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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis examines the relationship between indigenous identity and environmentalist 

discourse in the case of Ecuador's indigenous movement. The first chapter situates 

contemporary politics with a historical overview of indigenous marginalization and 

resistance in Ecuador. The second chapter analyzes the advantages and disadvantages of 

environmental identity politics as practiced by indigenous groups. The third chapter 

shows how the evolving language on indigenousness and environmental protection 

manifests itself in the 2008 Constitution of Ecuador. This thesis argues that the 

document's incorporation of indigenous-crafted alternatives to western discourses of 

nationality, nature, and development signified a reshaping of national values that better 

reflects the priorities of Ecuador's indigenous peoples. Engagement with the state through 

participatory constitutional revision provided a new opportunity for the indigenous 

movement to challenge the persistence of colonial cultural and political subjugation. The 

policy impact of the new Constitution is as yet uncertain given the volatility of the 

relationship between the current government and indigenous organizations.  
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis examines the complex relationship between indigenous identity and 

environmentalist discourse in the case of Ecuador's contemporary indigenous movement. 

Indigenous peoples in Ecuador, like natives peoples elsewhere, have struggled with 

multinational corporations and the state to reclaim their rights to natural resources and to 

reshape dominant representations of nation, nature, and development. Although similar 

dynamics between indigenous people and natural resource conflicts can be observed all 

over the world, the Andean region offers a rich opportunity to study a highly organized 

and influential indigenous movement that is embedded in local, national, and 

international politics. In the past few decades, despite occupying a marginalized position 

within Ecuador, the indigenous movement emerged as one of the strongest political 

forces in the country. Indigenous uprisings deposed two presidents and the movement's 

entrance into electoral politics won them seats in the national parliament. The relatively 

rapid emergence of organized native groups on the level of national politics in Ecuador, 

through popular pressure or direct control of formal channels, demonstrates the growing 

importance of these peoples in the Andean region at large. 

The election of the first indigenous president of Bolivia, Evo Morales, after 

centuries of domination by a class of wealthy Europeans is one of many indicators that 

these movements have become a political force to be reckoned with across Latin 

America. Likewise, in Colombia, where self-identifying indigenous peoples are not a 

majority (e.g. Bolivia) nor a large minority (e.g. Ecuador), their ethnic organizations are 

active players in national environmental debates and have successfully pushed for 
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recognition of territorial rights for indigenous and Afro-indigenous peoples by the 

national government (Ulloa 2005). The rise of indigenous organizing in the region 

reflects the growing relevancy of ethnic identity as a strategic, new angle for political 

action. The increased participation and visibility of indigenous peoples in Latin America 

is a trend that cannot be ignored or underestimated. 

Ethnic identity as a growing force in national politics in Ecuador coincided with 

the growth of pan-indigenous activism, which has brought diverse groups from across the 

globe together in order to articulate the need for outside recognition of certain political  

and cultural rights. A unifying focus of this movement has been the ability of indigenous 

peoples to affect decision making on development projects. The ecological degradation of 

collectively-held lands associated with these projects has led to partnerships between 

advocates of indigenous rights and biological conservation. Ecuador in particular has 

been the site of high profile struggles over some of the world's most biodiverse 

ecosystems. The alarming rate at which unique species and forest acreage are vanishing 

due to the expansion of unregulated market forces gives indigenous struggles there added 

urgency and prominence on international stages. 

For decades the articulation of environmental agendas by indigenous peoples has 

captured the attention of academics, activists and entrepreneurs alike. The spiritual,  

emotional and cultural associations invoked by the image of ecologically wise Indians 

have proved useful, whether for thinking about alternatives to western ills, demanding 

rights for marginalized groups, or selling gourmet coffee. The strength of these 

environmental identities continues to be tested at local, national, and international levels,  

often helping fortify the political position from which indigenous peoples have won 
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recognition of their autonomy and territorial rights. 

 In this thesis, I assess the significance of the emergence of indigenous peoples as 

highly visible interlocutors in environmental debates. Ultimately, I show how the 

evolving language on indigeneity, or indigenousness, and environmental protection 

manifests itself in the recently rewritten Constitution of Ecuador, which I argue was the 

historic culmination of remarkably enduring resistance to colonial cultural and political  

subjugation. I have chosen this case study because three main priority areas for 

indigenous peoples: the principles of development, the environment, and national identity 

overlapped with the most important Constitutional reforms, suggesting that not only were 

indigenous peoples seated at the table for this dramatic turn of the constitutional order but 

that they were integral players in shaping its direction and focus.

The following chapter provides a context, both historical and contemporary, for 

present-day ethno-political activism in Ecuador. This background will serve as an entry 

point for analysis of the contemporary discourse of indigenous environmentalism as it is 

constructed in dialogue with national and transnational currents of activism. The second 

chapter analyzes the tension between multiple narratives about indigenous peoples that 

play out through environmental discourse. The final chapter points to the new Ecuadorian 

Constitution, approved in 2008, as a manifestation of indigenous influence. It argues that 

indigenous participation in the constitutional process allowed for pluralistic revisions of 

national identity and facilitated the innovation of dominant natural resources and 

development paradigms. Ultimately, this thesis suggests that the Constitution presented a 

unique opportunity to creatively bridge indigenous and western concepts.
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CHAPTER 1

INDIGENOUS POLITICS IN ECUADOR

Demography 

Although no demographic summary could adequately capture the diversity and 

complexity of the communities and cultures within Ecuador's geographic boundaries, a 

brief overview is necessary to contextualize further exploration of the historical processes 

that have shaped the ethnopolitical dynamics that I examine in this thesis. Widely 

disputed estimates of Ecuador's indigenous population reflect the highly politicized nature 

of this data. Official census counts of the indigenous population in Ecuador have 

indicated an indigenous population of as low as seven percent, whereas the country's main 

indigenous federation claims they represent 45 percent of the population. The World Bank 

suggested a 30 percent indigenous population in 1993. Other formal studies have reported 

a range of 12 to 20 percent. Such disparate figures are a testament to both the political 

nature of indigenous identity and the difficulty of representing a racially complex society. 

Many Latin Americans have an indigenous or mixed heritage but do not live in 

indigenous communities nor self-identify with indigenous culture. In some areas, the 

surge of indigenous rights movements has created the opposite effect by augmenting 

ethnic pride and solidarity. The fluidity of indigenous identity and the multiple, contested 

criteria for discerning such classifications preclude demarcating the population 

definitively along ethnic lines (Brysk 2000, 6; Lucero, 8; Sawyer 2004, 225 n.3). 

However, the demographics of Latin America are broadly divided into three major ethnic 

categories: the Spanish/Portuguese elite, the mestizo majority, and indigenous and afro-
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american minorities (Selverston-Sher 2001, 5). 

The vast majority of Ecuador's indigenous population, between 75 and 90 percent, 

inhabit the rural highlands, working as subsistence farmers or artisans. Much of this 

region was conquered by the Inca Empire fifty years before the arrival of Spanish 

conquistadors in the sixteenth century. This marked the beginning of five hundred years 

of European rule. Today, Kichwa is the largest ethnic group among these descendents. 

However, it is worth noting that conquest and centuries of colonization resulted in 

significant ethnic blurring and the loss of many original languages (Collins 2004, 39). 

The Kichwa are part of a larger ethnolinguistic group known as Quechua, spoken 

5

Source: http://www.ecuadorvolunteers.org/amazon-coast/ecuador-
volunteer-travel/ecuador-map.html



throughout the Andean highlands from Colombia to Chile. With eight to twelve million 

speakers, Quechua is the most widely spoken indigenous language in the Americas (Clark 

and Becker 2007, 10). 

The eastern lowland region, which includes areas of Amazonian rain forest, has 

the second-largest fraction of the nation's indigenous population. These peoples did not 

experience as much contact with the outside world before the later half of the twentieth 

century and tend to live in dispersed communities or lead a nomadic lifestyle (Selverston-

Sher 2001, 5). In contrast with the highland Indians, these peoples managed to retain a 

greater degree of cultural and linguistic distinction between groups. The Shuar and 

lowland Kichwa are the two main nationality groups, but there exist about ten others. 

Smaller, isolated groups of indigenous people inhabit the coast of Ecuador comprising 

about 3.4 percent of the rural coastal population. Unlike the highland and tropical 

lowland indigenes they have not emerged as visible political actors (Collins 2004, 39; 

Lucero, 10; Selverston-Sher 2001, 5).

Ecuador's diverse indigenous populations share a marginalized position in society. 

Across the country indigenous sectors are the poorest of the poor. Multiple studies 

conclude that being indigenous increases the likelihood of being poor even if one controls 

for other social factors related to poverty (Lucero 2008, 9). The relative poverty level of 

the indigenous population is particularly shocking in light of the fact that overall poverty 

in Ecuador increased from 34 percent in 1995 to 46 percent in 1998, and up to 69 percent 

in 2000 (Vanden 2008, 103). Moreover, indigenous peoples have historically been 

excluded from national politics. As late as 1984, high rates of illiteracy prevented most 

indigenous people from voting due to literacy requirements (Collins 2004, 40). The 
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disadvantaged status of indigenous peoples in Ecuador is a product of the region's 

entrenched legacy of racial discrimination endorsed by the state. 

The Historical Context of Indigenous-State Relations

Understanding contemporary Indian activism requires some familiarity with the 

historic relationship between indigenous peoples and the nation-state as well as the recent 

fractures that have enabled the assertion of ethnic identity as a political force. In this 

section, I divide the relationship of the indigenous population to Ecuadorian political and 

economic history into four periods. First, I describe colonial rule; second, the post-

independence republic; third, the reformist military governments; and finally, 

“democratization” and the rise of neoliberal economic policy.

 The subaltern status of indigenous peoples in Ecuador goes back to colonization 

by the Spanish, who deemed los indios inferior to people of European descent. The 

Spaniards declared native peoples wards of the crown and attempted to administer 

Ecuador as two segregated “republics,” one European and one Indian (Clark and Becker 

2007, 8). The law of the “The Indian Republic” demanded tribute, often in the form of 

labor, from males of a certain age. Mining, textiles, and agriculture, the economic core of 

Ecuador's colonial economy, were heavily dependent on indigenous labor. For the most 

part, indigenous peoples were permitted to reside in their traditional settlements until the 

late sixteenth century when the Spanish decided to concentrate the highland population in 

reducciones, villages more accessible to the Catholic Church and colonial authorities 

(Crain 1990, 44). While the indigenous population undoubtedly received brutal treatment 

under colonial rule, they were given a degree of autonomy in return for submission to the 
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Spanish crown. 

Ecuador's independence in the early nineteenth century, despite its founding on a 

framework of liberal ideals, failed to liberate a subjugated indigenous population. The 

new republic preserved and propagated discriminatory practices in taxation, military 

conscription, religion, bonded servitude, and punishment (Larson 2004, 140). Moreover, 

the tradition of Indian tribute was untied from the right to special judicial status granted 

under colonial rule. An independent Ecuador, built by creole elites, stripped indigenous 

groups of the little legal autonomy they had left by ceasing to recognize their right to 

communal landholding and hereditary chiefdoms. The new state did not grant universal 

citizenship rights until 1979 despite the fact that the indigenous population subsidized the 

nation's economic development and modernization through tribute payments and abusive 

state-run labor drafts which targeted them as sources of free labor for roads and other 

infrastructure (Larson 2004). Indigenous people were labeled too backwards and 

“barbarian” to participate as full members in the new republic. And although the 

Ecuadorian state officially abolished Indian tribute in 1857, the institutionalization of  

indigenous inferiority continued into the latter part of the twentieth century (Lucero 2008, 

38-40). 

 Deprived of their right to communal land, highland Indians were subject to 

exploitative conditions on haciendas, the large estates of the upper class, well into the 

twentieth century. The young republic's agrarian labor system, huasipungo, left many 

indigenous communities in a state of permanent servitude. Most indigenous households 

rented a small portion of hacienda land and resources in exchange for acquiescing to the 

authority of feudal landowners to whom they were literally indebted for life (Albó 2004, 
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20; Lucero 2008, 38; Waters 2007, 124). In the 1850s, the creole class began to debate 

the absolutism of landlord power, but failed to take any actions that would reduce 

indigenous servitude. Instead, this discourse merely reinforced paternalistic attitudes and 

an image of indigenous peoples as “poor, ignorant and and helpless” (Larson 2004, 112). 

Hoping to emulate European economic development, the emerging Liberal Party called 

for the “redemption” of the Indian, but the system of individual private property rights 

they pushed for was actively resisted by many indigenous peoples, who sought to retain 

existing forms of collective land tenure (Crain 1990, 45). 

The Liberal/Conservative two party system, which restricted political power to an 

elite class of European descent, remained in place from the early eighteenth to mid-

twentieth century. Conservatives represented the Church and the highland gentry who 

wished to maintain the existing social structure that relegated Indians to servile labor. The 

Liberal Party, representing a wealthy, entrepreneurial class from the coast, advocated for 

free market reforms that included the further dissolution of communal land tenure. 

Neither agenda favored indigenous peoples; the narrow class interests behind these two 

factions precluded meaningful consideration of indigenous communities' needs, let alone 

their democratic involvement.

Starting in 1950, a number of developments disrupted this old paradigm, 

presenting opportunities for social and economic change with implications for indigenous 

peoples. Political shifts, rapid economic growth, and expanding government involvement 

in the economy shook up the rural traditionalism of Ecuadorian society (Waters 2007, 

129; Lucero 2008, 41). In the 1950s, the industrial sector, urbanization, and demand for 

consumer goods by a growing middle class all took off. This period of rapid economic 
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transformation was associated with political upheaval across Latin American. In 1963, a 

military coup ruptured the constitutional order of Ecuador and instituted a regime that 

made modernization a top priority. In the 1960s and 70s, the military government enacted 

agrarian reforms that encouraged settlement on uncultivated land, untied peasants from 

servitude arrangements, and distributed hacienda lands for small holder ownership 

(Becker 2008a, 136-8; Waters 2007, 125-6). Unfortunately, these somewhat progressive 

initiatives brought about new threats for Amazonian indigenous peoples due to 

colonization of the tropical lowlands and new economic activities on that land, namely oil  

extraction and expanding agro-business. The military government, saw the lowlands as an 

escape valve for political pressure, and encouraged colonization of the tropical forests as 

a way to avoid redistributing more land in the highlands. Despite overturning the old 

repressive social order, this era of land reform ultimately failed to secure indigenous 

peoples adequate resources, left many with insufficient farmland for subsistence, and 

threatened the survival of groups in the Amazon (Lucero 2008, 9). 

