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ABSTRACT 

 
 

 This dissertation is a study of diverse linguistic resources and contentious identity 

politics among indigenous Amazonian Kichwas in the city of Tena, Ecuador. Tena is a 

rapidly developing Amazonian provincial capital city with a long history of interethnic 

and interlinguistic contact. In recent decades, the course of indigenous Kichwa identity 

formation has been dramatically altered by increasing urban relocation, a burgeoning 

international eco-tourism industry, a generational language shift toward Spanish 

monolingualism, and the introduction of bilingual and intercultural education into native 

communities.  

 The current era of nationalistic Ecuadorian “interculturality” and cultural tourism 

have heightened the public visibility of threatened indigenous practices. Paralleling these 

national social currents has been a growing indigenous activist movement in Ecuador that 

has very recently introduced a controversial new Kichwa language-planning project in 

Napo province. The national standard, Unified Kichwa, is currently being socialized into 

a young population of indigenous students in the Tena region in an effort to create 

cultural and political solidarity among geographically separate communities. The move 

has been met with considerable backlash from Tena Kichwas who believe local 

Amazonian language identity and “natural” socialization practices are under threat of 

displacement.  

 As part of this fracturing of ideologies surrounding language production and 

socialization, Tena Kichwas are creating innovative strategies for objectifying marked 
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linguistic forms in order to use them for specific political purposes. The city of Tena has 

been reconceptualized as an indigenous space for publicly exhibiting opposing identity 

construction strategies, particularly through the use of new semiotic media, including 

folkloric performance and mass-communications technology. Language choice, variation 

and change are becoming very apparently politicized in this unique socio-cultural milieu, 

where new and old varieties are being symbolically elevated and denigrated through 

high-profile semiotic work. Language has become a critical site for the intellectualization 

of cultural change and a key vehicle for asserting rights to self-representation and self-

determination. 

 This dissertation combines theoretical and methodological approaches in 

linguistic anthropology, ethnographic sociolinguistics and discourse analysis to examine 

language variation, change and ideologization in progress. It attempts to illuminate 

aspects of the process by which language forms emerge and transform as products of 

social experience.      
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION: THE VOICES OF CONTEMPORARY TENA 

 
Beneath the Gloss 
 

Commonplace these days among the packaged  

exports of urban Tena, Ecuador are bright collages of 

images of jungle life, decorated indigenous bodies 

and written Kichwa words. Strategically flanking a 

panel of colono (non-indigneous) conservationists at 

a session on global warming in November 2008 is a 

seven-foot-tall poster (left) that reads:  

 
SACHA ÑUCANCHI KAUSAY 

La selva es nuestra vida... 
 

The recurring appearance of such disembodied 

Kichwa-language slogans is the result of a recent and 

resounding epistemological shift occurring in the Ecuadorian jungle—from the once 

unquestioned, organic reproduction of spoken dialects to the planned objectification of 

language. Rural Amazonian Kichwa voices have become appropriated as urban objects, 

creatively employed for political ends while leaving behind unspoken volumes about 

place, time, and social experience.  

Glossed over in the Spanish translation above “La selva es nuestra vida” and 

further in the English translation “The jungle is our life” is a matrix of speaking subjects, 

cultural traditions, political currents, historical forces, linguistic strategies and individual 
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experiences, all vying for representative power. First, there is a semiotic strategy being 

concealed here. In an entirely Spanish-language seminar on the global climatic effects of 

deforestation in Amazonian Ecuador, a marked indigenous language is invoked to 

indexically link an environmentalist cause with condensed images of indigenous 

practices. Without an actual representative to verify the implied sympathy of this 

widespread and ethnically diverse group of Amazonian Kichwa speakers with forest 

conservation planning, readers are deprived of local meanings behind these translated 

terms—the actual importance of the forest, or sacha, for example, not only for food and 

shelter, but as an animated source of power that is deeply connected to territorial identity 

and that is opposed to the urban sector, a place of participation in market exchange. 

Sacha is the locus of kausay [sic], a semantically dense term that is often appropriated to 

mean “culture,” or “way of life,” as they are understood in Western terms, but it also 

refers to “life force,” or “the vital energy or power that circulates through all people and 

other natural living beings” (Uzendoski 2008:149). Ñucanchi [sic], or the possessive 

pronoun “our,” vaguely demarcates a group of Kichwa-speaking people, implicitly of 

similar mind in this utterance, but who are in actuality quite divided on how to live in, 

speak and write about the forest.  

Anyone not familiar with the history of Kichwa orthography would surely miss 

the ongoing tension between Spanish-speaking linguists and academic Kichwa language 

planners that is revealed in the jumbled written representations of spoken dialect sounds 

(ñucanchi, instead of ñukanchik) side by side with new Kichwa orthography (namely the 

use of graphemes k and y), and the now “unlawful” grapheme c (in ñucanchi) and vowel 
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symbol combination au (in kausay). The transposition of Kichwa words into Spanish 

language contexts calls attention to the polyvocal environment of which they are a 

product too, in which the word kausay (now spelled kawsay) has acquired new local, 

national and transnational significance in its repeated appropriations in eco-friendly, post-

colonial, and anti-neoliberal Spanish language discourses, now politically in fashion in 

contemporary Ecuador (in rhetoric at least).1 And finally, the fact that written Kichwa is 

present at all among these jungle images belies the ongoing struggle it faces to assert its 

very existence in the dynamic social ecology of Amazonian Ecuador.  

 Public invocations of Kichwa language in Tena are always semiotically rich and 

ideologically loaded in this way. New cultural revitalization projects have heightened the 

public visibility of Tena Kichwas, who are engaged in a struggle to overcome a 

historically disadvantaged position, one complicated by internal social divisions, shifting 

definitions of identity and divergent language socialization strategies. Language has 

become an important site for observing the realities of interethnic contact in Tena, as it is 

both a product of this contact and a symbolic medium for expressing divergent ethnic and 

political voices.  

 In fact, the very concept of “language” is undergoing an historical process of 

revision and redefinition by Tena Kichwas, in terms of both its structural properties and 

strategic uses. Increased interethnic contact, urban relocation, economic development and 

cultural revitalization projects have introduced controversial new forms of linguistic and 
                                                 
1 The 2008 Constitution of Ecuador, for example, makes repeated use of the Kichwa 
phrase “sumak kawsay” or “good living” to describe a state of social and ecological 
harmony based on pan-ethnic South American indigenous practices (a concept that will 
be revisited later in this dissertation).  
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semiotic expression for Kichwas in Tena that often interact antagonistically with existing 

ones, creating a situation of constant innovation and adaptation.  

 The most pivotal linguistic change in Napo Province in recent years has been the 

institution of the Ecuadorian national standard, Unified Kichwa, into bilingual and 

intercultural education programs. The Kichwa language standardization project has been 

brought down from the Ecuadorian highlands by indigenous activists as a tactical 

response to a rapidly occurring generational language shift—from Kichwa 

monolingualism among elders to Kichwa-Spanish bilingualism among middle-aged and 

young adults to Spanish monolingualism among youth. Language shift in the lowlands 

has grown out of a complex of pressures from national monoculture, including a long 

colonial history of forced assimilation in schools and the ever-increasing value of Spanish 

language competency for participation in national economic and political affairs, which 

have recently become accessible to urban indigenous citizens. In an effort to thwart the 

ensuing cultural “loss” and promote indigenous self-determination, the local Directorate 

of Bilingual and Intercultural Education of Napo Province (DIPEIB-N) has been leading 

the fight to recuperate, revitalize and revalue Kichwa language, worldviews and ancestral 

traditions. Their primary instrument of political action is a bilingual Kichwa-Spanish 

curriculum that integrates indigenous knowledge, indigenous social practices and 

prescribed indigenous language with conventional academic teaching. Meanwhile, 

indigenous Kichwa leaders are entering into new high-profile positions in local and 

national affairs and employing various new media-making technologies in urban Tena in 

order to gain autonomous control over indigenous self-representation.      
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Language Objectification and Change 

 In the process of all of this innovative strategizing, old and new varieties of 

indigenous Tena Kichwa language—which includes forms of both Kichwa and 

Spanish—are being brought into being through repeated acts of objectification. This 

process, which is the focus of this dissertation, involves a complex of semiotic moves 

whereby the bonds between indigenous language forms and their speakers are 

symbolically subordinated in order to represent language objects as isolable figures of 

culture. The objectification of language and culture occurs in Tena in two important 

senses of the term—first, in the imposed, outside appropriation of indigenous signs by 

dominant, national culture, and second, as part of an indigenous-based strategy for self-

discovery, cultural reproduction and control over self-representation. As part of both of 

these processes, recognized standard and non-standard Kichwa and Spanish language 

varieties are being given new names, their associated linguistic features are acquiring 

new social markings, and socio-typical speakers and political ideologies are beginning to 

gravitate toward them. Within the last two decades, the result has been a profound 

reshaping of Tena’s sociolinguistic landscape, into which new generations of indigenous 

students and everyday citizens are being socialized.    

 The strategic disassociation of language forms from language speakers can only 

ever be a symbolic move, however, since, as Uzendoski has concluded from his own 

extensive experience of Napo Kichwa social life, “Quichua [language] is linked to 

culture...one cannot be divorced from the other” (2005:6). When non-indigenous actors 

engage in the objectification of Kichwa language, as in the example above, the primary 
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effect is thus the indirect appropriation of the symbolic capital of a marked indigenous 

Amazonian ethnic identity. This singular identity, as I will explain throughout this 

dissertation, is becoming increasingly vital to a local economy founded on eco-tourism 

and the exhibition of  “authentic” indigenous culture. The official promotion of 

indigenous Kichwa culture is further demanded by the national political projects of 

“plurinationality” and “interculturality.” The suppressing of the links between language 

and real indigenous speakers in this type of out-group objectification, then, enables the 

free appropriation of ethnically marked language objects for mainstream economic and 

political gain, even by individuals who have no direct social ties to the native source 

communities.      

 When indigenous actors engage in the objectification of linguistic forms for 

political project making, on the other hand, the primary effect is a counter-hegemonic 

one: the indirect establishment of new indigenous subjects. By objectifying language and 

culture through education, folkloric exhibition and in everyday metalinguistic discourse, 

indigenous Kichwas in Tena thrust threatened minority practices into the public sphere 

and wrest control over the production of cultural signs back into indigenous hands. By 

assuming the role of the analyst, the commentator, the evaluator and the planner, Tena 

Kichwas assert their ability to engage in their own historical becoming. In creating new 

ways of defining, interpreting and using language, Tena Kichwas recreate themselves as 

actors in their own cultural destiny. By appropriating the symbolic and technological 

resources of the dominant sphere in order to accomplish this task, they further decolonize 
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(Salazar 2009) a historical socio-scape that has long been controlled by non-indigenous 

protagonists and often oppressive state apparatuses.      

 

Identity in Question  

 But by plainly objectifying indigenous practices, appropriating new symbolic 

technologies and engaging in the tactics of the dominant sphere in order to achieve 

legitimacy within it, do Amazonian Kichwas necessarily sacrifice their “indigenous” 

identity? The answer to this question has become the axial grain around which new social 

groups of Tena Kichwas are splintering. To many traditionalists, most of who are still 

living in close-knit rural communities, making use of urban resources and instituting new 

language planning policies creates a crisis of identity. In such a context, a runa, or 

“human,” becomes a hybrid, a minority, an “Indian,” “existing at the mercy of an 

interethnic reality that has been forged by whites,” catapulted “from a state in which to be 

is an incontestable right, to another in which, in order to exist, one has to deny one’s own 

being” (Ramos 1995:260-261).  

 The common conception of indigenous Amazonian “human” cultures, existing as 

bounded and autonomous groups that maintain mystical connections with pre-Colombian 

languages, spiritual worldviews and the natural environment, has been inculcated into 

native populations like the Tena Kichwas through influential national tropes and 

historical anthropology. While ethnographers of Kichwa social life in Amazonian 

Ecuador (e.g. Uzendoski 2005; Whitten 1976, 1981, 1985; Whitten and Whitten 2008) 

have clearly demonstrated indigenous Kichwas’ capacity for abstract thought and critical 
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evaluation of their own geo-social position, the social study of indigenous linguistic 

expression in the region has so far been mostly limited to descriptions of the inherent 

richness of native poetics, sound-symbolism, and discursive expression of organic 

attachment to the forest (e.g. Kohn 2002, 2005; Nuckolls 1996, 1999; Uzendoski 1999, 

2008a, 2008b).  

 In his reading of Lévy-Bruhl (1985[1910]), Kohn (2005) points out an old 

anthropological assumption that “primitives” do not think in terms of representations, 

rather they experience a “mystical” contact with objects. “The primitive” Lévy-Bruhl 

writes, “actually has an image of the object in his mind, and thinks it real [and] that […] 

some definite influence emanates from it, or is exercised upon it” (1985 [1910]:37–38; 

see also Frazer 1994 [1890]:26). In other words, Kohn (2005) explains, the old 

anthropological idea holds that “‘primitives’ reason via iconic and indexical relations, 

which permit an experience of the materiality of things, whereas ‘moderns’ reason via 

more abstract categories” (187). While Kohn argues that early writers like Lévy-Bruhl 

were wrong to assume that “nonliterate” or “nonmodern” people are incapable of abstract 

thought, he does choose, like so many others, to focus on the centrality of non-symbolic 

communicative modalities for Upper Napo indigenous speakers. Though he recognizes 

that these speakers are certainly capable of reasoning abstractly about many things, Kohn 

does agree with Lévy-Bruhl’s idea about important differences in the forms cultural 

groups use to represent the world. He concludes that when the indigenous Kichwa 

speakers he studies rely on non-symbolic language forms, such as sound symbolic 

ideophones and indexical arrangements of sounds in their story telling of forest 
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experiences, they do so not only because of their different way of thinking, but because 

of their choice to represent the world in such a non-symbolic way.    

      But simply recognizing agency in indigenous Kichwa language practices does not 

help eliminate the stereotype of the un-intellectual native. In a time when indigenous 

Amazonians are increasingly moving out of rural communities and non-indigenous 

outsiders are increasingly peering into them, more and more native people are being 

forced into the role of public spokespeople for their imagined cultural groups. In the 

process, they are developing new and creative ways to intellectualize and represent their 

experiences of historical transformation and intercultural living.2  

 In this vein, Graham (2002) makes a call for intensified analytical focus on the 

discursive products of historical change, economic development and interethnic contact 

among indigenous groups, particularly in Amazonia. She submits that, 

For a full analysis of the creative and unique ways Indians are blending 
languages, discourse forms, semantic content, and other performance genres, 
further documentation of these hybrid performances is needed. Transcriptions of 
cultural mediators’ speeches need to indicate what marked linguistic forms are 
used as well as provide details on culturally specific information, style and 
semantics that will enable analysis of such usages. Detailed documentation would 
allow researchers to answer a number of questions about the actual mechanics of 
such hybrid discursive forms...Precise documentation of such performances is 
certain to provide rich material for future analyses (2002:211). 

    

The present study is effectively a response to this call. Rather than treating language as 

simply one inalienable facet of native culture or as the direct materialization of some 

                                                 
2 A notable body of research on indigenous reflections on and attitudes toward language 
practices can be found in the literature on language contact and multilingualism and in 
the Colombian/Brazilian Vaupes River region (see Aikhenvald 2001, 2002, 2003; 
Chernela 2003, 2004; Epps 2005; Sorensen 1967).  
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collective pre-Colombian mind, I instead focus on Tena Kichwa language as a unique 

product of indigenous individuals’ social experiences of historical change and cultural 

diversity. Rather than reifying the connection between indigenous language forms and 

their speakers, I will be examining how indigenous speakers, themselves, rupture and 

reify this connection, through creative abstractions, interpretations and representations. 

The focus of this dissertation will be on Tena Kichwas’ abilities to recognize, transcend 

and even manipulate the “mystical” bond between language and speaker. I will be 

examining creative expressive acts where Tena Kichwas not only speak and write out of 

habit and shared socialization, but also comment on their habits and social experiences. I 

will be spotlighting those moments where Tena Kichwas call attention to, question and 

challenge the regularity, predictability and constant innovation that characterize their 

unique socio-linguistic world. 

 

Emergent Identities 

 This is an important time for linguistic anthropology of the Upper Napo region, 

where indigenous language shift and indigenous language planning have caused an acute 

digression in the direction of overall language change, as well as a sonorous fracture 

within identity politics. These days, metalanguage and cultural critique arise naturally, 

consistently and often unprovoked among Tena Kichwas. This is particularly true in the 

presence of a foreign researcher, and especially in the era of Ecuadorian 

“interculturality”—a time for professed mutual respect, equal rights and desire for 

sharing of knowledge between historically disparate cultural groups.  
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 But although metalanguage is highly developed in this socio-linguistic context, it 

is not the only important discursive arena where Tena Kichwas represent their 

experiences with language. They also do it in daily utterances in public, in private, in 

conversations in rural communities, in urban Tena, in radio, television and print media—

where they make language choices that signal to other speakers aspects of their 

upbringing, their education, their socio-economic status, their political beliefs, and their 

creative sign-making skills.   

 While traditionalist Tena Kichwas reject the recent planned changes in the 

production of indigenous identity, they too have adopted new, objectivizing strategies in 

order to assert their existence and their political agendas. Spoken Tena Kichwa dialect 

has been brought into relief by the arrival of codified, Unified Kichwa in Tena’s 

linguistic ecology. Tena Kichwa dialect, which involves phonologically “true” 

orthographies and frequent code-mixing between Kichwa and Spanish, has been named 

“our language” (ñukanchi shimi) and reclaimed as the unspoiled expression of Napo 

“human” culture. Dialect has been refashioned as the proprietary variety of Tena 

Kichwas who promote continuity with the language and cultural traditions of past 

generations. The majority of Kichwas still living in the ethnically indigenous 

communities surrounding urban Tena have thus begun to objectify linguistic alterity and 

heteroglossia as elements of the “natural” order of lowland social life. Their diverse 

voices and chosen language styles can be heard most prominently in everyday rural and 

urban community talk as well as alternative media channels and underground arts.     
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 Meanwhile, new generations of educated, urban activists are transforming critical 

consciousness of their subordinated social position into a political platform against 

continued domination (Ramos 2005). They see international awareness and bilingual 

education as instruments of empowerment. They see language and culture planning as 

vehicles for social cohesion. Kichwa linguistic “purification” has become their reigning 

metaphor for national indigenous political, cultural and ideological centralization. Their 

voices and language styles have begun to dominate educational interactions, urban 

performance genres, broadcast media and burgeoning language arts.  

 Others still, who have come of age in the recent epoch of community tourism, 

folkloric exhibition and cultural commodification, have chosen to return to their 

traditional indigenous roots, reappropriating idealized forms of historical practices in 

order to carve out a niche for traditional, rural indigeneity to persist within a modern, 

urban social ecology. Their voices are often co-opted in municipal marketing schemes 

and by international funding agencies as models of the future of sustainable development 

in the Ecuadorian Amazon.      

 Within this inventive social milieu, which will be explained more clearly through 

the discourse of Tena Kichwa speakers themselves in the chapters that follow, new 

linguistic identities are beginning to take shape. Chapter 2 provides an overview of the 

effects of urbanization in the Upper Napo region, concentrating on the emerging Tena 

Kichwa social sphere. Chapter 3 outlines the historical developments leading up to the 

introduction of standard Kichwa into Amazonian bilingual and intercultural education, 

and contextualizes language planning as an important innovation in a long history of 
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indigenous Amazonian protest against social oppression. Chapter 4 examines the effects 

of new language prescriptivism on indigenous Kichwa language forms in Tena, as well as 

the linguistic effects of the counter-objectification of non-standard spoken dialect. 

Chapter 5 continues the discussion of language forms and language identities in 

transition, with a focus on linguistic indices of Amazonian locality and indigeneity in 

developing styles of Spanish. Taking these overviews of local social history and 

developing linguistic resources into account, Chapter 6 zooms in on a single, brief speech 

event that captures the creative potential for indigenous discursive abstraction of Tena’s 

socio-linguistic environment. This example points out the role of individual speech acts 

as important re-compositions of Tena’s social-anatomical parts. Finally, Chapter 7 zooms 

back out to the public sphere, to provide a detailed panorama of the “intercultural” city of 

Tena that residents and visitors are exposed to through everyday urban media.   

 

New Orientations 

 This dissertation is an attempt to take the study of indigenous Amazonians in a 

number of new directions. First, it relocates the ethnographic gaze to the urban sphere, a 

new space for indigenous Amazonian Kichwa organization and economic and political 

empowerment. Urban poles like Tena have long been ignored in studies of native 

Amazonia as spaces governed by dominant, white, national culture, where tropical forest 

landscapes and traditional cultural practices of the indigenous hinterland dissolve from 

sight. Tena Kichwas are constantly challenging this idea, remaking Tena’s urban space as 

a site for increasing public awareness of their presence and their struggles. 
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 Next, this dissertation is meant to be a contribution to the continued 

rapprochement of linguistic anthropology and sociolinguistics, in both the research 

methods employed and the objects of analytical focus. Although language variation and 

change are key topics in sociolinguistic research, analysts often downplay the influence 

of micro-level political interaction and ideology formation on language change while 

favoring macro-level, structural explanations. By contrast, understanding both local and 

national politics and ideologies has become a central pursuit for linguistic 

anthropologists, while analysis of the real effects of politics on linguistic form has so far 

been noticeably absent (Woolard 2008). As a result, neither discipline has yet fully 

explored the ethnographic salience of isolable features of language variation as products 

of social experience.  

 This dissertation aims to connect local ethnographic discourses of language 

variation to real linguistic change, while contextualizing both within broader national and 

international politics and economic development. Language is an essential marker of 

local identity for Tena Kichwas that can be used as both a stylistic medium for 

constructing positioned voices and as an object of political project making. Recognized 

normative and non-normative language features can be selectively and strategically 

employed by indigenous speakers to signal both allegiance to and rejection of shared 

ideological objectives. As a result, language identity has become a crucial concern in this 

zone of interethnic contact.  

 I approach language variation and language identity in the present context as both 

linguistically observable and socially determined constructs that are always incomplete 
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and always subject to ideological contestation and power-laden interaction. Following 

another recent call made by linguistic anthropologists, my emphasis is on examining “in 

vivo the pragmatic meaning of human activities, and particularly the situated social 

creation of such meaning, as something that cannot be taken for granted and whose 

ongoing construction is always a topic to be investigated (Woolard 2008:434).” Rather 

than focusing analysis on existing political ideologies and already enregistered language 

objects, in other words, I look at the ongoing process of the objectification and 

ideologization of language types. My focus here is on individuals’ own utterances about 

their experiences of language use, language change and social meaning making.  

 In order to examine these socio-linguistic processes in progress, I spent 12 months 

between 2008 and 2009 living in urban Tena and traveling among its nearby rural 

Kichwa communities. I conducted over 100 hours of speech recordings, including 

metalinguistic interviews, public speech performances and media interactions with 

approximately 75 Tena Kichwas. These participants included males and females of 

varying ages, with diverse backgrounds and with a broad range of language practices, 

from fully monolingual in Kichwa, to bilingual in Kichwa and Spanish, to fully 

monolingual in Spanish. The analysis of this speech data in the chapters that follow 

incorporates methods from socio-cultural and linguistic anthropology, quantitative 

sociolinguistics, historical linguistics and in-depth discourse analysis.       

  Finally, this study is an attempt to give concrete form to those ostensibly vague 

forces acting on language change, forces that language theorists often consider to be 
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beneath or beyond the threshold of analysis. Following his reading of Bakhtin’s concept 

of heteroglossia, Holquist (1981: 428) writes that, 

At any given time, in any given place, there will be a set of conditions...that will 
insure that a word uttered in that place and at that time will have a meaning 
different than it would have under any other conditions; all utterances are 
heterolgot in that they are functions of a matrix of forces practically impossible to 
recoup, and therefore impossible to resolve. 

 

Though recouping all of these social and physical forces would obviously be a futile task, 

there are certain forces that are made apparent in even minute and seemingly 

inconsequential speech acts. At the same time, there are certain linguistic and semiotic 

sites, genres and socio-cultural milieux, where the connections between language and 

individuals’ experiences of language are made especially conspicuous. It is here that the 

forces that structure and condition heteroglossia can begin to be recouped, where the 

individual authors of dialogic speech can be identified. Tena is an especially apt 

ethnographic setting for this undertaking, where the objectification of radically 

innovative forms of language is still a new, controversial and talked about project. Here 

there are identifiable socio-structural forces, such as emerging national political 

movements and changing access to education and national market exchange. There are 

also identifiable socio-linguistic constraints, such as the ethnic and socio-economic 

marking of language and the semantic opacity of educated language forms. Both sets of 

forces simultaneously act on indigenous discourse in readily observable ways. This 

dissertation is an attempt to abstract aspects of these special places where the intersection 

between social experience and language are revealed, where new Tena Kichwa voices are 

being created and old voices are being re-animated.   
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 Voice, in this respect, will be examined as the materialized intersection of 

individual and collective social experiences, including experiences of structures of power 

(cf Hill 1995). The materialization of voice takes place in Tena in the form of spoken 

utterances, written text, pictographic representation, and other audio-visual signals 

transmitted by speaking subjects into their social world. Voices are never self-evident 

material objects, but rather they are made material through repeated acts of apprehension 

by socialized speakers, through interpretation and the imposition of qualities. Voices 

come into being as perceptual constellations are drawn around material signs and sounds 

and the qualities they index. Each isolable voice in Tena overlaps with others, existing 

only in moments of abstraction, through which indigenous and non-indigenous analysts 

bring salient social differences relief through infinite oppositions, comparisons and 

intellectualizations.  

 Finally, this study is an act of objectification in itself, refracted through the voices 

and tactics of linguistic anthropology. In this way it is really just a re-animation of 

discursive snapshots taken during an ethnographic encounter, which are pieced together 

using an outsider’s eye. Hopefully it will find its way into the great dialogic force field 

surrounding Tena Kichwas’ historical becoming. And hopefully it will be read as a 

championing of their endless potential for creativity and self-determination.   
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Notes on Orthography and Transcription 
 
 In their discussion of the politics of indigenous representation, Warren and 

Jackson (2002:17) write, 

Anthropologists face important choices in how they interpret the actions of 
international funders, states, and indigenous leaders when they involve creating 
standardized representations of heterogeneous local practices. Formalizing the 
power of customary law and standardizing spoken language for textbooks can be 
seen as a grassroots triumph in the struggle to create a multicultural state or, 
alternatively, as a hierarchical process of forcing diverse local communities into 
alignment through the discipline of state power. 
 

