African palm (Elaeis guineensis) plantations (for palm oil and

more  recently  for  biofuels),  and  concomitantly,  irreversible  deforestation  and

pollution. Moreover, even though the new merchant bourgeoisie and the traditional

patrons competed initially, they formed close alliances in politics, and came to share

an ideology of white superiority (while many traders are of Indian origin themselves,

it  needs to be remembered that whiteness is  predominantly a  social and not  racial

category, e.g. Whitten 1976). 

While many Napo Runa continue to temporarily hire themselves out to ‘the Company’

– whichever particular one it may be at any given time or place (cf. Muratorio 1991:

179)  – most  have  resisted  complete  proletarisation,  maintaining  subsistence

horticulture  despite  the  radical  reduction  of  land  available  to  them.  Today,  most

indigenous families also engage in small scale agricultural production and livestock

raising,  as  well  as  independent  gold  panning  for  the  market.  Universal  access  to

primary and secondary education has enabled some to become teachers and to  be

employed  in the public  administration.  Let  me briefly  illustrate  the  contemporary

context for indigenous economic activities with an anecdote. Isabella, the wife of a

111 The first two figures are taken from census reports from  Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y

Censos. The figure for today is taken directly from the municipal government of Tena, and is

said to be up to date in 2010.
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yachak with whom I worked closely, regularly traveled about 7 miles to Tena town

centre to sell  yuca (cassava root) and other produce. One day, I met Isabella as she

was making her way home. She smiled: “All yuca gone now, but a very long day”, and

I  replied,  naïvely,  that  at  least  she had some cash  now.  She smiled  again  in  this

knowing way that always confirms that you are indeed the ignorant, if welcome and

friendly outsider: “No”, she said with a sparkle in her eye, “but I have a little salt,

some soap and just enough to catch the bus home”. By the time Isabella returned to

her home, she had spent more than ten hours to sell  yuca that she had grown in her

garden. The result, apart from an excursion to the urban scenery, was a little bag of

salt and a soap bar. By the time I left Tena in 2008, a gentrification programme was

cleaning up the town, replacing the chaotic, plastic-sheet-covered market with a flash

new building. All stalls now had to pay a prohibitively expensive fee and all ad hoc

stalls around the market, along the road past the bus station, and all the way into the

centre of town, would be prohibited. Soon Isabella would no longer be able to sell her

yucca for money to buy salt and soap without a license which she cannot afford, let

alone even apply for without help, for Isabella cannot read and write. This well sums

up the political economy of life at the frontiers of capitalism for the subaltern.

However, Runa families also still engage in traditional practices of hunting and fishing

whenever they can gain access to areas in which this is still possible, and continue to

practise  purina, the long distance walking to  tambus (secondary plots with shelters

and gardens deeper in the forest).
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So far, the incentives of the modern state have failed to achieve what had already

previously been attempted with force and the persuasive strategies of the missionaries:

to  settle  the  indigenous  Amazonians  as  peasants  (Muratorio  1991:  180).  While

subsistence  relations are increasingly threatened,  ‘the  savage  Indian’ has not  been

fully integrated into the civilized cash economy.  This is  arguably  in  great  part  so

because indigenous peoples have organised in order to protect their livelihoods, values

and  knowledge  systems.  I  now turn  to  a  brief  history  of  the  rise  of  indigenous

organisations in Ecuador.

3.7 The Rise of Indigenous Peoples’ Organisations.

The first rural union in Ecuador was arguably the Federación Ecuatoriana de Indios

(the Ecuadorian Federation of Indians, FEI), an essentially Marxist organisation tied to

the  Communist  Party  which  sought  to  awaken  a  class  consciousness  amongst

indigenous  highland  peasants  as  semi-proletarianised  rural  workers  from the  mid

1940s. While it was instrumental in creating important links between communities and

thus  facilitating  exchange  and  building  solidarity,  FEI  declined  in  importance

following the first land reform, titled the Land Reform, Idle Lands, and Settlement

Act, enacted in 1964 (Yashar 2005; CONAIE 1989).

The  Catholic  Church  promoted  the  Federación  Nacional  de  Organizaciones

Campesinas112 (National  Federation  of  Peasant  Organizations,  FENOC)  as  an

112 FENOC  was  institutionally  tied  to  the  Confederación  Ecuatoriana  de  Obreros  Católicos

(Ecudorian Confederation of  Catholic  Workers,  CEDOC)  which  was  later  renamed Central
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alternative to the Leftist FEI in the 1960s. The post-Vatican II Catholic Church also

had an important impact on the networking possibilities between rural communities,

taking up the role of mediator and replacing the work of the Communist Party and FEI

by, for example,  funding rural  capacity-building through such organisations as the

Fondo  Ecuatoriano  Popularum Progressio  (Ecuadorian  Fund  for  Popular  Progress,

FEPP) (CONAIE 1989; Yashar 2005). Yashar confirms: 

“In most interviews with indigenous leaders, the church was described as a

kind of catalyst for them – either because a progressive priest encouraged

them and supported  them in  educational  pursuits;  or  because  churches

organized schools where they developed skills and contacts” (2005: 104).

Radio programs developed by the church, such as the Escuelas Radiofónicas of the

1960s, which taught basic literacy in Spanish and Kichwa, mathematics, agricultural

techniques, health and hygiene, and which were broadcast over large areas, also had

the effect of raising awareness amongst rural indigenous communities about shared

conditions, promoting rural organising – as a probably rather unintended side effect

(Preston 1985; Yashar 2005).