A second wave of reforms came in the 1980's, Ecuador returned to democratic rule 

and experienced another dramatic shift in economic ideology. Moving away from 

protectionism for domestic industry and land redistribution, Ecuador's government 

throughout the 1980s and 90s took part in economic restructuring influenced by the 

conservative policies of Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher. Neoclassical economic 

ideology, or neoliberalism as this doctrine of market reform is often called, entailed 

altering the structure of economic regulation to give markets more independence from 

government control and free up the flow of trade and capital across borders (Escobar 

2010, 8). Neoliberalism's dominance in Latin America was particularly firm. By the early 
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1990s, almost every Latin American country had adopted neoliberal policies (Escobar 

2010, 8). Although the economies of the Andean region have been linked to international 

markets through primary commodity export since colonial times, an increased economic 

dependence on global trade has resulted in a period of intense transformation for Ecuador 

(Lucero 2008, 9). 

The costs and benefits of these market reforms in Latin America remains a matter 

of fierce debate. Proponents claim these practices have enhanced the competitiveness and 

productivity of Latin American economies while controlling inflation and increasing 

foreign investment. However, these alleged improvements have been linked to growing 

unemployment and informality,1 less balance between sectors of the economy, 

expropriation of land from the poor, and enormous ecological impact. The social costs of 

neoliberal reforms in particular have brought about extensive criticism, especially for 

increasing socioeconomic inequality during this period (Lucero 2008, 15; Escobar 2010, 

8). The application of neoliberalism in Ecuador, associated with the withdrawal of 

agrarian reform, declining rural subsidies and absence of credit, contributed to the 

economic troubles of indigenous peoples as well as most traditionally poor sectors 

(Lucero 2008, 15). Many indigenous peasants were forced to look for informal 

employment in the cities (Colloredo-Mansfield 2007, 91). In the rainforest, foreign debts 

accelerated uncontrolled colonist encroachment on Amazonian Indian territories.  

Structural adjustment programs pushed for privatizing more communally-held indigenous 

lands (Brysk 2000, 10).  

The neoliberal model of capitalist globalization spurred fierce resistance from the 

1 Informality refers to unregulated economic activity, typically associated with low-wage urban 
employment.
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start. Indigenous politics, environmental movements, massive free-trade demonstrations 

all erupted to challenge the expansion of these reforms in Latin America (Escobar 2010, 

8). The imposition of economically exploitative relations condoned or proposed by the 

state, and a lack of meaningful democratic recourse for indigenous peoples set the stage 

for much larger manifestations of indigenous resistance (Varese 1996, 132).

A Historical Formation of Indigenous Activism

The contemporary indigenous movement emerged out of this historical context to 

challenge a long history of exploitation and worsening conditions on all fronts. A lack of 

representation and economic difficulties gave the indigenous population of Ecuador 

ample motivation to organize in protest of government and business practices that 

disenfranchised them as political agents, dismissed their culture, or directly threatened 

their livelihoods. Despite the existence of earlier indigenous resistance, greater 

opportunities for the political involvement of the indigenous population emerged in the 

twentieth century due to several key factors: the foundation of indigenous peoples' 

organizations, the easing of discriminatory laws, and the development of the indigenous 

movement's global dimension. This section provides an overview of the key 

developments of the indigenous movement in Ecuador in order to understand how 

indigenous peoples’ political cultural and environmental demands have reached the 

national and transnational arenas where they have successfully engaged in dialogue with 

other influential actors.

During the colonial period, Andean indigenous peoples resisted outside domination 

through the organization of hundreds of gory rebellions throughout the Andes, but by the 
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time of  independence in the 1820s, violent resistance had mostly given way to subtler 

forms of protest, such as expressing cultural difference though dress, art and language to 

contest European supremacy. On the other hand, Amazonian peoples fiercely combated 

encroachment on the local level throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, going 

so far, in the case of the Shuar, as to shrink enemy heads, or the Huaorani, who cultivated 

a reputation for killing unwanted missionaries and settlers (Brysk 2000, 8). As the 

country modernized in the 1950s, “conventional wisdom” predicted the gradual 

disappearance of ethnic identification. The persistence of indigenous identity and culture, 

and moreover, its transformation from stigma to political advantage, defied expectations 

(Sawyer 2004, 158).

Beginning in the 1960s, the founding of indigenous federations to unite tribes at 

local, regional, and national levels consolidated indigenous resistance like never before. 

In 1964 Latin America's first ongoing indigenous rights organization, the Shuar 

Foundation, was founded with the help of Catholic missionaries in response to the local 

threats that migration from the Ecuadorian highlands posed to Amazonian peoples' 

territory and livelihoods. Throughout the 1970s and 80s many more ethnic-based rights 

organizations emerged (Brysk 2000, 68). Ecuador now has more than six national-level 

Indian rights movements with a diverse range of ideological orientations. To date, the 

most prominent and powerful of these has been the Confederation of Indigenous 

Nationalities of Ecuador (CONAIE), founded in 1986 to unite the highland, Amazonian, 

and coastal Indians under one banner. CONAIE articulated a national-level political 

agenda that included constitutional reform, the resolution of land disputes, and the 

establishment of bilingual education (Macas 2001, xiii; Zamosc 2007, 9). Since its 
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inception, CONAIE has coordinated the vast majority of indigenous advocacy and claims 

to represent 70 percent of Ecuador's indigenous population (Collins 2004, 40). The 

presence of such a strong and cohesive national indigenous organization distinguished 

Ecuador from other Latin American countries (Brysk 2000, 73; Clark and Becker 2007, 

1). Despite these thriving and well-established organizations, the Ecuadorian indigenous 

movement struggled for national legitimacy in this period, even within leftist circles.  

Non-indigenous social scientists, politicians, and activists doubted whether indigenous 

resistance even constituted a “real” political movement and viewed it as potentially  

divisive (Varese 1996). 

In 1990, the indigenous movement demonstrated its newfound strength in an 

unprecedented show of civil disobedience that catalyzed many changes for indigenous 

involvement in national politics. In June the indigenous movement orchestrated a massive 

uprising, or levantamiento, to protest the hardships imposed by structural adjustment 

programs and the prolonged economic recession of the 1980s. Led by CONAIE, 

indigenous people across Ecuador blocked roads, seized lands, marched in huge numbers 

from the countryside to the cities, and occupied government offices. The magnitude of 

the civil strike compelled then President Rodrigo Borja to negotiate, thus bringing 

recognition and exposure to the movement (Selverston-Scher 2001; Zamosc 2007, 9). 

The organization and implementation of the levantamieno also strengthened ties between 

the country's scattered indigenous groups and helped link the movement with other 

sectors. This invigoration of the movement enabled CONAIE to mobilize the population 

at crucial moments throughout the 1990s to protest unfavorable government policies (Van 

Cott 2005, 112). 
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Indigenous party formation, made possible by several key political reforms, 

propelled the indigenous movement into formalized national politics in the mid-1990s. 

The 1979 Constitution abolished the literacy requirement, which had excluded a majority 

of indigenous people from the vote (Zamosc 2007, 8), and in 1994, the lifting of many 

restrictive electoral regulations permitted independent candidates and political  

movements to engage in the electoral process. The following year, CONAIE allied with 

unions, feminist groups, neighborhood associations and human rights activists to 

successfully defeat the referendum on constitutional reforms put forth by conservative 

President Sixto Durán (Zamosc 2007, 11). The success of the coalition effort convinced 

many indigenous leaders that they could broaden their alliances to include leftist factions. 

It also reinforced internal pressures on the movement to participate in electoral politics 

(Van Cott 2005, 118-9; Zamosc 2007, 11). In 1996, the CONAIE voted to form an allied 

electoral branch, the Movimiento de Unidad Plurinacional Pachakutik2 (MUPP). The 

new party formed alliances with other progressive coalitions in order to present 

candidates at all levels in that year's elections. Its presidential candidate failed to make 

the run off, but the alliance won ten percent of the seats in the highly fractious congress. 

Quite suddenly, the indigenous movement had gained controlled the fourth largest voting 

block in the national legislature. (Van Cott 2005, 121-4) 

The economic collapse of 1998-99 presented itself as another major turning point 

for indigenous politics on the national level. Then-President Jamil Mahuad, in his efforts 

to comply with International Monetary Fund (IMF) demands for spending cutbacks, 

privatization and dollarization, faced tremendous opposition from grassroots 

2 Pachakutik Plurinational Unity Movement
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mobilizations representing a broad spectrum of society. The most powerful was a 

coalition forged between indigenous activists and military officers who ultimately 

overthrew Mahuad on January 21, 2000 (Zamosc 2007). The coup leaders announced a 

triumvirate junta, consisting of Colonel Lucio Gutiérrez, a former supreme court judge 

and the president of CONAIE, only to see it fold hours later to international pressure, 

ceding power to Mahuad's vice president. 

In the subsequent May elections, Pachakutik, although it still remained a minority 

party, won substantial electoral victories, and by allying with CONAIE, Gutiérrez secured 

the presidency in 2002. The new President chose two CONAIE leaders to join his 

executive cabinet, but after less than a year in partnership with the government, CONAIE 

realized it had made a grave mistake. Gutiérrez soon betrayed his peasant-indigenous 

base by aligning himself with the IMF and President George W. Bush while also playing 

indigenous organizations against one other. The CONAIE members of his administration 

resigned and the group unsuccessfully attempted to organize a protest against the 

President. This series of disappointments left the indigenous movement deeply divided 

and weak. When Gutiérrez was finally removed by mass protest in 2005 for abuses of 

power, indigenous groups played a relatively minor role (Lucero 2007, 231). Overall, 

electoral participation and alliances with non-indigenous politicians on the national level  

has bred disillusionment and led to fragmentation within the indigenous movement 

(Becker 2008b; Lucero 2007, 231). After the Gutiérrez fiasco, Pachakutik experienced a 

partial splintering as many local and regional indigenous organizations pulled away. 

Some leaders defected to other parties, and others dropped out of formal politics 

altogether (Van Cott 2007, 9).

16



Indigenous Organizing on the Global Level

Indigenous struggles for economic, social and political justice began to assume an 

important global dimension during the twentieth century. In 1941 the First Indigenous 

International Meeting in Patzcuaro, Mexico sowed the seeds of the modern pan-

indigenous movement. This meeting, and those that followed, laid out generalized goals 

that have characterized the movement for many decades: recognition of a cultural right to 

existence for ethnic groups within the state, freedom from forced assimilation, and the 

creation of appropriate state policies for the protection of indigenous peoples' rights 

(Ulloa 2005, 33). By the 1960s, indigenous movements outside of Latin American had 

started to coordinate internationally, pushing for recognition and rights through public 

campaigns. This brand of collective action spread to Latin America by the turn of the 

decade as a way of resisting a range of threats ranging from the encroachment of oil 

companies to military repression (Ulloa 2005, 34). 

The last few decades have seen several key developments in global indigenous 

activism:  the establishment of regional and global-level organizations, the United 

Nations Working Group on Indigenous Peoples, several global awareness campaigns, and 

the passage of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peopels. By the 1980s, 

regional organizations started forming in Latin America to operate transnationally. For 

example, the Coordinadora de las Organizaciones Indígenas de la Cuenca Amazónica3 

(COICA) linked organizations from Colombia, Brazil, Bolivia, Ecuador, Surinam, and 

Guyana, specifically to represent unified policy positions to national governments and the 

international community (Varese 1996, 135). In 1982, the U.N. established the Working 

3 Coordinator of the Indigenous Organizations of the Amazon Basin
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Group on Indigenous Peoples to study the situation of indigenous peoples. 

In the 1990s, indigenous peoples all over the Americas protested quincentenary 

celebrations of the “discovery” of the New World, asserting an alternative interpretation 

of the Conquest, and using the publicity of the anniversary to demand respect for cultural 

difference. The declaration of the International Year of Indigenous Peoples (1993) and 

two International Decades of Indigenous peoples (1995-2004 and 2005-2015) also 

demonstrated the emergence of indigenous issues as international concerns. These 

initiatives secured funding for specific projects to benefit indigenous groups worldwide 

(UNPFII 2007; Ulloa 2005, 34-5). On September 13, 2007, the General Assembly at the 

United Nations approved the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, a project 

twenty years in the making. The final product consecrated universal rights for indigenous 

peoples in international law, giving unprecedented prominence and legitimacy to their 

demands (UNPFII 2007). 

The rise of this new front for indigenous activism often reflected the inadequacy of 

democratic participation within the boundaries of individual nation-states. By bypassing 

unresponsive national governments, indigenous peoples have been able to address 

powerful global networks and organizations, often through linkages with NGOs (Varese 

1996, 132). Leveraging these institutions also created what Keck and Sikkink (1998) call 

the “boomerang pattern of influence.” When a disenfranchised group cannot use local 

mechanisms for defending their territorial or participatory rights, turning to transnational 

networks for assistance can ultimately build up enough pressure to get a government to 

act (12-13). For this dynamic to work, the demands of indigenous peoples must resonate 

with potential international allies. Consequently, indigenous demands were increasingly 
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couched in categories of global relevance, most notably environmental protection and 

biodiversity conservation.

The Relationship of Indigenous Organizing and Global Environmental Agendas

Indigenous peoples in Ecuador, as elsewhere, benefited from the growth of 

environmental movements during the 1970s and 1980s, which resulted in the opening of 

new arenas for indigenous participation in international debate about the connections 

between culture, territory and biodiversity. The association of indigenous peoples and 

environmental protection was officially established on the international level with the 

1971 Man and the Biosphere Program of the United Nations Educational, Scientific an 

Cultural Organization – UNESCO (Ulloa 2005, 137). Ever since, indigenous cultural 

practices have been repeatedly recognized as integral for sustainable natural resource 

management.