Many previous American linguists and anthropologists working among indigenous 

Kichwas in Amazonian Ecuador have chosen to uphold historical, Spanish-language 

influenced orthographies in their representations of spoken Kichwa. Like many dialect 

speakers in Napo, they feel that these graphemic conventions more accurately represent 

the variable phonological properties of spoken Kichwa dialect (see Uzendoski 2005; 

Whitten & Whitten 2008; and Chapters 3 and 4 of this dissertation for more on this). In 

this dissertation, I have instead chosen to represent Kichwa language using the new 

Unified orthography that has been adopted by indigenous organizations, language 

planners, and academic linguists and anthropologists throughout Ecuador.  

 This choice does not signal either an allegiance to any one political agenda of 

Ecuador’s various pan-indigenous organizations or the rejection of the interests of those 

indigenous actors who are struggling to keep Spanish-influenced orthographic traditions 

in tact. This is a study of spoken and written Kichwa language that is intended to explore 

both sides of the recent debates over local Kichwa language planning equally. As a result, 

I have chosen to represent Kichwa speech as the verbal expression of a multiform living 
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language that now includes a codified written form. By symbolically ignoring this fact, as 

part of some pointed political move, I would be ignoring a key part of linguistic history in 

Tena and in Ecuador, in which spoken Kichwa varieties have been long recognized as 

part of a larger Quechua language family. By continuing to represent spoken Tena dialect 

as a completely separate analytical entity or simply as a collection of sound objects would 

be to deny Tena Kichwas’ awareness of and participation in these broader academic 

discourses. When taken too far, attempts at “accurate” or “true” representations of non-

standard speech can actually reify stereotypes of indigenous “human” languages as un-

intellectualized sound material (cf. Preston 2000). In such cases, academic analysis can 

be over-extended, to the point where readers’ understanding of linguistic utterances are 

actually hindered by transcripts and “accurate” representation becomes little more than an 

esoteric academic exercise.  

 Throughout this dissertation, I will demonstrate that Tena Kichwas are actually 

acutely aware of the pragmatic importance of variable speech styles and orthographic 

conventions. I have chosen to honor both the efforts of prescriptivist indigenous linguists 

and ordinary dialect speakers. I do so by using single Unified Kichwa graphemes to 

represent potentially multiple phonemes, while omitting graphemes where phonemes 

have been omitted in speech. An analyst of English language, in other words, may 

transcribe salient written-spoken differences like going as “goin’” or got to as “gotta” 

without using “true” phonetic transcriptions like gowәn or gaɾә. Similarly, I have chosen 

to represent spoken punchakaman as “punchakama” and riksinkapak as “riksinkak” but 



 31 

not, as some other scholars would have it, “punzhagama” and “ricsingac.” The 

orthographic conventions used throughout this dissertation are listed in Table 1.1., below.    

Table 1.1. Kichwa orthographic conventions.  

Grapheme Description 
 
Vowels 

 

a low central vowel, similar to Spanish a 
i high-front vowel, ranges in realization from Spanish i to Spanish e 
u high-back vowel, ranges in realization from Spanish u to Spanish o 
Consonants  
ch post-aveloar affricate that can be realized as a voiceless variant [ʧ], similar 

to Spanish ch, or as voiced [ʤ] in post-nasal position, similar to English j 
h voiceless glottal fricative, similar to English h 
k voiceless glottal fricative, similar to English k 
l voiced alveolar lateral approximant 
ll voiced palatal lateral approximant 
m voiced bilabial nasal 
n voiced alveolar nasal 
ñ voiced palatal nasal, similar to Spanish ñ 
p voiceless bilabial obstruent 
r voiced alveolar liquid that is usually realized as tap variant [ɾ] and also 

infrequently as either a trill variant [r], similar to Spanish rr, or as a voiced 
palatoalveolar fricative variant [ž], similar to Spanish rr as it is pronounced 
in much of the central Ecuadorian highlands  

s voiceless alveolar fricative 
t voiceless alveolar obstruent 
w voiced labial velar approximant, similar to English w 
y voiced palatal approximant, similar to Spanish y 
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The transcription conventions used in this dissertation are as follows: 
 
Table 1.2. Transcription conventions. 
 
Symbol Description 
 
[   ] 

 
speech or commentary inserted by the author 

[...] speech that has been omitted by the author 
[[ ]] overlapping speech 
- incomplete word, morpheme or interrupted utterance 
= closely latched utterance 
“  ” quoted or reported speech 
? rising terminal intonation 
. falling terminal intonation 
, grammatical pause 
::: marked elongation of vowel 
underline marked emphasis or stress 
CAPS marked raise in speech volume 
italics code switch 
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CHAPTER 2. URBAN KICHWAS: REMAKING IDENTITY IN AN INDIGENOUS 
SUBDUCTION ZONE 
 
Introduction 
 

According to prevailing nationalist ideologies in Ecuador, Tena Kichwas live in a 

transitional geographic, social and historical space. They work, study and socialize in a 

city surrounded by forest. Their home sits at the junction of the newly paved “Amazonian 

Trunk” highway and the ancient headwaters of the Napo River. They are proudly 

indigenous and socialized in urban living. They are territorial Amazonians who speak a 

diasporic “Andean” language. They are self-proclaimed “civilized natives,” weekend 

macheteros (“machete-farmers”), professionals and artisans, students and jungle guides. 

Amazonian ethnographers continue to dispute the dismissive labels long used to describe 

their rural counterparts as “acculturated” Indians (Uzendoski 2005) and a “people out of 

place” (Whitten and Whitten 2008). These Amazonian urbanites further challenge 

outdated notions of indigenous authenticity held even by members of their own families 

and communities of birth, forging new local identities rooted in bilingualism, strategic 

essentialism, critical cultural awareness, and international consciousness.                  

 Eschewing convenient models of “hybridity” and “acculturation” and reinventing 

identity are pursuits that create glaring paradoxes and bitter contentions though, both for 

disparaging outsiders and suspicious Kichwas, who are reluctant to shed closely guarded 

traditions in the face of a perceived threat of cultural “death.” The urban space of Tena, 

often conceptualized as an indigenous cultural void, is being re-appropriated by new 

generations of Kichwas as a theater for cultural preservation and innovation. Amazonian 

Kichwas continue to struggle with their culture’s “minority” status in this arena, where 
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public mediation is a project filled with peril—of sign-poaching by political strategists 

and of the misunderstandings of uncritical, urban audiences. 

 The national ethos of “interculturality,” or mutual, egalitarian exchange of 

learning between cultures is pervasive in discourses of social life in Tena, though it often 

obscures these realities of the underlying power differential between Kichwas and 

colonos, or non-indigenous whites and mestizos. For colonos, the persistence and 

dominance of language and culture are presupposed, while for Kichwas, the intercultural 

process involves a struggle for autonomy over socialization and self-representation.  

Tena is thus an Amazonian contact zone in many senses, where languages and 

ethnicities shape each other in power-laden ways, and competing discourses of identity 

and propriety, locality and nationalism promote constant innovation and adaptation. In 

and through the everyday language of Tena Kichwas, the city of Tena takes shape as a 

unique, distinctly Amazonian place. It is an urban community that is hyper-conscious of 

its rural indigenous roots and deeply invested in the survival of local, natural and cultural 

ecologies.        

 

The Urban Zone 

Located on the eastern edge of the Andean piedmont, where cascading rivers 

begin to level and slow as they make their final, gradual slide into the Amazon basin, 

Tena is a picturesque jungle city of 16,669 inhabitants (SIISE 2009) (see Figure 2.1, 

below). It is the administrative capital of Napo Province and, due to its location near the 

headwaters of the Napo River (a major tributary of the Amazon), a launching point for  
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Figure 2.1. Photograph of central Tena in 2008   
 

 

excursions into Ecuador’s rainforest interior. Originally founded as an outpost for 

missionaries and military officials and later becoming a settlement for colonists working 

in natural resource extraction industries, Tena has recently emerged as a center of activity 

for regional government and local indigenous organizations, a nucleus of Ecuador’s 

thriving eco-cultural adventure tourism industry, and an economic hub for Kichwa 

workers, students and mestizo migrants seeking employment opportunities and an 

expressly “tranquilo” lowland lifestyle.  

In many ways, Tena is an icon of contemporary Amazonian spatial and social 

topography as it is multi-ethnic, multi-linguistic and rapidly developing. Indigenous 

Kichwas, white and mestizo colonos, Afro-Ecuadorians and foreign visitors mix and 

interact freely in the urban zone, where discourses of nationalism, development and 
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multicultural egalitarianism circulate and radiate out to rural Amazonian communities 

through multiplying and diversifying channels of communication. At the same time, Tena 

acts as a stage for the presentation and preservation of the cultural traditions that continue 

to develop in these nearby, rural ethnic Kichwa enclaves, and as a nodal point for their 

continued dissemination to the rest of the country and the world. 

Urban areas have long been overlooked in studies of native Amazonia, dismissed 

as white-mestizo frontiers where “minority” indigenous cultures dissolve under the forces 

of development and cultural subduction. This in part due to the role “the Amazon” has 

historically occupied in the Western imagination, first and foremost as a site of curious 

plant and animal diversity, and second, as a breeding ground for exotic and extraordinary 

social phenomena that have resulted from both physical isolation and the region’s unique 

human-nature relationships. As homogenized loci of civilized society and products of a 

complete transformation of “nature,” cities and all they embody are thus antithetical to 

the classic Western view of Amazonia, as a “botanical and zoological conservatory, only 

incidentally inhabited by humans” (Descola 1996:1-2). Furthermore, Amazonian cities 

tend to be historical venues for European colonization and indigenous cultural 

assimilation, where native Amazonians cease to be simply “human beings,” and learn to 

be and become “Indians” (Jackson 1991), “at the mercy of interethnic reality” (Ramos 

1995:260). Cities like Tena, therefore, are often portrayed as the points where Amazonia 

begins for colonizers and ends for native Amazonians.         

It is not surprising, then, that previous ethnographic accounts in Amazonian 

Kichwa territory have tended to focus on detailing the conditions of social life in 
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relatively isolated, rural villages (Uzendoski 2005; Whitten 1976) while linguistic 

research has primarily documented the monolingual resources Amazonian Kichwas 

utilize to describe their experiences of the world (Kohn 2005; Nuckolls 1996; Uzendoski 

1999, 2005, 2008a, 2008b; Uzendoski et al. 2005). Parallel sociological studies, 

meanwhile, have expounded on the cultural effects of development and political change 

among indigenous communities in Kichwa territories and Amazonian Ecuador more 

generally (Hutchins 2007; Perrault 2001, 2003; Rubenstein 2000; Whitten 1985; 2003; 

Whitten et al. 1997). But little specific documentation has been conducted on 

multilingual discourse and interethnic social life in urban Ecuadorian Amazonia, a locus 

of development and contact.  

Ethnographers have long refuted notions of the cultural isolation of Amazonian 

groups, demonstrating that even the most geographically remote communities are 

somehow always directly or indirectly integrated into and affected by market exchange 

and national politics. The case for local cultural and discursive effects of national politics 

is made especially clear in Ecuador (Hendricks 1993; Macas et al. 2003; Rubenstein 

2000; Vickers 2003), where highly stratified indigenous political organizations have been 

advancing since the creation of the Shuar Federation in the early1960s (see Hendricks 

1991; Salazar 1981). These organizations have played a central historical role in 

profound institutional changes at the national level, largely following the indigenous 

uprisings of the 1990s and early 2000s. At the same time, they have transformed “once 

scattered and autonomous” Amazonian settlements into political systems that display 

“increasing sophistication and effectiveness in dealing with the outside world” (Vickers 
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2003:46). Local branches like FONAKIN (Federation of Indigenous Kichwa 

Organizations of Napo) in Napo Province continue to defend citizenship and land rights 

and facilitate resource access for their indigenous constituents, while they also, as 

Perrault (2001, 2003) has argued, help to “recover” and thereby contribute to the 

construction of indigenous ethnic identity.  

Other authors have noted the profound local transformations that environmentalist 

movements and the burgeoning eco-tourism industry have brought to rural indigenous 

communities in Amazonian Ecuador during the last few decades (Buglass 1995; Hutchins 

2007; Kouperman 1997; MacDonald 1999). The global tourism industry has had 

particularly dramatic effects on host communities of Amazonian Kichwas, as Hutchins 

(2007) has described, to the point of effectively changing their process of cultural 

reproduction, from one that is “generated out of habitus” to one that is governed by 

global “mediascapes” and “ideoscapes” (97). The perceived isolation of indigenous 

Amazonians from international discourses and movements becomes even more suspect 

these days as diversifying modes of communication render physical movement 

unnecessary for social interaction and as new developments in transportation technology 

bring outside visitors to rural communities faster and from farther away.   

Amazonian cities are often noted in ethnographic studies as important centers for 

short-term participation in economic exchange and high-profile political activism (e.g. 

Graham 1995; Oakdale 2005; Uzendoski 2005; Whitten 1985), typically for select 

members of an economic and political elite or participants in specialized ethnic folklore 

markets who make periodic, long-distance commutes to perform and/or sell cultural 
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material. The fact is, though, increasing numbers of indigenous Amazonians living near 

cities like Tena are being incorporated into urban spaces, either through the inexorable 

processes of urban sprawl or via daily commutes and long-term relocations in order to 

take advantage of urban jobs, schools, services and proximity to families already living in 

the city. These groups of people do not, as a matter of course, always shed their ancestral 

practices and adopt bourgeois, mestizo lifestyles. Instead, they bring their beliefs and 

practices with them, often transforming what were once frontiers of national monoculture 

into microcosms of Amazonian cultural variation and multilingualism.  

In their ethnography of Kichwa social life and practice in nearby Pastaza 

Province, Whitten and Whitten (2008) incorporate an exceptional amount of focus on the 

inhabitants of the capital city of Puyo, those “living, real” indigenous Amazonians who 

“become part of national and global forces” by living and interacting in the urban sector. 

The Puyo Runa, they write, “are of Puyo, in all of its urban dimensions, just as they are of 

their greater riparian-swidden-forest environment” (56, italics mine). Similarly, when 

asking Tena Kichwas where they are “from,” one often hears responses such as “I am 

from many places,” or, as one Tena-born speaker (S15, female, age 23) explained,  

 Yo [soy] de la comunidad La Paz [...] Le dijo de que vengo de allí porque se ha 
radicado mi familia, mi mamá y mi papa, más claro. Y allá tenemos una finca. Y 
yo digo que soy de allá porque es, aunque no he nacido allí pero, en cambio, casi 
del mayor tiempo mi familia vivido allí.  
 
 I [am] from the Community of La Paz [...] I say that I come from there because 
my family is rooted there, namely, my mother and father. And we have a farm 
there. And I say that I am from there because, even though I wasn’t born there, on 
the other hand, most of the time my family has lived there.  
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Place of birth, residence and spatial identity are often divergent for Tena Kichwas in this 

way, but they are not necessarily at odds. Like Puyo for the Puyo Runa, Tena is a 

“familiar” place, where professional identities are formed, government assistance is 

sought, political activists are united, entertainment can be found and travel within and 

beyond Napo Province often begins. Most Tena Kichwas’ “roots,” however, remain in 

their parents’ and grandparents’ rural communities. Life and identity-making for Tena 

Kichwas thus involves a composite of urban and rural practices.  

 Some colonos in Tena may also divide their time between city jobs and sites of 

rural recreation, often even spending time working on rural family lands that have been 

passed down through generations. But while the recreational and economic use of rural 

lands by colonos may involve an act of physical translocation and a figurative 

reconnection with heritage property, urban Tena Kichwas’ conceptualization of rural 

community participation involves a distinctive act of repairing cultural continuity. In 

visiting rural home communities, urban Tena Kichwas symbolically remember their place 

within unay, or “mythical space-time” (Uzendoski 2005) while reconnecting with the 

empowering forces, or samay, of the forest. Thus, visits to rural heritage communities are 

more than just an escape from the city for Tena Kichwas, they are acts of cultural 

preservation. Visits to the rural community are returns to one’s rightful metaphysical 

place, and these visits often involve a “return” to emblematic material cultural practices, 

such as drinking chicha, bathing in rivers and speaking Kichwa.       
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La Ciudad and Las Comunidades 

 The city of Tena and its larger county (cantón), stretching from the slopes of the 

Andes in the west to the more sparsely populated, riparian environments along the upper 

Napo River toward the parish3 of Chontapunta in the east (see Figure 2.2, below), are 

becoming increasingly inter-connected. The building of roads and the amplifying and 

 
Figure 2.2. Map of the County of Tena, including parish names and boundaries. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

diversifying forms of communications media that are beamed out from Tena add 

increasing new links between the city and the rural ethnic communities that dot the 

                                                 
3 The Spanish term parroquia refers to a non-religious administrative district, despite its 
common English translation to “parish.”  
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Napo River 
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patches of forest and pastureland that surround it. Every month between August 2008 and 

August 2009 marked the inauguration of multiple new roads connecting these scattered 

forest communities to the urban center, an ongoing government project that is extolled 

continuously in local print and broadcast media. Each new road that is built, and, as part 

of a later process, asphalted, creates an additional bi-directional pathway for the flow of 

economic and cultural resources. These roads allow for rapid commutes for rural Kichwa 

students and workers, where they once had to rely on slow river travel, and they enable 

rural agriculturists to transport their produce to urban markets directly, eliminating the 

need for intermediaries. At the same time, tourists, government officials, health workers 

and construction contractors can more easily access these far off communities, bringing 

with them financial resources, equipment, aid, and new ideas.     

Tena thus sits in the middle of indigenous territory (see Figures 2.3 and 2.4, 

below), in a province where Kichwas constitute a demographic majority. Though official 

census data estimates the Kichwa population at 55% of that of Napo (SIISE 2009), local 

indigenous organizations put the figure much higher, closer to 70%.4 Commuting and 

long-term relocation of these Kichwas from rural forest and river communities to Tena 

for work, education and medical care, is becoming so widespread and common that lack 

of affordable housing for Kichwa visitors and migrants was one of the most talked about 

and controversial issues of the 2009 municipal and provincial elections. Several 

candidates listed, among their most important proposals, plans to build low-cost housing 
                                                 
4 Discrepancies in population statistics are common in Ecuador, particularly with regard 
to indigenous populations, where ethnic and racial self-identification varies depending on 
the individual or organization soliciting demographic information, changing definitions 
of indigeneity and shifting political climates. See King (2001:35) for more on this.  
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for students and community centers with temporary shelters (sometimes referred to as 

“albergues campesinos,” or “peasant lodges”) for families of hospitalized individuals, 

 
Figure 2.3. Map of indigenous ethnic groups of Amazonian Ecuador (Adapted from 
ECORAE 2002).  
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Figure 2.4. Close-up on a section of the map in Figure 2.3, showing indigenous 
ethnic communities surrounding Tena. (Adapted from ECORAE 2002).  
 

 

 

 

either as government-funded projects or through minga (unpaid, cooperative labor) 

construction. One candidate was even offering pre-construction sign-ups for migrant 

students during the campaign, promising that the construction of their reserved residences 

would be carried out should he be elected to office.  
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rural community residents on urban services and the continued disparity of services 

between the urban center and “las comunidades” (“the communities”), the collective term 

used by Tena residents for rural Kichwa communities with independent political 

structures and “traditional,” close-knit family land plots. Such uneven development 

between the city of Tena and the Kichwa communities within its larger county has 

resulted from both the historical geographical isolation of the communities and their 

continued conceptual isolation in official and popular discourses.  

In official state discourse, indigenous communities, vaguely defined, are 

conceptualized as cradles of cultural “patrimony,” and their autonomous development is 

to be respected by all citizens and protected by the Ecuadorian State. According to the 

Law of Colonization of the Amazonian Region of Ecuador, “The State,” via the Ministry 

of Agriculture and Livestock, “will determine the territorial sectors destined for the 

establishment and development of aboriginal populations, with the aims of safeguarding 

their culture and promoting their full incorporation into national life” (CEP 1988:6, my 

translation). The Law of Organization and Regulation of Communes, further recognizes 

the existence of “peasant” communities, each represented by a “president” of the local 

council (cabildo) (CEP 1980:33-4), while the 2008 Constitution guarantees legally 

recognized indigenous communities, more specifically, the right to ancestral lands where 

they can freely develop and maintain their identities, traditions, and forms of social 

organization. Among the traditions and practices protected by the Constitution are 

conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity, the teaching of ancestral and “scientific” 

knowledge, and the use of indigenous languages (Asamblea 2008, Ch. 4, Art. 57).  
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There is an implied conceptual opposition in these legal discourses, between 

“indigenous” or “peasant” communities, prescribed as islands of ethnicity and cultural 

tradition in a “plurinational” republic, and cities, planned as zones of colonization, 

economic development and the incorporation of “other” groups into “national” culture. 

This imagined dichotomy is constantly reproduced in popular descriptions of the county 

(cantón) of Tena, in contrasts between the urban home of colonos, industry and 

mainstream culture and its antipode, the outlying forest enclaves of Kichwa ethnicity, 

subsistence agriculture and sustainable living.  

Such discourses echo long-held principles indigenous people have relied on in 

Latin America, as Colloredo-Mansfield (2003) explains, in order to claim spaces for 

“political-territorial autonomy.” Subsistence production and agriculture are often posited 

as practices that “divide indígenas from industrialized mestizos,” while white-mestizo 

urban spaces are “faced off against a vulnerable native hinterland” (275). Low-impact 

subsistence practices and cultural vulnerability are often illustrated by Tena Kichwas as 

exemplary of community life, which is opposed to life in the city, a center of noise, 

contamination, materialism, unchecked development, environmental destruction and, 

perhaps most importantly, cultural loss. “If you go to a community,” one Kichwa 

municipal government worker explained,  

You will see people speaking Kichwa, drinking chicha, eating yuca, plantains. 
But in the city they do not, they drink cola, eat canned products, and speak 
Spanish. They do not want to drink chicha and eat traditional food. The problem 



 47 

is that [Kichwas] are ashamed to speak Kichwa and to practice Kichwa customs 
in Tena.5 
 

Most Kichwas interviewed in this study similarly described the city as an indigenous 

cultural void, where young and old abandon the heritage practices they learned growing 

up in rural communities in order to more successfully blend in with their colono peers. 

While access to urban markets, schools, services, media and the latest fashions is 

important for Kichwas living inside and outside the city, then, the continued existence of 

the communities, as culturally and demographically distinct entities and sources of an 

indigenous Amazonian ethnic identity, is of utmost importance for Kichwas and colonos 

alike. This is especially true as the perceived threat to cultural survival looms large and 

community-based ecotourism demonstrates increasing profitability, contemporary trends 

that will be discussed in detail below.    

 

The “Intercultural” City 

 Interacting with these discourses of urban cultural loss is the Ecuadorian state’s 

project of “interculturality,” an ethos that pervades everyday talk in Tena, where Kichwas 

and colonos live and work in professed solidarity. Under Article 1 of the 2008 

constitution, Ecuador is defined as both a “plurinational” and “intercultural” state. The 

principle of plurinationality was first proposed for inclusion in official discourses in the 

late 1980s by the Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador (CONAIE) and 

intended as a label that symbolically “decolonizes” indigenous groups from a history of 
                                                 
5 This interview was not recorded and the speech sample here represents as close as 
possible to a direct quote. For this reason, I did not include the original Spanish-language 
version.  
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monoculturalism that began with the Spanish conquest and has continued in the post-

colonial era (CONAIE 2007, Walsh 2009). Rather than acting as an argument for 

political separatism, the plurinational label is seen as an official recognition of indigenous 

“nationalities” and other diverse forms of historically established political organizations 

and social collectivities existing within the Ecuadorian nation (Ayala Mora 1992; Walsh 

2009). Like “multi-” or “pluriculturality,” plurinationality is thus a descriptive term used 

in Ecuador to characterize an existent state of affairs, in which a multiplicity of 

established worldviews, belief systems, values and practices coexist under a unified state.  

 Interculturality, on the other hand, signifies a proposed set of practices for 

creating community among them. Growing out of this same era of renewed attention to 

the ethnic and cultural diversity in Latin America in the 1980s and 1990s, the concept of 

interculturality was more recently developed in Ecuador by indigenous organizations, 

education administrators and intellectuals. It is meant to be a conceptual scheme for 

promoting positive relationships between Ecuador’s distinct cultural groups. More 

specifically, the project of interculturality is intended as a rupture from a history of 

colonial hegemony, and as an attempt to achieve respect for the development and 

expansion of those cultural groups that have been long subjugated and marginalized 

(Whitten, 2003). Whereas plurinationality simply illustrates what many see as a natural 

state of affairs in Ecuador, interculturality further designates a process of exchange 

between different “cultures” on equal terms, involving “permanent communication and 

learning between persons, groups, knowledge, values, traditions, logics, distinct 

rationalities orientated towards generating...mutual respect, and a development of 
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individual and collective capacities” (Walsh 2009:41). The current Ecuadorian 

government and its local branches hail the set of principles of interculturality as a the 

social ingredient for achieving Sumak Kawsay, a Kichwa term that translates to “good 

living” or “harmonious life” (Whitten & Whitten 2008) and that has been used 

throughout Andean nations in South America to signify an ideal state of ecological and 

social affairs that can be achieved through conscientious, responsible government, 

proactive environmental laws, social welfare programs and intercultural knowledge 

sharing.  

 Mutual respect for cultural differences between Kichwas and colonos, Tena’s two 

main ethnic groups, is constantly promoted in workplaces, schools and homes, and touted 

by provincial government in tourism marketing campaigns as emblematic of the 

Amazonian lifestyle. A primary goal of intercultural education here is the maintenance 

and even fortification of that which sets Kichwa and colono lifestyles apart. This aspect 

of interculturality, a process that Macas et al. (2003) refer to as a “weaving together of 

many strands that are nevertheless kept separate” is continuously accentuated in Tena’s 

development of a unique Amazonian identity.  

When people of Tena talk about interculturality, though, they tend to stress the 

need for actively “rescuing” and “preserving” Kichwa culture, which is threatened with 

displacement by a dominant national Ecuadorian and supranational “latino,” “mestizo,” 

or “colono” one. While the latter tends to be associated with modernity, nationalism and 

urbanity, traditional Kichwa cultural practices, by comparison, become mummified and 

portrayed as folkloric, parochial and rural. At the same time, while development and 
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modernization are viewed as positive and inexorable signs of progress in Tena, any 

perceived acculturation by Kichwas to an urban colono lifestyle is almost wholly 

lamented as cultural “loss” or “disappearance,” by Kichwas and colonos alike. And while 

colono culture is easily absorbed by all who pass through the urban center of Tena, 

learning about Kichwa lifeways requires active interest and, quite often, trips outside the 

city to “the communities,” where authentic Kichwaness is believed to reside.  