In the Amazon, the mass colonisation of the 1960s and 1970s politicised indigenous

communities. This was reinforced by the implementation of state security measures as

part of Ecuador's membership in OPEC (1973-1992) which included the appointment

Ecuatoriana  de  Organizaciones  Clasistas  (Ecuadorian  Centre  for  Class-based  Organizations,

CEDOC) when both organisations stepped away from their Catholic roots to embrace a more

explicitly class-based agenda.
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of  state  officers  –  administrators,  police,  military  and  judges  –  to  the  Oriente,

encroaching not only on their territories, but also on the traditional ways of decision-

making  of  indigenous  communities  (Sawyer  2004).  Accordingly,  “[i]ndigenous

organizations emerged to combat  what was seen as predatory and environmentally

destructive  land-grabbing”  (Yashar  2005:  116).  Collective  land  titling  and

representation vis-a-vis the state required indigenous groups to incorporate legally as

associations,  comunas, cooperatives or centres, and hence it was through these state-

defined  categories  that  indigenous  organisations  began  to  define  their  collective

identities and push for the recognition of communal lands.

The Shuar, until then a semi-nomadic tribe of hunters and horticulturalists (Harner

1984),  were  the  first  to  organise  along  explicitly  indigenous  lines  –  both  in  the

Amazon and in Latin America as a whole (Salazar 1981). With the help of Salesian

missionaries who had entered their territories in 1894, the Shuar formed a series of

nucleated centres, connected these via radio, set up small schools and clinics, founded

the Fedéración de Centros Shuar (in 1964),  and used the new colonisation laws to

secure  collective  land  titles  (there  is  disagreement  over  whether  it  was  the

missionaries who pushed for the titling of collective lands or the Shuar Federation

itself) (Yashar 2005: 119-120).

“The act of defending...  transformed the political,  social,  and economic

organisation of  the Shuar.  The titling of  land and formation of  centers

presumed a more settled and nucleated social life. Cattle grazing changed

the  economy from one  that  had  primarily  focused  on  horticulture  and

fishing. And, the Shuar became increasingly dependent on the organization

198



to provide social, economic and political services” (Yashar 2005: 120-121,

citing Hendricks 1996).

In the Andes, ECUARUNARI (Ecuador Runacunapac Riccharimui: Kichwa for ‘the

awakening of the Indians of Ecuador’) was founded in 1972. The first communities

that  organised  themselves  and  then  joined  ECUARUNARI  were  parishes  with

progressive priests,  taking over the role of prime rural organiser  from FEI  and its

connections  to  the  Communist  Party  (CONAIE  1989;  Yashar  2005).  Over  time,

however, indigenous leaders from the Andes as well as the Amazon insisted on the

need  for  greater  autonomy from the  church,  and  began  a  process  of  independent

identity formation, alternating emphases between the dual goals of ethnic and class-

based empowerment.

“Despite  its  almost  exclusively  campesinista  rhetoric,  after  1977

ECUARUNARI was actually conducting a dual strategy: to the left and

popular sectors,  the organization was the voice of the highland peasant,

whereas with lowland organizations and state actors, organization activists

were negotiating positions as Indians” (Pallares 1997: 252-253, quoted in

Yashar 2005: 108).

In Napo, the Josephine missionaries supported the establishment of a peasant union in

the late 1950s, amongst other things with a view to legalise landholdings, and hence

also settle the Napo Runa more ‘properly’ (CONAIE 1989; Yashar 2005). Although

these early efforts did not result in a lasting organisation, a decade later a group of

indigenous  teachers,  all  of  whom  had  been  educated  by  either  Josephines  or
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evangelical  missionaries,  founded  the  Federación  Provincial  de  Organizaciones

Campesinas  de  Napo (Provincial  Federation  of  Peasant  Organizations  of  Napo,

FEPOCAN) (Yashar 2005; Perreault 2001). I focus in the rest of this section on the

history  of  FEPOCAN,  not  only  in  order  to  illustrate  the  rise  of  the  indigenous

movement  qua indigenous movement  (rather  than as a peasant  movement  without

ethnic emphasis), but also because FEPOCAN later became FONAKIN, the federation

of Kichwa organisations of the Napo region with whom I worked during my field

research, and who will feature more prominently again in Chapters 4 and 5 as the

indigenous counterpart of the bioprospecting project ProBenefit.

Despite its name implying an institutional reach covering the whole of the province,

FEPOCAN’s original membership comprised only a small number of communities in

the  Tena  area.  While  these  were  all  indigenous  communities,  the  federation  was

explicitly  class-based  rather  than  ethnically  based  in  its  orientation,  and  it  was

supported financially by the national peasant federation FENOC and the confederation

of class-based organisations CEDOC (Perreault 2001). Despite the benefits that the

new  indigenous  leaders  had  received  through  the  training  and  education  of  the

missions, they remained highly critical of the latter, due to the missions' proselytising,

their  appropriation  of  large  tracts  of  lands,  and  insistence  on  the  Indians’

submission.113 FEPOCAN’s early work focused on organising base communities114 in

the  Tena-Archidona  area,  and  on  building  a  political  voice  for  the  indigenous

113 Enlightening in this context  are the interviews with indigenous leaders replicated in Yashar

2005: 122-123.

114 An indigenous federation’s base communities are the community organisations which make up

the federation.
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inhabitants  of  the  region  vis-a-vis  the  state  in  its  local  and  national  guises.  The

federation  served  as  a  legal  and  political  advocate  for  its  base  communities  by

redressing civil rights violations and insisting on full citizenship rights for indigenous

people. Class-based and ethnic discourse were used by FEPOCAN in equal measures

during the early 1970s, as it referred “to itself and its constituency as the ‘indigenous

class’, demanding respect for [Kichwa] language and cultural traditions while at the

same time advocating economic and political modernization along vaguely Marxist

lines” (Perreault 2001: 389).