Changes in the environmental movement during the 1980s expanded a fairly one-

dimensional conservation agenda to include the defense of human rights, cultivating an 

environmental justice dimension to the indigenous movement worldwide. In Latin 

America, the wave of democratic transition in the same period primed the region for the 

growth of new nongovernmental organizations and social movements. This emergent 

civil society, present in both rural and urban areas, paid attention to the environment and 

helped broaden the traditional focus of conservation beyond trees and soil. Evolving 

perspectives on the environmental consequences of development, new communications 

technologies, and the prospect of influencing powerful international institutions also 

contributed to new forms of environmental advocacy and the growth of international 

19



environmental networks. To reference a frequently cited example, the fight against 

tropical deforestation started as an expert-centered project of biological scientists until  

networks of advocates called for the recognition and broader participation of local 

peoples and nongovernmental actors (Keck and Sikkink 1998). The tactics used to fight 

deforestation traveled along with environmental advocates who shared their experiences 

with different groups across continents. For example, in the 1980s the Brazilian model of 

environmentalist indigenous politics traveled to Southeast Asia through northern, 

rainforest-saving activists. Alliances with rainforest people was useful for 

environmentalists, and the trend gave rise to global save-the-rainforest campaigns. Before 

long, indigenous peoples all over the world “became eligible for the role of 

environmental steward” (Tsing 2007). 

The new transnational dynamic permitted indigenous groups to capitalize on the 

mass media's focus on global environmental issues, channeling attention to local 

struggles to establish lines of financial, scientific and political support. The relationship 

was reciprocal: partnership with indigenous peoples granted environmental NGOs in the 

North the credibility that they fight alongside, not just for, the less powerful (Keck and 

Sikkink 1998, 13). Michael Cepek succinctly summarized the interpretation of these 

alliances as a form of exchange, both of resources and useful images: 

Northern environmentalists provide funds, resources, and networks to help 
indigenous peoples strengthen to strengthen their positions in national and global 
arenas. Indigenous peoples provide environmentalists with a new means for 
pursuing conservation objectives in local and national contexts. More 
controversially, however, indigenous peoples also supply environmentalists with 
an attractive image, that of the so-called ecologically noble savage. (Cepek 2008)

A brief look at the Declaration of Quito, written in 1990 by a gathering of American 
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indigenous groups from twenty countries, gives some insight into how a globalizing 

indigenous agenda employed environmental rhetoric. Partly as a reaction to the 

quincentennial, the attendees laid out their demands and aspirations “as Indian people,” 

affirming a collective identity and then a universalized disposition toward nature. Article 

3 placed a strong emphasis on respect of cultural distinctiveness as connected to “forms 

of spiritual life and communal coexistence, in an Intimate relationship with our Mother 

Earth.” Article 6 adopted rhetoric of environmental stewardship that specifically targeted 

foreign threats to natural resources:

We Indian Peoples consider it vital to defend and conserve our natural resources, 
which right now are being attacked by transnational corporations. We are convinced 
that this defense will be realized if it is Indian People who administer and control 
the territories where we live, according to our own principles of organization and 
communal life.

These assertions reinforce a common identity around environmental 

conscientiousness and characterize indigenous cultures as naturally aligned with resource 

conservation. This language makes a tight connection between territorial control and 

environmental protection: the two issues are portrayed as integral to one another's 

success. To summarize, an ever-expanding global society of environmentalists presented 

itself as another front for defending indigenous rights. Stefano Varese suggested that 

these international venues could be a more fruitful alternative to national mobilizations  

for indigenous peoples, citing the U.N. Declaration as a potentially useful tool for 

protecting rights (134). However, the power of international law is still fairly weak in 

comparison to the influence of the nation-state in violating or upholding any human right. 

At least for now, the primary significance of winning such international recognition had 

been the publicity that it brings to the plight of indigenous peoples. 
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Forging alliances with global networks of activists brought many advantages in 

fighting common patterns of abuse but also included the conflict and tension inherent in 

exercising identity politics. The strategic use of ethnic identity becomes ever more 

complicated on the international level. With special attention to the paradoxes inherent in  

identity construction, in the next chapter, I will take a closer look at indigenous 

environmental discourse, interpreting the deployment of this language as part of a 

broader dissident project that seeks to undermine disempowering assumptions about the 

Indian.   
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CHAPTER 2

THE IDENTITY POLITICS OF THE ECOLOGICAL NATIVE 

In the 80s and early 90s, scholars took notice of indigenous peoples in South 

America joining forces with NGO's to protect their land from polluting extractive 

industries and deforestation (Brysk 2000; Conklin and Graham 1995, 695). The 

narratives adopted by these movements depicted indigenous peoples as environmental 

stewards, bearers of priceless ancestral knowledge, or eco-warriors. The identity politics 

of the seemingly natural alliance between indigenous activism and environmentalism 

continues to spark debate about the ethnic dimension of global environmental campaigns 

(Ulloa 2005, 130). Ironically, the environmental discourses now employed by indigenous 

people to protect their territory and autonomy evolved out of a colonial paradigm tied to 

the marginalization of local communities from their lands by European authorities. Now 

that the discourse of conservation has been appropriated by indigenous activists, the 

concepts of ecological management that once disadvantaged indigenous peoples now 

hold promise for helping reverse hegemonic discourses (Ulloa 2005, 131). In this chapter, 

I show how this apparent contradiction of interests shapes the context for contemporary 

indigenous activism in Ecuador, ultimately arguing that indigenous peoples control and 

blend their own distinct environmental discourse.

Nature and Natives: the Resilience of an Image

Historically, movements that link the environment to indigenous rights have 

implicitly or explicitly relied on pervasive beliefs about the innate closeness between 
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indigenous peoples and wild nature. One popular narrative depicts indigenous peoples as 

“protoecologists” whose traditional subsistence patterns and brotherly relations with 

animals allow for a harmonious existence within “nature” (Miller 2007). Many 

environmental historians and anthropologists have challenged these idealized claims 

about the benign ecological impact of indigenous societies. For instance, to refute the 

belief that excess and materialism are unique to the West, Shawn Miller highlights the 

ample evidence of conspicuous consumption in the urban centers of pre-Colombian 

America (2007, 26-34). Others argue that in the cases of relative ecological stability the 

introduction of new economic markets for commodities like fur, feathers, fruit and game 

badly disturbed preexisting dynamics (Varese 1996, 125). These historical findings 

question the assumption that indigenous cultures are somehow intrinsically 

environmentalist (in the western sense). 

Yet this cultural association is actively promoted by indigenous peoples and 

conservationists alike. The persistence of the figure of the “Ecological Native” can be 

analyzed as a product of its utility from two different perspectives. On one hand it is not 

difficult to see western stereotypes, fantasies, concerns, and guilt behind these images. 

On the other, these same images reflect the ambitions of indigenous peoples themselves 

and constitute a very real political advantage (Ulloa 2005). The tension between these 

two motivations for the cultivation of an ecological identity for indigenous groups in the 

context of global trends that now value the environment can be viewed from the 

perspective of social movement theorists who see shared identification and meaning 

production as important factors in the emergence of collective political action. Here, I  

introduce social movement literature in order to highlight a theoretical baseline useful for  
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dissecting the political deployment of culture and identity in the Ecuadorian case.  

Political Opportunity and Shared Identity: Insights from Social Movement Theory 

Despite the existence of diverse theoretical approaches, scholars agree on three 

major factors in the mobilization of social movements. The two structural factors widely 

acknowledged are (1) the existence of political opportunities for or constraints to action 

and (2) the forms of organization available, referred to in the literature as the mobilizing  

structures. Scholars associated with "new social movements" emphasize the comparative 

study of political opportunity structures to examine how social movements and 

revolutions are made possible by the context of the national political system in which 

they are embedded. In the case of the Ecuadorian indigenous movement, the political 

opportunities have included increased democratization, the lifting of literacy 

requirements for voting, and partnership with other social groups. The second factor, 

mobilizing structures, are the formal or informal institutions and networks through which 

groups manage to organize. For example, the formation of CONAIE provided a 

successful organizational framework for mass protest and indigenous political action on 

the national level. However, these two factors only account for the structural potential for 

mobilization and do not complete the picture of how collective action emerges nor do 

they begin to explain why. 

A third category encompasses the origins and functions of shared identity, culture 

and ideology in social movements. Scholars call the formation and negotiation of such 

perceptions framing processes. The role of social construction in collective action as 

popularized by “new social movement” scholarship, is now prominent in the study of 

social movements. Although many authors have expanded framing to include any cultural 
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dimension of social movements, the original, narrower definition of the concept as 

articulated by David Snow is “the conscious strategic efforts by groups of people to 

fashion shared understandings of the world and of themselves that legitimate and 

motivate collective action” (McAdam, McCarthy and Zald 1996). From this perspective, 

actors are calculating competitors in a contest over meaning production. Traditionally 

defined, framing signifies the act of justifying a movement. The “frames” used by the 

actors, or “entrepreneurs,” are analogous to tools in a kit for carefully plotted political 

action. This narrower role for meaning, via an assumption of a predefined, unitary 

discourse, leaves less room for the agency of broader constituencies involved in a social 

movement (Hilhorst 2003, 33). 

Recent work in social movement theory tries to resolve this problem by 

emphasizing decentralized processes of identity construction by a plurality of actors in 

dialogue with one another (Lucero 2008, 16). From this vantage point, processes of 

discourse formation within a social movement are contested, negotiated, multiple and 

always evolving in a process of social construction (Hilhorst 2003, 33). These theories go 

beyond analysis of the collective impulse to exert political influence, in the traditional  

institutional sense, by paying attention to often overlooked quotidian practices. This 

move expands what is considered political to encompass meanings and practices 

(marginal, alternative, dissident) that confront a “dominant cultural order.” A notion of 

cultural politics accounts for the “emergent” effects of social movements that narrower 

theories fail to adequately explain (Ulloa 2005, 30; Alvarez et al 1998, 7). In other words, 

the modification of discourses and the rewriting of cultural norms are not just the 

products of social movements but a constitutive element of their political functioning 
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(Ulloa 2005, 24-30; Hilhorst 2003, 33). This chapter's focus on cultural meanings is not 

meant to lessen the importance of institutions and structures; rather, both these elements 

complement each other for my analysis of the Ecuadorian indigenous movement.

Responding to Oppressive Narratives 

The importance of cultural framing can be seen as a necessary response to racist 

narratives that have worked hand in hand with institutional and physical repression in 

Ecuador to marginalize indigenous peoples. The discursive terrain has been crucial for 

“culturally-marked subjects” living in the Third World who have not had the option of 

avoiding the state nor the rights to fully utilize its formal channels (Tsing 1994, 289). The 

deeply structured constraints on indigenous political activity in Ecuador have only 

recently, and only partially, eased. In the face of such steep obstacles, cultural framing 

has constituted a crucial element of indigenous dissent. Assertions of indigeneity 

represent far more than ploys for political advantage; they fit into powerful historical 

counter-narratives that justify collective action. In fact, the indigenous movement 

commonly articulates present-day struggles as the outgrowth of centuries of resistance to 

colonial and neocolonial rule (Lucero 2008, 176). 

In order to better understand the construction of indigenous identities in the 

twenty-first century, I briefly recapitulate the narratives that indigenous peoples have had 

to contend with since the colonial era. As highlighted in the previous chapter, Spanish 

colonizers justified and reinforced the inferior position of native peoples in a racial 

hierarchy by characterizing them as infantile, savage, and ignorant. Those ideas persisted 

long after Ecuadorian independence. In the early decades of republican Ecuador, a creole 
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monopoly on national identity construction allowed them to discount non-European 

contributions to the national heritage. Creole elites modeled the modern Ecuadorian 

citizen against the figure of the primitive, Indian other. Membership in the national 

community, conditional on cultural identification with Europe and fluency in Spanish, 

excluded indigenous peoples and prevented them from publicly representing their 

perspectives and political interests. 

Additionally, a dominant ideology of mestizaje, racial mixing, called for the 

restitution of Indians from their “miserable” state through acculturation and 

modernization. Eventually, socially conscious intellectuals who lamented the poor 

condition of native peoples, began to advocate on their behalf for social and economic 

reform. However, these spokespersons did little to enfranchise the political voices of 

indigenous peoples themselves and are criticized retrospectively for playing into 

dominant paternalistic attitudes (Crain 1990, 46).4 

In the 1960s a key shift in cultural politics coincided with the attempted 

integration of the indigenous population into an expanding economic order. Instead of 

defining national identity against the “savage,” the Ecuadorian government began to 

selectively appropriate elements of indigenous tradition and experience into a national 

historical narrative. In the government recoding of Indian traditions locally embedded 

aspects of indigenous culture were blended together to produce a generic, depoliticized 

indigenous heritage. Despite its representation of Ecuador as pluri-ethnic, this new 

nationalist strategy represented a continuity with its ideological antecedent. In both cases 

4 Marc Becker (2008) challenges this prevailing assertion about the role of non-indigenous intellectuals. 
He argues that socialist activists worked with indigenous peoples to push for economic and political 
justice and heavily influenced the successful emergence of organized indigenous activism in Ecuador.
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the Indian served as a foil for the modern present. In the latter case, constructing 

indigenous peoples as national subjects prevented them from asserting their own coherent 

narrative of a collective past, especially if those stories conflicted with national 

development goals, for example, calls for non-western development and radical agrarian 

reform (Crain 1990, 55). These cultural discourses, in whatever form, presented an over-

simplified and impotent Indian subject which helped the mestizo and Creole population 

naturalize their lack of political and economic power. 