Still, interest in maintaining Kichwa beliefs and practices is high in Tena, 

particularly for middle-aged and senior Kichwas who are manifestly preoccupied with the 

“loss” of traditions they have experienced in their own lifetimes. No doubt influenced by 

academics’ predictions about the inevitable “assimilation” of Amazonian Kichwas to 

national, white-mestizo culture (Uzendoski 2005), the fear of ceasing to exist as a people 

pervades most discussions of Kichwa culture in Tena. Readily apparent changes in the 

direction of adopting colono culture, such as the current pattern of language shift among 

the youth to Spanish monolingualism (discussed in the following chapter) and the 

continued abandonment of traditional, diets, residence patterns and material practices, 

have caused many older Kichwas to adopt disturbingly fatalistic attitudes about the future 

of Kichwa culture. One middle-aged Kichwa speaker (S2, male, age 52), for example, 

explained language and culture loss as a lamentable, though inevitable process, in which,  

Una cultura poderosa va a comerse a las culturas débiles. Y nosotros somos parte 
de esa cultura débil. Eh, en términos sociológicos se denomina “las culturas en 
peligro de extinción.” Y hacia allá vamos. Y pronto, y pronto nosotros, como 
Kichwas, ya solamente el nombre quedará, pero la language habrá desaparecido 
totalmente.  
 
A powerful culture is going to consume the weak cultures. And we are part of this 
weak culture. Uh, in sociological terms it is called “cultures in danger of extinction.” 
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And that’s where we’re heading. And soon, soon we, as Kichwas, only the name will 
remain, but the language will have disappeared completely.  
 

Older colonos make dire predictions too, often citing what they see as apparent evidence 

of Kichwa cultural disappearance that has already occurred in and around Tena. When 

asked if he thought Kichwa culture was at risk of disappearing, Speaker 42 (male, age 60) 

matter-of-factly responded, 

S42:  Obviamente. Ya está @@ ya.. Usted mira aquí una chica indígena. Usted, 
eh, no lo, no lo distingue de la colona la indígena porque ella anda vestida a 
la moda. Ella anda vestida más, muchas veces con, con mejor ropa que, que 
las, que las colonas. Y, y, y para mi, por ejemplo, me gustaría de que, que 
ellas también llevaran sus, sus lindas vestimentas que tienen. Ellas tienen 
una linda vestamien- Vea, por ejemplo [indicando una foto de bailarinas 
folclóricas en ropa tradicional] [...] Esa es la makikotona y la kompalina. 
Eso, por ejemplo, eso, eso es hermoso, no? 

M:     Claro. 
S42:  Pero ellas no se ponen. Ellas, va a verles, andan con los shorts hasta aquí, 

con los blusas descotadas y todo. Ellas andan a la moda.  
 
S42:  Obviously. It already has @@.. You look at an indigenous girl. You, uh, you 

don’t, you don’t distinguish the indigenous girl from the colona because 
she dresses in fashion. She dresses more, often with, with better clothes 
than, than the, than the colonas. And, and, and for me, for example, I would 
like to see them wearing their, their beautiful dress that they have. They 
have beautiful dre- Look, for example [pointing to a photo of folkloric 
dancers in traditional costume][...] That is the maikikotona and the 
kompalina. That, for example, is beautiful, right? 

M:     Sure. 
S42:  But they don’t wear it. They, you will see, walk around in shorts up to here, 

with low-cut blouses and all. They walk around in fashion. 
 
Similarly, when discussion turned to Kichwas living in Tena, colona Speaker 41 (female, 

age 62) lamented,  

Que pena que [les] da porque la identidad de ellos se está terminando [...] Que puedes 
decir “nuestros costumbres, nuestra identidad,” pero dónde está? No hay.  

 
What shame [they] must feel because their identity is ending [...] That they can say 
“our customs, our identity,” but where is it? It’s not there. 
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Not everyone in Tena holds such pessimistic views about interculturality or about 

the future of Kichwa language and culture, however, as a Kichwa revitalization 

movement has been gaining increasing ground in both the city and the communities in 

recent decades. Since 1989, the primary arm for rescuing and revaluing Kichwa language 

and culture in the county of Tena has been the provincial Directorate of Bilingual and 

Intercultural Education in Napo (DIPEIB-N). DIPEIB-N has broken from a history of 

forced assimilation of indigenous Kichwas in Tena, seeking to recuperate, revitalize and 

revalue indigenous languages, “cosmovisions” and ancestral traditions in order to achieve 

unity and self-respect and thereby a harmonious coexistence (convivencia) between 

indigenous communities and other diverse ethnic groups. DIPEIB-N’s community-based 

education centers promote the revitalization of local Amazonian Kichwa culture through 

a curriculum that integrates indigenous knowledge and social practices with classic 

academic teaching. In order to contest the historical marginalization of Kichwas in Tena, 

DIPEIB-N further seeks to heighten the visibility of Kichwa language and culture in the 

urban public sphere, primarily through regular cultural exhibitions and native oratory, 

music, dance and beauty competitions (see chapters 3 and 7 for more on this).  

Often organized in conjunction with the Tena’s municipal government and the 

Ministry of Tourism of Napo, these DIPEIB-N-led events spotlight “traditional” ancestral 

practices and material culture while promoting Kichwa as a viable language of artistic 

expression, scientific study and everyday intercultural interaction. Most Tena Kichwas 

applaud these efforts to preserve traditional practices, often citing urban ethnic 

exhibitions as proof that Kichwa culture is alive and well in Napo. When asked if she 
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thought Kichwa language and culture were at risk of disappearing, Speaker 15 (female, 

age 23) replied that, quite to the contrary, they appear to be making a comeback: 

No, yo hubiese pensado que se puede desaparecer porque ya solo los viejitos 
hablaban [Kichwa]. Pero ahora con lo que, con lo que se hubo la escuela bilingüe, 
con eso, mejor sí ha fomentado más de que los muchachos- Incluso ahora ya se ve 
[la cultura Kichwa] hasta en, en danzas culturales autóctonas que presentan, y 
antes no se veía. Al, cuando yo recién era pequeña, casi no se veía mucho de eso. 
Y [participantes] casi no salían con sus taparrabos, nada de eso [...] M’m, ya está 
más fomentado ahora y los muchachos participan sin miedo. 
 
No, I had thought that it could disappear because now only the elders speak 
[Kichwa]. But now with what, with what bilingual schools have done, with that, it 
has rather been promoted that the youth- Including now you can see [Kichwa 
culture] in, in native culture dances that present it, and before you did not see 
that. By, recently when I was little, you almost never saw much of that. And 
[performers] almost never went out in their loincloths, none of that [...] Mhm, it 
is more promoted now and the youth participate without fear.  

 
Tena Kichwas take pride in the wide popularity of such “folkloric” events where mixed 

Kichwa and colono audiences often pack urban stands in order to learn about the ways of 

life in the communities by viewing song, dance and oratory performances, participating 

in “traditional” games and sampling “typical” foods. Like many young Kichwas living 

and working in the city, Speakers 18 (male, age 18) and 28 (female, age 23) claim to 

never miss such events, where they can take pride in their cultural heritage on display: 

S28:   No, a mi sí, sí, me gustan [esos eventos]. Me encanta, por ejemplo, cuando 
hacen la, eh, el, el taki- takinapuncha y todo eso. O sea, es todo en Kichwa  
y que can[[ten en Kichwa, baile      ]]                          

S18:                  [[Y es la tradición antigua]] que sabía hacer. 
S28:   Bailes en Kichwa, danzas en Kichwa, eh, todo en Kichwa. Entonces eso es 

bien, bien bonito estar [[allí            ]] 
S18:                   [[Interesante]] 
S28:   Aha. Yo sí he me he ido también a esos lados y es bien bonito. Por ejemplo 

saben hacer concursos de- 
S18:   Juego de, de coger la watusa, saben jugar como, tomar wayusas- 
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S28:   El, aha, tomar la wayusa, la chicha de chonta, eh, las comidas típicas de 
chontacuro, la, esas cosas así [...] Es bonita porque demuestra como, o sea 
como uno se, se pasa en la, en- 

S18:   Comunidades. 
S28:   -las comunidades. Mhm. Como se hace una shikra, como se saca, como se 

hace una canoa, como se toma la wayusa, como se, se le, se le, como se 
hace el maito de- 

S18:   Karachama. 
S28:   -de karachama, de chontacuro y todo eso, y se los como. Y, y sí, sí es muy 

interesante eso. Me gusta eso porque nosotros practicamos eso en nuestras 
comunidades. 

S18:   Y siempre, nunca no he faltado de visitar lo que es, cuando es elección de 
Wayusa Warmi.  

S28:   Eso sí, nunca, eso sí nunca se, o sea no se, no nos perdemos eso porque es, 
es bonito, es una tradición bien bonita. 

 
S28:   No I, yeah, I like [those events]. I love it, for example, when they do the, uh, 

the, the taki- takinapuncha6 and all that. I mean, it’s all in Kichwa and that 
they si[[ing in Kichwa, dance-    ]] 

S18:       [[And it’s the old tradition]] that they practice. 
S28:   Dances in Kichwa, uh, everything in Kichwa. So it’s very, very pleasing to 

be [[there.         ]] 
S18:      [[Interesting.]] 
S28:  Uh huh. Yeah, I have gone to those places and it’s beautiful. For example 

they have competitions of- 
S18: Games of, of catching the watusa,7 they play like, drink wayusas-8 
S28: The, uh huh, drink wayusa, chonta beer, uh, the typical foods of 

chontacuro9, the, those things like that [...] it’s great because it shows how, 
I mean how one lives, lives in the, in- 

S18: Communities. 
S28:  The communities. Mhm. How a shikra10 is made, how they take, how a 

canoe is made, how wayusa is drunk, how they, they, how a maito11 is made 
of- 

S18: Karachama.12 
S28: of karachama, of chontacuro and all that, and I eat them. And, and yeah it’s 

really interesting. I like it because we do that in our communities.  
                                                 
6 Trans.: Shaman’s song 
7 A species of rodent 
8 A type of local tea 
9 Palm grub 
10 A type of woven handbag 
11 A type of leaf-wrapped, roasted dish 
12 A species of suckerfish 
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S18: And always, I have never failed to miss the, when it is the election of the 
Wayusa Warmi.13  

S18: That, yeah, never, that it never, I mean it does not, that we don’t lose that 
because it’s, it’s beautiful, it’s a very beautiful tradition.   

 
Rising tourism revenues have led local leaders of government and industry to 

renew their interest in the preservation of Kichwa culture too, and these “folkloric” 

events are often co-sponsored by city government and tourism operators. Eco- and 

community-tourism have emerged as promising economic alternatives to established 

natural resource extraction projects in Amazonia, offering income through sustainable 

development practices that dovetail with contemporary political trends in Ecuador, where 

neo-liberalism and unchecked growth are “out” and conservation and Pacha Mama 

(Kichwa, “Earth Mother”) are back “in,” in rhetoric at least.  

Municipal government and tourism agencies take full advantage of Tena’s 

geographic role of ambassador to the jungle, working in conjunction to market a unique 

Amazonian identity that draws heavily on indigenous Kichwa language and material 

culture for symbolic representations in various advertising media. Along with 

biodiversity, Kichwa culture has become the main attraction for national and international 

travelers passing through Tena to other parts of Napo Province, and considered by the 

municipal government to be part of the “principal wealth” of the region. Offering 

experiences of both biodiversity and indigenous community life, ecotourism has become 

the driving economic force for planned development in Tena, as it allows for 

capitalization on the region’s natural “riches” while promoting their “rational utilization” 

(Gobierno Municipal, 2000, my translation), thereby promising the perpetuation of future 
                                                 
13 Trans.: Wayusa Queen 
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economic income in a way that historical natural resource extraction projects have not 

been able to do.  

Kichwa culture, biodiversity and ecotourism are all fundamentally linked in this 

plan, as sustainable development in Tena is thought to hinge around the protection of the 

traditional practices that have kept local biodiversity in tact, the same traditional practices 

that draw in tourists seeking knowledgeable forest guides and experiences in “authentic” 

indigenous communities. The current municipal development plan thus lists as one of its 

primary objectives “to socialize in the population the elements of cultural identification 

of the Amazon region,” and “rescue the age-old traditions and customs of [its] indigenous 

peoples,” (Gobierno Municipal 2000:80, my translation) through school curricula, 

cultural events and expositions and the promotion of indigenous arts and literature. 

Compared to colono culture then, which doesn’t factor very heavily into identity building 

in Tena (Hutchins, 2007), Kichwa culture is an essential asset to Tena’s perceived future, 

and its continued preservation has become a crucial issue for both the powers-that-be and 

everyday citizens.  

The fact that indigenous Kichwa traditions and customs must be actively rescued, 

preserved and so explicitly “socialized” in the population of Tena, however, calls 

attention to their disadvantaged position in social life and the unevenness of the 

“intercultural” process here. Although Tena and its surrounding areas are often popularly 

imagined and outwardly marketed as a culturally hybrid and bilingual region, where 

“age-old” traditions coexist with modern lifestyles and ethnic groups interact freely in 

intercultural harmony, the intercultural relationship between Kichwas and colonos is in 
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fact one characterized by a vast power differential. Kichwa culture’s minority status is 

evident in the interaction between a dominant, national colono culture that is normalized 

in all urban public settings and a Kichwa culture that is contrastingly essentialized 

through marketing projects and relegated to these urban exhibitions of “folklore,” and to 

alternative media and education.  

The nationalistic interculturality model that is continuously evoked by Tena’s 

leaders and everyday citizens obscures these realities of inter-ethnic contact in Tena, 

where everyday encounters between Kichwas and colonos, and even Kichwas and 

Kichwas, are highly stratified. Whereas material wealth, urban residence, access to 

formal education and Spanish literacy are almost unquestionably valued in the national 

culture that is brought by highland and coastal colonos who resettle in Amazonian Tena, 

for Kichwas they can simultaneously afford economic mobility and create social division, 

as outdated ideas about authentic indigeneity and acculturation persist in the popular 

imagination. Whereas eco- and community-tourism and ethnic exhibitions have led to 

important new sources of income and a contributed to a widespread revaluing of Kichwa 

culture and language, these projects are also forced to meet the demands and expectations 

of foreign audiences and visitors. Costumed song, dance and speech performances, like 

community tourist encounters, often end up reifying the very antiquated notions about 

indigeneity that outsider audiences bring with them. As a result, new generations of 

urban, Spanish-speaking Kichwas seeking competitive degrees and economic stability 

can become effectively excluded from a sense of belonging in their own parents’ and 

grandparents’ rurally-based communities.  
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These Tena Kichwas must constantly negotiate others’ expectations about 

established, historical indigenous identities and the heightened visibility of their cultural 

practices in projects of revitalization and preservation with contemporary realities of 

profound socio-political change. Their innovative strategies for creating new, urban 

identities are met with mixed reactions, of acceptance and rejection, dismissal and 

intrigue, that turn everyday social interaction into politically charged and hyper-self-

conscious ground.      

 

Paradoxes of Urban Kichwa Identity 

During a conversation about his experiences as a local Kichwa community tour 

guide, Speaker 10 (male, age 41) tried to articulate the puzzlement that many of his 

customers display when visiting Tena and the communities for the first time. Upon 

observing and interacting with Kichwas in these settings, tourists discover that their real 

inhabitants do not seem to fit with the staged images they have previously seen in travel 

brochures:   

Siempre los turistas vienen y preguntan “¿Ellos son Kichwas?” Porque ahora, 
ahora ya no veo, no nos ven como Kichwas. Ya nos ven como, como gente así, 
como de la ciudad. Porque todo el mundo estamos con ropa, estamos a la moda. 
Tú has visto a los jóvenes que están con aretes acá [indicando a partes de la 
cara]. Entonces ya no es, ya no es gente indígena. Ya, ya ha cambiado [...] Ya 
entonces, ahorita los turista- más o menos los turistas están viendo por lo que 
está perdiendo, la, nuestra cultura, nuestra idioma, ¿no? Porque siempre han 
preguntado, en los lugares que hemos ido, hay jóvenes que siempre, por curioso, 
vienen y [...] después, cuando ya salimos de la casa o de ese lugar, [el turista] 
pregunta, “El chico que estaba parado aquí--¿es Kichwa, o, qué es?” Y le digo 
que es Kichwa, pero... 
 
The tourists always come to me and ask “Are they Kichwas?” Because now, now 
I don’t see, they don’t see us as Kichwas. They see us as, as people like this, like 
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from the city. Because all of us have clothes, we are in style. You have seen the 
youth with earrings here [gesturing to parts of the face]. So they’re no longer, 
no longer indigenous people. Already, already they have changed [...]Now the 
tourist- more or less the tourists are seeing what is being lost, the, our culture, 
our language, right? Because they always ask, in the places we have gone, there 
are children who come, out of curiosity, they come and they are watching and 
[...] afterwards, when we leave the house or the area, [the tourist] asks, “The 
child that was standing here—is he Kichwa, or, what is he?” And I tell them that 
he is Kichwa, but... 

 
“Kichwa,” like “colono,” is a term whose meaning is highly subject to 

interpretation and social context. At the same time, in referring to a national indigenous 

ethnicity, it is a term that is loaded with stagnated historical expectations and stereotypes 

that are constantly reinforced in media, official and popular discourses about 

plurinationality, national citizenship and cultural patrimony. In this study in Tena, 

“Kichwa” was an ethnographically-emergent term that implied a very specific set of 

identity-making practices and political ideologies. It’s use here neither amounts to a 

simple substitution for the Kichwa-language concept of runa (discussed below), often 

used to identify the indigenous inhabitants of Tena and Napo, nor does it signal 

conceptual alignment of Amazonian Kichwas with the pan-regional Kichwa ethnic group 

or national political movements. Instead, Kichwa is a term that is specifically emergent in 

interethnic interaction, and is used here to designate a group of indigenous people with 

mixed bilingual (Kichwa-Spanish) and monolingual (Kichwa or Spanish) members and 

urban and rural residence patterns. Many of these “Kichwas” have developed critical, 

self-conscious understandings of their position within local and national, multiethnic 

social hierarchies, and they demonstrate highly variable ideologies of indigenous identity.          



 60 

Indigenous identity in Ecuador, which can act as both a stigma and an ethnic 

badge that determines social and legal rights for an individual as well as his or her sense 

of belonging in a nationally recognized community, tends to imply for Ecuadorians, 

among other things, rural residency and fluency in an indigenous language. The popular 

confounding of indigenous language fluency and indigeneity, in particular, has become 

so deeply ingrained in the national imagination that it is expressed by many members of 

Kichwa communities themselves, in the Andes (King, 2001; Rindstet & Aronsson, 2002) 

and Amazonia (Uzendoski, 2005), particularly by older Kichwas. Such linguistic self-

essentializing continues today, despite the fact that most of these communities are 

currently confronting a widespread pattern of language shift to monolingualism in 

Spanish (Hornberger & King, 1996), as Spanish language ability, socio-economic status 

and political power continue to be linked (see the following chapter, for more on this).  

Indigenous Amazonians are ascribed an even more limited set of expectations in 

Ecuador. Not only are they supposed to speak properly Amazonian languages (rather than 

diasporic “Andean” ones like Kichwa), they are also imagined to live in the forest, use 

primitive technologies, subscribe to animistic spiritual beliefs, have exhaustive 

knowledge of forest ecology, display distinctly identifiable material culture practices and 

adhere to conservationist ideologies. Such popular assumptions restricting indigenous 

ethnic identity to particular geographic spaces, language abilities, beliefs and material 

expressions leave little room for Amazonian Kichwas, whose territories and practices 

tend to fall somewhere between those of recognized Amazonian indigenous groups. As a 

result, as Whitten and Whitten (2008) have noted, they have been historically treated by 
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outsiders, even anthropologists, as ethnographically “lackluster” and “misplaced 

migrants.”  

Popular and academic conceptions of Amazonian Kichwas as “semi-civilized 

hybrids” not only deprives them of an “ethnography of empowerment” (ibid.:22) as bona-

fide Amazonians, though, these limited characterizations also fail to account for the wide 

range of internal cultural variation that exists among Amazonian Kichwa populations, 

especially with respect to generational differences and changing socio-historical 

moments. Uzendoski (2005) describes Amazonian Kichwa as a “complex of multiple 

identities” with awallacta, or whites and mestizos, at one extreme and auca, or savage, at 

the other (see also Reeve 1985). Runapura, or “humans among themselves” fall in the 

middle of this continuum and include various indigenous “affiliations,” such as Shuar, 

Pastaza Runa, and Otavaleños (Kichwas from the Otavalo region) (Uzendoski 2005:15). 

Though this continuum model may reflect the core of “traditional” understandings of 

Napo Kichwa (or Napo Runa) identity, one that is currently evident in the discourses of 

older generations, contemporary Tena Kichwa systems for identity-making have become 

much more complex. This is especially true when factoring in widespread trends toward 

urban relocation and the effects of the indigenous revitalization movement.14  

Runa, a Kichwa term that can be most simply glossed as “human” or “person,” 

continues to be used frequently among Tena Kichwas, primarily in predominantly 
                                                 
14 It is important to note here that Uzendoski’s model is based primarily upon 
ethnographic research conducted in the mid-1990s in rural Kichwa communities (2005:6-
14). Though he does mention cultural attitudes toward urban relocation and culture loss 
as well as make predictions about language change and revitalization, his work was not 
specifically meant to attend to these topics, as I do here.           
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Kichwa-language interaction. Uzendoski (2005) more precisely grounds the concept of 

runa in the indigenous Napo socio-universe as a term meaning a “completed person,” or 

“‘the product of a whole life’ in which moral worth is not individual but resides in ‘the 

social form,’ which includes as a vital element the maintenance of continuity” (26). The 

“person,” according to Uzendoski’s conceptualization of Napo Runa social life, is a 

product of reproduction, or, in other words, the persistence of individual humans and the 

social forms that define them over time. Furthermore, social process in indigenous Napo, 

rather than being characterized by “acculturation,” can more be aptly characterized by 

“transculturation,” through which changes in ethnic identity occur through intermarriage 

among runa and between runa and “others,” including mestizos and foreigners (15-16).  

In contemporary Napo, the term runa still carries with it such notions of being 

“fully human” when it is used by Kichwa speakers to refer to other Kichwas, who are 

implicitly socialized in shared cultural practices. But in any interethnic or multilingual 

context, which characterizes most of social life in Tena, and increasingly too, in the 

communities, runa tends to be replaced by Kichwa, the term historically used in national 

Spanish-language discourse to refer to the indigenous ethnic group with Andean origins. 

But while the employment of the term Kichwa implies knowledge of national ethnic 

discourses, it does not signal for Amazonian Kichwas any conflation of distinct highland 

and lowland identities. Instead, Kichwa is adopted as both a term of convention, in order 

to accommodate to outsiders who have no situated understanding of what it means to be 

runa, and as a signal of self-awareness of the term’s socio-political connotations for 

white-mestizo/indígena oppositions. In a sense, to use “Kichwa” for self-identification 
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implies that one is self-consciously “Indian” (Jackson 1991; Ramos 1995, 1998; Whitten 

1981) an extraneously imposed ethno-racial category that implies a specific, recognized 

place within colonial and post-colonial social hierarchies and contemporary national and 

broader Latin American politics. Unlike runa, which, like “human,” implies simply being 

in the world (Ramos 1995), Kichwa implies a situated historical ethnic identity that 

carries with it an implicitly “minority” status and a shared, non-hegemonic worldview.   

The appropriation of Kichwa by Tena Kichwas has grown out of both increasing 

interactions with outsiders through urban exposure and the spread of pan-regional 

movements toward indigenous political autonomy and cultural revitalization. While 

Uzendoski’s (2005) “transculturation” model may effectively characterize social 

processes and change in rural community life, its underlying principle of reproduction 

and continuity of kinship-rooted values is problematized by the increasingly central role 

of urban life for Tena Kichwas, where traditionalism, discontinuity and revivalism all 

intersect in the production of indigenous identity.     

“For native peoples who have tenuous claims on urbanity and citizenship,” 

Colloredo Mansfield writes, “the accelerated, crime-ridden, globally connected millenial 

city can be especially problematic” for both “countrified” theories of indigenous people 

and for the empowerment of ethnic identities that are founded on connections between 

people and place (2003:275-276). Uzendoski (2005:14) similarly explains the urban 

context as problematic for popular Ecuadorian expectations of clear ethnic boundaries, 

which do not exist between Kichwas and colonos in Tena, as well as for elder Kichwas’ 

notions of “traditional” indigenous identity. Many senior Tena Kichwas expressed ideas, 
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similar to those reported by Uzendoski (2005) in the rural community setting, that 

younger generations have become physically “weakened” by city lifestyles and the 

consumption of store-bought foods. Muratorio (1998) shows how the relocation of young 

people to Tena is causing distress to elders, since their sexual behavior can no longer be 

controlled by the constraints and intimacy of community kin groups. Even more 

disturbing to Kichwas of all ages is the apparent “shame” (vergüenza) that many young 

people exhibit surrounding the use of Kichwa language in urban public. The 

language/identity conflation is deeply entrenched among indigenous Kichwas, and the 

current shift among youth to Spanish monolingualism is tantamount for many to a loss of 

Kichwa identity as a whole. When asked if an indigenous Kichwa identity could persist 

among monolinguals Spanish speakers, most middle-aged and senior Kichwas responded 

curtly, like Speaker 5 (male, age 51): 

 M: Usted cree que es posible mantener una identidad auténtica Kichwa en, en 
Castellano? 

S5: No. Ya no hay, no hay razón. Bueno, no hay razón. Ya, ya la mente está por 
otro lado.   

 
M: Do you think it is possible to maintain an authentic Kichwa identity in, in 

Spanish? 
S5: No. There is no reason to. Well, there is no reason to. The mind is already 

on the other side.  
 
Because of the persistent binding of indigenous identity to Kichwa language use, and, 

accordingly, white-mestizo identity to Spanish use, many young monolingual Spanish 

speakers no longer consider themselves to be “native” or “Kichwa,” nor are they 

recognized as such by grandparents, parents, or even older siblings and peers who 

expressly self-identify as Kichwas. Urban residence and lifestyle often further solidify 
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these youths’ classification as non-Kichwas, as the city has long been characterized as a 

center of white-mestizo culture, and as Spanish remains the primary language of 

education, work and everyday social interaction.  