As it became clear that the concerns of its constituent members were in many ways

inimical  to  the  interests  of  peasant  colonists,  the  federation  changed  its  name  to

Federación  de  Organizaciones  Indígenas  de  Napo (Federation  of  Indigenous

Organisations of Napo, FOIN) in 1973,115 as a way to identify itself as an explicitly

ethnically  based  organisation  and  to  emphasise  the  problems that  were  unique to

indigenous  communities  in  the  area.  But  while  the  federation  actively  sought  to

represent  expressly  indigenous  interests,  it  never  ceased  to  voice  solidarity  with

working-class  struggles  and  maintained  its  close  relationship  with  FENOC  and

CEDOC  throughout  the  1970s.  Due  to  the  particular  concerns  of  the  Indian

communities  regarding  colonist  encroachments  of  their  ancestral  lands,  the

legalisation of land claims became one of FEPOCAN’s primary objectives, as it was

for the majority of emerging indigenous organisations in Latin America. In this way,

the  federation  worked  with  the  governmental  Instituto  Ecuatoriano  de  Reforma

Agraria y Colonización (Ecuadorian Institute for Agrarian Reform and Colonization,

115 The name change was formally instituted only in 1978.
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IERAC),  throughout  the  1970s  and  into  the  1990s.  FEPOCAN  also  received

assistance from the Catholic-church-aligned NGO FEPP, whose country-wide work

focussed  in  particular  on  the  legalisation  of  title  to  indigenous  communal  lands,

foregrounding the needs of entire communities over those of individuals. Moreover,

the  federation  received  considerable  development  aid  for  agricultural,  health,  and

training projects from its inception. These projects were mostly designed to propel

agricultural  modernisation  and  included  assistance  for  cattle  production  and  the

marketing of non-traditional crops such as coffee. This was of course in line with the

wider emphasis of the military government at the time (1972-1979) on modernisation

and development of the Oriente as a means to national integration and progress, which

is similar to the emphasis of  current  Ecuadorian government  of  Rafael  Correa,  to

which I turn in Section 3.10. below. Perreault (2001: 391) quotes a 1974 letter to the

ministry of agriculture which optimistically discusses a proposed development project

involving  FOIN,  describing  how  the  project  will  “accelerate  the  process  of

transformation of the virgin jungle into cultured lands, orderly reforested with selected

species”.

During the latter half of the 1980s, the orientation of the federation shifted in response

to  new  social  and  political  openings,  including  a  growing  discourse  of  ethnic

revalorisation in the country from which emerged and which in turn was strengthened

by, new regional and national indigenous organisations, such as the the Confederación

de  Nacionalidades  Indígenas  de  la  Amazonía  Ecuatoriana (Confederation  of

Indigenous  Nationalities  of  the  Ecuadorian  Amazon,  CONFENIAE),  and  the

Confederación  de  Nacionalidades  Indígenas  del  Ecuador (Confederation  of
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Indigenous  Nationalities  of  Ecuador,  CONAIE),  today  one of  the  most  influential

indigenous organisations of any Latin American country (Perreault 2001). This shift

coincided  with  the  environment  generally  and  the  predicament  of  rainforests  and

indigenous  peoples  in  particular  gaining  increasing  popular  attention  in  other

countries,  particularly  in  the  industrialised  West,  and  an increased  focus  on these

concerns  by  national  and  international  NGOs  and  funding  agencies.  Indigenous

organisations  in  Ecuador  have  always  been  dependent  on  outside  funds,  or  what

Alison Brysk calls “foreign aid as a counterweight” (2000: 120). The Danish NGO

IBIS, for example, provided $1 million dollars in such counterweight to CONAIE for

bilingual education programs, as well as $35,000 annually for its  operating budget

(Brysk 2000: 121). Indigenous organisations in the Amazon Basin, triggering suitable

imagery of the ecological rainforest Indian under threat, rapidly “became the foci of

development interventions on the part of international organizations such as Cultural

Survival  and  the  World  Wildlife  Fund,  as  well  as  national  organizations  such  as

Fundación Natura” (Perreault 2001: 392).  The shift also coincided with the world-

wide rise in neoliberal restructuring.  The new civilian administrations of the 1980s

replaced  the  corporatist  regime,  its  institutions  and  redistributive  policies,  with  a

neoliberal one. The whole of Latin America saw a decline in state services in the

1980s and 1990s with soaring debts and structural adjustment programmes, as well as

a rise in state repression to subdue resistance and protest. Agricultural prices declined

severely and the crisis brutally hit indigenous peasants of the highlands in particular

(Yashar 2005). Draconian government measures of the Conservative administration of

Léon Febres Cordero (1984-1988) “sought  to eliminate stimulus programs, abolish

protection and subsidies, reduce price controls, promote exports, open up the economy
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to the international market reduce public spending, devalue the currency, and foster

increases  in  interest  rates”  (Zamosc  1994:  51)  and  had  market-oriented  peasants

“[c]aught in the crunch of inflationary increases in the price of all basic necessities,

reduced opportunities for obtaining credit, exorbitant interest rates, and contraction of

state supports and services” (Ibid. 52).

“With the neoliberal reforms of the 1980s, the need to defend and legalize

access  to  lands  became  all  the  more  compelling.  And  those  Andean

leaders...  who  had  initially  seen  land  as  a  largely  productive  material

resource were convinced by their peers [from the Amazon] that land was

also a cultural and political basis for indigenous survival... Land reforms

have come to represent, therefore, a defense of the very space in which

indigenous people define and govern themselves” (Yashar 2005: 139-140).

Neoliberalisation,  while  suppressing and curtailing possibilities for  more explicitly

class-based politics of  redistribution,  opened new political  spaces for  a  politics of

ethnicity.  The shift towards a discourse of ethnic emphasis amongst the indigenous

federations is reflected in their reworked demands with regard to education, land and

collective rights for indigenous peoples.  In  this way, the federation’s insistence on

bilingual  education  shifted  from  one  that  was  based  on  demands  for  access  to

educational opportunities equal to that of the dominant mestizo majority, to one of the

revalorisation of Runa culture (Perreault 2001). This must have been at least in part

due to the increased availability of Spanish state education, which compounded with

the  growing  experiences  of  pervasive  racism that  the  colonisation  of  the  Oriente

brought into Kichwa communities, meant that fewer and fewer Runa children were
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learning Kichwa as  a  first  language.  Moreover,  the  federation started  to  place an

emphasis on territorial rights over and above rights to land as a base for subsistence.