Neither overt racism nor the imposition of state multiculturalism succeeded in 

limiting the political subjectivity of indigenous peoples (Lucero 2008, 151). Despite their 

marginal status, they continued to demand cultural recognition on their own terms 

through the construction of counter-narratives. The opportunity to engage in dialogue, 

although structured from the beginning to disadvantage minority voices, allowed the 

indigenous movement to confront marginalizing discourses (Gomez 2004, 19). Today, 

recognition of cultural difference and self-determination represent the cornerstone 

objectives of the indigenous movement, not only in Ecuador but across Latin America.5 

Indigenous peoples emphasize cultural identity and heritage to augment the legitimacy of 

their claims in the eyes of influential outsiders. This strategy works against a long history 

of attempts at diluting or ignoring indigenous culture and challenges the state to enable 

participatory, inclusive, and multicultural political involvement. The rhetoric of cultural  

difference and self-determination operates as a political opportunity structure, giving 

indigenous peoples an authoritative voice to persuasively advocate their agendas 

(Jackson and Warren 2005, 554). 

5 Many ethnic minority groups across the globe make very similar political demands of national 
governments. For an interesting parallel in Indonesia, see Tsing 2004. 
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In this cultural context, the adoption of an ecological identity can be seen as 

fortifying the historical struggle to control territories and exercise self-determination 

(Ulloa 2005, 126).  Indigenous movements have seemingly organized around political 

opportunities presented by a global boom in sustainability. Through a strategic emphasis 

on environmental issues many groups have managed to heighten the profile of their 

territorial struggles and organize the resources and alliances necessary to fight against the 

abuses of the state or encroaching industry (Conklin and Graham 1995). Political 

scientists tend to interpret the alliance between indigenous peoples and environmental 

campaigns as a form of exchange. Indigenous people capitalize on the mass media's focus 

on global environmental issues to attract attention, leverage, and funds to their local 

struggles. Simultaneously, environmental NGOs gain credibility from partnership with 

indigenous peoples. Alliances legitimate claims that these western organizations fight 

alongside the less powerful, as opposed to merely on their behalf (Keck and Sikkink1998, 

12-3). This dynamic of apparent mutual benefit has made Indians important and willing 

participants in the “political economy of ecological wisdom” to justify land claims and 

win cultural respect (Ramos 2001, 15).6 

However, unproblematized ecological identities raise concern given their 

resemblance to colonial classifications of indigenous peoples as savage and uncivilized. 

Scholarly debates on the ecological rhetoric employed by or about indigenous peoples 

center around the theoretical issues of essentialism, a term that refers to the belief that 

social categories, such as ethnicity, signal innate differences. On one end of the spectrum, 

6 Ramos highlights hyperbolized performances of indigenous identity in Brazil to demonstrate how 
indigenous actors have purposely adopted an image that resonates with the stereotypes of non-Indian 
Brazilians. 
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essentialist ecological images hurt indigenous peoples by restricting their identity to 

external stereotypes (Krech 1999, 2007; Adams 2004). On the other end, indigenous 

peoples consciously construct environmental identities for significant political gains in a 

textbook case of strategic essentialism.7 Very few academics would uncritically equate 

indigenous interests with western environmentalist priorities, and social scientists of all 

backgrounds acknowledge the constructedness of identity. Rather than resurrect an 

ultimately dead-end debate about the “authenticity” of indigenous claims to a special  

relationship to nature, this section instead reviews the scholarly attempts to understand 

the implications of the popular images promoted by indigenous peoples and international 

conservationists alike.

Critical Analysis of Indigenous Ecological Essentialism 

Many anthropologists react suspiciously to the romantic or idealized portraits of 

indigenous peoples deployed by various environmental and indigenous movements. 

Essentialist images arouse skepticism because they have historically served to reinforce 

conditions of social inequality. In his popular book The Ecological Indian: Myth and  

History (2000), Shepard Krech III compiles historical evidence to argue that there never 

was such a thing as the essentially “Ecological Indian.”8 The epilogue targets recent 

portrayals of native peoples as the pure antithesis of white destruction, arguing that such 

unfaithful representations have been widely, uncritically accepted. He also suggests that 

7 The concept of strategic essentialism, the simplification of group identity for political purposes, is 
attributed to postcolonial theorist Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1988).
8 His research applies to North American natives, but he gives anecdotal evidence to extend his claim to the 
Amazon in later publications (Krech 2007).
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the Ecological Indian has “deeper roots in European self-criticism than in indigenous 

realities” (Krech 2000, 227). Krech is one of many participants in the “minor academic 

industry” that critiques the idea that indigenous peoples live or ever lived in harmony 

with nature (Tsing 2007, 61n27). These scholars, to varying degrees, see environmentalist 

portrayals as “dehumanizing” indigenous peoples. (Krech 2000; Ulloa 2005; Brosius 

1999, 280). In other words, the noble savage stereotype ultimately harms native peoples 

by treating them as radically different from other human groups (Krech 2007, 20). 

Therefore, claims to purity and closeness to nature reinforce primitivist characterizations 

that ignore the historical, social, and cultural contexts of real indigenous people in favor 

of mythologized icons (Ulloa 2005, 200). The suggested repercussions of these 

stereotypes range from co-optation by NGOs to further exclusion from national political 

life. 

Astrid Ulloa questions the assumption that environmentally-oriented programs 

naturally benefit indigenous peoples on the grounds that many such initiatives represent 

natives as vulnerable, passive, and dependent on outside help and support, thereby 

reproducing colonial views (2005, 196-202). Environmental management and academic 

ecology have traditionally failed to incorporate indigenous or local knowledge until very 

recently, but more importantly, fewer attempts have been made to find its possible 

articulations with western knowledge (Gudynas 2009). A western scientific approach still 

dominates the debate over nature conservation, and technical monitoring is commonly 

seen as more legitimate than the knowledge and experiences of local peoples (Milton 

1996, 193). Incorporating indigenous peoples into the western projects of mapping, 

planning and implementing environmental strategies assumes that natives require the 
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guidance and training of outsiders to “help” them understand and manage nature. Such 

paternalistic attitudes resemble the colonial tendency to see indigenous communities as 

impoverished and/or ignorant until the West intervenes to “improve” indigenous practices 

and thought (Ulloa 2005). 

 Conservation biology often conflates indigenous interests with its own goals thus 

misrepresenting indigenous priorities and worldviews (Milton 1996; Ulloa 2005; Conklin 

and Graham 1995). Ulloa argues that tying indigenous peoples to mainstream 

conservationist ethics confines their interests to what the outside world accepts as 

authentic, an ideal based on the stereotype of the Ecological Native. The community-

based conservation concept, for example, has been critiqued on these grounds. In-vogue 

among international organizations, community-based conservation nominally aims to 

marry the goals of local human development and environmental conservation by 

incorporating local communities into biodiversity conservation initiatives. 

Anthropologists have not dismissed the concept altogether, but some have raised 

questions about the the extent to which these projects use a rhetoric of environmental 

crisis to exert global-level resource management under the guise of local control 

(Brosius, Tsing, and Zerner 1998, 159; Ulloas 2005). Globalist ecological discourse has 

imposed conservation as the natural obligation of indigenous peoples, holding them 

responsible for protecting humanity's biological heritage at all costs (Ulloa 2005). 

Western organizations all too often propose regulation of resources in the Third World 

and then turn a blind eye to the consumption in industrialized countries that ultimately 

drives biodiversity loss and pollution worldwide.9   

9 The failure of the December 2009 Copenhagen climate summit to produce a binding resolution on carbon 
emissions only heightens suspicions that the developed world prefers environmental sustainability start 
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International actors whose top priority is biodiversity conservation or some notion 

of sustainable development cannot be trusted to always put loyalty to local peoples above 

their environmental goals. For instance, if the state or industry offers an appealing deal, 

environmental NGOs or sustainable development organizations might put their support 

behind projects opposed by indigenous peoples (Milton 1996; Ulloa 2005). This scenario 

played out in the early 1990s when controversy erupted over closed, direct negotiations 

between the U.S.-based Natural Resources Defense Council (NDRC) and the oil 

company Conoco concerning oil development plans in the Ecuadorian rainforest. The 

NDRC believed oil development in the region was inevitable. Behind closed doors they 

decided to pressure Conoco to dedicate funds to a supervisory/conservation foundation 

instead of opposing drilling altogether, as local Huaorani tribes had clearly demanded. All 

the while, the NDRC justified its involvement in Ecuador on the grounds that they 

represented the interests of indigenous peoples (Kane 1993). 

Ulloa suggests that the use of idealized natives as models of wisdom and 

responsibility for western spiritual and environmental woes can also trap indigenous 

peoples politically. In a bizarre inverse of the use of the savage as a foil for European 

sophistication, exotic icons of ecological nobility help construct a “postindustrial western 

self,” building “ecological identities for western individuals that allow them to possess, 

observe, remember, judge and transform the ecological native.” This consecrated image 

of indigenous peoples dictates specific, fixed cultural traits in order to satisfy western 

expectations of “authentic” environmentalist wisdom. Yet again, Indians are designated 

as sacred icons rather than people facing real, human political and social problems. 

elsewhere.
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(Ulloa 2005, 201-14; Milton 1996). In the same vein, Ulloa warns that First World 

environmentalists risk getting comfortable with images of indigenous peoples as eco-

martyrs, sacrificing their “pure” and “traditional” lives for the unsustainability of 

“modern” world (Ulloa 2005, 211). This mindset potentially pushes more of the burden 

of high consumption in the West to the local stewards of the remaining “intact” swaths of 

biological and cultural resources.

Multiple Environmentalisms 

The preceding critiques are founded on the premise that lopsided power relations 

inherently undermine the efficacy of indigenous environmental identity politics (Conklin 

and Graham 1995; Ramos 2001; Ulloa 2005). In response to the aforementioned concern, 

this thesis takes the following positions. Although essentialism raises legitimate 

theoretical and practical qualms, it is important not to deny indigenous peoples' agency 

over identity construction. Discourses are always subject to redefinition and revision; 

therefore, the western and colonial genealogy of modern environmentalism cannot 

completely constrain its contemporary use. I do see alliances formed solely on the basis 

of appeal to external values (e.g. western-style environmental conservation) problematic 

for many of the reasons given in the preceding section. However, espousing an ecological 

identity is rarely the sole strategy deployed by indigenous groups, as the Ecuadorian case 

demonstrates. Many Ecuadorian indigenous groups have capitalized on concerns about 

biodiversity and climate change to enhance the visibility of their struggles against oil  

drilling and mining, but they are not dependent on images of ecological wisdom for 

political mobilization. 
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Although indigenous peoples often project certain images to fit their audience, the 

politicization of ecological identities should not invalidate indigenous claims to special  

environmental “knowledges” or worldviews. Evidence of difference between European 

and Indian cultural heritages can be invoked to sincerely argue that an indigenous group 

lives “better” with nature or, at the very least, less harmfully. For example, indigenous 

cultures in Latin America often lack a hard dualism between human and nonhuman, 

identify supernatural spirits in animals and plants, and perceive a volatile, chaotic nature 

as demanding respect and reverence (Miller 2007, 27-29). Interpretations of 

environmentalism as an imposed colonial discourse make the mistake of overlooking the 

multiple forms it takes. Much confusion could be avoided if critics of strategic 

essentialism accepted that the environmental responsibility embraced by indigenous 

groups need not adhere to the tenets of western environmentalism, which developed in a 

specific cultural context. Rather, Indians have proposed an “alternative environmental 

ideology envisioned as less destructive than the status quo” they oppose. These 

alternatives may not be “pure,” pre-colonial forms of indigenous thought, but they should 

retain the right to differ from western visions/versions of environmentalism (Cepek 2008, 

203).  

Unsurprisingly, engagement with western environmental thought in combination 

with the threat of total ecological ruin has affected the way indigenous peoples 

conceptualize their environments. Evidence of indigenous peoples incorporating western 

concepts into their discourse reveals a process of cultural change, not cultural corruption 

or stark opportunism. No one questions that globalization has brought about 

transformations in nearly every society. Indigenous cultures, even though they are not 
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traditionally thought of as cosmopolitan, are no exception to this trend. In his 

ethnography of Cofán conservation in northeastern Ecuador, anthropologist Michael 

Cepek found that Cofán views of the Amazon rainforest had changed as a result of 

interaction with wide-eyed ecotourists. Gradually, the Coáfan's “forest became an object 

whose very existence depended on human action.” Cepek's subjects, “fairly divorced” 

from western environmentalism, embraced their own activist, conservationist ethic that 

focused on the importance of a healthy forest for their entire way of life (2008, 208-9).

In line with this observation, anthropologist Anna Tsing, in her studies of 

international and cross-cultural coalitions, emphasizes that allied interests need not match 

perfectly to function well. Varying goals, backgrounds and perceptions of issues do not 

preclude collaboration of actors as disparate as indigenous organizers, academics, or 

wildlife lovers (Tsing 2000, 349). Global environmentalism represents a coalescence of 

diverse interests that engage in dialogue and collaboration as well as tension and 

misunderstanding. Therefore, indigenous activists and environmentalists can identify 

with one another without necessarily claiming to share a common identity or worldview. 

Additionally, the high visibility of an environmentalist identity does not entail the erasure 

of underlying differences between indigenous groups and western allies (Hilhorst 2003, 

32). 

Conklin and Graham's (1995) adaption of the middle ground concept,10 to 

contemporary Amazonia is a useful approach for understanding indigenous 

environmental politics in Ecuador. The middle ground is a political arena characterized 

by intercultural communication, exchange and action, facilitates the mutual  

10 Originally developed by Richard White (1991) to describe the relationship between Native Americans 
and white settlers in the Great Lakes region during the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries.
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accommodation of interests through interactions that cannot be simply interpreted as 

“domination, subordination, and acculturation” (695). In the Brazilian Amazon, the 

exercise of symbolic politics by indigenous villagers created a middle ground with 

international environmental campaigns that fit both interests by capitalizing on the 

positive associations of Indians with ecologically harmony. This type of strategic 

essentialism is one of the most powerful tools available to indigenous peoples but often 

works as a supplement to formally entering national politics through participation in 

ministries and organized political parties (Ramos 2001). The Ecuadorian indigenous 

movement exemplifies this combination strategy, their rhetoric incorporates the language 

of biodiversity (Zhingri 2008), but their overall approach decidedly focuses on 

influencing the state through formal channels. 