Recently, however, the city is being re-imagined as a locus of indigenous 

empowerment, as it is a center of education, economic opportunity and international 

attention. As it is also the administrative headquarters of DIPEIB-N, FONAKIN and 

community-based tourism operations, Tena has become the strategic nucleus of the 

Amazonian Kichwa revitalization movement. As Tena continues to be increasingly 

connected to rural Kichwa communities through development projects and 

communications media, many Kichwas are co-opting urban spaces as loci for community 

self-determination and the spreading of local and global awareness about endangered 

cultural practices. As movements between Tena and the communities become more and 

more fluid, Tena Kichwas are able to more freely interact with members of various 

communities and engage with various local and (inter)national discourses about identity 

and political power. Such mobility and connectivity allows for what Colloredo-Mansfeld 

(2002, 2003) calls “relational autonomy,” a “potent, situational capacity to engage 

powerful others according to one’s values” (2003:276). For Tena Kichwas, the centrality 

of the city affords not only the high-profile exposition of traditional indigenous practices 

on urban stages, but also the potential for new, globally conscious and interactionally 

created identities to take shape.            
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New Approaches to New Identities 

Studies of indigenous activist movements in Latin America have demonstrated 

that revitalization can create conflicting ideas about traditional identity, (dis)continuity 

and change, resulting in identity discourses that vary greatly according to generation 

(Hervik 2001; Warren 1998, 2001) and among distinct resident communities (Cojtí-Cuxil 

1996; Gow and Rappaport 2002; Nagel 1996; Warren and Jackson 2002). Community 

and generational divergence with respect to ideas about indigeneity are made especially 

clear in Amazonia, where rapid development brings about constantly changing social 

contexts for indigenous people vis-a-vis “other” groups and the nation (Oakdale 2005).  

Focusing specifically on the Mayan revival movement, which shows many 

parallels with Kichwa revitalization in Amazonia and with indigenous resurgence 

movements elsewhere in Latin America, Warren (1998, 2001; see also Hervik 2001) 

outlines three main narratives of indigenous identity formation in anthropological studies. 

First, there are studies that treat indigenous culture as the outgrowth of direct colonial and 

post-colonial opposition to dominant, racist, national discourses of ethnicity, and as 

having developed in relatively independent agrarian communities. Second, there are 

scholars who focus on the theme of continuity, highlighting the persistence of pre-

Colombian beliefs and practices, notably language, into the post-colonial era despite the 

changes brought about by colonialism, a fact that is inexplicable in “reductionist” models 

(Hervik 2001) of colonial opposition. Finally, there is the narrative of mestizaje, 

according to which, local indigenous identity is seen as wholly a product of acculturated 

or transformed elements of both native and white-mestizo cultures, and class 
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subordination of rural people is posited as far more determinant of their practices than 

any ethnic distinctiveness. Warren attempts to show how localized indigenous identity-

making has been influenced by all of these narratives, resulting in a shifting, “composite” 

identity that incorporates the transnational discourses of a host of individual protagonists. 

Focusing on identity formation within individual families, she reveals multiple and 

competing “tactics” and strategies for “moralizing continuity versus discontinuity” 

(1998:179) that can position members of different generations at odds.             

In Tena, members of different generations and resident communities tend to 

similarly “moralize” continuity and discontinuity, resulting in competing definitions of 

indigeneity that tend to diverge with respect to ideas about lifestyle, language practice, 

locus of residence, education level and socio-economic status. Many Kichwas, 

particularly elders and rurally sedentary community members, continue to stress the 

importance of cultural reproduction and the continuity of rural subsistence and ancestral 

“cosmovisions” and practices. Increasing numbers of urban-residing and urban-

commuting Tena Kichwas, meanwhile, are asserting the values of education, 

bilingualism, upward economic mobility and pan-indigenous unity—including both 

political solidarity with highland Kichwas and the adoption of highland-based linguistic 

and discursive practices. In addition, there is currently a growing population of youth and 

young adult Kichwas who have been raised in urban, Spanish language-dominant 

settings, and who stress the importance of reviving traditional cultural forms and rural 

conservationist practices, those typified in the lifestyles and language of members their 

grandparents’ and great-grandparents’ generations. These competing discourses about 
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indigenous authenticity and empowerment are giving rise to a diversity of new identities 

that are based on complex composites of urban and rural lifestyles, traditionalist, 

progressive and neo-traditionalist strategies and local and global focuses. For some, these 

composite identities display irreconcilable contradictions. For others, they represent 

innovative responses to profound socio-political change.  

 

Weekend-Macheteros, Worldly Peasants and Neo-traditionalists 

Much of the contention over indigenous identity in the current era of Kichwa 

cultural revitalization hinges around the future of language practices. Kichwa language 

preservation, either in a form that remains close to local spoken dialect or through the 

adoption of features of the new national standard variety, is viewed by mostly all Tena 

Kichwas to be the lynchpin of cultural survival. This topic will be explored in detail in 

the next chapter. Here, I will focus on discursively salient non-linguistic aspects of 

indigenous identity-making in Tena, namely residence and subsistence practices, 

education, socio-economic status and political power.  

In an interview with a local talk radio host and political commentator, an 

ethnically Kichwa candidate for provincial assembly demonstrated the difficulties of 

appealing to a broad audience of urban and rural Kichwas who remain divided on issues 

of ethnic identity. Recalling his own upbringing in a response to a question about the 

need for better education centers and trade schools, PS20 (male) repeatedly shifts his 

stance, finally articulating a position with the help of the interviewer (Int, male):       

PS20: Cuando yo era niño, mi papá decía, mi papá era, solamente terminó la 
primaria y decía, “Camilo, tú tienes que ser un gran profesional. Cuando 
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tú seas un profesional, para mi, yo estaré lleno de satisfacción que mis 
hijos sean profesionales. No quiero que sean como yo, macheteros,” que 
no sean eh, quizás agricultores, a pesar de que la agricultura es muy 
importante. Pero no me he olvidado el agricultor, es un profesional que he 
trabajado, he salido adelante con educación. Y he dicho, la educación a 
Camilo Grefa ha cambiado a su vida, ha cambiado su destino. Por que si 
no me hubiese preparado, hubiese estar en el campo ignorando ciertas 
cosas.  Pero está preparación a mi me ha permitido compartir con las 
comunidades.  

Int: Tomás, pero no olvidamos que el agricultor tiene que ser preparado en su 
campo.  

PS20: Exacto. Y eso no ha habido [...] Imagínese, en vez de insentivar en ese 
sentido, eh, muchas veces le dejan abandonado el agricultor. 

Int: No les motivan. Yo también soy agricultor, y como agricultor conozco la 
realidad.  

PS20: Entonces eso ha sido nuestra propuesta vista desde la realidad, de la 
problemática tanto del agricultor, tanto del maestro, tanto del campesino, 
del colono, de los taxistas, de los comerciantes, y muchas veces, nuestros 
compañeros Kichwas han sido explotados por los intermediarios. 
Entonces, tenemos que ir cambiando. Esto significa, esto de capacitación 
significa liderazgo, significa crear escuelas de capacitación para que 
nuestros conciudadanos puedan, eh, mejorar su calidad de vida, 
condiciones de vida.    

 
PS20:  When I was a boy my father said, my father was, he only finished primary 

school, and he said, “Tomás, you must be a great professional. When you 
are a professional, for me, I will be filled with satisfaction that my 
children are professionals. I don’t want them to be like me, macheteros 
[machete-farmers].” That they wouldn’t be, uh, perhaps agriculturists, 
despite the fact that agriculture is very important. But I have not forgotten 
the agriculturist. I am a professional that has worked, I have gotten ahead 
with education. And I have said, “Education has changed the life of 
Tomás Grefa,” it has changed his destiny. Because if I had not been 
prepared, I would have been in the country, ignoring certain things. But 
my preparation has allowed me to share with the communities. 

Int: Tomás, but let’s not forget that the agriculturist needs to be trained in his 
field. 

PS20:  Exactly. And that has not been- Imagine, instead of incentivizing in this 
respect, uh, often the agriculturist is left abandoned. 

Int: They are not motivated. I am also an agriculturist, and as an agriculturist 
I know the reality. 

PS20:  So that has been our proposal, seen from the reality, of the problems as 
much for the agriculturist, as for the teacher, the peasant, the colono, the 
taxi drivers, the businessmen, and many times, our fellow Kichwas have 
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been exploited by intermediaries. So, we must go on changing. This 
means, this training means leadership, it means creating schools [...] so 
that our fellow citizens can, uh, better the quality of their lives, conditions 
of their lives. 

 
Kichwa politicians often adopt this strategic point of view in order to win over 

Napo’s ethnically Kichwa voting majority—as the Kichwa who understands the “reality” 

of community life but who also has the training and political resources necessary for 

bettering the quality of that life. “Bettering one’s quality of life,” has a variety of 

connotations and meanings for Tena Kichwas though, depending on how each individual 

views his or her particular position in society. As mentioned above, intercultural 

exchange in urban Tena is different for Kichwas, who are constantly preoccupied with 

the survival of language, culture and ethnic identity, than it is for colonos, for whom the 

persistence of language and culture are presupposed in their normalization and 

association with “national” culture. Although commuting or relocating to Tena from the 

communities for work and study can ensure economic security and better prepare Tena 

Kichwas to understand and contribute to changing national and international forces, 

speaking Spanish and abandoning life in the communities can cause social alienation and, 

ultimately, contribute to the “loss” of a distinctive ethnic identity. Thus, “quality of life” 

is always partly conditioned by issues of social identity for Tena Kichwas, who must 

make lifestyle choices that could conceivably affect their existence as a people. These 

choices are closely monitored by all.     

As a result, many Tena Kichwas working, studying and living in the city claim to 

do so only out of necessity, as a temporary measure that affords a certain amount of 

economic security for their families, prepares them for interactions with members and 
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institutions of dominant, mainstream culture and readies them to act as liaisons for 

Kichwas living in the communities who have not been afforded similar opportunities. 

Home, for these Tena Kichwas, is a composite urban place of weekday work, study and 

national socialization and a rural place of weekend agricultural labor, socializing and the 

maintenance of community ties. When asked if he liked living in the city, where he 

operates a small community tourism agency, Speaker 10 (male, age 41) explained, 

S10: Mmm, yo vivo en la ciudad, es por el, por mi trabajo que es el turismo. Si 
yo me voy a la comunidad [a vivir], entonces yo no estoy haciendo mi 
profesión, ¿no?, he dejado mi profesión, ¿no? [...] Entonces, ah, si yo me 
voy a la finca, igual yo tengo que, como, hacer la fisicultura, dedicarme a, a 
criar gallinas, con ganado, igual sembrar cacao, toda esa nota. Entonces, 
yo, entonces por esa razón, yo siempre me yo me voy a mi casa. Yo estoy 
cada fin de semana, me voy a mi casa a visitar a mi papá, mi mamá. 

M: ¿Allí en la comunidad? 
S10: En la comunidad. Y siempre yo estoy sembrando yuca, plátano, y siempre 

estoy sembrando árboles, así. Ya, para, para mi. Pero yo hago esto, vivo en 
Tena es por el turismo [...] y también mis niños están aquí en la escuela en 
Tena. Entonces por esa razón estoy aquí.  

 
S10: Mmm, I live in the city, for the, for my work in tourism. If I go to [live] in 

the community, then I am not engaging in my career, right? I have left my 
career, right? [...] So, uh, yeah, I go to the farm, and I have to, like, to get 
a workout, to dedicate myself to, to raising chickens, with cattle, and plant 
cocoa, all that stuff. So, I, so for that reason, I always go to my home. 
Every weekend I am, I go to my house to visit my dad, my mom.  

M: There, in the community? 
S10: In the community. And I am always planting yuca, plantains, and I always 

am planting trees, like that. Yeah, for, for me. But I do this, I live in Tena 
for tourism [...] and also my children are here in Tena in school. For that 
reason I am here.    

 
This weekend-machetero image, appealed to in the speech by the political candidate 

(PS20) above, is often projected by Tena Kichwas who maintain dual identities as 

modern city dwellers and traditional agriculturists, deliberately dividing their time 

between a place where residence is necessary for economic survival and one where 
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(re)visiting is necessary for cultural survival. That they refer to both Tena and their 

family’s communities as “home,” can create confusion for outsiders, hence my own need 

for clarification, above, that Speaker 10 was referring to working on his farm at “home” 

in a rural community rather than on a plot at his house in Tena.  

The family farm (referred to as a finca, in Spanish, and chakra, in Kichwa) 

usually consists of a small plot of agricultural land owned by single families or individual 

family members for growing and harvesting a variety of fruit and vegetable-producing 

plants, as well as trees that are cultivated for lumber to be used in small-scale 

construction projects. They are almost always located outside of the city, and are usually 

adjacent to single-family homes on communally-owned property (though individual land 

titles are becoming more and more common). Some families may also have designated 

secondary and tertiary plots that are located away from the home, in the forest interior or 

along the more fertile banks of a river. For city-dwellers, visiting these farms allows for 

an escape from urban life and an opportunity to visit with community-residing family 

members, to swim in rivers, hike on community trails and harvest natural products for 

weekday consumption. As Speaker 15 (female, born 1985) explained, the farm is as place 

to “forget about the city,” it’s noise, it’s social pressures and it’s tiresome selection of 

store-bought food: 

De acuerdo, de acuerdo al- a la contaminación, por la contaminación del ambiente 
es preferible estar allá [en la comunidad] porque, aquí [en Tena], por ejemplo, si 
uno se vive a la vía, uno no se puede ni dormir porque pasan carros grandes, ya 
pasan viendo, pasan pitando. O en la noche hay muchos, muchos borrachos. En 
cambio en la comunidad, usted vaya y es como que se olvida de todo, los 
problemas que hay aquí. Yo, para mi, por ejemplo, es super des-estresante irme a 
la finca porque usted se baña, camina, anda, conversa con la gente de allí, y ya se 
olvida de los problemas de la ciudad [...] Casi no necesita ni llevar la comida [...] 
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se consigue el pescado o fruta, yuca, carne de monte [...] Entonces es diferente la 
comida como uno, como que ya se cansa de lo de aquí y se va para allá...es más 
tranquilo. 
 
Because of, because of contamination, because of contamination of the 
environment its preferable to be there [in the community] because, here [in 
Tena], for example, if one lives by the road, one can’t sleep because large buses 
go by, they go by looking, they go by honking. Or at night there are many, many 
drunks. On the other hand in the community, you go there and it’s like you forget 
about everything, the problems there are here. I, for me, for example, it’s super 
de-stressing to go to my farm because you can bathe, hike, walk, converse with 
people there, and you forget about all of the problems of the city [...] You almost 
don’t even need to bring food...you can find fish or fruit, yuca, wild meat [...] So 
it’s different, the food like one, like you get tired of what’s here and you go there 
[...] it’s more peaceful. 

 
Contributing to the maintenance of a family farm plot thus allows Kichwas living 

in the city to take advantage of modern resources and national social connections while 

preserving traditionally valued low-impact, agrarian lifestyles, natural diets and close-

knit communities. Meanwhile, on the family finca, Kichwas can unselfconsciously speak 

their native language and reconnect with ancestral places and practices.  

Like the Kichwa politician above, though, many of these defenders of tradition 

and continuity also recognize the importance of breaking with historical attitudes of 

ethnic separatism and intellectual isolationism that are no longer necessary or practical in 

the era of interculturality. They stress the value of formal education and exposure to 

extra-local discourses, to being “prepared” as opposed to isolated, “in the country, 

ignoring certain things.” Speaker 3 (male, born 1968) explained the importance of such 

preparedness and of being “in contact with the city/people” (el pueblo) which can be 

achieved, at least in part, simply by paying attention to local media:                 

Cuando son de las comunidades, que ni siquiera ellos, no son preparados. A veces 
no escuchan a radio, no ven, no ven la televisión, no ven las noticias, que es muy 
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prioritaria para uno, que debemos estar a- al contacto al contacto del pueblo, que 
es lo que sucede, que es lo que pasa, está progresando, no está progresando, hay 
mucha delincuencia, mucho robo, hay mucho asalto. Entonces, uno, ya, ya 
estamos ya preparados, ya. Y ya estamos viendo día a día. Entonces, y allí yo, yo, 
yo me pongo a, a calificar rápido. 
 
When they are from the communities, [people] are not prepared. Sometimes they 
don’t listen to the radio, they don’t watch, don’t watch television, they don’t see 
the news, which is a priority, that we should be i- in contact, in contact with the 
city/people, what is happening, what is going on, is it progressing, is it not 
progressing, there is much delinquency, many robberies, there are many assaults. 
So, one, we are already prepared. We are seeing it day and night. So, in that way 
I, I, I become quickly prepared.     

 
In addition to the importance of general urban exposure for awareness of what is 

happening outside the communities, these urban Kichwas see formal, urban education as 

a means of preparing young people to act as intermediaries between the communities and 

the rest of the world. They believe that the social sacrifices they might make by moving 

to the city for an education will ultimately pay off in an improved quality of life for all, 

especially those who remain in rural areas, impoverished, uneducated and without access 

to basic resources such as modern healthcare. Many young Kichwas interviewed were 

enrolled in professional programs such as law and medicine, often enduring the social 

stigma of adopting urban lifestyles for the express purpose of ultimately being able to 

serve their communities. Indirectly, then, they see education and exposure to mainstream 

culture as means of ensuring the survival and autonomous development of a non-

hegemonic one, as Speaker 3 went on to explain:      

 
Entonces, con [educación] nosotros no queremos decir que nuestra identidad se va 
perdiendo. Más bien, con lo que aprendemos, y, nuestra identidad cultural se 
fortalece más. Ya. En las comunidades, quien, no saben absolutamente nada, 
nada, nada de hacer un oficio, ya. Eh, por eso, papacitos a veces tienen algún 
problema, eh, sobre sus terrenos, eh, problemas familiares, problema de los hijos, 
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problema de las hijas. Entonces, uno cuando se, se aprende, cuando uno es 
preparado, ya, ya yo, puedo ir a defender a mi papá y a mi familia. Entonces yo 
me pongo al frente a decir “Papá, yo te voy a ayudar,” ya. “Yo, para eso yo 
preparé y tú me educaste.” Y ahora sí, vamos haciendo, eh, los documentos 
oficiales con los abogados, a hacer trámite en la entendencia, en el municipio, y 
vamos. Entonces, ya, con eso la familia va fortaleciendo. Y nuestra identidad 
cultural, mientras, valorizamos y nosotros seguimos superando.  
 
So, with [education] we don’t want to say that our identity is being lost. Instead, 
with what we learn, and, our cultural identity is fortified. Okay. In the 
communities, who, they know absolutely nothing, nothing, nothing about how to 
do official business. Uh, because of this, parents sometimes have a problem with, 
their land, uh, family problems, problems with their sons, problems with their 
daughters. So, when one, when one learns, when he or she is prepared, then, then 
I, I can go defend my father and my family. So I step forward and I say “Dad, I 
am going to help you,” okay. “I, for this I prepared and you educated me.” And 
now yeah, we can do, uh, official documents with lawyers, to conduct formalities 
in the [entendencia], at the municipal office, and we go. So, yeah, with this the 
family is strengthened. And our cultural identity, meanwhile, we are valuing and 
we continue rising above.  

 
 

There are others, though, who see a potential for education and urban exposure to 

go too far, causing young people to forget about their cultural heritage and ancestral 

values and detaching them from the historical spaces where their cultural identity has 

developed. In fact, there is a growing generation of young Kichwas who have been raised 

in Spanish-speaking homes and educated in urban schools, who socialize exclusively 

with colonos and who do not identify as “native.” These youth are often pitied by adult 

Kichwas as a lost and shameful generation of children who “cross the street to avoid 

greeting their relatives in Kichwa.”  

But at the same time, there are young Kichwas who have been raised as Spanish 

speakers and pushed into urban schools and jobs, who are passionate supporters of 

Kichwa cultural preservation and revitalization. Looking to their grandparents and great-
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grandparents for inspiration, these youth have become dedicated to teaching themselves 

the local dialect of Kichwa, to learning about the medicinal properties of forest plants, to 

visiting shamans, becoming experts on native material culture, eating only “natural” 

products and advocating forest conservation and sustainable lifestyles. During an 

interview on that took place in a small cabin on his family’s farm, Speaker 18 (male, born 

1991) talked of plans to become an independent native forest guide as soon as he had 

saved up enough money from office work in order to build a traditional tree trunk and 

palm thatch house outside of Tena:   

M: ¿Y nunca vas a vivir en Tena, en la ciudad? 
S18:  Sería vivir en Tena, pero me gustaría utilizar la cultura de mis abuelos. Por 

ejemplo, visitar, me gusta lo que es la cultura, es comer el plátano, comer 
las frutas de aquí, eso es mantener la cultura. Sí yo no quisiera mi cultura, 
es todo tiempo solo en latados, y ya estoy abandonando mi cultura. Sí, eso 
es. Prefiero aquí mismo, así natural [...] Yuca, bananos, todo el tiempo.  

M: Sí, mucho más sano, ¿no? 
S18: Sí, y me gust- eso que como te decía, y yo mirar matar un animal y para mi 

es bien negativos para mi. Por eso, quiero coger a la persona que todo 
tiempo es en mi casa abajo, y escuchara a, que no que en mi finca es matar 
animales. Y para mi es bien negativo. Para mi animales todo tiempo aquí es 
para, porque están en peligro de extinción.  

M: Pero hay muchos jóvenes de tu edad que no están de acuerdo- 
S18: Wow- 
M: Que les gusta vivir en la ciudad, y comer comida industrial- 
S18: Sí, ellos interes- interesan más en de, de, t-t-t, como es, todo tiempo fiesta, 

todo tiempo amigos por allí [...] Yo, yo eso lo hago cada, cada uno dos 
veces al mes es, pero todo tiempo es acá [en mi finca]. Me gusta mi cultura.  

 
M: And are you never going to live in the city? 
S18: I could live in the city, but I would like to utilize the culture of my 

grandparents. For example, to visit, I like the things of culture, to eat 
plantains, to eat fruits from here, this is maintaining culture. If I did not 
want my culture, it’s all the time only canned goods, and then I’d be 
abandoning my culture. That’s it. I prefer right here, natural like this [...] 
Yuca, bananas, all the time. 

M: Yeah, much healthier, right?  
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S18: Yeah, I li- as I told you, and I see the killing of [wild] animals and for me it 
is very negative for me. So, I want to grab the people that are always near 
my house down there, and make them listen, that on my land one does not 
kill [wild] animals. For me it is very negative. For me, animals are always 
for, because they are in danger of extinction. 

M: But there are many young people your age that do not agree= 
S18: =Wow= 
M: =That want to live in the city and consume industrial foods-  
S18: Yeah, and they are interest- they are interested more in, in, t-t-t, how is it, 

all the time partying, all the time friends all around [...] I, I do that each, 
each one or two times a month, but always I am here [at my farm]. I like 
my culture.    

 
Young neo-traditionalists like Speaker 18 are revaluing and re-appropriating historical 

alterity in the creation of an indigenous identity that rests more on attitude than actual 

practice. They reject outdated, uncritical conflations of Kichwa language use, traditional 

material practices and rural residence with indigenous identity. Instead, they assert that 

taking an active interest in learning about and protecting their ancestors’ way of life can 

make one “native,” even if traditional Kichwa linguistic and cultural practices have not 

always been part of their everyday, urban experience. Many of these Kichwas are 

recently turning to paid and volunteer jobs in ecotourism and international forest 

conservation projects as a way of maintaining urban living and study while preserving the 

teachings of their parents and grandparents and increasing their international visibility.  

 

Conclusion  

In their discussion of the identity politics of development in native Colombia, 

Gow and Rappaport (2002) describe life in a “modernizing” indigenous community 

where preservation, itself, has become central to indigenous identity. “The attempts to 

preserve culture may be more important than its practice” in this community, they claim, 
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since these attempts can favorably distinguish “modernized” natives from their “more de-

Indianized, ‘proletarianized’ neighbors, thereby functioning as a pivot of identity” (66). 

Gow and Rappaport conclude from this example that a common argument, that making a 

choice between “development” and “tradition” is necessary for cultural and ethnic 

“survival” for indigenous groups, is not always true. 

In an effort to contribute to the processes of development and modernization 

while fighting for cultural survival, Tena Kichwas have likewise turned to active 

preservation of ancestral culture, and their project has been met with widespread positive 

support from outside agencies and institutions. In their response to apparent loss of 

traditional rural practices in the city, Tena Kichwas have made the act of preservation 

itself central to the practices that constitute indigenous identity, constantly moving 

between urban and rural, present and past and remaking the urban zone as a space of 

expressive potential, not just a cultural void.  

While nearly all Tena Kichwas see a growing threat to ethnic identity though, 

there continues to be widespread disagreement over the form in which it is to be 

preserved. Competing discourses of indigenous identity have brought about conflicted 

attitudes toward continuity and change, toward fighting for Amazonian Kichwas’ rights 

to independently and autonomously develop ancestral “human” culture, versus engaging 

with national culture and promoting solidarity with other subordinated “Indian” groups in 

counter-hegemonic pursuits. The city of Tena has become both a primary source and a 

primary site of this discursive contention, as a place where Amazonian Kichwa culture 

has long gone to die and where it more recently has been made reborn.  
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 Nowhere are these controversies made more evident than in the debate over 

language preservation, where the projects of defining and preserving “local” culture 

become especially complicated. Language has become a key site for observing the 

politics and ideologies of interethnic contact in Tena, as both Tena Kichwa and Tena 

Spanish are at once the symbolic products of a (post-)colonial legacy of inequality and 

discursive mediums for challenging and redirecting this history. This theme will be 

central to the next chapter, where I will attempt to show how bilingual and intercultural 

education has ushered in a new historical era of autonomous indigenous cultural 

production while also increasing the visibility of everyday linguistic practice for urban 

Kichwas, whose ideas about the future of language identity are still very conspicuously 

under construction. 
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CHAPTER 3. REWRITING HISTORY: TENA LANGUAGE VARIETIES AS 
IDEOLOGIES WRIT LARGE 
 
Introduction 

 
Ñukanchi mana killka ashkanchi. Somos mem- memoristas, solamente oralistas. 
Kay ñukanchi runa mañas. Kuna ashka yachachikkuna tiyanun, maltakuna 
killkarikukuna. Killkashunchi! Rukukuna wañurinawnmari. Tukurinawnmari. No 
permitamos que se extinga nuestra cultura. Por favor, esto es un pedido que se los 
hago de corazón, como amigo, como persona que trabajamos en el que hacer 
cultural, en el cantón [Tena] y en la provincia [...] Estamos motivando e 
insentivando a vivir una alegría intercultural de verdad. Porque aquí, estamos 
diferentes culturas y no podemos vivir separados como otras culturas. Lo único 
que debemos hacer es revitalizar nuestras costumbres, nuestra, nuestro idioma, 
nuestros ancestros, y hacernos valer nosotros mismos. Y para también, respetando 
para, con otras culturas, y tal iniciar respetados en el mundo entero. Esto es 
nuestro sueño de un pueblo que trabaja, que estamos preocupados cada día por el 
que hacer cultural.  
 