In the notion of territory, land as a productive resource and as a source of identity,

governance and the future were combined. Rights to territory comprised collective

claims to social and political self-determination over more extensive tracts of land,

and were foregrounded especially during a dispute between the Huaorani people of the

Cononaco region, south-east of Tena, and foreign oil companies who had entered their

ancestral lands. A Catholic bishop and nun were speared to death when they attempted

to make contact with a group of Huaroani in order to solve the conflict peacefully.

Following this widely publicised event, CONFENIAE mounted a campaign in defence

of Huaorani territorial rights (CONFENIAE 1988; Perreault 2001).116

The concept of ethnic nationalities also emerged during the 1980s. However, it gained

particular salience with the emergence of the Pachakutik movement, the political arm

of CONAIE, in 1996, and the latter’s involvement in the 1997-1998 Constitutional

Assembly  that  rewrote  Ecuador's  constitution  to  include,  amongst  other  things,

extensive collective rights for indigenous communities. One of Pachakutik’s primary

demands continues to be the recognition of Ecuador as a plurinational state, granting

territorial rights and a degree of political autonomy to each of its ethnic nationalities,

116 Granting  legal  land  titles  to  entire  indigenous  peoples  (i.e.  rights  to  territory)  began

systematically only in 1990s. Moreover, even when territorial claims are legalised, ownership of

subsoil resources remains with the state. Collective legal titles typically provide that indigenous

peoples may not “impede” or “obstruct” oil development or  mining operations in their lands

(see,  e.g.,  Ecuadorian Institute for  Agrarian Reform (IERAC),  Providencia  No.900001772,  3

April 1990, which adjudicates legal title to 612,560 hectares of ancestral lands to the Huaorani;

in Kimerling 2006).
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and while Pachakutik did not succeed to introduce the concept of  plurinacionalidad

into the language of the constitution, it nonetheless placed it firmly into the national

debate (Perreault 2001; Zamosc 2004). In line with this new regional and national

discourse  of  plurinacionalidad,  FOIN  changed  its  name  to  the  Federación  de

Organizaciones de la Nacionalidad Kichwa de Napo (Federation of Organizations of

the Kichwa Nationality of Napo, FONAKIN), reflecting and strengthening its shift of

orientation “from a regional indigenous organization which technically could include

any indigenous group in western Napo province to an explicitly ethnic organization

which represents the [Kichwa] nationality” (Perreault 2001: 393). 

As the local and provincial organising spread through the Amazon in the 1970s and

1980s, and especially with the end of the Ecuadorian military regime in 1979, when

the new administrations began to voice a more open cultural policy toward Indians

(Yashar  2005:  140-144),  the  leaders  of  several  indigenous  organisations  began  to

discuss the possibility of forming a regional federation representing all of the different

indigenous  groups  of  the  Ecuadorian  Oriente.  In  1980,  the  Confederación  de

Nacionalidades Indígenas de la Amazonia Ecuatoriana (Confederation of Indigenous

Nationalities of the Ecuadorian Amazon, CONFENIAE) was founded. CONFENIAE

has been beset with internal battles and splitting during much of its lifetime, including

the parallel existence of two sets of dirigencias (boards of directors) during part of my

fieldwork  (2006-2007).  Very  often  such  internal  factionalism  resulted  from

disagreements  over  the  stance  with  regard  to  the  oil  companies,  with  parts  of

CONFENIAE and its leadership demanding a share of the proceeds of oil production,

and even contemplating the establishment of an entirely indigenous oil company, and
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the other part being radically opposed to the presence of oil companies in indigenous

territories at all. Despite such difficulties, however, CONFENIAE played a key role in

the  formation  of  Ecuador's  prominent  national  indigenous  organisation  the

Confederación  de  Nacionalidades  Indígenas  del  Ecuador (Confederation  of

Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador, CONAIE).

Leaders from the Andean ECUARUNARI and the Amazonian CONFENIAE began

conversations regarding the possibility of a national federation probably around the

time of the 1977 First Conference of Indigenous Peoples in Sucúa in the southern

Oriente (Pallares 1997: 241, quoted in Yashar 2005: note 88 at 130), and founded the

Consejo de Coordinación de las Nacionalidades Indígenas (The Coordinating Council

of Indigenous Nationalities, CONACNIE) in 1980, and later CONAIE in 1986. This

process of ‘scaling up’ of identity was not necessarily straightforward:

“To forge a national indigenous organization required the adoption of a

shared identity that did not naturally exist. Indigenous leaders needed to

find a common denominator that would encompass the otherwise distinct

and  diverse  cultural,  historical,  and  social  traditions  between  regions.

Some Andeans felt little affinity with Amazonian Indians (who had been

portrayed  as  “savages”  in  national  Ecuadorian  imagery)  and  therefore

wanted ECUARUNARI to emerge as the national federation (rather than

forge  a  new  national  organization).  Some  Amazonians  felt  that  their

Andean  counterparts  had  lost  much  of  their  indigenous  heritage  and

cultural  identification.  In  other  words,  not  all  communities  naturally

wanted to take part in a national indigenous federation. In this context, the

role of networks and shared leadership proved essential in creating the ties

among communities, scaling up identities, and creating a baseline of trust

(or at least familiarity) within a broader movement” (Yashar 2005: 131).
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Yashar  adds  that  the  regional  organisations  ended  up  referring  to  themselves  as

“indigenous  nationalities”  to  highlight  their  cultural  diversity,  yet  historical

commonalities (see also Lucero 2003).

3.8 Oil boom, debt crisis and neoliberalism.

Despite  the  sporadic  activity  and  oil  explorations,  the  coastal  banana  plantations

producing for export were Ecuador’s economic axis for most of the twentieth century.

This only changed with the oil boom of the early 1970s. In 1967, a consortium of

foreign oil companies (Texaco and Gulf, both now part of ChevronTexaco) discovered

commercial quantities of oil in the reserves of the Northern Oriente, which ignited an

oil rush celebrated as the salvation of Ecuador’s economy and end of the country’s

chronic ‘underdevelopment’.  The discovery of these large reserves of  ‘black gold’

made the full integration of the Amazon region a national imperative – and for the first

time a real possibility, due to the increased expenditure on infrastructure in the region. 