The appropriation of the biodiversity concept demonstrates the paradoxical 

adoption of an originally western construct for indigenous purposes. Biodiversity, a term 

coined by  conservation biology, officially emerged as a global buzz word with the 

ratification of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) at the 1992 Rio Summit 

(Escobar 1998, 54). The biodiversity problem has since splintered into various 

“globalocentric,” third world national, progressive southern NGO, and social movement 
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interpretations. Social movements have reworked the original globalist concept, which 

insinuated the need for top-down control of “world” resources, to fit their broader 

political goals (Milton 1996; Escobar 1998, 54). Indigenous organizations like CONAIE 

have conceptually embraced biodiversity as a component of their struggles against 

extractive industries in the Amazon. In Ecuador (as well as in Peru, Colombia, Boliva, 

and Brazil) this approach has helped indigenous groups achieve legal recognition of 

collectively-held territories (Escobar 1998, 54). 

This chapter assessed claims about the risks and benefits of socially-constructed 

ecological identities to the political goals of indigenous peoples in order to convey the 

importance of environmental discourse in Ecuadorian ethnopolitics. Bucking a history of 

disenfranchisement that dates back to the Spanish conquest, a surge in transnational

activism and political involvement in Ecuador brought unprecedented attention to 

indigenous worldviews and supplemented indigenous discourse with the globally salient 

language of environmentalism. Drawing from the extensive literature on strategic 

essentialization, this chapter concluded that the use of environmental discourse represents 

neither the resurrection of innate ancient wisdom nor the outside manipulation of Indian 

values. Rather, it should serve as evidence of careful appropriation and hybridization 

(Escobar 1998, 64). Those who take an antiessentialist position and refuse to accept 

indigenous environmentalist claims “at face value,” mistakenly ignore the  syncretic 

construction of such rhetoric (Cepek 2008, 200). The next chapter turns to Ecuador's 

2008 Constituent Assembly to show how the creative articulation of environmental 

discourse by the indigenous movement advanced their broader political aspirations.
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CHAPTER 3

THE CONSTITUTION OF 2008

Arriving on foot or by bus, thousands of Indians traveled to the remote town of 

Zumbagua to see U.S.-trained economist and Ecuadorian political newcomer Rafael 

Correa honored at the ceremony of Tantarimuy on the day before his official presidential 

inauguration in 2007. The president-elect received a ritual cleansing from indigenous 

elders after a mass conducted simultaneously in Kichwa and Castilian by Catholic priests. 

Then, with Presidents Hugo Chavez and Evo Morales looking on, the province's 

indigenous prefect bestowed Correa the “baton of power,” an indigenous symbol of 

authority. Donning an embroidered shirt and  Andean poncho, Correa proclaimed in 

Kichwa that his government would be "a government of the indigenous" (Saavedra 2009; 

Garrigues 2007; ANSA 2007). 

This moment of spirited multiculturalism captures the excitement surrounding 

Correa's election. Throughout Latin America the recent reinvigoration of leftist leadership 

under the banner of “twenty-first century socialism” signaled a transition away from elite 

monopoly on political control and augured a new political landscape for Ecuador's 

indigenous groups. Correa's platform centered around a pledge to rewrite the national 

Constitution with provisions for better environmental protection, natural resource 

nationalization, and the declaration of Ecuador as a plurinational state. At this key 

juncture, the Constituent Assembly embraced indigenous participation to an 

unprecedented degree. This chapter shows how the text of the new Constitution moved 

indigenous concerns and worldviews into national politics. It then demonstrates how the 
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Constituent Assembly's attempts to reconcile western and indigenous concepts 

represented a new middle ground. In order to set up my analysis of key reforms won by 

the indigenous movement, the following section provides the political context of the 

constitutional process. 

A New Political Context for Indigenous Demands

The political context that preceded the constitutional rewrite was characterized by 

widespread disillusionment with national politics and weakened economy. The idea of a 

“Citizen's Revolution” to overturn the corrupt and ineffective Partidocracia,11 rule by the 

traditional party system, capitalized on this discontent and enabled Correa to win office 

without the backing of an established party. Instead he built up the Alianza PAIS (Proud 

and Sovereign Fatherland Alliance)12 political movement as his support network, a tactic 

that helped destabilize the existing power structure for political elites and social 

movements alike. In contrast, the previous Constitution of 1998 was written by a 

constituent assembly divided along the same party lines as the legislature and thus fell 

into familiar patterns of party politics.                                          

Correa's first act as President was to convoke a popular referendum on whether or 

not to convene a national constituent assembly to write a new constitution (Carter Center 

2008c, 4). The proposal passed with approximately eighty-two percent of the vote, and on 

September 30, 2007, Ecuador elected constituents for the new assembly. Eighty out of the 

130 seats went to members of Correa's Alianza PAIS (EUEOM 2009, 9), whereas 

11   This translates directly as “Party-ocracy.” 
12  The platform's unifying priorities were national sovereignty, regional integration, and poverty 
alleviation.
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Pachakutik and Pachakutik alliances won five seats.13 Minority parties and movements 

like PAIS also included several indigenous members and many indigenous rights 

proponents. The absence of a single party claiming to represent indigenous peoples 

signaled a transition for political party representation of indigenous interests14 (EUEOM 

2007, 59).

On its first day, the newly-elected assembly recessed the preexisting legislature 

indefinitely (Carter Center 2008a, 3). Given such broad powers, the Constituent 

Assembly had total freedom to restructure the Ecuadorian political system and to open 

debate on any issue. To organize deliberations, the Assembly divided itself into ten 

working groups. Members then went on town hall meeting tours of the country to gather 

proposals from civil society and spent the month of January receiving input from various 

social sectors and government bodies. The Assembly constituents recorded their activities 

on blogs linked to the Assembly's website (a fitting twenty-first century approach for 

promoting the transparency of “twenty-first century socialism”). They received 340 

proposals in just the first few days of 2008 and collected a total of 1,630 by July. The 

Constituent Assembly process was commended for its exceptional levels of transparency, 

diversity, and public involvement (Saavedra 2009; Carter Center 2008a; 2008b; Gudynas 

2009). The participatory structure of the Constituent Assembly reflected the emphasis of 

the Citizen's Revolution on public involvement. This atmosphere of openness and 

inclusion gave indigenous representatives an unprecedented opportunity to shape national 

13  Pachakutik is officially defined as plurinational and multicultural not indigenous.
14   Pachakutik lost much of its base to the PAIS block, which absorbed the support of many traditional 
leftist parties and movements (EUEOM 2007, 59). For more context on the political tensions between 
MPAIS and the indigenous organizations see the epilogue of this thesis. 
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political discourse. 

The Constitution of 2008:  Legitimizing Minority Worldviews 

 On September 28, 2008, the new Constitution passed by national referendum 

with sixty-four percent of the vote. On its own, the progressive constitution in no way 

signified an end to the discrimination and disproportionate hardships facing indigenous 

peoples. Ecuador's political reality at present, still marked by deep asymmetries of power, 

does not bode well for a speedy implementation of the Constituent Assembly's highest 

cultural, social, and environmental aspirations. A precedent of inadequate enforcement 

for preexisting indigenous rights in Ecuador suggests that the new reforms will not 

suddenly reverse centuries of racism and disenfranchisement. However, analyzed as a 

cultural document, the Constitution demonstrated the power of the indigenous movement 

to redefine national values. In examining the political significance of the new 

Constitution for Ecuador's indigenous peoples, this analysis assumes that national 

constitutions do more than structure governance, they also affirm a national identity on 

the public stage. This chapter argues that the new Ecuadorian Constitution legitimates 

indigenous identity and political priorities at the national level through its conceptual  

refashioning of nationality, environment, and development. 

This chapter looks to how novel reformulations of western principles might 

enable policies and environmental protections advocated for by the indigenous 

movement. The origins of modern rights discourse and the constitutional tradition itself 

may be Anglo-American, but Ecuador's indigenous movement often appropriates western 

tools to advance their own interests. With the same spirit that they embrace the internet,  
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the indigenous movement acts on the empowering potential of foreign ideas.15 Bolivian 

Aymara sociologist Pablo Mamani characterizes indigenous cultures as having a 

“plasticity that enables them to appropriate and render original what is alien, to make it  

their own” (quoted in Escobar 2010, 37). In the Ecuadorian case, demanding that the state 

uphold constitutionally-guaranteed rights is a practical political strategy for securing 

territory and sovereignty. Moreover, the use of western-style rights bridges the alienating 

“otherness” that can burden indigenous identities (Ulloa 2005). The Constituent 

Assembly functioned as an institutional nexus between the state and grassroots social 

movements, thus enabling indigenous representatives to bridge the divide between their 

activism and mainstream national politics.

Alternative Conceptions of Nation: Plurinationality 

“There is no more Indian problem,” Ecuador's dictator Guillermo Rodríguez Lara 

proclaimed in 1972. “We all become white when we accept the goals of the national 

culture” (Becker 2008a, 142-3). General Rodríguez's infamous quote, from a period in 

Ecuadorian history when most indigenous peoples were still denied voting rights, 

succinctly captures the pervasive assimilationist attitude that indigenous peoples have 

fought hard to change. The ideology of mestizaje, the willful expectation that indigenous 

identities submit to a homogenous, European ideal, has given way to a nationalistic re-

valorization of Indian culture (Warren and Jackson 2005, 551). That a majority of 

Ecuadorians now acknowledge indigenous heritage (Crain 1990) also signals that the 

15    In January 2010 CONAIE created a YouTube channel for sharing speeches and interviews. 
<http://www.you tube.com/user/CONAIEVideos>.
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relationship between “Indianess” and national identity has changed significantly in the 

past three decades.

 The struggle to reverse dismissive attitudes towards indigenous peoples is 

evidenced by the new Constitution's declaration of Ecuador as a plurinational state, which 

recasts Ecuadorian nationality as a “mosaic” of indigenous and non-indigenous peoples 

(Sawyer 2004, 47). The university-educated founders of CONAIE conceptualized 

“plurinationality” to better represent Ecuador's ethnic, racial, and cultural diversity 

(Lucero 2008; Becker 2008, 173). The use of the term reflected the desire to reverse 

exclusionary understandings of national identity firmly rooted in colonial race relations. 

The indigenous movement achieved this recognition in the new Constitution, the first 

article of which reads, “Ecuador is a constitutional state of rights and justice, social, 

democratic, sovereign, independent, united, intercultural, plurinational and secular”16 

(italics added). The presentation of Ecuador as plurinational state is a crucial foundation 

for other indigenous priorities. The following brief summary of the historical 

development of this language underlines the strategic importance of the concept. 

The origins of the notions of plurinationality and indigenous “nationalities” go 

back to the influence of Marxist thought in Ecuador during the early twentieth century. 

The Leninist concept of nationalities was introduced to Ecuador in the 1930s by activists 

from Communist International who argued that indigenous peoples, since they had their 

own languages, histories, and territories, constituted oppressed national groups (Becker 

2008c). During this period, the concept reflected the Leninists’ prediction that the world's 

16 Original Spanish text: “El Ecuador es un Estado constitucional de derechos y justicia, social, 
democrático, soberano, independiente, unitario, intercultural, plurinacional y laico.” 
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oppressed nationalities would eventually rise up against bourgeois states in favor of 

global socialism (Wright 1943). The rhetoric of nationalities was popularized among 

nominally communist and peasant organizations with indigenous membership and later 

fully embraced by ethnic-based organizations like CONAIE who made recognition of 

nationalities an integral part of the indigenous movement's agenda from the 1980s though 

the 2000s (Becker 2008a, 170-3). An indigenous federation leader concisely articulated 

the role of this concept to then-President Borja, “The purported national unity is a fictive 

utopia. Ecuador is a mosaic, a country made up of diverse nationalities” (Sawyer 2004, 

47). 

Ecuador first won recognition of this classification from the state in the titles of 

government ministries (Lucero 2008, 143). When Ecuador wrote its last Constitution in 

1998, the indigenous camp advocated for the use of “plurinational.” But elites and the 

military, identifying as mestizo or white, did not feel comfortable with the term. The 

movement had to settle for the term “pluricultural,” instead (Lucero 2008, 204n3). 

The notion of multiple indigenous nationalities provided the following significant 

advantages: it offered an alternative to denigrating colonial categories, implied the more 

concrete political demands of autonomy and self-determination, not just mere cultural 

respect, and finally, better suited the goal of politically unifying a multiplicity of ethnic  

groups without homogenizing Ecuador's diversity (Lucero 2008, 143-6). The 

plurinational ideal is the indigenous movement's own cultural utopia, but unlike the 

dominant story, whereby the Indian becomes Ecuadorian, this alternative foresees a 

harmony between non-indigenous and indigenous groups (Lucero 2008, 177). 

The 2008 Constitution definitively embraces the concept of multiple nationalities 
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several times over, as in this passage from Article 6, “The Ecuadorian nationality is the 

political and legal bond between the people and the state, without prejudice or regard to 

their membership to any one of the indigenous nationalities that coexist in plurinational 

Ecuador.”17  This expansion of citizenship incorporates what was previously a fringe 

concept into the mainstream, thus reversing a historical precedent of total exclusion from 

national political life. However, the right to identify with indigenous nationalities also 

implies self-determination and therefore holds the potential to affect the outcome of 

material conflicts.