We have never been writers. We are rem- rememberers, only oralists. This is our 
vice. Now there are many teachers, young people who are writers. Let us write! 
The old generation is truly disappearing. It is all coming to an end. Let’s not 
allow our culture to be extinguished. Please, this is a plea that I make to you from 
the heart, as a friend, as a person who works in aspects of culture, in the county 
[of Tena] and in the province [...] We are motivating and incentivizing life in true 
intercultural happiness. Because here, we are different cultures and we cannot 
live separated like other cultures. The only thing we have to do is revitalize our 
customs, our, our language, our ancestors, and make us value ourselves. And 
also, respect toward, with other cultures, as well as become respected in the 
world. This is our dream, of a people who work, who are worried every day about 
what to do about culture.  

 
-DIPEIB-N representative, Tena, Nov. 2008 

 
Figure 3.1. Photograph of an anonymous graffiti message scrawled on walls in various 
locations in Tena, 2008-2009. (English trans. “No to Kichwa”). 
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 The above excerpt is taken from a speech made by an administrator of the Napo 

Directorate of Bilingual and Intercultural Education (DIPEIB-N) in an address to an 

ethnically mixed urban crowd during the 448th anniversary of the Spanish founding of 

Tena, Ecuador. Below it is an image of an anonymous graffiti message found scrawled on 

several walls in urban Tena between August 2008 and 2009. The image in Figure 3.1 

captures this graffiti message written on an otherwise unmarked, white wall on a major 

thoroughfare adjacent to the central market, where the above speech took place, just three 

blocks from DIPEIB-N headquarters.   

 These juxtaposed utterances are material emblems of two sides of a sharpening 

Tena Kichwa social division. DIPEIB-N and its supporters see Kichwa language 

standardization, unification and literacy as the key to thwarting language shift and 

cultural death. They embrace literacy in Unified Kichwa as essential to indigenous 

autonomy, to realigning the balance of power in the intercultural relationship and to 

staking a claim in national culture. They see in bilingual and intercultural education the 

promise of a coming generation of indigenous professionals. Opponents of Unified 

Kichwa, however, reject written Kichwa as an alien, invasive product of an academic 

elite that threatens to uproot a deeply territorial Amazonian identity. They see local 

spoken dialect, which has evolved over centuries of interethnic exchange and linguistic 

contact with Spanish, as the primary link between past and present ethnic identities. “No 

al Kichwa,” (“No to Kichwa”) deliberately spelled in the new Unified orthography (as 

opposed to the Spanish-influenced Quichua) is the slogan of those who reject the new 

written standard as an inauthentic, unnatural menace to a local Amazonian way of life.  
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 As was demonstrated in the previous chapter, discourse surrounding local 

language identity in Tena is filled with conflicting narratives about continuity and 

discontinuity, as well as opposing definitions of cultural authenticity and indigenous 

legitimacy. For most Tena Kichwas, Kichwa language is the core of indigenous identity. 

In confronting a widespread pattern of language shift to Spanish monolingualism, the 

preservation of Kichwa language has therefore become the lynchpin for cultural survival. 

But the form in which Kichwa language is to be preserved has become a major source of 

contention, between those who embrace “Indianness” and pan-regional solidarity as 

pivots of a national, counter-hegemonic project and those who seek the protection of 

local cultural forms, advocating the importance of continuity and reproduction above all 

else.  

  Central to the controversy over language identity and literacy acquisition are 

revolutionary processes of sociolinguistic objectification. Once human, then made Indian 

and forced to assimilate during the colonial encounter, post-colonial Tena Kichwas are 

now deliberately objectifying their social selves, cultural practices and historical 

experiences in order to more autonomously re-define, re-constitute and preserve them. In 

this process, language has become both a nucleus of strategic political action and an axial 

grain around which groups of Tena Kichwas are splintering.  

Language objectification is occurring on multiple levels and via multiple fronts in 

Tena and the communities, each of which represents a significant fragmentation with 

historical cultural and intellectual projects driven by dominant society. DIPEIB-N has 

broken with a long history of oppression and forced assimilation in order to usher in a 
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new period of indigenous autonomy. It seeks to standardize, purify and flood public 

forums with Kichwa language. Unified Kichwa, DIPEIB-N’s primary tool for enacting 

change, is in its third decade of promotion in Ecuador, but it is only a recent arrival in 

Tena and Napo Province. Many Kichwa speakers are currently struggling with the 

epistemological shift it represents—from the organic reproduction of dynamic, spoken 

local dialects to grammatical prescriptivism and dialect homogenization. Runa shimi, or 

“human language,” is being forced to coexist with, and, according to many, is being 

displaced by Kichwa shimi, the unified language of a recognized, highland-based, 

national ethnic group. The local dialect of Runa shimi, meanwhile, is being re-imagined 

as doubly threatened by and doubly oppositional to Spanish monoculturalism and 

highland Kichwa cultural hegemony. It is being re-posited as the proprietary brand of a 

local Kichwa identity—phonologically, lexically and syntactically iconic of a regional 

history and a unique ecological relationship between indigenous people and the 

rainforest.  

Many opponents of Unified Kichwa believe that authentic indigenous identity is 

best represented by a local Kichwa dialect that displays significant structural influence 

from Spanish. This idea seems ostensibly paradoxical, particularly from the point of view 

of DIPEIB-N language purists, who see Kichwa Spanish code-mixing as a hindrance, 

both to Kichwa’s autonomous development as a language of literature, academic study 

and intercultural relations and to the intellectual advancement of its speakers. But many 

Tena Kichwas protect spoken dialect as a local innovation that has been enriched by 
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interethnic contact, and that contains a set of practical resources for talking about modern 

life.   

 Because of its special property as both sign-making medium and material object, 

re-imagined, re-objectified, self-conscious language has thus become a primary site for 

observing historical ideological processes at work. As a medium for intercultural 

exchange, local varieties of Kichwa and Spanish are being used to project imagined 

political selves, to communicate attitudes about culture and identity and to contribute to 

historical change. As a material set of icons and symbols, Tena Kichwa, Unified Kichwa 

and Tena Spanish act as objectified history and ideology, as the products of colonial and 

post-colonial inequality and the constructed embodiments of prescribed plans for the 

future of a people and place. As a result, daily language use and language choice are 

closely monitored and socially regulated for all Tena Kichwas, in ways that directly 

effect the long-term existence of discursive forms and styles in this complex social 

ecology.      

 
Unified Kichwa as Political History  
 
 In his discussion of language stratification in Europe, Bakhtin defines the standard 

or “unitary language,” of the social elite, of literature and of high culture, as “the 

theoretical expression of the historical processes of linguistic unification and 

centralization, an expression of the centripetal forces of language.” (1981:270). Existing 

only abstractly as a prescribed standard, a  “unitary language” is “not something given 

but it always in essence posited—and at every moment of its linguistic life it is opposed 

to the realities of heteroglossia” (ibid.). The introduction of Unified Kichwa into Napo 
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bilingual and intercultural education (EIB) curriculum in the mid 1990s is part of a 

historical intellectual revolution, meant to actively install a unitary language, and thereby 

a recognizable ethnic, cultural and political core, where one has never existed. This move 

represents a profound and deliberate historical break with local histories of forced 

cultural assimilation and Spanish control over indigenous linguistic production. It also 

represents a divergence from long-held ideologies of cultural continuity and reproduction 

of local heterogeneity, which posit rural agrarian communities as the exclusive loci of 

political and cultural development. While most Tena Kichwas celebrate regional 

heteroglossia, both throughout the country and even among Napo communities, 

supporters of Unified Kichwa see heteroglossia as symptomatic of historical political 

disintegration and as an impediment to indigenous empowerment. Their proposed remedy 

is a consciously posited, “unitary language” whose production and maintenance involve 

the explicit boosting of centripetal linguistic forces, in an effort to solidify a political and 

intellectual axis that has long been denied to Ecuadorian Kichwas. At the same time, this 

radical language-planning project forms part of a long legacy of indigenous protest 

against colonial oppression.  

 

Spanish Colonization and Indigenous Revolt in Napo 

 In the case of Tena and Napo Province, indigenous unification in the face of 

oppression is a defining historical tradition. Though there is a rich body of oral and 

mythological history surrounding the origins of the Napo Kichwas (see Muratorio 1991; 

Uzendoski 1999, 2005:50-68) official history of Tena begins with the Spanish founding 



 86 

of San Juan de los Dos Ríos de Tena by the Spanish leader Gil Ramirez Dávalos in 1560. 

The first Spanish explorations of the Amazon region of Ecuador were intended as 

searches for the famed “El Dorado,” as well as the region’s reputedly abundant 

“cinnamon.”15 Leading a mission to pacify and conquer the area’s native inhabitants as 

well as set up towns for religious conversion, Dávalos became governor of the Oriente 

(eastern Amazonian) region and was reportedly well-liked by the native Quijos people 

(Uzendoski 2004:323) of the eastern Andean foothills and upper-Napo River. After his 

removal as governor, though, subsequent rulers of the region showed little concern for 

the welfare of the Quijos (ibid., see also Oberem 1980:76-77), and the latter part of the 

16th century was marked by widespread abuse and enslavement of the natives by the 

Spanish, as well a number of resulting indigenous uprisings. 

 The most important of these uprisings occurred in 1578, under the leadership of 

local shamans and the Quijos warrior-chief Jumandi (also spelled Jumandy). The initial 

phase of the rebellion of the indigenous Quijos was centered in Archidona and other 

newly founded, nearby cities, where the Spanish inhabitants were killed, homes were 

burned and gardens destroyed (Gonzalez Suarez 1969:78). After an expedition of officers 

sent from Quito to the Oriente led to numerous arrests and the imprisonment of members 

of the rebellion’s leadership, which consisted of mostly religious leaders (often referred 

to as “sorcerers” in the colonial period and “shamans,” by anthropologists) the second 

phase of the revolt began, with the purpose of permanently ridding the Quijos region of 

                                                 
15 Tena is still referred to as the “cinnamon capital” of Ecuador due to the presence of the 
wild “cinnamon” tree, Ocotea quixos, called ishpingu in the local Kichwa dialect, whose 
leaves contain a spice that is similar in flavor to cinnamon, and are used in native cuisine.    
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Spanish invaders. Jumandi, a Quijos leader with reputed warrior abilities and a “thirst for 

vengeance” (Hidrovo Castellanos 2000:9) was elected Grand Chief of War, and the 

people across the Quijos region as well as parts of the Andean sierra united with him in 

rebellion. The revolt of 1578 was ultimately suppressed by the Spanish and Jumandi was 

taken prisoner, tortured and publicly executed in Quito, along with other captured 

rebellion leaders. According to Gonzalez-Suarez (1969) Jumandi’s single vocalization 

during his torture was to offer his only repent—that of being a “Christian Indian.”  

 According to Uzendoski (2004), the Jumandi uprising was notable in the time 

period for its “regional” conceptualization, and the fact that it extended far beyond the 

Quijos/Upper Napo area. In the middle and late 16th century, the region inhabited by the 

Quijos ethnic group, who controlled access between the Amazonian plains and the 

Andean highlands, consisted of a “vertically oriented” Amazonian-Andean zone of 

interaction and interconnection through networks of exchange (ibid., see also Taylor 

1988). Archaeological records demonstrate a close link between the northern Ecuadorian 

Amazon and the Andes, which Uzendoski (2004) sees as indicative of a “prolonged 

relationship of reciprocal exchange between the two regions and of continued cultural 

and physical exchanges” (321). This relationship undoubtedly facilitated such a wide-

reaching rebellion, making it one of the most organized and destructive indigenous 

revolts of the colonial period in Ecuador. 

 Tena Kichwas still claim ancestral kinship with these Quijos inhabitants of the 

Upper Napo/eastern Andes borderland zone. Uzendoski (2005) argues that the Quijos 

eventually “transculturated” through intermarriage with the Napo Runa, who still 
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maintain much of their culture in new forms (146-147). Along with many local mestizos, 

Napo Kichwas recognize Jumandi as an important folk hero and one of their most famous 

ancestors. A large statue of the muscle-bound Quijos leader in a combatant pose currently 

stands at the western entrance to the city of Tena (see Figure 3.2, below), and November 

28th is recognized by local indigenous organizations as the day of “Homage to the Quijos 

Uprising and their Historical Leader, Jumandi.” The day begins with a ceremonial 

morning assembly of local indigenous community leaders, in traditional dress, at the 

Jumandi statue for bilingual oratory performances and “traditional” music, followed by a 

procession down Tena’s main western thoroughfare to the central plaza. In 2008, the rest 

of the day’s events were centered in the central plaza, where local Kichwa troupes 

 
Figure 3.2. Photograph of the statue of Jumandi, at the western entrance to the city of 
Tena in 2009.   
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performed costumed traditional dances and skits reenacting the events of the 1578 

uprising. Reviewing the performances of the 2008 day of homage, a journalist for the 

Napo/Pastaza provincial monthly magazine Paraíso writes that Jumandi and the Quijos 

under his command “left the message that we should never be passive through the 

persistent exploitation of the meek” (Ministerio de Cultura 2008:10).  

  

Order and Urban Development 
  

The history of Spanish oppression in Napo continued after the 1578 rebellion, 

which led to the widespread flight of indigenous people and the “depopulation” of the 

Quijos area. Uzendoski (2004, following Ospina 1992) notes that widespread indigenous 

resettlement may have led to the existing concentration of Kichwa speaking populations 

around Archidona, Tena and the Napo River. Destroyed Spanish towns in Quijos were 

left abandoned after the revolt, and indigenous people fled punishment and disease. The 

Quijos region thus quickly “became a colonial frontier rather than a colonial project” 

(Uzendoski 2004:324).  

A long, renewed period of harsh conditions, religious conversion, forced 

assimilation and resulting indigenous unrest was ushered in by the Jesuit priests, whose 

mission in the Oriente lasted from the turn of the 17th to the end of the 19th century (see 

Jouanan 1977; Lopez Sanvicente 1894; Muratorio 1981, 1991; Oberem 1980). By the 

mid 1870s, the Jesuits, with the help of forced indigenous labor, erected large churches in 

Archidona and Loreto and smaller ones in Tena, Ahuano and other outposts along the 

upper Napo River (Lopez Sanvicente 1894). Development was later focused in the town 
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of Tena, where in 1891, the Jesuits constructed the “best church possessed by the [Napo] 

Mission,” as well the parish house, which included a rudimentary one-room primary 

school on its ground floor (Jouanan 1977:172). It was also during this time that 

relationships began to strain between the Jesuits, the region’s oppressed indigenous 

inhabitants and newly appointed civil leaders, who were all vying for the right to govern 

the upper Napo. After an abandonment and subsequent relocation of their mission in 

Amazonian Ecuador, the Jesuits were finally ordered to leave the area permanently 

around 1892 following a governmental decree (Hidrovo Castellanos 2000).16  

 Around the time of the Jesuit expulsion in the late 1800s, the upper Napo region 

was undergoing a period of settlement by rubber-tappers, farmers, hacienda builders and 

military officials who established new posts in order to govern the Amazonian territories. 

Tena, which had a population of around 287 Spanish colonizers in the late 1880s 

(Hidrovo Castellanos 2000:12), was now a burgeoning town and a strategic location of 

Amazonian governance. State-appointed “political chiefs” (jefes políticos) and “political 

deputies” (tenientes políticos) migrated to the area temporarily, usually returning to the 

highlands after their term in office. The few that resettled permanently aided in the 

establishment of semi-permanent villages and agricultural colonies where they installed 

networks of exchange of material goods and cultural information with the local 

indigenous inhabitants and began what some historians refer to as a process of physical 

and cultural mestizaje (Hidrovo Castellanos 2000). “The Ecuadorian Amazon region, did 

not have an efficient plan of colonization in order to permit harmonic development,” 
                                                 
16 This date is based on an approximation by Uzendoski (2003:132). Hidrovo Castellanos 
recognizes 1896 as the year of Jesuit expulsion.  
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writes a local Tena historian, “Amazonía was considered a place for the military sector 

and ‘punished’ policemen, as well as for adventurers and others who were fleeing from 

legal, social and domestic problems.” “Nevertheless,” he continues, “the eden of 

Amazonia welcomed all of these people and families for the construction of a cultural 

mosaic” (Ramírez 2009:5). One older colono speaker (Speaker 43, male, age 84) recalled 

childhood experiences of life in Tena during this period of its re-colonization and re-

founding: 

M: ¿Y en ese tiempo era una cosa buena venir aquí? La gente quería venir acá 
para colonizar o- 

S43: No.  
M: ¿No? 
S43: Acá venían solamente los que verdaderamente sentían ganas de venir, a 

veces venían por curiosidad. Les gustaba y se quedaban. Porque al 
comienzo era duro vivir aquí. No había comercio, no había de que 
sobrevivir. Solamente se cultivaba para comer. No había negocio. Lo- le 
decía, los reces no se vendía, la leche no se vendía, los quesos no se 
vendían, las aves no se vendían, todo [era] solamente, pero comida natural. 

[...] 
 
M: ¿Como eran las relaciones entre la gente colona y Kichwa en ese tiempo? 
S43: Bueno, en la, bueno, ahora ha cambiado completamente el, distinto a lo que 

en ese entonces era. La gente Kichwa, claro, no tenía ninguna enseñanza, 
[ellos tenían] una, la cultura natural, ¿no? aquí, diga, por los ancestros de 
ellos. Y nos llevábamos amigablemente con los, con los indígenas. Después 
ya comenzó, este, haber trabajo también para ellos. Comenzaron con ellos, 
con la entrada de colonos, comenzaron a arreglar sus fincas y necesitaban 
la mano de obra. Entonces utilizaban los indígenas para un machete pues, 
votar la selva y sembrar. Y en esa forma, claro, el indígena también fue, 
este, avanzando, no? Porque:: si no hubiese venido los colonos [...] 
entonces no hubiese habido enseñanza. 

 
M: And in that time, was it a good thing to live here? Did people want to come 

here to colonize or- 
S43: No. 
M: No? 
S43: The only ones that came here were those that felt a true desire to come 

here, sometimes out of curiosity. They liked it and they stayed. Because in 
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the beginning living was harsh here. There was no business, there was 
nothing with which to survive. Cultivation was the only way to eat. There 
was no business. Th- like I was saying, beef wasn’t sold, milk wasn’t sold, 
cheese wasn’t sold, birds weren’t sold, everything [was] only, but natural 
food. 

[...] 
M: What were relations like between colono people and Kichwas at that time? 
S43: Well, in the, well, now it has changed completely, distinct from what it was 

like in the beginning. The Kichwa people, of course, had no education, 
[they had] a, the natural culture, you know, here, that is, from their 
ancestors. And we got along amicably with the, with the indigenous people. 
Later there began, uh, to be work for them too. They began with them, with 
the entrance of colonos, they began to build their farms and they needed 
manual labor. So they used the indigenous people for the machete, then, to 
clear the forest and plant crops. And in that way, of course, the indigenous 
people were also, uh, advancing, you know? Becau::se, if the colonos 
hadn’t come [...] there would have been no education.     

 
  

 This is also about the time that many current local Kichwa histories of 

colonization begin (see Muratorio 1991, 2006), which paint a very different picture of 

relationships between colonos and the indigenous inhabitants of the area. According to 

most local Kichwa accounts, this period was marked by the mounting of tense 

relationships between the appointed civil commanders and recognized Kichwa 

community leaders in their attempts to plan the new Amazonian city. Speaker 21 (male, 

age 54) claimed direct ancestry to one of the original Kichwa “governors” of Tena, who 

had to fight physical and verbal abuse by the appointed political deputy of his time in 

order to establish respect for the Kichwas in Tena. Like similar narratives told by Tena 

Kichwa interviewees, Speaker 21’s story unfolds like a mythic saga in which peace is 

broken by an act of blatant oppression, and order must be restored to the multicultural 

city through the singular acts of a heroic Kichwa: 
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With his churu [snail shell], TU-TU-TU-TU:::::::! at five o’clock in the morning 
to call the people [...] to assemble the minga [cooperative labor force], to begin 
the construction for the deputy, for the police, and, for those who would come to 
visit, a few huts...Juan [the Kichwa “governor”] had to motivate them. He had to 
take from his own pocket to feed the people in the minga. There was no money at 
all. In that way he had to feed them and give them veintishinku [cane liquor] to 
clean the straw, all of it. He would animate the people to make chicha de yuca 
[fermented manioc] to drink, because there were no other refreshments, there was 
no sugar, nothing, they didn’t even know of it [...]They prepared chicha in a huge 
pot and served all the people in the minga. With this nourishment they worked. 
And again the next day. Eventually more and more people began to come...and 
when they came they built another house, and another, and so on. They built it 
little by little.  
 
One day, the deputy told Juan to cut down 50 stalks of bamboo in order to build 
his house. Juan, in turn, went to the people and said “Okay, you, you, and you, 
bring me ten, ten, ten stalks of bamboo each.” From above Muyuna by river, he 
had to send them down by river, making a balsa raft, in order to arrive to the 
bridge in Tena. But instead of 50 stalks, only 30 or 40 arrived. When the deputy 
counted them, “Where are they? What is this?!” he said. “Why did you not tell the 
people to complete the 50 stalks of bamboo? This is not enough! You know 
nothing!” And he struck Juan, PAH! PAH! he struck him, the deputy. Juan’s wife 
said to him, 
“U:y! Don’t hit him!” she said. “Why are you hitting my husband?!” 
“Shut up!” 
AH! He gave it to his wife too, he hit her and threw her down. Juan wanted to hit 
him now, [The deputy yelled] “Carajo, you want to hit me?!” U:ta! TA! TA! TA! 
he hit [Juan]. Uta! Juan gathered the blood. He gathered all of the blood, he 
sopped it up in his shirt and in that shirt he saved it.  

 
Two days later, Juan left for Quito [...] He did not go for fun, mind you. He had 
been named by Quito, named as a governor. He did not arrive like some crazy 
person [...] He made chicha, maitito [leaf-wrapped roasted dishes], dried yuca, 
smoked [...] dried fish, a shikra [woven bag], and carried it to Quito for the seven, 
eight-day trip, walking from here, from Tena.  
 
He arrived to Quito to ascend the governmental palace. In that time, no one 
ascended the governmental palace, no one. He saw several armed soldiers at the 
gate, on the stairs. [Reading the report made in Papallacta and printed in Quito a 
guard said,] “They come from the Oriente, he is governor of Tena and he must 
have an audience with the president.” And so they opened the stairway, full of 
soldiers. Juan ascended, barefoot [...] without a jacket, without shoes, nothing on 
his feet, shamefully gaunt with hunger, without sleep, cold.  
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He arrived to the inside where the president lived, high up. The president said, 
“Come, come, Juan. What happened? Take a seat.” He said. He knew a little bit, a 
little bit of Kichwa. “Alli shamunki Juan” [“Welcome Juan”] he said. “Yes, Mr. 
Governor.” He took the report. “Chucha!” he said. “Carajo! And why?! Why did 
he strike you?!” Juan took out the bloodstained shirt that he carried, U:::TA! he 
began to cry. “The deputy must be brought here in eight days! Here. Never will he 
return to Tena, because he has acted improperly. Because he has struck you, an 
authority. You are the governor. You are untouchable. We will punish him, Juan. 
There is no problem any longer.” He took Juan with him. He gave him a three-
piece suit as a gift, a white shirt, long-sleeved, a jacket, pants—as gifts. The 
president gave him shoes. “Now,” he said, “Juan, for you to wear.” He put them 
in his shikra. “Tomorrow return,” the president said, “so that you can bring two 
policemen with you.” Juan returned to the government palace where the president 
sent the two police officers. He left Quito with them.      

 
On horseback, yes, they came, a’a, reaching Papallacta. From Papallacta another 
horse toward Baeza. From Baeza another horse toward here, Tena. The police 
arrived. They arrived by order of the president. “Let’s see [...] where is the 
deputy?” 
“Here he is, here he is.” 
“Ah, come here, sir. Why did you strike the governer? What was your motive? 
Why did you strike him?” 
[The deputy said] nothing. 
“Let us go!” 
Like that, they bound the hands of the deputy to take him to Quito.  
 
There, back in Quito, the president said, “Now Juan,” he said, “you will not leave 
your post. You must continue with your spirit high. Because one day Tena will be 
like Quito,” he said, “like Quito one day. U::::! It will be a grand city. Remember 
this,” he said. “Go on working with your spirit high,” he said.17   
 

Stories like this one, though rarely documented in official histories or necessarily based 

entirely on “historical” facts, are often retold by Tena Kichwas as evidence of their claim 

to an original stake in the founding of the city. In part of her recounting of native Napo 

oral histories, Muratorio (1987:6) quotes a Kichwa woman whose father reportedly 

served a similar role to that of Juan (in Speaker 21’s narrative) as saying, “My father told 

                                                 
17 The original Spanish version of this narrative can be found in Appendix A. of this 
dissertation. 
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us: ‘That’s how we began the town [of Tena]. You are descendents of the founders. For 

this reason I do not have fear, neither of the priests nor or of any authority figure.’ My 

father said that when he dies, that is what we should teach to our children” (cited in 

Hidrovo Castellanos 2000:24-25). In connecting contemporary inequality with past 

interethnic struggles, these narratives serve as folk histories for ongoing acts of Kichwa 

civil disobedience in the fight against abuses of power and unchecked colono authority.  

 

Colono Education, Indigenous Assimilation and the rise of DIPEIB-N 

 The pan-indigenous, revolutionary spirit of the Quijos rebellion and the claiming 

of Kichwa territorial rights have been revived by DIPEIB-N, which uses the image of 

Jumandi as part of its signature logo (see Figure 3.3, below). DIPEIB-N expressly 

identifies its membership as part of the “Amazonian Kichwa nationality” which has lived 

in Napo since “time immemorial.” “We are the resistance to the Wind Bearers [Wayra  

 
Figure 3.3. Photograph of the sign above the entrance to DIPEIB-N headquarters in 
Tena.  
 

 
 
 

Apamushkas],” proclaim the members of the leadership of DIPEIB-N, “who invaded our 
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territories, destroyed our culture, ruled and seeded injustice, acculturation, poverty, 

mistreatment, humiliation and the abuse of power against the [indigenous] nationalities” 

(DIPEIB-N 2009:4).  

 DIPEIB-N was first established in Napo Province in 1989 as part of the provincial 

diffusion of the National Directorate of Bilingual and Intercultural Education (DINEIB, 

discussed further below). Following a general trend throughout Latin America, 

particularly Andean nations (Speiser 1996), bilingual and intercultural education has 

recently made significant gains in rural Ecuador, establishing itself as the primary form of 

basic education in many indigenous communities. DINEIB seeks to put an end to 

historical state and foreign missionary control over education in rural indigenous lands, 

where educators have long promoted Spanish literacy, assimilation, and in many cases 

successfully fostered self-rejection of indigenous languages and practices (Soro 1996). 