Political regimes have always changed with considerable frequency in Ecuador, and

turnover at high levels and shifting alliances within and between parties make politics

volatile  (Martz  1987:  5-6).  When  Texaco  discovered  oil  in  1967,  Ecuador  was

governed by an interim president, replaced a year later by the veteran caudillo José

Velasco  Ibarra  through  democratic  elections.  Velasco  Ibarra  had  been  president

already five times, and this time, disbanding congress and suspending the constitution,
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he assumed dictatorial power in 1970. He was removed by a military coup in 1972

amidst  waves  of  popular  protest  against  the  president,  continuing  what  political

scientist  John Martz has aptly  named the country’s “historic  pattern of  ineffective

government giving way beneath the burdens of economic adversity and diminishing

political legitimacy” (Martz 1987: 66; Kimerling 2006).

The new ‘revolutionary nationalist’ Government of the Armed Forces, led by General

Guillermo Rodríguez Lara promoted a program of modernisation for the benefit of all

Ecuadorians based on ‘black gold’. Belonging as it did to the state, oil was viewed as

enriching  everyone  in  contrast  to  the  bananas,  cacao  and  coffee  which  benefited

almost exclusively the coastal elites who owned the plantations (Kimerling 2006). In

1972 Texaco completed the construction of a 313-mile pipeline for the transportation

of  crude  oil  from  the  Amazon  region  to  the  Pacific  Coast,  crossing  the  Andes

Mountains,  and began its export.  “The ‘first barrel’ of Amazon crude was paraded

through the streets of the capital, Quito, like a hero” (Kimerling 2006: 415).

The military government began its ambitious restructuring with the ‘Comprehensive

Plan  for  Transformation  and  Development  1973-1977’,  which  set  forth  concrete

policies to achieve three fundamental objectives: national integration, improved living

conditions, and strengthened economic output through the more rational use of natural

resources.  Unsurprisingly, the Plan disquieted traditional elites. In order to fend off

these  unfavourable  policies  and  the  threatening  nationalisation  of  oil  extraction,

Texaco  together  with  other  international  companies  and  supported  by  traditional

national elites launched a counter-offensive. Rodríguez Lara was removed from power
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in 1976 and replaced by a three-man junta, the Consejo Supremo de Gobierno, which

promoted conservative economic policies in favour of the status quo, and saw the

country return to civilian rule in 1979 (Kimerling 2006; Martz 1987). By that time,

alarms over the impending depletion of oil reserves grew, as did calls for renewed

foreign investments in order to develop new fields,  helping to shift the balance of

power  firmly  back  to  the  international  oil  companies.  As  Martz  concludes:

“[o]ccasional spurts of more independent and nationalistic petroleum policy were not

sufficient to vitiate the multinationals’ superiority” (Martz 1987: 391-392). The health

of the oil industry has been a central concern of the state since the oil boom began,

and almost all economic policies and national development plans of the governments

since are linked with petroleum policy (Kimerling 2006; Martz 1987). The industry is

the primary source of state revenue, accounting for almost half of export earnings and

one-third of tax income.117 But as Ecuador is a relatively small oil producer on the

world  stage,  its  petroleum  policy  does  not  influence  the  international  industry

significantly, making Ecuador and its oil industry vulnerable to global market forces

and  pressures.  Moreover,  “[b]ecause of  its  oil  reserves,  Ecuador  has  been able to

secure massive loans for its size and has accumulated a staggering foreign debt over

the years” (Kimerling 2006: 423). What is more, distribution of the economic benefits

has been very asymmetric and poverty levels remain high, while the gap between rich

and poor has recently still been on the increase (e.g. World Bank 2004).

117 Figures taken from U.S. Energy Information Administration, Ecuador Country Analysis Brief

(2009), available at http://www.eia.doe.gov/cabs/Ecuador/pdf.pdf Last accessed 6 January 2010.
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The economic growth of the initial oil bonanza that boosted Ecuador’s gross national

product (GNP) to $5.9 billion in 1977 from $2.2 billion in 1971 (Martz 1987: 4),

could  only be  sustained through increased  foreign  borrowing which,  compounded

with inflation, culminated in a serious debt crisis in 1982. As international economic

realities asserted themselves in this way, Ecuador finally yielded to the pressures by

aiming to attract renewed foreign investment through an overhaul of its hydrocarbon

and  tax  laws  (Kimerling  2006).  Judith  Kimerling  emphasises  that  even  today,

“[n]early four decades after the oil rush began, Ecuador continues to rely primarily on

foreign  companies  to  finance  costly  exploration  and  production  activities  and  to

transfer new technology. This economic and technological dependency, coupled with

the importance of oil revenues and investment to the economy, give foreign companies

enormous power in their relations with the government” (2006: 426). This dependence

on foreign oil companies has marked Ecuador’s policies with regard to indigenous

peoples  and  the  environment  until  this  very  day.  Even  current  president  Rafael

Correa’s  pseudo-nationalisation  has  turned  out  to  merely  replace  some  foreign

companies with others, moving the focus of oil relations away from the United States

to China and other Latin American countries. 

While there have been several laws regulating environmental pollution since the early

1970s already118, in practice foreign oil companies have ignored these laws and the

government has failed to implement and enforce them with devastating consequences

for  Amazonian  forest  dwellers.  The  frequent  oil  spills  were  never  treated  as

118 1971  Law  of  Hydrocarbons,  1972  Law  of  Waters,  1974  Law  of  Fishing  and  Fishing

Development,  1976  Law  for  the  Prevention  and  Control  of  Environmental  Contamination

(copied almost verbatim from a Mexican law).
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environmental  or  human  health  issues,  but  strictly  as  economic  concerns.  The

company never developed policies regarding the mitigation of environmental damage

and clean-up of oil spills, and neither were measures taken to provide clean water

supplies to communities whose local waters were polluted, or to compensate them for

the damage to crops and natural resources (Sawyer 2004; Kimerling 2006). What is

more,

“Texaco did  not  instruct  its  Ecuadorian  personnel  about  environmental

precautions or monitoring, and oil field workers— who had been trained

by Texaco—were so unaware of the hazards of crude oil during the 1970s

and 1980s that they applied it to their heads to prevent balding. They sat in

the sun, or covered their hair with plastic caps overnight. To remove the

crude,  they washed their  hair  (and hands)  with diesel.  Similarly,  many

workers  took  jars  of  crude  to  parents  suffering  from  arthritis.  Those

rumors,  attributing medicinal powers to Amazon crude, are not  entirely

surprising given its status as the harbinger of a great future for the nation

and Texaco’s neglect of environmental and health concerns” (Kimerling

2006: 437, based on interviews with company employees).