The link between local sovereignty and recognition of nationalities can be 

illustrated through struggles over land and natural resources. Ecuador's economic 

development has historically relied upon the exploitation of Indian-occupied lands, 

sparking resistance to government-endorsed resource extraction. The best example of this 

conflict comes from the Amazon where the discovery of oil in the 1960s and subsequent 

oil booms have threatened many indigenous groups. The epidemiological, social, and 

environmental impacts of petroleum extraction in the rainforest spurred indigenous self-

organization to demand legal title to ancestral lands. However, claims made by groups 

like the Organization of the Indigenous Peoples of Pastaza (OPIP) have been repeatedly 

dismissed on the grounds that indigenous organizations do not have the appropriate status 

to negotiate with the state. In 1990, President Borja denounced as secessionist the 

proposal for communal land titling brought forth by OPIP. “You are not a state within 

another state,” he rebuked, angry over the proposal's use of “nationalities,” as opposed to 

17  Original Spanish: “La nacionalidad ecuatoriana es el vínculo jurídico político de las personas con el 
Estado, sin perjuicio de su pertenencia a alguna de las nacionalidades indígenas que coexisten en el 
Ecuador plurinacional.” 
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the sanctioned term “ethnicities,” to frame indigenous territorial claims. In the aftermath 

of this conflict, which occurred in the context of the massive June 1990 levantamiento,  

Borja's conservative government labeled OPIP and other indigenous organizations 

“subversives” (Sawyer 2004, 44-8).

These relatively recent efforts to cast indigenous demands for sovereignty as 

treasonous makes the rhetoric of the Constitution even more remarkable. The official 

reframing of nationhood as plurinational marks an outstanding victory over long-term 

insistence on a homogenous national identity that denies the right of indigenous peoples 

to challenge government actions or agendas in their localities. By acknowledging a 

multiplicity of nationalities within the state, the Constitution endorses the right of 

indigenous peoples to protest exploitation that is, at present, justified by a notion of 

uniform national interest. These assertions hide the fact that the “national” interest is  

often a pseudonym for narrow elite interests. Constitutional redefinitions of environment 

and development also validate indigenous priorities.

Alternative Conceptions of Natural Resources: Pacha Mama

From a western perspective, perhaps the most striking feature of the 2008 

Constitution is the enfranchisement of Nature as a rights-bearing entity. The “rights of 

Nature” clauses are part of an extensive reorientation in national environmental values 

declared by the Constitution. These changes can be traced back to the influence of 

environmentalists and indigenous leaders who collaborated to advance a progressive 

environmental agenda in the Constituent Assembly. The end results were sizable portions 

of the constitutional text that advance holistic, less utilitarian attitudes towards nature 
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through an incorporation of the indigenous idea of Pacha Mama, an entity that cannot be 

reduced to property.

The Constitution uses two terms, side by side, to refer to the environment: Pacha 

Mama, anchored in the cosmology of indigenous peoples, and naturaleza (nature), of 

European heritage (Gudynas 2009, 37). But to avoid eliding centuries of cultural 

transformation, it should be made clear that I do not claim that Pacha Mama represents a 

singular or culturally “intact” indigenous ideology of the natural environment. After 

colonization, conceptions of nature underwent major changes in Ecuador (Gudynas 2009) 

and have continued to change along with the globalization of environmental discourse. 

However, Pacha Mama, roughly translated from Quechua as Mother Earth, implies a 

human relationship to the environment radically different from the model imposed by the 

West. This difference is evident in Article 71, which defines “the natural environment or 

Pacha Mama” as “where life reproduces and takes place.” This language depicts nature 

as an integral part of all life in contrast to the human-nature duality that characterizes  

western notions of the environment.  

Western ideas about the human relationship to nature, although not static, have 

tended to conceive of nature as a set of “resources” with present or potential economic 

value. Early on, “wild” nature was viewed as a savage frontier to be dominated. Yet even 

newer understandings  have reinforced attitudes towards nature that similarly emphasize 

fragmentation, control and manipulation (e.g. ecosystems management). European 

perspectives on nature have long dictated state policy in Ecuador. Under a colonial 

regime, the Ecuadorian landscape represented a basket of primary product exports to 

enrich foreign metropolises and upon independence, for nation-building (Gudynas 2009). 
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These attitudes have historically contributed to the disenfranchisement of indigenous 

peoples in Ecuador. The market-oriented drive to extract forest products, minerals, cash 

crops, and petroleum has led to the expropriation of indigenous peoples from their 

territories or the degradation of their hunting and fishing grounds (Sawyer 2004). 

Indigenous people have reaped none of the benefits of the resource extraction paradigm 

but borne all the environmental costs. 

 The shift to a alternative  environmental orientation is spelled out most 

prominently in Chapter 7, which gives Pacha Mama the “right to exist, maintain itself, 

and regenerate its own vital cycles, structure, functions and evolutionary processes.”18 In 

addition, Pacha Mama has the right to ecological restoration (Constitución del Ecuador, 

art. 71). Although Nature cannot demand the recognition of its rights – the text delegates 

this responsibility to the citizens19– its enfranchisement as an entity with its own rights 

independent of human rights is unprecedented in a national constitution (Gudynas 2009). 

Ecologist Eduardo Gudynas classifies the new Constitution as biocentric because humans 

are no longer the sole bearers of inalienable rights. From his perspective, Ecuador has 

acknowledged that Nature possesses intrinsic value that exceeds its mere utility for 

human endeavors. He compares the Ecuadorian Constitution to others in Latin America 

and finds it to be quite radical, even in comparison to the constitutional regimes that also 

18    Original Spanish: “La naturaleza o Pacha Mama, donde se reproduce y realiza la vida, tiene derecho a 
que se respete integralmente su existencia y el mantenimiento y regeneración de sus ciclos vitales, 
estructura, funciones y procesos evolutivos.”

19   Original Spanish: “Toda persona, comunidad, pueblo o nacionalidad podrá exigir a la autoridad pública 
el cumplimiento de los derechos de la naturaleza. Para aplicar e interpretar estos derechos se observaran los  
principios establecidos en la Constitución, en lo que proceda” (Constitución del Ecuador 2008, art. 71). 

   English translation: “Every person, community, people or nationality will be able to demand of the public 
authority observance of nature's rights. In order to apply and interpret these rights, they are to be observed 
in accordance with the principles established in the Constitution.”
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address the environment but stress its value only in relation to the economic, social, and 

cultural rights of people. For example, the constitutions of Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, 

Perú, and Venezuela affirm a right to a healthy environment. These clauses resemble 

Article 14 of the new Ecuadorian Constitution, which recognizes the right to a healthy 

and ecologically well-balanced environment. Although this language frames a healthy 

environment as important primarily for human life, because the Ecuadorian constitution 

also grants Nature its own rights it breaks with the pure anthropocentricity that 

characterizes the constitutional tradition (Gudynas 2009, 38). 

The enfranchisement of Nature with constitutional rights might appear bizarre from 

an Anglo-American perspective. Under prevailing legal logic, environmental law only 

makes sense as an extension of human property rights so that environmental degradation 

equates to property damage (Gudynas 2009, 38). The Constitution undermined the 

primacy of this ethnocentric interpretation of property which does not take into account a 

multiplicity of values to nature. The extension of rights to Pacha Mama challenged the 

adequacy of Lockean private property20 and opened new avenues for the resolution of 

environmental justice issues.

The clauses on Nature's rights were crafted with the assistance of the Community 

Environmental Legal Defense Fund (CELDF), a Pennsylvania-based legal advisory group 

that has helped local municipalities in the United States to draft and adopt local laws that  

grant rights to nature.21 The CELDF aims to fundamentally transform environmental law 

20    John Locke wrote that, “Every man has a property in his own person [and in the] labor of his body, 
and the work of his hands,” establishing personal property as the lens through which most rights are 
interpreted (Glendon 1993, 20-1). 

21    Their alternative model of environmental protection has been adopted by municipalities in 
Pennsylvania, Maine, New Hampshire, and Virginia.
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so that the legally-recognized value of the environment is not limited to its classification 

as an individual's or corporation's private property. These new types of laws enable 

individuals to put local resources in a community trust or sue over ecosystem damage and 

use the penalties for remediation (CELDF).

The potential value of such environmental protections for Ecuador's indigenous 

population can be illustrated with a well-publicized, ongoing example from the Amazon. 

In the drawn-out legal battle over the contamination caused by Texaco's oil operations 

from the 1960s to 1990s, indigenous and non-indigenous peoples have struggled to gather 

definitive proof that they were personally harmed by the pollution. Even though the waste 

from oil operations is known to contain many carcinogens that accumulate in human and 

animal tissues, Texaco spokespersons have repeatedly denied that their operations caused 

the widely-reported health problems (Sawyer 2004). This is a reoccurring obstacle for 

environmental justice movements worldwide because the burden of proof is typically on 

the plaintiffs, and they can only seek damages done to their personal property. In the 

rainforests of Ecuador, many indigenous groups still don't have formal titles to their land, 

which is often leased to oil operators. This leaves indigenous peoples without legal 

recourse: the damage done is perfectly legal under the preexisting paradigm of corporate 

private ownership and individual rights. 

Although the practical use of Nature's rights is still uncertain, they create paths for 

legally redressing such struggles. The Constitution's clauses on Nature dramatically 

increase the legal accountability of the government to remedy environmental violations 

and regulate the behavior of corporations. The Constitution gives any Ecuadorian the 

right to challenge environmental harm using the rights of Nature clauses. The reversal of 
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an Euro-centric jurisprudence opens the door for legal actions not possible under a 

paradigm where the environment is only valued as the property its recognized owner.

Alternative Conceptions of Development: Sumak Kawsay

In addition to Pacha Mama, the Constitution embraces another concept proposed 

by the indigenous movement, sumak kawsay or el buen vivir ("the good life" in Kichwa 

and Spanish respectively). Indigenous viewpoints frequently clash with the underlying 

objectives and methods of western economic development. As a result, indigenous 

peoples adopted sumak kawsay to challenge the assumptions at the heart of these western 

models. This may seem like radical opposition to western ideas; however, indigenous 

groups do not oppose growth, technology, or “modernity” in general. They often 

acknowledge the necessity of growth and change but oppose the dominance of 

economistic rationality and the dismissal of indigenous needs, knowledges, and 

perspectives (Escobar 2010, 35). Indigenous peoples have broadened the national 

definition of “development” by successfully advocating for the inclusion of sumak 

kawsay in the 2008 Constitution as the nation's ultimate development goal.  

Former Assembly President Alberto Acosta described sumak kawsay as “a 

condition for achieving true quality of life, going beyond mere subsistence while leaving 

aside insatiable consumerism, which only a few enjoy” (Rodríguez 2008). Article 275 

uses this concept of sumak kawsay to define development: “The development regime is 

the organized, sustainable, and dynamic collective of economic, political, socio-cultural  

and environmental systems, all of which guarantee the realization of the good life, sumak 
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kawsay.”22 Sumak kawsay plays an even more central role in the Constitution as 

evidenced by its presence in the preamble: “We decide to construct a new form of civic 

coexistence, in diversity and harmony with nature, in order to reach the good life, sumak 

kawsay.”23 The “good life” concept anchors a broader moral philosophy for living 

together in a state of perpetual diversity. It envisions a future for Ecuador that focuses on 

holistic well-being instead of mere economic prosperity. The conceptual redefinition of 

development is consistent with several of the text's more tangible mandates. The 

Constitution's strict stance on genetic modification of crops, water rights, and 

bioprospecting  codifies the sumak kawsay philosophy. 

As a holistic reinterpretation of development, the notion of sumak kawsay 

encompasses the capacity of local people to feed themselves and retain autonomy over 

agriculture, a concern most growth-oriented development perspectives neglect. The strict 

regulation of genetically modified crops mandated by the Constitution reflects the 

acceptance of food sovereignty as a national priority. Article 401 prohibits genetically-

modified (GM) seeds except with special approval by the Congress. Compared to other 

countries, this is a very high level of appeal. Neighboring countries in Latin America and 

the United States freely accept transgenic seeds and regulate them in a technocratic 

fashion (Gudynas 2009, 36-37). The issue of transgenic crops is an issue for CONAIE 

because of how it relates to their long-term struggle for food sovereignty. When 

agriculture up-scales or goes high tech, small farmers have lost control over their land 

22 Original Spanish: “El régimen de desarrollo es el conjunto organizado, sostenible y dinámico de los 
sistemas económicos, políticos, socio-culturales y ambientales, que garantizan la realización del buen vivir, 
del sumak kawsay.” 
23 Original Spanish: “Decidimos construir Una nueva forma de convivencia ciudadana, en diversidad y 
armonía con la naturaleza, para alcanzar el buen vivir, el sumak kawsay.” 
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and seed stock often due to the state's favorable treatment given larger agricultural 

operations. From the perspective of local farmers, the introduction of GM plants 

jeopardizes the free use of native seeds upon which they depend. The Ecuadorian 

environmental NGO Acción Ecológica suggests that genetic “contamination” also 

threatens the cultural significance of crops like corn, the traditional varieties of which 

have strong heritage value (Newell 2007, 244; Acción Ecológica 2008). Fundamentally, 

these legal protections against genetic modification reflect the priority of local control  

under the sumak kawsay framework.

The sumak kawsay ethic also appears in the Constitution's approach to water. 

Universal access to water, one thing no life can do without, is high on the list of priorities 

for indigenous peoples all over Latin America. Demands to guarantee water as a human 

right have emerged in opposition to the privatization of water mandated by the prevailing 

wisdom of Washington Consensus structural adjustment programs. In Bolivia, proposed 

privatization sparked massive unrest, known as the Cochabamba Water Wars, as rate 

hikes and cut-offs left many indigenous peoples desperate and outraged (Jackson and 

Warren 2005, 551). In Colombia, a partnership of domestic environmentalists, urban 

activists, and indigenous peoples forced the national legislature to amend their 

constitution to include the inalienable right to water. In order to preempt such struggles, 

the Ecuadorian Constitution outlaws foreign and private control of water. This change 

obliges the state to manage water, not as a natural resource of strategic economic 

importance, but as “vital for nature and the existence of human beings” (art. 318).

According to Acosta, sumak kawsay, the good life, “must be based on respect and 

recognition of ‘the other’” (Rodríguez 2008). This ethic of tolerance is evident in the 
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Constitution's validation of ancestral knowledge typically discounted by the singularity of 

western rationality and science. The Constitution validates indigenous knowledge in 

Article 387 by making the state responsible for fostering and supporting ancestral 

knowledge “thus contributing to the achievement of sumak kawsay.”  More concretely, 

other clauses forbid granting intellectual property rights to products or derivatives of 

"collective knowledge," taking quite a strong stance on bioprospecting and plant 

patenting (art. 402). In other countries, the World Trade Organization protects patents 

under a strong regime of property rights which benefits foreign companies who take 

advantage of indigenous knowledge to develop highly lucrative products, especially 

pharmaceuticals (Gudynas 2009, 37). As is the case with water privatization and GMOs, 

the indigenous movement opposes this so-called genetic looting, as a form of outside 

exploitation of local resources. 