 Between the early period of mestizo and white re-colonization of Napo, which 

continued into the early 20th century, and the recent era of DIPEIB-N’s installment in 

Tena and the communities, the education and exposure of Kichwas to national culture 

were in large part overseen by the Italian Josephine mission, whose first members arrived 

in Napo in 1922 (see Spiller 1974). The Josephines’ historical mark on contemporary 

Tena is still highly visible, especially in the city’s architecture and in the local Spanish-

influenced dialect of Kichwa (discussed in detail in the following chapter). While a large 

percentage of Napo’s urban and rural community schools continue to be Josephine 

mission-run (fiscomisional), the majority are under the direction of the Directorate of 

Hispana Education of Napo, a provincial branch of the Ministry of Education that was 
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established in 1964.  

 Tena Kichwas who were educated in the era of state and mission-run schools 

before the arrival of DIPEIB-N in Napo Province tend to recount harrowing experiences 

of indigenous cultural repression. They often recall the repeated physical and 

psychological punishments dispensed by teachers to students who spoke Kichwa in the 

classroom, which many middle-aged Kichwas, like Speaker 29 (female, age 46), below, 

point to as the original source of current language shift to Spanish monolingualism:  

En el colegio [...] en el tiempo libre, en recreo, tanto en la clase, era, era bien 
prohibido hablar, hablar en Kichwa [...] No era permitido para nada. Nosotros 
debíamos aprender un solo idioma, que era el Español. Este, si hablábamos [en 
Kichwa], hablábamos calladitos. Pero si nos trincaban, nos bajaban en, en notas, 
en conductas. Ah, nos dejaban suspensos en las materias. Entonces todo era 
prohibido. Y, y igual nosotros, como nos estaban educándonos en ese sentido y 
teníamos vergüenza de hablar nuestro idioma en la calle, con nuestra gente. Este, 
teníamos recelo de que alguien no se escuche. Porque igual nos iban a maltratar y 
iban a decir, “Mira, ellos son los indios, son las indias, hablan en Kichwa.”  
Entonces es que así nos educaron. Estaban educando así nuestros profesores en, 
en el sistema Hispano. Entonces, en ese tiempo el, nuestro idioma iba 
perdiéndose. 
 
In school [...] in our free time, at recess, just like in class, it was, it was very 
prohibited to speak, to speak in Kichwa [...] It was not permitted at all. We had to 
learn only one language, which was Spanish. Uh, if we spoke [in Kichwa], we 
spoke quietly. But if they caught us, they would lower our, our grades, in conduct. 
Uh, they suspended us in our courses. So it was all prohibited. And, and just like 
that we, since they were teaching us in that way and we were ashamed to speak 
our language in the street, with our people. Uh, we were suspicious that someone 
would hear us. Because they too would mistreat us and they would say, “Look, 
they are Indians, they speak Kichwa.” So that’s how they educated us. That’s how 
the teachers were educating us in the Hispana system. So, at that point the, our 
language was beginning to be lost.     
 

Shame (vergüenza) and suspicion (recelo) are central themes in discourses about Kichwa 

language choice that begin in these early experiences of Kichwa speakers in colono 

schools and continue in contemporary accounts of young monolingual Spanish-speaking 
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Kichwa’s attitudes toward their parents’ language practices. According to one DIPEIB-N 

administrator, reversing historical self-rejection and shame is a complicated undertaking, 

as most adult Kichwas have been systematically taught to see their language and culture 

in this negative way:  

Hoy, ya los niños y los jóvenes ya no están hablando el Kichwa. Entonces uno, 
porque han hecho sentir vergüenza en las respectivas escuelitas, incluso ha 
prohibida. Entonces en ese sentido, ha habido un complejo, digamos, de 
inferioridad, ¿no?  Como que sienten culpables a hablar su lengua. Entonces 
rescatar, lograr, digamos, lo contrario se nos hace difícil, ¿no? Porque el mismo 
sistema de la educación nacional del país nos ha obligado que, que el idioma 
oficial es el Español, el Castellano. Entonces, como que, a pesar de, a pesar que 
hace unos diecinueve años inició la educación bilingüe, los profesores que son 
parte, o sea, los profesores bilingües Kichwas [...] han tenido formación en el otro 
sistema. No se han preocupado mayormente en aplicar el idioma como 
instrumento de comunicación e instrumento de aprendizaje. 
 
Today, the children are no longer speaking Kichwa. So, first, because they have 
been made to feel ashamed in their respective schools, to the point that it has been 
prohibited. So in that sense, there has been a complex, let’s say, an inferiority 
complex, you know? As if they feel guilty for speaking their language. So to 
rescue, to achieve, let’s say, the opposite, is very difficult for us, right? Because 
the very national education system has obliged us to, that the official language is 
Spanish. So, as if, despite, despite the fact that bilingual education began 19 years 
ago, the teachers that form part, I mean, the bilingual Kichwa teachers [...] have 
had training in another system. They have not been largely concerned with the 
application of the language as an instrument of communication and an instrument 
of learning.  
 

In an effort to uproot the deep psychological entrenchment of missionary and 

colono education’s historical defeat of Kichwa cultural expression, DIPEIB-N has taken 

revolutionary steps toward reversing Kichwa language shift, revaluing of community 

values and indigenous identity, and institutionalizing Kichwa language and culture in 

Tena’s public sphere. In 2008, DIPEIB-N oversaw the education of 6,424 students in its 

community-based “education centers” in Napo’s three Amazonian counties, where over 
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80% of Napo’s roughly 79,000 inhabitants reside (SIISE 2009). The large majority of 

these rural education centers offer primary schooling (escuela) for young children, 

though there are currently a handful of scattered bilingual secondary schools (colegios), 

technical institutes, training centers for indigenous weaving and handicraft techniques 

and a brand new “superior institute” near Tena, where DIPEIB-N teachers work in 

conjunction with national universities in order to offer higher education degrees and train 

future bilingual educators.  

DIPEIB-N’s predominantly Kichwa-run18 education centers promote the 

revitalization of local Amazonian Kichwa culture through a curriculum that integrates 

indigenous knowledge, language and social practices with classic academic teaching in 

Spanish. Recognizing the importance of family and community in the processes of early 

childhood development and identity formation, members and leaders of the resident 

communities of DIPEIB-N’s educational centers are considered to be “co-responsible” 

for the education process, as a DIPEIB-N administrator explained:  

La misión [es] dar las herramientas propias [...] que los profesores se capaciten, 
los estudiantes se formen, baja una pedagogía de participación...que los actores 
sociales trabajen e, en forma colectiva, ¿no? Que todos se interesen de la 
educación del estudiante. Que no es solamente el maestro, no. La misma 
comunidad tiene que proveer algunos espacios para llevar adelante la 
educación...aulas, servicios, capacitar a los docentes [...] y, más que todo, 

                                                 
18 According to DIPEIB’s most recent statistics, between 93% and 98% of teachers in its 
education centers are Kichwa-Spanish bilinguals and, according to self-reporting in 
ethnographic interviews, 100% of DIPEIB administrators are indigenous and almost 
exclusively Kichwa. Both “bilingual” and “indigenous” are terms that are subject to 
personal interpretation though, due to DINEIB’s constantly changing national standards 
and DIPEIB-N’s local criteria for bilingualism, a classification that is usually based on 
brief personal assessments during the hiring process or attendance in a basic Kichwa 
language course. Still, it is clear that the vast majority of DIPEIB-N administration and 
teaching is conducted by individuals who self-identify as indigenous Kichwas. 
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digamos, prepararse a formar personas del futuro. Yo creo que la historia nos dice 
que hemos sido  marginados, explotados. Entonces, tenemos que [...] emplear 
metodologías activas, no?, participativas, no? [...] Nuestra misión es formar 
personas que vayan a contribuir a la misma comunidad, a las realidades que 
pertenecen. 
 
The mission [is] to give tools of one’s own [...] that teachers become qualified, 
that students become shaped under a pedagogy of participation [...] that the 
social actors work in a collective form, right? That everyone becomes interested 
in the education of the student. That it is not just the teacher, no. The community 
itself must provide spaces to further education...classrooms, services, training of 
teachers [...] and, above all, let’s say, prepare to shape people for the future. I 
think history has told us that we have been marginalized, exploited. So, we need 
to [...] employ active methodologies, right? Participatory methodologies, 
right?[...] Our mission is to shape people who will go on to contribute to their 
own community, to the realities to which they belong.    

 
When DIPEIB-N leaders speak of educating students to contribute to their communities 

and the “realities to which they belong” in this way, they tend to make reference to both 

local and (inter)national historical and socio-political contexts. Bilingual and intercultural 

education in Napo is meant to be a tool for the revitalization and revaluation of local 

knowledge and traditions, the preparation of young Amazonian Kichwas for active 

participation in a rapidly developing, intercultural setting, and ultimately, following 

DINEIB’s national model, a restructuring of indigenous political and economic power on 

a national scale.  

 

Bilingual Education and Unified Kichwa 

 For many Kichwas working in bilingual and intercultural education in Napo, the 

classroom is intended as a place to put the principles set forth in the Ecuadorian 

constitution into actual practice. According to DIPEIB-N’s strategic development plan, 

local education centers are meant to provide adults and children of Amazonian Napo with 
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“quality intercultural education for the communal existence [convivencia] of diverse 

cultures” (DIPEIB-N 2009:4). Article 2 of the constitution of the “plurinational, 

intercultural” state of Ecuador establishes Spanish as Ecuador’s “official” language, 

while Kichwa and Shuar are listed as “official languages of intercultural relations.” “The 

State,” this Article continues, “will respect and stimulate their conservation and use” (my 

translation). A recurring statement made by DIPEIB-N administrators, instructors and 

students in ethnographic interviews was the interpretation of Article 2 as an assertion of 

the “official” national status of the Kichwa language.19 “As much Kichwa as Spanish” 

[“Tanto el Kichwa como el Español”] is an expression often recited by these speakers, in 

their push for Kichwa literacy, which they argue the new constitution has made both 

opportune and necessary. Kichwa literacy education is, however, a recent and highly 

controversial phenomenon.  

 The official codification of Kichwa from a spoken to a written language did not 

occur in Ecuador until 1981, as part of the aims of developing indigenous political 

organizations and as a reaction to a long history of Spanish control over indigenous 

language documentation. Though there is still much debate about the extent of Kichwa-

speaking populations in Ecuador prior to the Spanish conquest, it is clear that by the time 

the Spanish arrived, Kichwa was the established official language of the Incan Empire, 

which in Ecuador comprised most of the Andean Sierra and the Pacific coast. The 

                                                 
19 Indigenous languages have been officially recognized as part of national culture since 
the constitution of 1945 which declared Spanish (Castellano) as the “official language” 
while Kichwa and “the other aboriginal languages” were recognized as “integral parts of 
national culture” (Art. 1). No indigenous language has ever been recognized as an 
“official language” of the nation.  
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acquiring of political control, which had not yet been achieved by the Inca, of the 

Quijos/Upper Napo region in the decades following the founding of Quito in 1534 was 

facilitated, according to many historians, by a process of “Kichwization” 

(Quichuización), or the forced adoption of Kichwa language and “Sierran” customs by 

the region’s culturally and linguistically heterogeneous indigenous populations. Hudelson 

(1987) explains that Kichwa was a language of convenience for the first colonizers of the 

Amazon region, who had mostly been born and raised in the highlands alongside 

Kichwa-speaking servants. Using Kichwa thus “saved priests and Spanish colonizers 

from having to learn various indigenous languages or teaching Spanish to groups of 

Indian workers” (8), including the Kichwa-speaking guides and servants who 

accompanied the colonists in the original expeditions of Ecuador’s Amazonian territories.  

 The continued conquest and evangelization of indigenous populations throughout 

Ecuador led Spanish colonists and missionaries to dedicate themselves to a systematic 

learning of the language of the Inca administration as well as the diverse local Kichwa 

dialects. In fact, religious clergy members provided many of the first documentations of 

Kichwa language in the 16th century, including a number of comprehensive grammars 

and vocabularies (see Guevara 1972; Haboud 1998; Ortíz Arrellano 2001). These early 

works, intended primarily as means for religious proselytizing, became the precursors to 

a long tradition of control over Kichwa documentation and grammatical description by 

Spanish speakers who, according to one DINEIB author, “wrote as they thought and 

heard...not for the purpose of fortifying the language, but instead to use it as a tool to 

continue dominating and exploiting with the help of religion” (Jerez 2008:3). 
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 Kichwization of Ecuador’s diverse indigenous groups eventually gave way to 

“Castillianization” (castellanización), or forced assimilation to national culture through 

the promotion of Spanish language acquisition and subsequent shift away from the use of 

indigenous languages, a process that has continued into the present. The Ecuadorian state 

has long recognized the unique importance of language as an instrument for the 

promotion of white-mestizo monoculture, and, up to the 1960s, formal education 

throughout the country was “nearly universally Spanish in terms of the medium of 

instruction, academic content, and cultural orientation” (King 2001:36-37).  

 This trend began to change, however, first with the rise of indigenismo, a pro-

indigenous social and intellectual protest movement popularized in Mexico and parts of 

South America in the early 20th century (Haboud 1998), and the subsequent emergence of 

indigenous political organizations in response to the environmental and cultural threats of 

petroleum exploitation in the Amazonian Oriente (King 2001). This social movement 

was pioneered by the establishment of the Shuar Federation, a confederation of native 

Shuar communities located mostly in the southern Ecuadorian Amazon basin, in 1964. 

Following this example, indigenous political organizations throughout the Ecuadorian 

Amazon and Sierra began to quickly form and merge for the next two decades in order to 

protect territorial rights and linguistic and cultural survival, as well as promote regional 

autonomy and self-determination. Among the primary goals of these local and national 

indigenous organizations were the institution of changes in national language and 

education policies that failed to recognize indigenous languages as part of national 

culture, and the implementation of indigenous language and literacy programs in local 
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communities (King 2001). These local education initiatives created the foundation for the 

current national system of Bilingual and Intercultural Education, which is now a 

constitutionally recognized and protected entity that has active administrative branches in 

all of Ecuador’s 21 provinces. 

   King (2001) claims that the first major precursor to the legal institution of 

bilingual education in Ecuador was the unification and standardization of the Kichwa 

language, the “major indigenous language in the country” (39). With the help of linguists 

at the Catholic University in Quito, a group of Kichwa-speaking language planners and 

educators met in 1981 in order to create a standardized variety of Ecuadorian Kichwa, 

known as Unified Kichwa (Kichwa Unificado, in Spanish, and Shukyachishka Kichwa, in 

Kichwa). They first established a unified writing system, including 20 consonants and 

three vowels, which were intended to replace the various Spanish-influenced 

orthographic representations that had been used by missionaries and linguists for several 

centuries. Next, language planners agreed to promote the purification of Kichwa lexicon, 

a process that still continues through the replacement of Spanish borrowings with existing 

regional terms or constructed neologisms (King 2001:41). Official Unified Kichwa 

dictionaries began to be published following the 1981 meeting and continue to be 

developed into the present (e.g. Ministerio de Educación 2009; Ministerio de Educación y 

Cultura 1982; CONAIE 1990). Grammatical prescription has also been an ongoing 

process since the 1981 meeting, as changing prescriptive regulations continue to be 

periodically published in brief sections in Unified Kichwa dictionaries (e.g. Yánez Cossío 

2007) or in DINEIB instruction manuals (e.g. Jerez 2008). These concerted unification 
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and standardization projects were intended as means of both reversing ongoing language 

shift toward Spanish, and facilitating literacy acquisition for the eventual development of 

Kichwa literature. 

 Following the standardization of Ecuador’s most widely spoken indigenous 

language, subsequent shifts in governmental policy toward the recognition of bilingual 

education and of Kichwa as a primary language of intercultural instruction,20 indigenous 

organizations finally persuaded the government to establish DINEIB in 1989. According 

to the Model of Bilingual and Intercultural Education (MOSEIB), which was legalized by 

the Ecuadorian government in 1993, the duties and functions of DINEIB include: 

(1) the construction of bilingual and intercultural curricula and didactic materials 
in accordance with the needs of local indigenous populations,  

(2) the development of teacher-training programs,  
(3) the promotion of educational and cultural material in conjunction with 

indigenous organizations,  
(4) the development of indigenous communities through the development of 

bilingual education programs and resources and 
(5) the application and advancement of unified writing systems (Ministerio de 

Educación y Cultura 1993:7).    
 
MOSEIB further recognizes the importance of participation of families and communities 

in the education of children and the promotion of “intercultural” curricula. Previous 

educational systems, the document states, have promoted the disintegration of family and 

community, as well as “acculturation and de-culturation,” the “the abandonment of native 
                                                 
20These include, most notably, the official recognition of bilingual education in schools 
that were “predominantly indigenous” by government Decree 000529 in 1980 (see King 
2001:42), and the constitutional reforms of 1983, which included the provision that, “In 
the systems of education that develop in the zones of predominantly indigenous 
population, Quichua, or the language of the respective culture, is to be used as a principal 
language of education and Castellano [Spanish] as a language of intercultural relations” 
(Article 27). 
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languages,” and the “loss of identity” (ibid.:9-10).   

 For DINEIB, a democratic, intercultural society in Ecuador is one that is 

expressly “communitarian,” “plurinational” and also “multilingual” (Ramírez, 2008). In 

bilingual or multilingual contexts, language becomes the “principle vehicle” through 

which values are transmitted reciprocally between groups. Due to the inextricability of 

language from culture, it follows that “without language, culture does not exist, let alone 

intercultural relations” (ibid.:10). “Primordial and fundamental” in DINEIB’s pursuit to 

teach cultural values for the purpose of intercultural exchange in Ecuador is thus the 

teaching and learning of indigenous languages, alongside Spanish, as both practical 

means of communication and as technical languages in scientific study. Indigenous 

languages are to be used as the “principal languages of education, with Spanish as the 

language of intercultural relations” (Ministerio de Educación y Cultura 1993:11).  

  DIPEIB-N has incorporated the principles and responsibilities set forth in 

MOSEIB’s national model in its effort reverse localized language shift, bring about a 

revaluation of community values and indigenous identity, and institutionalize Kichwa 

language and culture in Tena’s public sphere. The application and continued development 

of literacy in Unified Kichwa, which was first instated in Napo curricula in the late 

1990’s is central to this plan. In its short tenure in Napo Province though, Unified 

Kichwa has so far met with fierce resistance. Many students, who are required to learn a 

new form of the language they have been socialized into in their homes, are faced with a 

dilemma upon leaving school and returning to heteroglossic, dialect-oriented community 

life. Parents and grandparents often reject the new standard variety they learn in the 
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classroom, refusing to acknowledge its “unintelligible,” “foreign” and “imposed” forms 

as legitimate forms of communication.  

 Underlying the attitudes of both sides of the debate over the future of standard, 

written Kichwa versus local, spoken dialect are increasingly polarizing ideologies of 

language and identity. Supporters of Unified Kichwa see in standardization the potential 

for a concrete cultural-political core for what has historically only been an imagined 

national Kichwa community. Spoken dialect defenders, on the other hand, continue to 

value the preservation of local traditions over abstract political gains on a national level. 

As a reactionary measure to Unified Kichwa, spoken dialect has been re-appropriated and 

re-defined as alternatively “native,” and heteroglossia is promoted as the essential, 

“natural” force of culture and social life.     

 

The Ideological Divide  

 The introduction of bilingual and intercultural education in Napo Province thus 

represents the beginning of a new historical era of autonomy over indigenous Kichwa 

language socialization and cultural reproduction. The installation of Unified Kichwa into 

DIPEIB-N curricula in community-based education centers represents a re-

conceptualization of Amazonian Kichwa communities as centers of pan-indigenous 

socio-political empowerment. Tena, meanwhile, has become the strategic nexus of 

educational administration and Kichwa culture planning. By advancing Unified Kichwa 

in schools, DIPEIB-N administrators and educators implicitly align themselves with a 

progressive political ideology that values national solidarity and advocates disconinuity 
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with “traditional” forms of cultural reproduction. At the same time standardization has 

given rise to a reactionary, oppositional, neo-traditionalist ideology of cultural continuity. 

Central to this movement is a re-appropriation of local spoken dialect as the core of runa, 

or “human,” identity. Promoters of this oppositional language ideology stress the 

importance of community and family language socialization and reject the artificiality of 

a presecribed language that is imposed through education. Kichwa language in Tena has 

thus become a canvas for the inscription of divergent ideologies.  

 Studies in language and ideology (see Kroskrity 2000; Schieffelin et al. 1998; 

Silverstein 1979) have demonstrated how “Populations around the world posit 

fundamental linkages among such apparently diverse cultural categories as language, 

spelling, grammar, and nation, gender...authenticity, knowledge, development, power, 

tradition” (Woolard 1998:29). Looking at linguistic phenomena in terms of surrounding 

ideological constructs can help relate the “microculture of communicative action to 

political economic considerations of power and social inequality, to confront macrosocial 

constraints on language behavior, and to connect discourse with lived experience.” 

(ibid.). Kichwa language in Tena, as Bakhtin (1981) writes, can thus be conceived not 

only as “system of abstract grammatical categories, but rather language conceived as 

ideologically saturated, language as worldview, even as concrete opinion, insuring a 

maximum of mutual understanding in all spheres of ideological life” (271). 

 Unified Kichwa, as a planned system of linguistic regulations, therefore also 

represents a concrete apparatus of verbal, ideological and political unification. Like 

Bakhtin’s “unitary language,” Unified Kichwa is always overtly “posited,” as it is a 
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written language without native speakers to transmit it to new generations via 

relationships outside the realm of structured learning environments. Unified Kichwa is 

linguistic abstraction, and “at every moment of its linguistic life it is opposed to the 

realities of heteroglossia” (1981:270). But, unlike the proverbial European “unitary 

language” Bakhtin describes, Unified Kichwa cannot simply conceal its imposed 

structures and limits in order for it to live. It cannot masquerade as the reigning everyday 

language, as the language of literature, or even the “correct” language. Kichwa language 

planning is not as simple as the seeking of victory of one dialect over other dialects of a 

national language. Instead, Unified Kichwa must be continuously and deliberately 

proffered as a national language in order to defending itself from the existing pressures of 

dialect heteroglossia. It is not a prestige dialect, or even a dialect at all. It is rather a 

material apparatus for the preservation of an endangered language without an established 

nation.  

 And the legitimacy of Unified Kichwa in Napo is strained not only by the 

inexorable forces of heteroglossia, but also by the ideological reification of Spanish’s 

linguistic dominance and spoken Kichwa dialect’s local authenticity. In order to 

legitimize their posited national language, Unified Kichwa supporters must paradoxically 

de-legitimize the living local dialects that give it creative substance. Rectifying Kichwa’s 

disproportionate development under Spanish colonialism thus requires long-term 

language planning policies that must balance profound linguistic and cultural 

transformation on a national scale with the preservation of local traditions and identities. 

 The result of these policies has been a polarizing of the population of Kichwa 
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speakers, into a growing minority of pro-Unificado (Unified Kichwa) advocates and a 

sustained majority of pro-dialect defenders. While the main goal of both groups is to 

ensure the survival of indigenous culture and identity, pro-Unificado advocates believe 

that sucess rests upon national political power while pro-dialect defenders believe success 

is linked to the continuance of local meaning and regional identity. Table 3.1, below, 

includes a summary of the major themes, strategies and points of contention that divide 

the pro-Unificado and pro-dialect movements. 

 
Table 3.1. A summary of the major themes, strategies and points of contention in the 
Unified Kichwa debate in Tena. 
 
 Pro-Unificado Pro-dialect 
 
Main goals 

 
change: elevation of 
(inter)national status of Kichwa 
 
power: the creation of a cultural-
political core for the Kichwa 
“nation” 

 
continuity: reproduction of 
existing “human” dialects 
 
survival: the preservation of 
historical local language and 
culture 

 
Primary strategy 

 
language standardization, 
professionalization, pan-
indigenous unification  

 
preservation of existing forms, 
revaluing of territorial identity 

 
Primary tools 

 
written language, formal literacy 
education 

 
spoken language, family 
socialization 

 
Perceived effects 
of standardization 

 
language competence, literacy, 
international recognition 

 
abandonment of local culture and 
history, highland hegemony 

 
Stakes 

 
cultural/identity survival  

 
cultural/identity survival 

 
Ideological basis 

 
national standard is purer, more 
viable, more legitimately 
“indigenous” 

 
local dialect is more “authentic” 
and historically meaningful 

 
Approach 

 
prescriptive, progressive, 

 
practical, reactionary, resistant, 
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proactive, expansive provincial 
 
Orientation 

 
national, global 

 
local 

 
Locus of action 

 
urban/public: planning in Tena, 
application in classrooms 

 
rural/private: socialization in 
communities, transmission in 
homes 

 
Support base 

 
urban, educated, teachers, 
students, middle-aged, 
professionals 

 
rural, uneducated, older 
generation, young neo-
traditionalists 

 
Motto 

 
Speak in dialect, write in Unified 
Kichwa; “purify” Kichwa  

 
No to Kichwa; Respect dialects 
as cultural reality 

 
Credo 

 
Creation and change are what 
drive languages.  

 
Heteroglossia is the natural order 
of culture.  

 
Attitude toward 
opposition 

 
closed-minded, regionalist, 
stubborn  

 
elitist, pretentious, highland-
oriented 

 
Attitude toward 
language purity 

 
invariable rejection of Spanish 
borrowings: Castellanismo = 
impurity; code-mixing hinders 
intellectual development, 
political organization  

 
divided: older/less educated 
speakers accept borrowings; 
younger/more educated speakers 
accept them as more inherently 
descriptive than neologisms or 
else reject them as impurities 

 
Chosen 
orthography 

 
new, unified, created and 
maintained by Kichwa linguists 

 
old, various, created by Spanish 
speakers 

 
Rationale 

 
resistance to Spanish 
linguistic/cultural hegemony 
through differentiation from 
Spanish orth.; Spanish orth. not 
reflective of Kichwa phonology  
 

 
resistance to newly imposed 
“foreign” orthography and 
associated foreign cultural 
hegemony  

 

Language Standardization and Heteroglossia 

 In their push for Unified Kichwa literacy, DIPEIB-N teachers and administrators 

are following an established language-planning maxim: that standardization and written 
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codification are key to reversing minority language shift and death (Crystal 2000; 

Fishman 1991). Kichwa Literacy has become the paramount project for counteracting a 

pattern of widespread generational language shift that has been reported in communities 

across in Ecuador in recent decades, from Kichwa monolingualism to Spanish 

monolingualism (Hornberger & King 1996; King 2001; Rindstet & Aronsson 2002).  