Subcontractors to  Texaco  used to  dump unprocessed  oil  on  the roads  in  order  to

control  the  bothersome  dust  during  the  dry  season,  having  been  told  by  foreign

workshop leaders that this practice is widespread in the U.S. as it also nourishes the

brain and prevents ageing. The smell of crude welcomes everyone who travels to

Coca,119 a major oil-producing centre in the northern Oriente.

119 Coca is officially called Puerto Francisco de Orellana, and is the province of Orellana to the

North of what is now the province of Napo. The Napo River flows from near Tena to Coca and

on to Iquitos in Peru where it meets the Amazon River. My fieldwork took place in all these
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The publication of environmental lawyer Judith Kimerling’s important study Amazon

Crude (1991) awakened consciousness in Ecuador and abroad to the seriousness of the

situation and coincided with the national and international preparations for the high-

profile  Earth  Summit,  the  1992  United  Nations  Conference  on  Environment  and

Development  (UNCED),  which  declared  the  current  course  of  development

unsustainable. The elevation of the long-standing grievances of local communities to

an  international  environmental  and  human  rights  concern  empowered  the  local

population  and  Ecuadorian  NGOs,  and  it  is  since  that  time  that  environmental

sensitivity  must  be and has  at  least  been  feigned by government  officials  and  oil

companies alike (cf. Kimerling 2006). As noted in Chapter 2, the Huaorani people

have  been  decimated as a  result  of  the  oil  boom,  and are now facing extinction.

Whether or not this increased lip-service paid to the environment and social justice

will translate into actual, and meaningful changes on the ground, is yet to be seen. So

far change has occurred mainly on paper and in discourse, including the constitutional

changes of 1984 concerning the right of individuals to live in an environment “free

from contamination”,  the  1998  recognition  of  extensive  group  and  environmental

rights, and the surprising 2008 amendments of the rights of  Pachamama120 (‘Mother

Earth’). Yet, implementation of significant environmental rights remains incomplete at

locations.

120 There  are  four explicit  ‘Rights  of  Nature’ in the  current  Ecuadorian Constitution.  The first,

Article 71, states that “Nature or Pachamama, where life is reproduced and exists, has the right

to exist, persist, maintain and regenerate its vital cycles, structure, functions and its processes in

evolution”. The Constitution can be found online, for example in the Political Database of the

Americas  at  http://pdba.georgetown.edu/Constitutions/Ecuador/ecuador08.html.  Last  accessed

29 November, 2009.
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best, reflecting the serious gap between legal ideals on the one hand and social and

political  realities  on  the  other  (Kimerling  1995;  2006).  Moreover,  “[t]he  average

lifespan  of  an  Ecuadorian  constitution  is  about  a  decade”  (Wood  2009).  Indeed,

Ecuador  has  had  twenty constitutions  since  becoming  a  republic  in  1830,  making

lasting impacts dubitable. Constitutional law has been notoriously easy to manipulate

or disregard. Throughout Ecuador’s history, the judiciary has neglected the impartial

administration of justice, failing to enforce or promote the rule of law (Corral 1994;

Kimerling 1995). Ecuadorian courts are generally seen as politicized, inefficient and

corrupt,  and  the  majority  of  Ecuadorians  have  little  respect  for  the  judiciary

(Kimerling 1995; 2006). 

The legacy of the ChevronTexaco pollution disaster is well known, and sometimes

described as the ‘Amazonian Chernobyl’ (e.g. Kendall 2008). The class lawsuit is still

ongoing, with about 30,000 local people claiming that eighteen million tonnes of oil

and waste products were dumped into unlined pits over two decades, in defiance of

international  guidelines.  This  has  led  to  a  catastrophic  degree  of  serious  health

problems  and  fatalities  in  the  area  due  to  heavily  contaminated  groundwater

(Kimerling 1995; 2006). 

As the disastrous consequences of an extremely irresponsible form of oil extraction

have  been  highlighted,  bioprospecting  projects  are  portrayed  as  a  clean  and  just

alternative to oil which will finally bring wealth to the people of the region. In 2003,

after a badly executed consultation regarding oil exploration in the province of Napo

which ended in a public outcry (Grefa 2005), the Napo was declared an ‘provincia
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ecológica’ by  popular  vote.  ‘Sustainable  development’ was  to  be  promoted,  and

bioprospecting  projects,  such  as  ProBenefit,  fitted  this  new  provincial  aspiration.

However, as I have argued and will argue more fully in Chapters 4 and 5, this latest

form of capital expansion continues to destroy the subsistence possibilities and value

practices  of  the  indigenous  Amazonian  population.  For  that  reason,  organised

resistance has increasingly been directed at bioprospecting, too. In the next section I

turn to the political significance of several indigenous uprisings in Ecuador in order to

complete this chapter’s account of the context in which my field work took place.