Complexities and Complications 

The 2008 Ecuadorian Constitution charted significant discursive inroads for the 

indigenous movement. In reshaping western notions of citizenship, environment and 

development, the new text granted legitimacy to indigenous demands for local 

sovereignty over natural resources and land. However, as a middle ground, the 

Constitution revealed the tensions inherent in negotiating between different perspectives 

and ideological heritages.

The “left turn” in Latin American politics over the last decade has raised much 

debate about the ability of the new progressive governments to reorient the dominant 

paradigms (neoliberal-style development in particular) that have so profoundly 
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influenced nearly every country in the region. Ecuador is a particularly clear example of 

this phenomenon (Escobar 2010, 2): Correa's speeches wax prophetic about the start of a 

new era, a time of socioeconomic justice and independence from the dictates of 

international lenders. In academic circles, high-profile political moments like the 

Constituent Assembly have generated both tremendous excitement and jaded suspicion. 

Even the most hopeful of commentators point to the difficulties in actuating a major 

break with chronic political, environmental, and social problems (Escobar 2010; Gudynas 

2009; Saavedra 2009). 

In his assessment of these recent counter-hegemonic shifts in Latin America, 

anthropologist Arturo Escobar (2010) articulates a difference between “decolonial” 

projects and “alternative forms of modernization.” The former denotes a rejection of 

dominant models for social organization, starting with underlying concepts like the 

western notion of “natural resources.” The latter version, more reformatory than 

revolutionary, signifies an approach that sees the dominant paradigm in need of repair; 

however, the fundamental presuppositions of dominant models remain in place. The 

degree to which the new Constitution represents a codification of “decolonial” aspirations 

is debatable. This chapter highlighted where the Constitution undermines a status quo 

that values only western perspectives on nationality, environment, and development. 

However, the nature of such a multicultural project is complexity and controversy.  The 

following complications illustrate a few of the underlying frictions that resulted from the 

advancement of radical indigenous objectives at the national level. First, I highlight a 

minor, but telling dispute over the right to water language. Second, I question the degree 

to which the Constitution can be understood as biocentric. 
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 The difficulty of reconciling indigenous and western interpretations was illustrated 

in a dispute over the exact phrasing of water rights in the Constitution. Compared to the 

outbreak of  mobilizations in other Latin American countries, the Ecuadorian process for 

adopting a right to water provision appeared calm. When the Constituent Assembly 

ended, a redaction committee of five constitutional experts took responsibility for 

reviewing and checking the text for repetitions and contradictions. Some in the 

indigenous movement argued that the committee altered the wording to fit into a western 

framework. The Assembly-approved text read, "Water is a human right," and the 

constitutional review committee changed it to, "Access to water is a human right" This 

seemingly subtle change brought the clause in line with a western logic where the right is, 

more specifically, the possibility of accessing water. Monica Chuji, Assemblywoman and 

a United Nations expert on rights of indigenous peoples, argued that an indigenous 

worldview meant for the right to mean the water itself, as “an entity that is part of Pacha 

Mama" and therefore, “deserving of respect for its life, its permanence, its purity, its 

regeneration, among other things" (Saavedra 2009). This relatively small dispute 

indicated an incongruity between the  expectation that change occur within the 

preexisting framework and the decolonial vision desired by indigenous peoples. 

Another interesting tension in the Constitution is the apparent contradiction 

between its stated environmental values and social goals. Despite the unquestionable 

biocentricity of some very prominent clauses, it would be more than naïve to suggest the 

Constitution ushers in a deep ecological framework for national governance. A biocentric 

Constitution may not fit the realities of modern Ecuador, where human suffering is 

nowhere near adequately addressed. In my interpretation, these rights are still very much 
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about people and their values. However, I would like to suggest that the biocentrism 

references a desire to redefine the nation's priorities, especially concerning development, 

so that the environment is not viewed solely through an economistic lens. This serves to 

upset the dominance of a western perspective, which indirectly bolsters the legitimacy of 

indigenous demands via recognition of the worldview they espouse. The very meaning of 

the development concept becomes a “site of struggle.” Differences in the envisioned 

relationship between the environment and human activities connect the struggle of 

indigenous peoples for recognition and resource control to their environmental values 

(Ulloa 2005, 127). 

In the last chapter, I addressed claims that environmentalism operates as a guise for 

the reproduction colonial patterns of domination. The Ecuadorian Constitution illustrates 

that environmental issues, defined on indigenous terms, can serve as a springboard for 

other demands and ultimately work to undermine repressive power relations. The 

Ecuadorian indigenous movement took advantage of political shifts that emphasized 

broad inclusion, socioeconomic justice, and equality to to change their relationship to the 

state through highly symbolic constitutional reforms. In the 2008 Constitution, 

predominantly western formulations of nationality, development, and the environment 

were modified or replaced with language that suits indigenous priorities. It remains 

uncertain if Ecuador can shake up existing environmental and development agendas and 

uphold these reforms in good faith. The indigenous movement's desire for a radical, 

decolonial turn conflicted at times with efforts to merely reform old paradigms. Only 

time will reveal the ultimate impact of the Constitution's conceptual advances and radical  

provisions. Nevertheless, the text exemplifies an enterprising coming together of different 
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cultural values, legal concepts, political interests and visions of the future. As a discursive 

middle ground between state, indigenous, and environmental interests, the Constituent 

Assembly enabled the successful assertion of “Indian” alternatives to ideological roots of 

Ecuador's social and environmental problems.
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EPILOGUE

In a radio address on February 21, 2009, President Rafael Correa announced that he 

had invited a delegation of Canadian native peoples to travel around Ecuador so that they 

could “dispel myths” about the mining industry and “explain how mining can be 

responsible.” His administration planned this visit as a direct response to CONAIE's 

staunch opposition to a new mining law which reauthorized large-scale projects 

suspended during the Constituent Assembly. In a clear effort to contradict the arguments 

of domestic indigenous groups, Correa praised mining practices in Canada as pro-

indigenous, “The greatest beneficiaries of this industry are – listen to this – the native 

Canadian peoples” (Correa 2009; Dosh and Klingerman 2009). 

This effort to undermine CONAIE occurred soon after a period of great civil unrest 

in Ecuador over the new mining law's constitutionality. A coalition of social movements, 

including CONAIE, had organized the “Day of Mobilization for Life” on the day of the 

law's approval by Congress in January of 2009. Tens of thousands of people protested, 

blocking highways and taking to the streets across Ecuador.24 Clearly frustrated with 

these efforts to derail his plans to expand mining in Ecuador, Correa also used the radio 

address to deride indigenous and environmental activists opposing the new legislation,

The truth is that they want to live in their fantasy world, feed on their own dreams, 
saying:

“no mining”, in the name of the indigenous communities, in the name of the poor 
people but what they are actually doing is punishing those poor people, punishing 
those indigenous communities, communities that are undeveloped and that need – 

24  According to some reports, police detained and brought terrorism charges against protest leaders. One 
missing protest leader from the Amazon was later found with a bullet wound to the head (Dosh and 
Klingerman 2009).
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just like the whole country – the revenues that mining generates. What I keep 
saying to them is: we can’t be beggars while we sit on a bag of gold. (Correa 2009)

Correa's rhetoric insists that all Ecuadorians stand to benefit from mining revenue and 

asserts that Ecuador must rely on resource extraction to develop economically. 

Indigenous peoples have continued to loudly reject these arguments.

The escalating tension between social movements and the government broke out 

again during mining protests in September. At one road blockade in the Southern 

Amazon, a face off between police and protesters resulted in the shooting death of a 

Shuar teacher. The incident led to talks between Correa and CONAIE, but the 

negotiations failed to resolve any fundamental disagreements (Dosh and Klingerman 

2009). This was hardly the beginning of strained relations between the two factions. After 

an initial period of cautious optimism immediately after Correa's election, the President  

soured his relationship with the indigenous movement by opposing the adoption of 

Kichwa as an official national language and the firm right of indigenous peoples to prior 

consent (over “consultation”) concerning activities affecting their territory (Denvir 2008, 

5). His refusal to fully concede these top indigenous priorities contributed to a major 

break on May 12, 2008, when the CONAIE officially severed communication with the 

Correa administration. The resignation of the President of the Constituent Assembly and 

a prominent ally of Ecuador’s indigenous and environmental movements, Alberto Acosta 

further signaled a disjunction between Correa and his most progressive supporters 

(Denvir 2008; Gudynas 2009, 36).25 

25  Acosta resigned on June 28, 2008 after high-profile disagreements with Correa. Acosta and other 
representatives claimed that Correa had been rushing the process and interfering with the indigenous and 
environmental agenda of the Assembly (Denvir 2008; Gudynas 2009, 36). 
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The major contentions over the future of mining in Ecuador reveal that the 

struggle to keep extractive industries off indigenous land did not end with the passage of 

the Constitution. Ironically, the President's image as a leftist reformer has threatened the 

unity and strength of indigenous movement. In the shadow of the Citizen's Revolution, 

CONAIE political demands have not registered as well as they did over a decade ago. At 

the time of Correa's election, CONAIE had still not recovered from the damage of 

backing ousted President Lucio Gutierrez six years prior. In the 2006 congressional 

elections, Pachakutik lost significant ground in indigenous strongholds and also 

unsuccessfully ran an indigenous candidate before endorsing Correa in the run-off 

election against right-wing, banana billionaire Alvaro Noboa (Becker 2008; Denvir 2008, 

2; Lucero 2007, 231-3).

According to some analysts, Correa's consolidation of power and high approval 

ratings enabled him to openly demonstrate that he does not rely on the support of any one 

group, distancing himself from the organizations of civil society he used to call allies 

(Denvir 2008, 3). One Pachakutik Assembly member lamented Correa's about-face: "In 

Zumbagua, we presented him with the staff of presidential authority thinking that we 

were compañeros, but, with time, he has been influenced by the same enemies the 

indigenous people have always had, and he has betrayed us." In the eyes of many 

activists in the indigenous movement, the Constitution is really only a partial triumph, far 

from an immediate guarantee of rights or respect for indigenous peoples and the 

environment (Saavedra 2009). 

Despite the President's recent flouting of numerous constitutional provisions, the 

Constitution still represents a major legal accomplishment for the indigenous movement 
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and a symbolic vindication of grassroots power. CONAIE has already filed a lawsuit 

before the national Constitutional Court arguing that the Ley de Minerias violates the 

right of indigenous peoples to prior consultation by authorizing large-scale mining 

operations on indigenous territories (Moore 2009). Even if Correa's administration 

succeeds at current efforts to push its development goals past the legal protections of the 

Constitution, it is important to remember that the Constituent Assembly adopted these 

protections in response to a strong civil society. It will surely take additional grassroots 

pressure to realize these ideals.

The participatory structure of the Constituent Assembly suggested an 

unprecedented legitimacy for the new Constitution in the eyes of Ecuadorian society. The 

overall experience of the Constituent Assembly, although not without its flaws, took 

politics out of the hands of traditionally powerful elites, opening up the most fundamental 

framework of Ecuadorian governance to redefinition by many previously excluded 

sectors. In interviews with the Carter Center (2008c), many constituents of the Assembly 

emphasized the openness and civic participation that characterized the crafting of the 

2008 Constitution compared to the 1998 Constitution. The major differences they cited 

were openness to dialogue with different social groups, the accessibility of the sessions, 

improving the election process for the constituents, and a final approval by popular 

referendum (11). 

The unprecedented transparency and inclusion of this process distinguished itself 

from the closed and corrupt reputation of the government. Calling the Assembly "a 

democratic forum par excellence," Acosta, in his last speech as Assembly leader, 

reminded his peers of the importance of democratic process itself in making the new 
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constitution meaningful for all citizens. He added that, 

Society will be democratic only if the process of building it is democratic. We 
need to change the way we do politics, politicising society while keeping in mind 
at all times that democracy is for everyone and rejecting in practice, and not only 
in rhetoric, the old, exhausted practices of the traditional parties. (quoted in 
Rodríguez 2008)

This sentiment in many ways captures the appeal of the Citizen's Revolution.  The 

constitutional process, perhaps more so than the substantive changes in the document 

itself, signaled a departure from the old way of doing politics, reorienting reform to 

respond to popular demands. The legitimacy of both the Constitution and the Correa 

presidency now depends on the public's belief that this experience represents a sincere 

departure from a political past marred by corruption and exclusion. From the perspective 

of social movements, this moment has passed for Correa, but the Constitution is still a 

valuable tool for the indigenous movement. 

In the United States, it took almost one hundred years before the Fourteenth 

Amendment's universal guarantee of constitutional rights applied in practice to African 

Americans. During the Civil Rights Movement, the gulf between the rights promised by 

the U.S. Constitution and social reality served as a source of rhetorical ammunition for 

the fight against racial discrimination. In Ecuador, the pace and intensity of political  

activism hopefully signals that the constitutional rights won in 2008 will not take as long 

to take effect. In the meantime, indigenous peoples have embraced civil disobedience to 

demonstrate that they will not sit and wait for state policies to protect their human rights,  

let alone Pacha Mama. In this thesis, I have argued that the indigenous movement has 

articulated a pluralistic, decolonial turn in political discourse through the national  

Constitution. Thus far, the governing regime has demonstrated only a willingness to 
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moderately reform the old models the indigenous movement wishes to deconstruct. 

However, the Constitution, by symbolically integrating the values of the indigenous 

movement into the values of the nation, represented an important first step towards 

advancing their long-term goals.

 

66



References

Acción Ecológica. 2008. El Ecuador puede ser tierra libre de transgénicos. Acción 
Ecológica. September 15. http://www.accionecologica.org/transgenicos/ecuador-
libre-de-transgenicos (accessed April 14, 2010).