 The continued national and local dominance of Spanish as the language of 

“civilized” people, of politics, academics, literature and everyday intercultural 

interactions is a persistent threat to the everyday use of Kichwa, even in DIPEIB-N’s own 

education centers. Despite MOSEIB’s call for use of Kichwa as the “principal language” 

of instruction in DIPEIB-N schools, in its latest analysis of the status of provincial 

bilingual education, DIPEIB-N concludes that, “The use of bilingualism in educational 

practice is very low. Castellano predominates, as we notice...a very low percentage of use 

of the Kichwa language in teaching, in course plans, dialogues between instructors and 

children. This signifies a preference for Castellano” (DIPEIB-N 2009:57, my 

translation). Popular opinion among interviewed teachers, students and parents supports 

this observation as most admit to using Kichwa language an estimated 10% or less of the 

time at school. Most teachers and administrators justify this pattern by arguing that 

Kichwa simply has not yet developed a sufficient lexicon for explaining concepts 

pertaining to certain academic subjects, particularly mathematics and sciences. Even 

those teachers who are steadfastly committed to promoting a bilingual environment in the 

classroom lament that Spanish-use is usually unavoidable, and trying to improvise 

elaborate Kichwa-language explanations just for the sake of using Kichwa only leads to 
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added confusion.  

 But the impracticality of using Kichwa language in modern academic settings is 

only part of the obstruction to DIPEIB-N’s plan for Kichwa literacy. Standard language 

also threatens to displace local linguistic forms, which are seen as indispensable sources 

of a territorial Amazonian identity. While Kichwa was unified in written form during its 

original planning phase in the early 1980s, notes King (2001), “it was accepted and 

expected that the regional varieties would continue to vary in their spoken forms” (42). 

Nevertheless, productive control of Unified Kichwa orthography and grammar continues 

to be centralized in the Andes where most of its standards are created by Andean linguists 

who draw heavily from nearby Andean dialects for new forms.  

 As discussed in the previous chapter, Amazonian Kichwas are located even 

further on the periphery of national culture than members of Andean Kichwa 

communities, which have historically been recognized as the productive and authoritative 

centers of Kichwa language and custom. Along with other, readily apparent 

contemporary regional markers of Kichwa ethnicity in Tena, such as forest knowledge, 

locus of residence, spiritual beliefs and material culture, local spoken dialect use is a 

uniquely salient identifier for Amazonian Kichwas. Lowland identity is deeply rooted in 

ecological practices and regional history, both of which have significantly distinguished 

the phonology, lexicon and morphology of Tena Kichwa from highland Kichwa varieties 

(see Chapter 4 for more detail). 

 Critics of DIPEIB-N contend that, by teaching Unified Kichwa bulingual 

educators are effectively replacing an indigenous Amazonian heritage language with 
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what they see as an alien highland variety that they do not identify with and, more 

importantly, “do not understand.” These critics feel DIPEIB-N is actually doing a 

disservice to adults and children in bilingual schools and institutes, by forcing them to 

learn a variety of Kichwa that their parents and grandparents do not speak or 

comprehend. Bilingual education students receive mixed messages from family and 

teachers, they argue, speaking dialect in the home and learning to read and write in 

Unified Kichwa in school, ultimately leaving them confused about which forms are the 

“correct” ones. Teaching standard Kichwa thus hinders students’ progress in learning 

either language variety successfully. As Speaker 2 (male, age 52), an outspoken opponent 

of DIPEIB-N explained, 

Me tratan de rescatar a mi, pero me enseñan códigos lingüísticos que yo no sé. 
Entonces es como aprender un nuevo idioma. Y es el problema de las escuelas 
bilingües, los muchachos no saben, no, no hablan, ni bien el Kichwa Unificado, 
no hablan ni bien el Kichwa que les enseñaron sus abuelos, y no hablan ni bien el 
Castellano. O sea [la educación bilingüe] le hace una confusión total. 
 
They try to “rescue” me, but they teach me linguistic codes that I don’t know. So 
it’s like learning a new language. This is the problem of bilingual schools, the 
children don’t know, they don’t, don’t speak well either in Unified Kichwa, nor do 
they speak well in the Kichwa that their grandparents teach them, nor do they 
speak well in Spanish. In other words, [bilingual education] creates total 
confusion.   

 
Children and adults learning to read and write in Unified Kichwa similarly protest that 

having to learn new abstractions for the language they learned in the home can be 

remarkably difficult, since they are being taught to modify language practices that have 

become naturalized and habitual in their everyday speech.  

Combined with these intellectual difficulties are the social problems that standard 

language knowledge can bring. When bilingual education students attempt to use Kichwa 



 115 

with older family members and neighbors who have not been educated in Unified 

Kichwa, they are often met with confusion, rejection and even ridicule.  

Unified Kichwa advocates’ call to write in Unified Kichwa and speak in dialect 

has so far been a difficult principle to put into actual practice. Certain written 

codifications continue to create ambiguities for dialect speakers, namely the reduction of 

various spoken phonemes to singular graphemes,21 the introduction of Kichwa 

neologisms for Spanish borrowings, and the substitution of unified morphemes for 

regional variants.22 Some of these written changes involve significant differences in the 

graphical appearance of language forms. Since they are taught as “correct” language 

Kichwa by bilingual teachers, these new rules are often transferred into speech by 

students, particularly those who have received the majority of Kichwa language 

education in school, rather than in the home. As a result, older speakers who have not 

been trained in Unified Kichwa complain that the language learners’ speech is completely 

unintelligible and often refuse to speak to them in Kichwa, a trend that has been reported 

in other Kichwa communities in Ecuador that are host to bilingual education (King, 2001; 

Rindstet and Aronsson, 2002).  

Kichwa students often lament such alienation as a powerful social deterrent from 

displaying their formal education in Kichwa, as well as a reason for their inability to 

practice what they have learned in any setting outside of the classroom. Young bilingual 

education students share anecdotes about their grandparents’ dismissal of Unified Kichwa 
                                                 
21 E.g. voiceless obstruents [p], [t] and [k] and voiced obstruents [b], [d] and [g] are 
represented by the graphemes p, t and k, respectively. See Chapter 4 for more on this. 
22 E.g. Tena Kichwa unifier suffix -S is replaced by –PASH in Unified Kichwa. See 
Chapter 4 for more on this.   
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as an aesthetically objectionable language that has been invented simply “for fun” (“de 

ganas”) by disconnected academics. One group of young adult Kichwa students 

participating in a Unified Kichwa language course as part of their professional degree 

program (S13: female, age 34; S14: female, age 24; S15: female, age 23), for example, 

described discouraging experiences of returning on weekends to their parents’ rural 

communities of residence after weeklong classes in Tena: 

S15: Un tiempo no me voy- por ejemplo a la comunidad yo hablo igual como ellos 
hablan. No utilizo el Unificado. Solo aquí no más para las clases utilizo el 
Unificado. Allí, normalmente [...] en la comunidad, yo hablo como ellos 
hablan. 

S14: Aha, sí. Porque si no, no se van a entender. 
S15: No sa- no nos entienden. 
S13: Se ríen también. Se ríen. Dice, “Qué es eso?” dice. M’m. El otro día estaba 

estudiando, me dijo, “Voz que estás aprendiendo el Kichwa” o que, y no sé 
que palabra era y dice “Qué es eso” dice [...] Dice “U::y” dice “Qué feo, que 
es ese idioma?” dice [...] 

S15: Ya para que no se estén burlando hablo igual como ellos.  
 
S15: I go, for example, to the community and I speak just like they speak. I 

don”t use Unified [Kichwa]. Only here for classes do I use Unified 
[Kichwa]. Out there, normally [...]in the community, I speak like they 
speak.  

S14: Uh huh, yeah. Because if not, they won’t understand. 
S15: They don’t kn- they don’t understand us. 
S13: They laugh too. They laugh. They say, “What is that?” they say. M’m. The 

other day I was studying, [my grandmother] said, “What are you 
learning, Kichwa?” Or that, and I don’t remember what word it was, and 
she said “What is that?” she said [...]“U::y!” she said, “How ugly! What 
language is that?!” she said [...] 

S1: And so that they don’t make fun of us I speak just like they do. 
 
As Unified Kichwa continues to gain nationwide recognition as a literate language of 

academics, employers are increasingly requiring knowledge of it, in addition to command 

of local dialect, from indigenous jobseekers in local government offices, hospitals, 

broadcast media and educational institutions where bilingual discourse is common and 
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necessary. Students like the speakers above have thus decided to accept the potential 

social consequences of their studies as part of the processes of education and socio-

political change.  

Some younger students who are exposed to Kichwa language exclusively in 

school, however, become so discouraged by their community’s rejection of their 

classroom Kichwa that they abandon their language learning altogether after leaving 

bilingual primary schools for high schools in urban Tena. As a result, they find 

themselves in a situation similar to that of Kichwa children who have been raised as 

monolingual Spanish speakers, and who are no longer recognized as Kichwas by many of 

their own Kichwa-speaking peers and relatives. Many eventually begin to self-identify as 

non-“native,” even when their parents and older siblings may self-identify as native 

Kichwas (Uzendoski, 2005). 

For Unified Kichwa supporters, though, these complications are simply 

unfortunate complications of a necessary transition from a single spoken dialect to a 

double system of contrasting spoken and written norms. The difficult task that bilingual 

education teachers and students are asked to face are justified by the important long-term 

effects—the creation of a new national Kichwa intellectual and professional base, an 

indigenous literature movement, and a unified front of counter-hegemonic action. As 

Speaker 5 (male, age 54), a Unified Kichwa advocate explained, 

Para que el niño se afianza su idioma bien en los primeros grados o superiores, ya 
tendremos que dar ya la gramática. La gramática Kichwa en sí. Entonces, allí es 
cuando queremos aplicar el alfabeto unificado, el- el Kichwa Unificado, con el 
propósito de que, algún día, bueno, nosotros las personas mayores hemos de morir 
así hablando a mitad Kichwa y a mitad Castellano. Entonces nuestra aspiración es 
con el, con el tiempo a través de educación bilingüe que esos niños pequeños que 
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van a la escuela, a los centros educativos, vayan ya dominando su lengua. Y, y 
aspiro de que de aquí a muchos años esos niños serán los que manejan ya el 
idioma correcto y unificado para toda- para todo- las regiones. Porque hasta 
ahorita existen Kichwas en la costa, también en la sierra, hay también en la 
Amazonía. Con el tiempo queremos unificar todo eso y hablar un solo Kichwa 
aquí en el Ecuador.  
 
So that the child commands his language well in primary school and beyond, we 
have to give grammar, Kichwa grammar itself. So, there is where we want to 
apply the Unified alphabet, Unified Kichwa, with the purpose that, one day, well, 
we, the older people, will have died speaking this half Kichwa and half 
Castellano. So our aspiration is that with, with time, through bilingual education 
that these small children that are going to school, to the education centers, go on 
to command their language. And, and I hope that here, in many years, these 
children will be the ones who manage the correct and unified language for all, for 
all the regions. Because as of now, there are Kichwas on the coast, also in the 
Andes, they are also in Amazonia. With time we want to unify all of that and speak 
one single Kichwa in Ecuador.  

 
The majority of Unified Kichwa supporters, like Speaker 5 above, are urban-residing or 

urban-working Tena Kichwas who are directly involved in bilingual and intercultural 

education, either as administrators, teachers or students. Most of them are also fully 

bilingual in Kichwa and Spanish—capable of monolingual discourse and discursive and 

intersentential code-switching in a variety of informal and professional contexts. Many of 

these Kichwas have witnessed language shift within their own communities and families. 

Speaker 3 (male, age 40), a bilingual education teacher spoke of the pleasure he took in 

seeing new generations of bilingual education students participating in oratory and 

bilingual native beauty contests: 

Los jóvenes que estudian en la- en la educación bilingüe [...] cuando ellos hablen 
a las, a las fiestas del Tena [...] hablan correctamente, ya, hablan correctamente. 
Vienen a participar en los reinados, ellos siempre ganan. Y mientras, eh, mientras 
otras hijas que no estudian en la educación bilingüe y ellos hablan solamente, 
solamente lo, lo que es la, la palabra Kichwa, lo anterior, entonces allí viene [...] a 
chocar entre dos palabras. Entonces, cuando los, los, los jurados calificadores [...] 



 119 

están, eh, están calificando de la gente Kichwa, rapidito se dan cuenta [...] “Ya, 
esta chica que está de la bilingüe, habla correctamente.” 
 
The youth who study in bilingual education [...] when they speak at the, at the 
anniversary of Tena [...] they speak correctly, they speak correctly. They come to 
participate in the beauty competitions, they always win. And meanwhile, uh, 
meanwhile other girls who don’t study in bilingual education and they speak only, 
only that, that which is the, the Kichwa word, the old way, then there comes [...] a 
clash between two words. So when the, the, the judges are, uh, are rating the 
Kichwa people, they realize it quickly [...]“Yeah, this girl who is from the 
bilingual [school], she speaks correctly.” 

           
 These references to an imagined future of a unified, educated base of “correct” 

Kichwa speakers echo discourses described by anthropologists in other parts of 

indigenous Latin America and beyond, where revitalization projects have popularized 

minority language education and performative expression. In a recent (2009) essay, 

Armstrong-Fumero draws on Bonfil Batalla’s (1987) work on Mexican nationalism in 

order to describe two local styles of Yucatec Maya “languaging,” which he refers to as 

“Imaginary” and “Deep” Maya. Bonfil Batalla describes a popular image of “Imaginary 

Mexico,” a cohesive, monolithic national culture that simplifies a complex mosaic of 

“Deep Mexico” which includes a variety of indigenous regional cultures. Following this 

idea, Armstrong-Fumero posits “Imaginary” Maya as a language form that is presented as 

“good” Maya, and is characterized by the “excision of calques, lexical borrowings and 

other elements that disrupt the purity of an idealized language” (2009:362). “Deep” 

Maya, on the other hand, uses practices such as punning and code switching to “exploit a 

range of phonological ambiguities that exist in the interstices of Spanish and Maya” 

(ibid.).  

 In her study of minority language revitalization in Ireland and New Zealand, 
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Lysaght (2009) has similarly demonstrated the symbolic importance of a unified 

language as a marker of national or group identity. Although most contemporary Irish 

and Maori citizens do not commonly use “their” language, she explains, “The apparent 

gulf between ideal and practice” is less important than the language’s role differentiating 

ethnic groups from their neighbors and contributing to “cultural specificity” (47). In his 

own study of language revivalism in Ireland, Zenker (2009) points to the central role 

occupied by language in reproducing nationhood. Language revival has gained 

significant momentum in the Belfast region, he explaines, due to the establishment of an 

effective “language supply” by committed activists, the founding of a key urban 

“Gaeltacht,” or native Irish-speaking community in the 1960s, and a resulting increase in 

local demand since that time for Irish language practice and education. Moriarty (2009) 

has shown that the further spread of Irish language through television programming has 

had a dramatic recent effect on the normalization of the Irish language. Irish language 

television has not only strengthened the language revivalist movement there, she claims, 

but it has also encouraged the adoption of normalized language practices by segments of 

the population who have come to positively value normalized Irish through its 

publication in urban media. 

 These linked ideas of an imagined nation, an “imaginary” language and urban 

planning and publicizing strategies resonate clearly with Unified Kichwa supporters, who 

are attempting to create a political and intellectual base that will appear legitimate to 

urban, national and international audiences through its use of a legitimate national 

language. Urla (1987, 1995, 2000) has pointed out the often contradictory tactics of 
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minority language planners, who often adopt dominant, nationlist strategies in order to 

assert their minority language’s legitmacy. The language politics of Basque nationalists, 

for example, “tend to be oriented towards normalization, expanding literacy, and gaining 

legitimacy within the terms of state hegemonic language hierarchies” (1995:3). “The kind 

of practical exigencies and urgency” minority linguists and planners feel to demonstrate 

their languages “equivalence to other “world” languages,” Urla writes, “leads them to a 

concern with boundary drawing, purifying, and standardizing more commonly associated 

with the language ideology of the dominant public sphere” (ibid.). Similarly, in their 

attempts to sake a claim in national culture, Kichwa language planners make constant 

attempts to delineate and purify Kichwa as legitimately “indigenous,” in a form that is 

ironically analogous to Spanish, whose historical status as a recognized “Latin American” 

language is unquestioned.  

 The fact that Unified Kichwa embodies such dominant language ideologies and is 

modeled on other hegemonic national languages is a principal reason for widespread 

resistance to its adoption in Tena. The standardization of Kichwa has created a powerful, 

reactionary re-imagining of the local Tena Kichwa dialect as a distinctively “native” 

variety, whose multilinguistic resources are perceived as allowing for richer, more 

“authentic,” and more aesthetically pleasing styles of expressing local identity than 

standard Kichwa. Whereas Unified Kichwa is designed for a literate, bourgeois public 

(Urla 1995), local dialect has been renamed “our language” (nukanchi shimi) and re-

appropriated as the “real” living language of the Tena Kichwa people. When asked if he 

had heard of Unified Kichwa, Speaker 21 (male, age 53) explained, 
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No, diferente es. Bastante diferente es, no, no, no. Eso no [...] No lo queremos 
nosotros, no, no, no queremos. Nosotros queremos es nuestro idioma, de nuestros 
antepasados, eh, eso nos queremos nosotros, que siga pues, para adelante. Porque 
ese idioma que ahorita están sacando, inventan, no sé, es- Para mi, yo digo es 
invento. No, no es lo que nosotros hemos nacido hablando. 

 
No, it’s different. It’s very different, no, no, no [...] No, we don’t want that, we 
don’t want it. [What] we want is our language, of our ancestors, uh, that we want, 
for it to go on. Because this language that they are taking right now, they invent, I 
don’t know, it’s- For me, I say it’s invention. It’s not, it’s not what we were born 
speaking.   
 

  Though Unified Kichwa has been created by amalgamating elements of real 

spoken dialects, its opponents in Tena tend to focus on its perceivable differences, which 

are often only slight, from the language they speak, characterizing Unified Kichwa in its 

entirety as pure “invention.” Such processes of change and creation are celebrated parts 

of the Kichwa standardization and unification process for Unified Kichwa supporters 

who, like Speaker 6 (male, age 55), see these processes as natural aspects of language 

development:  

Tenemos que corregir y adoptar nuevos términos que se- que sean significativos. 
Entonces eso tenemos que crear. Así crecieron las lenguas del mundo, entonces 
no es raro. 
 
We have to correct and adopt new terms that a- that are meaningful. So we have 
to create. That’s how the languages of the world grew, so it’s not anything 
strange.  
 

Interestingly though, the “natural” evolution of languages is also commonly referenced 

by opponents of Unified Kichwa, who argue that cultures are the product ofthe forces of 

heteroglossia, and the homogenization of language will inevitably lead to the eradication 

of celebrated cultural diversity. As Speaker 2 (male, age 52) explained,      

Nacimos de algo, de una lengua y vamos evolucionando [...] Pero evolucionar no 
significa, eh, unificar las lenguas a- en todo universo. Porque la identidad de los 
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pueblos está en su forma y su manifestación propia [...] Y dentro de los factores 
determinantes, factores que incidían en la mala educación de este sistema, un 
nuevo modelo educativo, fue esto, que la imposición de normas lingüísticas, 
códigos lingüísticos extraños a la realidad [...] Quechua, originario del Perú, viene 
evolucionado...cuando ya ingresa [al] territorio del Ecuador, viene hacerse una 
función con otras culturas. Y empieza cada uno a tener su propia variación 
cultural-idiomática [...] Como lo que sucede más o menos con el Castellano en 
Europa [...] En España usted encuentra una cantidad de, de, de colectivos que 
hablan el Castellano, pero con sus propios códigos lingüísticos. Tiene su propia 
lengua, su propia forma de manejar su- la lengua Castellana [...] Cada quien tiene 
sus propios códigos lingüísticos y se respeta. Así más o menos debía a ser el 
Kichwa aquí, en nuestra Amazonia. 
 
We are born with a language and we continue evolving [...] But evolving does not 
mean, uh, unifying the languages to- in all the universe. Because the identity of a 
people is in its form and own manifestation [...] And among the determining 
factors, factors that marked the bad education of this system, a new education 
model, was this, that the imposition of linguistic norms, linguistic codes foreign to 
reality [...] Quechua, originating in Perú, goes on evolving [...] when it enters 
into the territory of Ecuador, it comes to be in function with other cultures. And 
each one begins to have its own cultural-idiomatic variation [...] Like what 
happens more or less with Spanish in Spain [...] In Spain you see a variety of 
collectives that speak Spanish, but with their own linguistic codes. Each has its 
own language, its own manner of commanding its- the Spanish language [...] 
Each one has its own linguistic codes and they are respected. That’s more or less 
how Kichwa should be here, in our Amazonia.  

 
The linguistic variation and cultural pluralism of Kichwa groups are often construed in 

this way by anti-Unificado speakers, as microcosmic of the cultural diversity of the 

planet. Discussion of “folk” dialectology (Preston 1989) with Tena Kichwas almost 

invariably includes description of the lexical and phonological differences among upper-

Napo Kichwa groups, as Tena Kichwas are quick to demonstrate their intricate 

knowledge of the distinctive language practices of their Amazonian neighbors. Dialect 

defenders hold that linguistic heteroglossia is a natural and inexorable force that makes 

cultural identity possible. The centripetal forces of Unified Kichwa language planning, 
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they argue, threaten to eradicate local histories, knowledges and identities that give 

meaning to daily life.  

 

Purity and Authenticity 

 The call for the purification of Kichwa by language planners is perceived by 

many Tena Kichwas to be a threat a uniquely inscribed history of interethnic contact. For 

Unified Kichwa supporters, Spanish borrowings in Kichwa are iconic of colonial 

oppression. Language mixing threatens to hinder autonomous indigenous language 

development and to hold back Kichwas from achieving socio-economic mobility and 

political empowerment. Whereas many Unified Kichwa opponents, though, accept the 

local dialect of Kichwa as having been enriched by Spanish linguistic influence, some 

Unified Kichwa opponents actually agree with the call for purification. Rather than 

supporting language planners’ look to the highlands for Unified Kichwa neologisms, 

however, these neo-traditionalists look to their own lowland ancestors. They argue that a 

“purer” form of Kichwa existed before Spanish colonization and can be achieved again 

by readopting the antiquated lexical forms that are often still used by grandparents, great-

grandparents and Kichwas who live far from any cities, deep in the forest interior. 

According to a recent DINEIB publication, the Kichwa language has suffered 

from historical “deformations” and “decadence” due to the introduction of Spanish terms, 

roots and morphemes, which have “held back” Kichwa speakers, who have now 

“forgotten” the original Kichwa words of their ancestors (Jerez 2008:3). When asked if 

they thought that learning Unified Kichwa was important for all Kichwa speakers in 
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Tena, Napo and Amazonia, most DIPEIB-N teachers and administrators agreed with the 

sentiments of Speaker 12 (female, age 31): 

S12: La Unificada, yo creo que no es cosa de otra parte, decir que no es de aquí. 
La Unificada, realmente es Kichwa pura, digo yo [...] es netamente 
Kichwa. O sea [es] mejorada ortográficamente, digamos así [...] Y mucha 
gente piensa que es de otra parte. O sea, para mi es mejorada 
ortográficamente [...]  

M: Y que cree usted de la “mezcla” de Español y Kichwa, es algo que debe ser 
corregido en las escuelas? 

S12: La mezcla de Kichwa y Español me imagino que es como hablar mal el 
Kichwa. Sí? O sea como, como el Español igual—nosotros [los Kichwas] 
hablamos mal el Español. Entonces es igual el Kichwa, mezclar Español y 
Kichwa es hablar mal, no correctamente. 

M: Entonces hay que cortar? 
S12: Claro, hay que cortar. 
 
S12: Unified [Kichwa], I think it is not a thing from another place, that is to say, 

that it is not from here. Unified [Kichwa] really is pure Kichwa, I say [...] 
it’s Kichwa pure and simple. I mean, [it’s] orthographically improved, 
let’s put it that way [...] And many people think that it is from somewhere 
else. I mean, for me it is orthographically improved [...] 

M: And what do you think about the “mixing” of Spanish and Kichwa, is that 
something that should be corrected in schools? 

S12: The mixing of Kichwa and Spanish I imagine is like speaking bad Kichwa. 
Right? I mean, like, like Spanish too—we [Kichwas] speak Spanish poorly. 
So it’s the same in Kichwa, to mix Spanish and Kichwa is to speak poorly, 
not correctly.  

M: So it should be cut out? 
S12: Of course, it should be cut out.  
 

Historical contact with Spanish speaking missionaries and linguists is certainly 

evident in the local Tena dialect of Kichwa, which is characterized by a high degree of 

Spanish lexical borrowing, code-switching and “code-mixing” (Hill & Hill 1986; 

Muysken 2000), very often involving creative displays of bilingual verbal art (Floyd 

2007) and accommodations of Spanish forms to Kichwa phonetic and lexical systems. 

Though the local Tena dialect is not as clearly and systematically mixed as the “media 



 126 

lengua” (“half language”) variety that Muysken (1981, 1988, 1997) has described in the 

central Andes, most Tena Kichwas readily confess to often speaking “chawpi lengua” or 

“half language” when speaking Kichwa. At the same time, most Tena Kichwas similarly 

confess to speaking “Castellano mal hablado” (“bad Spanish,” or “poorly-spoken 

Spanish,” discussed in Chapter 5). Like the Malinche Mexicano speakers described by 

Hill and Hill (1986), Tena Kichwas invariably value Kichwa-Spanish bilingualism as a 

feature that is socially prestigious and important for maintaining Ecuadorian 

plurinationality and fostering interculturality. But they also believe that the speech of 

most bilingual Kichwas falls somewhere in the “zone of imperfection, which lies between 

the poles” (Hill and Hill 1986:97) of authentic Kichwa and correct Spanish. Linguistic 

insecurity surrounding the “mixing” of Spanish into Kichwa and Kichwa into Spanish 

speech is constant for Tena Kichwas.  

While “Castellano mal hablado” is a source of insecurity for nearly all self-

identifying Tena Kichwas, and is often projected onto “other,” less-educated Kichwa-

Spanish bilinguals speakers (Hill and Hill 1986:98), standardization has led to conflicting 

ideas about language-mixing in Kichwa discourse. Divergent attitudes toward linguistic 

purity have especially begun to emerge surrounding the use of Spanish lexical 

borrowings that have been adapted to Kichwa phonemic systems (see Orr 1962:72-73; 

Orr and Wrisely 1965 for descriptions of sound changes in loan words and Orr 1965 for 

further examples. Several examples will also be discussed in Chapter 4 of this 

dissertation). These Kichwa-ized Spanish terms include multiple parts of speech, and 

very often have become re-lexicalized so successfully that many Tena Kichwas no longer 
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recognize them as loans.    