3.9 Indigenous uprisings.

CONAIE  coordinated  its  first  Indian  uprising  in  1990.  Massive  mobilisations

paralysed the country for days on end, demanding amongst other things a solution to

land  conflicts.  The  administration  of  president  Rodrigo  Borja  had  to  give  in  and

endorsed a land acquisition programme coordinated by a Catholic NGO. Only two

years later,  coinciding with the Quincentenary of Christopher Columbus’ arrival in

America and the 500 Years of Resistance campaign, CONAIE sponsored the famous

caminata – a 240-mile march of Amazonian Indians to the capital city of Quito in

order  to  demand  the  recognition,  demarcation and  titling  of  indigenous  territories

(Becker  2008;  Zamosc  2004;  Whitten  2003).  In  1994  a  coalition  of  indigenous

federations, including CONAIE, once again paralysed the country in protest against a

proposed Law of Agrarian Modernisation, which would abolish communal property

and privatise irrigation water. When the military refused to repress the uprising, the

government  (this time of  president  Sixto Durán)  was forced to  negotiate  with the
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Indian organisations and to  amend the bill.  In  1995, CONAIE together  with trade

unions and other urban organisations formed a popular front for the ‘no’ vote in a

referendum designed to strengthen executive power and implement further neoliberal

changes. Their mobilisations were once again successful. However, effective policy

change did not result from CONAIE’s social mobilisations, which “proved adept at

toppling governments but could not prevent the adoption of similar policies by their

successors” (Schaefer 2009: 410). CONAIE hence decided to launch a political party,

the Pachakutik121 Movement of Plurinational Unity, shifting some of its strategic focus

onto electoral campaigns. Pachakutik has served as a means for securing positions of

local and regional power in areas where indigenous people make up a high proportion

of the population.

When the president at the time, Abdalá Bucaram, announced his structural adjustment

package in 1997, mobilisations again filled the streets of the country. The opposition

in congress used these protests to  remove Bucaram from his post.  In  the process,

CONAIE extracted the promise that the new president would convene a constituent

assembly  to  rewrite  the  country’s  political  Constitution.  Pachakutik  obtained  10

percent  of  the  seats  in  the  assembly,  and  its  delegates  pushed  through  several

provisions and rights that gave indigenous peoples a certain amount of territorial self-

determination,  at  least on paper.  The constitutional  reform, unsurprisingly,  brought

however no substantial policy changes, nor did it contain any provisions to deal with

the  neoliberal  politics  that  were  devastating  the  country’s  social  fabric  (Schaefer

2009).

121 Pachakutik means something akin to ‘time of resurgence’ in Kichwa.
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Jamil Mahuad won the elections of 1998. The Ecuadorian economy plunged into its

worst crisis since the 1930s (Zamosc 2004). Two decades of neoliberal experiments

had left  most  Ecuadorians  in  greater  poverty than ever  before,  while  debt  service

consumed almost half of the total annual state budget. As global oil prices fell, and the

coastal banana plantations were devastated by the El Niño phenomenon,  exporters

could not repay their loans and the banks plunged into crisis despite the government’s

bailout programme. The crisis generated a massive flight of capital,  made possible

through previous deregulation and the mobility of money. When it became clear that

the country would not be able to repay its external debt, Mahuad tried to negotiate a

deal with the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Its conditions were: to dollarise the

economy,  to  eliminate subsidies  on electricity,  petrol,  and gas,  to  privatise  public

enterprises, to reform the tax structure and to abstain from bailing out the banks. This

deal provoked popular protests and alienated bankers and large businesses (Zamosc

2004).  Ecuador  was  shaken  by  further  mobilisations  with  increasingly  broad

participation. In the final days of 1999, and during the first days of 2000, the protests

became so intense that they culminated in a popular-military coup. The dollarisation

of  the economy nonetheless  went  ahead,  but  the rest  of  Mahuad’s  measures were

annulled. Vice president Gustavo Noboa headed the country until the next elections in

2002, in which Lucio Gutierrez came to power through an improvised alliance with

CONAIE and Pachakutik. However, his popular rhetoric soon gave way to a discourse

of inevitable austerity measures and further  neoliberal change. The indigenous and

other social movements saw Gutierrez’s shift as betrayal,  and the alliance with his

party  broke  down  (Lucero  2008;  Macdonald  2002;  Zamosc  2004).  This  brought
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internal  divisions  within  the  indigenous  organisations  to  the  surface  –  several

Amazonian federations continued to support Gutierrez, who was born in the Amazon

region  and  had  pumped  some  money  through  his  clientelist  ties  into  some

municipalities. Other, smaller confederations also made use of this time to exert their

influence over and against CONAIE. CONAIE was unable to bring about the kind of

mobilisations  it  had  roused  in  the  past,  and  it  became  evident  that  the  Indian

movement  was in  crisis.  Moreover,  even though indigenous  leaders  have,  through

Pachakutik,  occupied  political  offices  in  Ecuador’s  National  Congress  and  state

bureaucracy since the mid-1990s, this has been misinterpreted by many people outside

of Ecuador as a sign of unprecedented indigenous political power. Yet, it is crucial to

understand, as has been pointed out to me repeatedly during my time in Ecuador, and

as Judith Kimerling summarises, that “[o]ccupation of ... public offices has not been

accompanied by meaningful  decision-making power  or  the empowerment  of  local

communities.  On  the  contrary,  political  participation  through  political  parties  has

weakened  –  and  dispersed  –  the  organized  indigenous  movement  by  shifting  the

priorities  of  many  leaders  away  from the  needs  of  local  communities  (who  feel

abandoned)  to  the  pursuit  of  public  office,  and  by  fomenting  corruption  and  the

emergence  of  an  indigenous  political  elite  that  is  isolated  from  indigenous

communities. At the same time, considerable external pressures have been applied by

private and  public  actors in  an effort  to  use and divide indigenous organizations”

(Kimerling 2006: note 58 at 433).

CONAIE’s move from “a politics of influence to a politics of power” (Zamosc 2004)

has undeniably come with its own pitfalls. Leon Zamosc also suggests that some of
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the  power  of  the indigenous  movement  in  Ecuador  derives  from the  fact  that  its

demands have never been very radical. After all, 

“they  have  not  questioned  private  property,  the  class  structure,  or  the

capitalist  organization  of  the economy.  It  cannot  even  be  said that  the

popular groups are trying to gain a larger slice of the national ‘pie’.  In

essence … these are defensive struggles,  focused on preventing further

deterioration of the situation of the weakest sectors” (2004: 144).