Adams, Cristina. 2004. Pitfalls of synchronicity: A case study of the Caiçaras in the 
Atlantic rainforest of South-eastern Brazil. In Ethnographies of conservation: 
environmentalism and the distribution of privilege, ed. David G. Anderson, and 
Eeva Berglund. New York: Berghahn Books. 

Agenzia Nazionale Stampa Associata (ANSA). 2007. El Comercio. Correa recibe 'bastón 
de mando' indígena y arremete contra Lucio Gutiérrez. January 14. 
http://ww1.elcomercio .com/solo_texto_search.aspid_noticia=56555&anio=2007
&mes=1&dia=14. (accessed Febuary 17, 2009).

Alvarez, Sonia E., Evelina Dagnino, and Arturo Escobar. 1998. Introduction: the cultural 
and the political in Latin American social movements. In Cultures of politics, 
politics of cultures: re-visioning Latin American social movements, ed. Sonia E. 
Alvarez, Evelina Dagnino, and Arturo Escobar, 1-30. Boulder, Colorado: 
Westview Press. 

Albó, Xavier. 2004. Ethnic identities and politics in the central Andes: The cases of 
Bolivia, Ecuador, and Peru. In Politics in the Andes: Identity, conflict, reform, ed. 
Joe-Marie Burt and Philip Mauceri, 17–37. Pittsburgh, PA: University of 
Pittsburgh Press.

Becker, Marc. 2008a. Indians and leftists in the making of Ecuador's modern indigenous 
movement. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

––––. 2008b. Indigenous movements from oppressed nationalities to an ethno-nationalist 
discourse, paper presented on joint American Historical Association / Conference 
on Latin American History panel "Raising the Wiphala: Historical Perspectives on 
Contemporary Andean Nationalism," Washington, D.C., January 3-6.

––––. 2008c. Pachakutik and indigenous political party politics in Ecuador. In Latin 
American social movements in the twenty-first century, ed. Richard Stahler-Sholk, 
Glen David Kuecker, and Harry. E. Vanden, 165-80. Plymouth, UK: Rowman 
& Littlefield.

Brosius, J. Peter. 1999. Analyses and interventions: Anthropological engagements with 
environmentalism. Current Anthropology 40, no. 3 (June): 299-309.

Brosius, J. Peter, Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing and Charles Zerner. 1998. Representing 
communities: Histories and politics of community-based natural resource 
management. Society & Natural Resources 11, no. 2: 157-68.

67



Brysk, Alison. 2000. From tribal village to global village: Indian rights and 
international relations in Latin America. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 

The Carter Center. 2008a. Report on the national constituent assembly of the Republic of 
Ecuador, no. 1 (January). Quito, Ecuador: The Carter Center. 

––––. 2008b. Report on the national constituent assembly of the Republic of Ecuador 
(September 5). Quito, Ecuador: The Carter Center. 

––––. 2008c. Final report on Ecuador’s approbatory constitutional referendum of 
September 28, 2008 (October 25). Quito, Ecuador: The Carter Center. 

Cepek, Michael L. 2008. Essential commitments: Identity and the politics of Cofán 
conservation. The Journal of Latin American and Caribbean Anthropology 13, no. 
1: 196-222. 

Clark, Kim and Marc Becker. 2007. Indigenous people and state formation in modern 
Ecuador. In Highland Indians and the state in modern Ecuador, ed. Kim Clark a
nd Marc Becker, 1-21. Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press.

Collins, Jennifer. 2004. Linking movement and electoral politics: Ecuador’s indigenous 
movement and the rise of Pachakutik. In Politics in the Andes: Identity, conflict, 
reform, ed. Joe-Marie Burt and Philip Mauceri, 38–57. Pittsburgh, University of 
Pittsburgh Press.

Colloredo-Mansfeld, Rudi. 2007. The power of Ecuador's indigenous communities in an 
era of cultural pluralism. Social Analysis 51 no. 2: 86. 

The Community Environmental Legal Defense Fund (CELDF). Assisting the Ecuador 
constitutional assembly draft rights of nature. CELDF. http://www.celdf.org/Default 
.aspx?tabid=519 (accessed April 12, 2010).

Conklin, Beth A., and Laura R. Graham. 1995. The shifting middle ground: Amazonian 
Indians and eco-politics. American Anthropologist 97, no. 4: 695–710. 

Correa, Rafael. 2009. Radio broadcast from Ambato. Transcript trans. Canadian 
Commercial Corporation. Febuary 21. http://www.ccc.ca/eng/images/content/id/
Cadena_Presidente_Correa_e.pdf (accessed April 18, 2010).

Crain, Mary. 1990. The social construction of national identity in highland Ecuador.
Anthropological Quarterly 63, no. 1 (January): 43-59. 

Denvir, Daniel. 2008. Wayward allies: Rafael Correa and the Ecuadorian left. Committee 
for the Abolition of Third World Debt. http://cadtm.org (accessed May 1, 2009). 

68



Dosh, Paul, and Nicole Kligerman. 2009. Correa vs. social movement: Showdown in 
Ecuador. North American Congress on Latin America. September 17. 
https://nacla.org/node/6378 (accessed April 18, 2010).

Escobar, Arturo. 1998. Whose knowledge, whose nature? Biodiversity, conservation, and 
the political ecology of social movements. Journal of Political Ecology 5: 53-82.

––––. 2010. Latin America at a crossroads: Alternative modernizations, post-liberalism, 
or post-development? Cultural Studies 24, no. 1: 1.  

European Union Election Observation Mission (EUEOM). 2007. Final report on 
Ecuador's constituent assembly elections. Brussels, Belgium: European 
Commission for External Relations.

––––. 2009. Final report on Ecuador's presidential and parliamentary elections of April 
26, 2009 (June). Brussels, Belgium: European Commission for External 
Relations.

Garringues, L. 2007. Ecuadorian native movements turn up the heat. Indian Country 
Today. (retrieved from ProQuest database. accessed February 21, 2009)

Glendon, Mary Ann. 1993. Rights talk: The impoverishment of political discourse. New 
York: The Free Press.

Gomez de la Torre, Victoria. 2004. From “Indios miserables” to “Nacionalidades 
indígenas”: Discourse and the construction of ethnic identity in Ecuador. Master's 
thesis, University of Florida.

Gudynas, Eduardo. 2009. La ecología política del giro biocéntrico en la nueva 
constitucíon de Ecuador.” Revista de Estudios Sociales 32: 34-47.

Hilhorst, Dorothea. 2003. The real world of NGOs: Discourses, diversity and 
development. New York: Zed Books.

Indigenous Alliance of the Americas on 500 Years of Resistance. 1990. Declaration of 
Quito. Reprinted in the Australian Indigenous Law Reporter 6 no. 2 (April 2001). 
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/journals/AILR/2001/23.html (accessed December 12, 
2009).

Kane, Joe. 1993. Letter from the Amazon: “With spears from all sides.” The New Yorker, 
September 27.

Keck, Margaret E. and Kathryn Sikkink. 1998. Activists beyond borders: Advocacy 
networks in international politics. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.

69



Krech, Shepard, III. 1999. The ecological Indian : myth and history. New York: Norton. 
––––. 2007. Beyond The ecological Indian. In Native Americans and the environment: 

perspectives on the ecological Indian, ed. Michael Harkin and David Rich Lewis, 
3-31. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press. 

Kuecker, Glen David. 2008. Fighting for the forests revisited. In Latin American social 
movements in the twenty-first century, ed. Richard Stahler-Sholk, Glen David 
Kuecker, and Harry. E. Vanden, 165-80. Plymouth, UK: Rowman & Littlefield.

Larson, Brooke. Trials of nation making. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004.

Lucero, José Antonio. 2007. Barricades and articulations: Comparing Ecuadorian and 
Bolivian indigenous politics. In Highland Indians and the state in modern Ecuador,  
ed. Kim Clark and Marc Becker, 209-33. Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh 
Press.

––––. 2008. Struggles of voice: The politics of indigenous representation in the Andes.  
Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press.

Macas, Luis. 2001. Foreword to Ethnopolitics in Ecuador: Indigenous rights and the 
strengthening of democracy, by Melina Selverston-Scher. Trans. Melina Selverston-
Scher. Miami, FL: North-South Center Press. 

McAdam, Doug, John D. McCarthy, and Mayer N. Zald, eds. 1996. Comparative 
perspectives on social movements: political opportunities, mobilizing structures, 
and cultural framings. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Miller, Shawn William. 2007. An environmental history of Latin America. New York: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Milton, Kay. 1996. The culture of global environmentalist discourse, Environmentalism 
and cultural theory: Exploring the role of anthropology in environmental 
discourse. New York: Routledge. 

Moore, Jennifer. 2009. CONAIE delivers lawsuit asking new Mining Law be declared 
unconstitutional. Mines and Communities. http://www.minesandcommunities 
.org/article.php?a=9164 (accessed April 18, 2010).

Newell, Peter. 2007. Trade and environmental justice in Latin America. New Political 
Economy 12, no. 2 (6): 237-59. 

Ramos, Alcida Rita. 2001. Pulp fictions of indigenism. Série Antropologia, no. 301. 
Brasília: University of Brasília.

70



Ranco, Darren J. 2007. The ecological indian and the politics of representation: 
Critiquing The ecological Indian in the age of ecocide. In Native Americans and 
the environment: perspectives on the ecological Indian, ed. Michael Harkin and 
David Rich Lewis, 32-51. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press. 

Riofrancos, Thea. 2008. Indigenous Confederation inaugurates new president and 
announces national mobilization. Upsidedown World. February 6. 
http://upsidedownworld.org/main/ecuador-archives-49/1120-ecuador-indigenous-
confederation-inaugurates-new-president-and-announces-national-mobilization 
(accessed January 13, 2010).

Rodríguez, Rosa. 2008. Constituent assembly shakeup highlights divisions. Inter Press  
Service. June 25. http://ipsnews.net/news.asp?idnews=42970 (accessed May 2, 
2009).

Saavedra, Luis Angel. 2009. Citizens' revolution a western revolution.” NotiSur - South 
American Political and Economic Affairs. 14 Aug. http://find.galegroup.com.
Ezproxy.lib.usf.edu/gtx/start.doprodId=ITOF&userGroupName=tamp59176 
(accessed December 2009).

Sawyer, Suzana. 2004. Crude chronicles: Indigenous politics, multinational oil, and 
neoliberalism in Ecuador. Durham: Duke University Press.

Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty. 1988. In other worlds: Essays in cultural politics. New 
York: Routledge.

Selverston-Scher, Melina. 2001. Ethnopolitics in Ecuador: Indigenous rights and the 
strengthening of democracy. Miami, FL: North-South Center Press. 

Tsing, Anna Lowenhaupt. 1994. Further inflections: Toward ethnographies of the future. 
Cultural Anthropology 9, no. 3 (August): 279-97. 

––––. 2004. Friction: An ethnography of global connection. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press.

––––. 2007. Indigenous voice. In Indigenous experience today, ed. Marisol de la Cadena 
and Ori Starn, 41-61. New York: Berg Publishers.

Ulloa, Astrid. 2005. The ecological native: Indigenous peoples' movements and eco-
governmentality in Columbia. New York: Routledge. 

United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII). 2007. United Nations 
declaration on the rights of indigenous peoples. http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/ 
unpfii/en/declaration.html (accessed December 15, 2009).

71



Van Cott, Donna Lee. 2007. Indigenous peoples and the left in Latin America: Diverse 
forms of linkage, diverse implications. Memorandum prepared for the “Left turn in 
Latin America” workshop, Vancouver, BC. May 25-27. 
http://weblogs.elearning.ubc.ca/leftturns/Microsoft %20Word%20-
%20Donna_Lee_Van_Cott_Paper.pdf (accessed March 30, 2010).

Vanden, Harry E. 2008. Social movements, hegemony and new forms of resistance. In 
Latin American social movements in the twenty-first century, ed. Richard Stahler-
Sholk, Glen David Kuecker, and Harry. E. Vanden, 39-55. Plymouth, UK: 
Rowman & Littlefield.

Varese, Stefano. 1996. The new environmentalist movement of Latin American 
indigenous people. In Valuing Local Knowledge: Indigenous People and 
Intellectual Property Rights, eds. Stephen Brush and Doreen Stabinsky, 122-42. 
Washington, DC: Island Press.

Vinueza, Ramiro. 2007. Zumbagua y la ruptura con el neoliberalismo [Zumbagua and the
Rupture with Neoliberalism]. Informacion Alternativa, Kaos en la red. January 
19. Available from: http://www.kaosenlared.net/noticia.php?id_noticia=29666 
(accessed February 17, 2010).

Waters, William F. 2007. Indigenous communities, landlords, and the state: Land and 
labor in highland Ecuador, 1950-1975. In Highland Indians and the state in modern 
Ecuador, ed. Kim Clark and Marc Becker, 120-38. Pittsburgh, PA: University of 
Pittsburgh Press.

White, R. 1991. The middle ground: Indians, empires, and republics in the Great Lakes 
region, 1650-1815. New York: Cambridge University Press.  

Wright, John G. 1943. Lenin on the problem of nationalities. Fourth International 4, no. 
1 (January): 15-8. http://www.marxists.org/history/etol/writers/wright/1943/01/
selfdet.htm (accessed March 8, 2010.)  

Zamosc, Leon. 2007. The Indian movement and political democracy in Ecuador. Latin 
American Politics & Society 49, no. 3 (Fall): 1-34. http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/
latin_american_politics_and_society/v049/49.3zamosc.html (accessed March 30, 
2010).

Zhingri, Patricio. 2008. Interview with Marlon Santi, new president of Ecuador's 
indigenous confederation. TowardFreedom.com, January 17. 
http://towardfreedom.com/home/content/view/1216/1/ (accessed March 17, 
2010).

72


	TITLEPAGE_FINAL
	FRONT MATTER _FINAL
	ABSTRACT FINAL.pdf
	BODY_FINAL