Gutierrez nonetheless did not complete his full term in office. He was ousted in early

2005 when the military withdrew its support for Gutierrez after mainly middle class

protests in Quito over his increasingly overt nepotism and corruption. Vice-president

Alfredo Palacio saw the country to its next elections in 2006.

3.10 Afterword: Correa and the criminalisation of protest.

Rafael Correa, the ‘white’ and foreign-educated populist, became, after winning the

2006 presidential elections,  the first president whose policies seemed to lend some

credibility to his declared anti-neoliberal socialism. Under his leadership, Ecuador has

joined the ranks of Latin American countries who have taken the so-called ‘Left Turn’.

Correa’s administration pursues a strategy the centrepiece of which is a strong central

government with the ability to regulate and to set the parameters for markets, rather

than  vice  versa.  As  such  it  aims  to  shift  the  country’s  trajectory  away  from the

direction followed since the 1980s. Fundamental to this strategy is the recovery of the
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policy space that had been ceded to the private sector and to the international agencies

and markets (Jameson 2008). Correa called for another Constitutional Assembly and

the Constitution was once again rewritten in 2008 with the participation of a range of

social  movements.  However,  as political  scientist  Catherine Conaghan has pointed

out: 

“During his first year in office, Correa turned himself and his presidency

into the political system’s center of gravity. He is the leader and his is the

office that defines the country’s agenda. Others can do little but follow or

watch.  The  most  telling measure  of  Correa’s  centrality  to  the political

system is how much rides on his desires and his vision of the future. With

no meaningful opposition from the parties or civil society, and with the

president’s  own  organization  more  an  electoral  movement  than  a

governing party, Ecuador’s political development seemingly hinges solely

on Rafael Correa: his personality, his ambitions, and his decisions about

what kind of ‘left turn’ best suits the country. That one man’s intentions

weigh so heavily in determining the trajectory of change is a worrisome

condition  as  Ecuadorians  write  their  republic’s  twentieth  constitution”

(Conaghan 2008: 59).

Particularly worrying, for example, is Correa’s intolerance towards protests around oil

wells and other production structures. In November 2007, Correa declared a state of

emergency in the Amazonian province of Orellana, following road blocks and protests

in the oil-producing community of Dayuma. Local residents were voicing their anger

at the government’s failed promises to deliver infrastructural improvements while they

continued  to  suffer  social  and health  problems due to  oil  explorations.  The  army

violently repressed the protest, arresting 23 people including the governor of Orellana.
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This  incident  caused  an  outcry  in  the  country  and  beyond,  including  amongst

members  of  Correa’s own party.  A letter  of  solidarity  with environmental,  human

rights and indigenous organisations was signed by many activists and intellectuals. It

asserted  that  Correa’s  “promises  of  change  are  diluted  by  oil  interests”  (cited  in

Denvir & Riofranco 2008). 

It  has been argued that Correa’s ‘zero tolerance’ stance is related to his project of

constructing a new East-West  trade axis between Brazil,  Ecuador,  China and other

countries throughout Latin America and Asia. This geoeconomic realignment – which

replaces  the dominant  North-South axis of  trade relations – is  also known as the

Multimodal Megaproject Manta-Manaus, referring to the Ecuadorian coastal port of

Manta,  and the Brazilian Amazon port  of  Manaus which will be the project’s two

central hubs (Denvir & Riofrancos 2008).

In this way, the signatories of the solidarity letter state that in Ecuador, there is “the

possibility of realizing change in favour of the dispossessed and needy...What is at

stake is whether we will have a sovereign country for all, or if we will just shift from

North  American  hegemony  to  Chinese  and  Brazilian  hegemony,  from  Occidental

[U.S.  oil  and  gas  company]  to  Petrobras  [Brazilian  state  oil  company]”  (cited  in

Denvir & Riofranco 2008).
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In  the  meantime,  CONAIE  has  changed  leadership  and  Marlon  Santi  from  the

Amazonian Kichwa community of Sarayaku122 is its current president. Santi’s election

represents  a  return  to  the  confederation’s  more  militant  roots,  as  well  as  a  total

rejection of oil activity in indigenous territories. CONAIE has regained some of its

strength  of  earlier  years.  To  what  extent  it  will  be  able  to  influence  the

reconfigurations  of  trade  and  political  orientation  under  Correa  and  subsequent

administrations of course remains to be seen. As a Sarayaku friend told me during the

election campaign, “Correa will be great for the middle classes, for us he will be a

disaster”. Indeed, Correa has labelled indigenous peoples as ‘infantile’ and he hopes

“that  the  Leftist  radicals  who  do  not  believe  in  the  oil  companies,  the  mining

companies, the market or the transnationals go away”123 (cited in Denvir 2008a). As

Monica  Chuji,  a  Kichwa  activist  and  former  member  of  Correa’s  political  party

worries: 

“[H]e campaigned  with  a  strong environmentalist  discourse  … [But]  I

began to see a continuation of the same old line and of the extractivist

model ... In fact, there was a deeper radicalism: ‘here comes large scale

mining, period. We'll continue with extracting oil, period.’ There wasn’t a

discussion about a post-oil economy … The people mobilized in Dayuma

and  were  repressed.  There  was  a  mobilization  in  Cuenca  [city  in  the

Andes] against mining projects and the president got on the radio and said,

‘If  twenty  of  these  crazy  ecologists  are  protesting,  I'll  call  20,000,  or

200,000, residents to confront them.’ What is this? What sort of regime is

this? This is socialism of the 21st century?” (cited in Denvir 2008b).

122 Sarayaku Runa are  often called the  Zapatistas of  the Amazon,  as they have achieved semi-

autonomy and evicted oil companies from their territory.

123 Correa made this statement on his weekly radio programme on 7 June 2008.
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The Amazon region of Ecuador remains one of conflict.  The last year of my field

work, 2008, was the National Year of Asphalt in Ecuador, paving the way for further

warfare on subsistence.
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