Orr and Wrisely, SIL linguists responsible for one of the first and only Kichwa-

Spanish dictionaries devoted to lowland Napo dialects, include these Kichwa-ized 

Spanish lexical items in their inventory, noting that they “enrich the vocabulary of the 

Indian” (1965:iv). Many Kichwa speakers in Tena likewise accept re-lexicalized Spanish 

borrowings, often referred to as “Castellanismos” (“Castillianisms” or “Spanishisms”) as 

natural products of historical language contact and as practical, if not essential, tools for 

talking about modern life.23  

DIPEIB-N supporters, on the other hand, view all forms of Spanish-Kichwa 

language-mixing as linguistic impurities. In educational settings they are treated as 

grammatical transgressions and are invariably corrected in writing, and very often also in 

speech, and are replaced by either existing Unified Kichwa terms or neologisms that are 

sometimes created on the spot. Students and teachers alike frequently protest the stilted 

and clunky feel of many of these neologisms compared to readily available Spanish 

borrowings. DIPEIB-N educators and administrators often confess to the obvious 

impracticality of forcing teachers to translate from Spanish to Kichwa, but, like Speaker 5 

(male, age 54) nevertheless feel that it is a necessary part of the struggle for purification:   

Hay algunas palabras Españoles que no hay como traducir. Por ejemplo, 
hablemos de “constitución.” A ver, y ¿qué es “constitución?” Entonces tenemos 

                                                 
23 The term Castellanismo most likely originated as an analogous label to the popular 
Ecuadorian concept Quichuismo, or the borrowing of Kichwa lexical items and syntactic 
features in Ecuadorian Spanish (see Haboud 1998). It is also important to note that while 
Quichuisms are often celebrated by Spanish monolingual Ecuadorians (particularly 
educated whites and mestizos) as evidence of the country’s proud indigenous roots, 
Castillanisms tend to be highly regulated by Kichwa-Spanish bilinguals and invariably 
devalued as impurities by Kichwa language planners.     
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que de ley de poner la palabra “constitución” y explicar en Kichwa, relacionando 
un poco. Y hay algunas palabras, por ejemplo, “reloj.” A ver, dime en Kichwa 
“reloj.” No hay. Entonces a- estamos poco a poco inventando, eh, como hay aquí 
lingüistas y tratamos de, de escoger y poner una palabrita o con dos palabras que 
relacionen al objeto que quiere, que queremos conocer [...] Eso se ha dado, en 
algunas áreas, en ciencias naturales, eh, en casi todas las áreas. Pero, eh, lo 
máximo hemos estado exigiendo a los compañeros profesores para que utilicen el 
Kichwa en todas las áreas. Poco a poco a la medida que él conozca 
 
There are some Spanish words for which there is no way to translate. For 
example, let’s talk about “constitution.” Let’s see, and what is “constitution?” So 
we have to as a rule use the word “constitution” and explain it in Kichwa, 
relating it a bit. And there are words, for example, “watch.” Let’s see, say 
“watch” in Kichwa. There isn’t one. So to- we are little by little inventing, uh, as 
there are linguists here and we try to, to choose and apply a word or with two 
words that relate to the object that is wanted, that we want to know [...] That has 
been done in some areas, in natural sciences, uh, in almost all areas. But, uh, to 
the utmost we have been urging our teacher colleagues to use Kichwa in all 
areas. Little by little to the degree that he or she knows.  
 

The result of this call for the use of Kichwa in all areas is a high degree of discretion on 

the part of educators, who have been designated linguistic “experts” even if they have 

received very little education in Unified Kichwa, to create and teach new terminology. In 

a location like Napo Province, where Unified Kichwa is still very new and there are still 

few Kichwa speakers who have received higher-education courses in Unified Kichwa or 

linguistics, this work is sometimes achieved through a fascinating process of 

collaborative invention involving both teachers and students.  

 In multiple sessions of a university-certified Unified Kichwa course for nursing 

students in Tena, I was able to witness this linguistic creation process in progress. 

Because of the practical necessity to use Kichwa in translation work between hospital 

workers and elderly monolingual Kichwa patients and visitors, much of class time was 

devoted to exercises in Spanish-Kichwa translation and neologizing. Over the course of 
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several weeks the students and their Unified Kichwa teacher, who is also a DIPEIB-N 

administrator, worked together to create new Kichwa-language hospital information 

signs—rectangular wooden plaques with inscribed room information, advisories and 

directional information—that were to be installed underneath already existing Spanish-

language ones. During a class in the initial phase of the project, Spanish signs in need of 

Kichwa translations were brought before the class one at a time. Known Unified Kichwa 

terms were used in translations of a few signs but for most others, simple one-to-one 

Spanish-Kichwa translations were not readily available. In these cases, the informational 

concepts were discussed at length and attempts were made to translate lexica into Kichwa 

phrases that would be both locally meaningful and orthographically “correct.” The final 

products were eventually listed on a classroom whiteboard under the heading “Hampirina 

hatun wasipi mutsurik shimikuna” (“Useful hospital words”) and divided up among 

students who were given the task of having their particular sign(s) carved in Tena by the 

date of the next class meeting. Several examples of the new Kichwa hospital signs that 

were created in the class and can be found in Table 3.2, below. 
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Table 3.2. Hampirina hatun wasipi mutsurik shimikuna (“Useful Hospital Words”) 
 
Spanish Sign  English Gloss Kichwa Translation Literal Translation 
 
Aislamiento 

 
Quarantine 

 
Chikanyachina Kuchu  

 
separating room 

 
Cirugía 

 
Surgery 

 
Aycha Chalisha 
Hampirina Kuchu* 

 
body cutting-healing 
room 

 
Comedor 

 
Dining Room 

 
Mikuna Kuchu 

 
eating room 

 
Ecosonograma 

 
Sonogram 

 
Aycha Ukupi Rikuna 
Kuchu  

 
body inside-looking 
room 

 
Emergencia 

 
Emergency 

 
Uktalla Hapik Kuchu  

 
fast taking room 

 
Estadística 

 
Statistics 

 
Yupaykuna Wakachina 
Kuchu  

 
numbers keeping room 

 
Farmacia 

 
Pharmacy 

 
Hampikunata Charik 
Kuchu 

 
medicines having room 

 
Ginecología 

 
Gynecology 

 
Warmikuna Ima Sami 
Rikuchina Kuchu 

 
women any type 
examining room  

 
Horario de 
Atención 

 
Hours of 
Attention 

 
Llankay Pacha  

 
work time 

 
Hospitalización 

 
Hospitalization 

 
Hampirisha Sirina 
Kuchu  

 
heal laying down room 

 
Lavandería 

 
Laundry 

 
Taksana Kuchu  

 
washing [clothes] room 

 
Medicina 
General 

 
General 
Medicine 

 
Tukuy Sami Hampina 
Kuchu  

 
all type medicine room 

 
Neonatal 

 
Neonatal 

 
Llullu Wawakuna 
Rikuna Kuchu  

 
recently born children 
examining room 

 
Pediatría 

 
Pediatrics 

 
Wawakuna Hampina 
Kuchu  

 
children healing room 

 
Peligro 

 
Danger 

 
Riparay 
Wañuywakllami  

 
notice death-damage 
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Preparación 

 
Preparation 

 
Punturuy Kuchu  

 
readying room 

 
Primer Piso 

 
First Floor 

 
Shukniki Pata 

 
first floor 

 
Prohibido el 
Ingreso de 
Alimentos 

 
Do Not Enter 
with Food 

 
Mikuna Mana Ikuchina  

 
food not to enter 

 
Rehabilitación 

 
Rehabilitation 

 
Alliyari Kuchu  

 
bettering room 

 
Sala de Espera 

 
Waiting Room 

 
Chapana Kuchu 

 
waiting room 

 
Segundo Piso 

 
Second Floor 

 
Ishkyniki Pata* 

 
second floor 

 
Trabajo Social 

 
Social Work 

 
Yanapana Kuchu 

 
helping room 

 
Vacunas 

 
Vaccines 

 
Unkuy Arkana Hampi  

 
sickness prevention 
medicine 
 

 
 

It is clear in some of the above examples why many Unified Kichwa opponents argue 

that neologisms are awkward, verbose and impractical in comparison to their readily 

available Spanish terms. It is also clear from these examples that the lexicon of Unified 

Kichwa is still very much a work in progress, a process that involves a large amount of 

regional adaptation and individual interpretation. Interestingly, at least two of the phrases 

in the carved, finished products of the above Kichwa signs (marked with an asterisk, *) 

that were to be hung in the public hallways and rooms of the hospital actually contained 

written renderings of local spoken dialect variants that were never addressed by the 

students or the Kichwa teacher. The first is arguably “correct” under the rubric of Unified 

Kichwa. Chalisha (in Aycha Chalisha Hampirina Kuchu) is the future/decisive tense of 

the Kichwa verb chalina, a word that can be glossed as “to cut into strips.” Orr and 
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Wisely (1965) consider this verb to be unique to the Tena Kichwa dialect, and it is not 

found (to the best of my knowledge) in Unified Kichwa dictionaries. The use of such 

regional variants in translation is permitted, though, by Unified Kichwa prescriptive rules 

if they are already available and deemed to be appropriate substitutes for Spanish 

borrowings (see Jerez 2008). The second case of written Tena dialect is in the spelling of 

ishkayniki or “second” (ishkay [“two”] + -niki [ordinal suffix]) as “ishkyniki,” (in 

Ishikyniki Pata) following a regional pattern of elision of an unstressed vowel before a 

glide /y/ (see Chapter 4). By most interpretations of the phonological rules of Unified 

Kichwa, this spelling constitutes an orthographic transgression. 

 That such regional anomalies are continuously overlooked in the production of 

public inscriptions of Kichwa in Tena are evidence that the adoption of a truly cohesive 

Unified Kichwa is far from complete in localized settings. It is also evidence of the 

continued importance of looking to real local speakers in the creation of new, “pure” 

lexicon that is also locally meaningful. One DIPEIB-N administrator (represented as 

“DA,” below) offered an example of this process, in the purging of a re-lexicalized 

Spanish borrowing: 

DA: Ta-ra-bana, trabajana tra-ba-jar—hasta allí es Español y el “-na” es el Kichwa. 
Entonces ¿por qué no buscar otra palabra? Las abuelitas sabían trabajar, 
sacando hierbitas con machete. Así los preguntaban “¿Qué están haciendo?” 
“Llangawni.” “Llangawni.” Entonces esa, ese, ese término hemos acogido, 
llangana como “trabajar.” En la sierra llangana quiere decir cuando uno está:: 
enamorado, empieza a tocar a la, a la mujer, el hombre a la mujer o el, la mujer 
al hombre, a cariciar. Eso es llanagana.  

M:  Ah, ¿verdad? 
DA:  Claro @@@. Entonces, hay términos que, aquí en la Amazonía, son 

significativos, no? 
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DA: Ta-ra-bana, trabajana, tra-ba-jar [“to work”]—up to there it is Spanish and the 
“-na” is Kichwa. So why not look for another word? The grandparents used to 
work, cutting grass with a machete. So they asked them “What are you 
doing?” “Llangawni.” “Llangawni.” [“I am working”]. So that, that, that 
word we have acquired, llangana, like “to work.” In the sierra llangana means 
when one i::s in love, one begins to touch his, his woman, the man to the 
woman or the, the woman to the man, to caress. That is llangana.   

M: Oh, really? 
DA: Sure @@@. So, there are terms that, here in Amazonia, are meaningful, 

you know? 
 

Like the speaker above, Unified Kichwa supporters advocate first looking to the Andes 

for Kichwa terms that have already been developed by language planners to substitute for 

Spanish borrowings and then to local elders in the infrequent cases that the established 

Unified terms already have contrasting local meanings.  

 Many Unified Kichwa opponents who also disapprove of language mixing believe 

that the latter strategy, of looking to elders, as well as isolated communities and past 

historical documents, is the only solution to re-capturing an “authentic” Amazonian 

Kichwa dialect. “Ñukanchi shimi” or “our language” is often qualified as “what the 

grandparents speak,” or “how our ancestors spoke” or the way they speak “más abajo” 

(“further down [the Napo River]”), in “la Ribera” (the riparian wilderness) or “más al 

interior” (“further in the interior,” vaguely defined). The past and the “interior” or the 

“east” (towards the Amazon basin) are ideologized by these neo-traditionalists as positive 

time and space and aligned with tradition, indigeneity, linguistic purity and cultural 

authenticity, untouched by the polluting forces of the city and other white-mestizo 

frontiers. As Hill (1998) describes for Mexicano speakers, there is a language ideology 

central to the “discourse of nostalgia” that suggests that “pure” Amazonian Kichwa 

dialect is a “vehicle for the social forms of long ago” (69). Unlike Hill’s example though, 
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this isolationist nostalgia in Tena tends to be a discourse produced primarily by older, 

uneducated, subsistence farmer Kichwas, as well as young and middle-aged neo-

traditionalists who have recently re-appropriated it as a reaction to perceived threats of 

Unified Kichwa to local cultural continuity. Like Hill’s Mexicano speakers, Spanish and 

code-mixing are further associated with present social forms and the breakdown of 

traditional “respect” that they embody. Proximity to Tena especially, for these dialect 

purists, is often perceived as directly connected to linguistic and cultural dilution. While 

the most isolated communities are commonly perceived to be the most traditional and, 

accordingly, have the lowest degree of Spanish-Kichwa code-mixing, Tena and the 

communities closest to it are seen as places of language mixing, where parents send their 

children to learn the ways of colonos.  

 

Orthography and Identity 

In many ways, all Tena Kichwas are pro-dialect, in that they all profess to support 

the continued preservation of local spoken Kichwa lexicon. DIPEIB-N has made clear 

efforts to preserve local mythological knowledge and gastronomic, cultural and 

environmental lexicon. This is done through school curricula, regular cultural exhibitions, 

native oratory and beauty competitions, the publication of local Kichwa language poetry, 

narrative and song and the release of educational videos. Kichwa orthography, 

meanwhile, continues to be a controversial symbolic battleground for the preservation of 

local history where standard rules are rigid while non-standard traditionalists are resolute.   

Orthographic standardization has long been a basic tenet of bilingual and 



 135 

intercultural education in Ecuador. Local DIPEIB-N administrators believe that the 

orthography of Unified Kichwa represents a break with a local history of Spanish 

domination of indigenous intellectual production. As Jaffe (1996, 1999) has shown, 

alphabet systems make it possible for cultural groups to identify themselves as unified 

and autonomous. Autonomy, in this symbolic sense, implies establishing difference from 

other populations. Spelling thus becomes a site where “outside influences can be 

symbolically banished, where the internal systematicity of the code can be displayed and 

policed, and where social actors can, through their conformity, invoke the presence of a 

social and linguistic authority” (1999:217). Continuously developed by indigenous 

Andean linguists, Unified Kichwa orthography is posited as an improved symbolic 

system that more accurately represents Kichwa phonology than the conventions 

historically used by Spanish-speaking linguists and missionaries. Whereas Spanish-

influenced orthographies reproduce Kichwa dialect as an “oral stream of sound, heard 

through [Spanish] ears,” Kichwa language planners believe that Unified orthography 

represents Kichwa as “intelligible, ordered and legitimate” (ibid.).  

First, the Unified Kichwa writing system, in accordance with the phonemic 

system of spoken Kichwa, contains only three vowels, represented by graphemes a, i, and 

u. This contrasts with Spanish, which also contains the graphemes e and o. Unified 

Kichwa also does not contain Spanish consonants b, g, d, j,24 rr, or x. Next, Kichwa 

language planners have adopted the consonants k, ts and w. While the ts consonant has 
                                                 
24 H replaced j in the Unified Kichwa writing system in September 2004, following 
Accord 244 of the Kichwa Language Academy (Academia de Lengua Kichwa). 
(Shimiyukkamu 2008). 
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been incorporated into Unified Kichwa in order to represent a sound combination 

common in words derived from pre-Kichwa languages, k and w were specifically 

introduced in order to replace Spanish graphemes. K replaces Spanish c and qu in cases 

where they stand for the phoneme /k/, and it replaces Spanish g in cases where it stands 

for the phoneme /g/. As Thomas (2007) has shown, the k grapheme has become an 

especially emblematic marker of orthographic “deconolization” among native language 

planners in areas that have been historically dominated by Latin-, particularly Spanish-

language states, institutions or peoples. In these locales, she writes, the letter k itself 

“comes to represent visually the differences and distinction of a language whose viability, 

legitmacy or autonomy is in question (2007:939). W and a readapted grapheme y, have 

also been incorporated to represent glides /w/ and /y/, respectively. These new 

graphemes, according to Kichwa language planners, streamline literacy acquisition by 

eliminating the potential “confusion” that Kichwa literacy learners have long struggled 

with in confronting multiple spellings for similar sounds, mirroring Spanish orthographic 

conventions in which the graphemes used for a single sound vary by phonetic 

environment.25  

Language planners also believe that these new graphemes more “accurately” 

represent Kichwa phonology. A common expression used by DIPEIB-N teachers and 

administrators in order to justify the newly proscribed use of consecutive written vowels 

(i.e. ai, ui, ia, iu, ua are now written as ay, uy, ya, yu, wa), for example, is that “there is 
                                                 
25 E.g. Kichwa phoneme /k/ has been previously represented by both qu, as in Quichua, 
and c, as in cuna (“today”). Glide /w/ has similarly been represented by hu, as in huauqui 
(“brother”), and gu, as in guagua (“child”), and u, as in Quichua. These words are now 
spelled Kichwa, kuna, wawki, and wawa, in Unified Kichwa.    
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no diphthong in Kichwa.” This is not actually phonetically true, however. This popular 

idea is rather another example of how spoken language is being re-conceptualized as 

distinct from Spanish and other “national” languages as a result of the naturalization of 

changing orthographic conventions.  

Unified Kichwa is often popularly referred to as a “foreign” system, or the 

“language of k and w” by new DIPEIB-N students and Unified Kichwa opponents. It is 

often mocked in nonsensical spoken strings of staccato syllables, devoiced stops and 

voiceless fricatives by those who do not command it, like Speaker 26 (female, age 38): 

Nosotros no queremos ese idioma con el que la aumentan el “ta-ta-ta,” el, el “ma-
ka-ta-ka,” no se que [...] Ah::: “rikushpa,” no sé, “kishpa.” 
 
We don’t want that language that spreads the “ta-ta-ta,” the, the, “ma-ka-ta-ka,” 
I don’t know what [...] Uh::: “rikushpa,” I don’t know, “kishpa.”  
 

Many of these Tena Kichwas have grown accustomed to the conventions used in older 

Kichwa-Spanish dictionaries and, like some noted linguists and anthropologists (e.g. 

Catta 1994; Orr 1992; Uzendoski 2005; Whitten and Whitten 2008), still believe that 

these conventions more adequately represent the actual phonetics of local Kichwa 

dialects. When asked if they write in Kichwa, a common response from Tena Kichwas is 

“I only write as I speak,” or “I only write in dialect.” Interestingly, to Tena Kichwas, 

writing “as one speaks” implies the use of Spanish orthography. The word “only,” in this 

case, can imply either a lack of knowledge of Unified Kichwa orthography or a deliberate 

political choice to avoid its use.  

 This defense of Spanish orthography by Kichwas, who also support language 

revitalization, plurinationality and indigenous autonomy, seems overtly paradoxical. For 
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many Amazonian Kichwas though, Spanish orthographies and lexical and morphemic 

borrowings have become iconic of a local language identity that is doubly threatened by 

the entrance of Spanish and highland Kichwa. Whereas Andean intellectuals and 

DIPEIB-N administrators see standard Kichwa as a more legitimately “indigenous,” 

many Tena Kichwas see their historically “mixed” Kichwa dialect as more locally, 

culturally “authentic.” As Spanish-influenced orthographies have become iconically 

linked to the innovative, organic, rural, spoken dialect of a real people, Unified Kichwa 

forms have contrastingly become associated with the contrived, foreign, urban, 

prescribed language of a disconnected academic elite.  

 And while Unified Kichwa supporters ideologize new orthography as inherently 

more systematic and more representative of spoken Kichwa, opponents of Unified 

Kichwa reject new graphemes as misrepresentative abstractions that carry with them the 

ideological contaminations of other cultures. For example, many DIPEIB-N educators are 

quick to justify the reduction of regional Kichwa allophones to single graphemes by 

making the argument that in languages like English, “people speak differently than they 

write.” Opponents of Unified Kichwa, on the other hand, feel that Spanish orthographic 

conventions allow for more accurate representations of heterogenous sounds, and that 

imposing a “foreign” variety of Unified Kichwa is akin to forcing students to “learn 

English.” While most Unified Kichwa opponents argue that adopting new orthographic 

conventions reifies Andean linguists’ perceived status and highland Kichwa cultural 

hegemony, some even go so far as to claim that using Unified Kichwa orthography, 

particularly k and w, reproduces the global dominance of English, the language on which 
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Kichwa planners appear to be modeling their new system. “W is like whiskey” (“dobleve 

es como whiskey”) is a popular oppositional tag that iconically links an “English” 

grapheme to American intemperance and cultural decadence. For some Unified Kichwa 

opponents it seems, modeling indigenous orthography on the alphabets of dominant 

national languages encourages wholesale adoption of the ideologies of their foreign 

speakers, and, as a matter of course, the abandonment of native cultural values.  

 While it is thus intended to unite lowland and highland Kichwas in linguistic 

production, the introduction of Unified Kichwa orthography has thus had two important, 

and most likely, undesirable effects on much of the local population of Tena Kichwas. 

First, it has led to a reconceptualizing of Spanish-influenced orthographies as more 

aesthetically “true” to phonetic production and linguistic identity (Jaffe 1999), as well as 

alienating uneducated Tena Kichwas from a language that is meant to be more 

exclusively “theirs” (ibid:233) than existing mixed dialect varieties. That Tena Kichwas 

who have not received bilingual education continuously use spoken forms of written 

codes in order to mock the speech of DIPEIB-N administrators as disconnected elitists, as 

I will discuss in following chapters, is evidence that Unified Kichwa’s distinctness is 

often popularly devalued and even resented by those who do not command it.  

 

Conclusion 

 In their plans to divert and reorder the historical forces of interethnic contact, 

Kichwa language planners have adopted a model that has been used repeatedly by 

minority language activists in various parts of the world. In the attempt to thwart 
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language shift and cultural death and revitalize indigenous practices, DINEIB has turned 

to language standardization and literacy in order to legitimize Kichwa as a language that 

is comparable to and competitive with Spanish and other national languages like it. But 

rather than unifying conflicting ideologies and centralizing indigenous political will, 

Unified Kichwa has actually contributed to ideological entrenchment and social division 

in Tena. Unified Kichwa’s linguistic differences from Tena Kichwa dialect have been 

made inadvertently iconic of the very type of “foreign” linguistic trespassing that Kichwa 

language planners have been attempting to block from the beginning. As a result, Kichwa 

Unification has led to an even deeper lodging of the majority of the local Kichwa 

population in the project of protecting regional singularity and autonomy.  

 At the same time though, bilingual and intercultural education have unarguably 

led to a reconsideration of local Kichwa language and culture as unique constructs that 

are worth protecting and preserving. While Tena Kichwas are hyper-conscious of their 

everyday language choices, they are also deeply aware of the importance of control over 

symbolic production and self-representation, which can shift dramatically at the hands of 

actors with cohesive ideological projects and uncompromising political will. Such 

politicization of language and symbolic practices have led to the development of complex 

metalinguistic discourses in Tena, in which language attitudes and language ideologies 

can exert intense pressures on language choices and directly determine the persistence of 

available linguistic resources.    

 In the following two chapters, I turn to a more systematic analysis of Kichwa and 

Spanish in Tena in order to outline the specific linguistic resources that Tena Kichwas 
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draw on in the creation and production of unique identities. Then, in Chapters 6 and 7, I 

examine the micro- and macro-level processes in which these linguistic resources are 

objectified and appropriated by competing sets of actors. I will show how observing these 

processes in a situated ethnographic setting can reveal the ongoing bundling, calcifying 

and recycling of symbolic objects, as well as their selective deconstruction, detachment 

and abandonment in the objectification of language as the material of a “cultural group.”   
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CHAPTER 4. ÑUKANCHI SHIMI: THE LANGUAGE OF THE TENA PEOPLE 
 
 
En cada región, cada agrupación, somos todos Kichwas, tanto Amazónicos como 
Serranos. Pero en cada región, hay una variación idiomática, y esa variación 
idiomática hay que respetarla. Porque esa es la identidad de un pueblo [...] y allí 
viene la diferenciación de las culturas [...] Entonces él de Tena, solo por la forma 
de hablar, ya dicen, “Éste es del Tena.” 
 
In each region, each grouping, we are all Kichwas, Amazonians as much as 
highlanders. But in each region, there is language variation, and this language 
variation has to be respected. Because it is the identity of a people [...] and from 
there comes the differentiation of cultures [...] The one from Tena, just by the way 
he speaks, they say, “This one is from Tena.”    

-Speaker 2, male, age 52 
 
 

Introduction 

 This chapter is about a language in transition. The spoken dialect of the Tena 

Kichwas is a language that has been shaped by historical contact, both between distinct 

ethnic groups and competing language ideologies. While the structural influences of 

Spanish domination are deep and habitual in spoken Tena Kichwa dialect, the ideological 

surges created by the Kichwa standardization project are exerting new and conspicuous 

pressures on language change.       

 Facing extinction through language shift to Spanish and displacement by the 

centripetal forces of unification, the Tena Kichwa dialect has become reclaimed as “our 

language” (ñukanchi shimi) and romanticized as unspoiled and “human.” As one young 

speaker (Speaker 24, male, age 18) elegantly put it, “Nuestro idioma es como un tesoro” 

(“Our language is like a treasure”). “Our language,” just like “we” (the “Kichwas”), 

though, is a constantly shifting identifier. Though the ideological reprisal of the anti-

Unified Kichwa campaign has led to expressed boundary-drawing between dialect and 
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Unified Kichwa speakers, closer examination reveals that linguistic and social boundaries 

in this context are actually highly unstable and highly susceptible to shifting political 

currents.           

   “Language—like the concrete environment in which the consciousness of the 

verbal artist lives,” Bakhtin writes, “is never unitary. It is unitary only as an abstract 

grammatical system of normative forms, taken in isolation from the concrete, ideological 

conceptualizations that fill it, and in isolation from the uninterrupted processes of 

historical becoming” (1981:288). These days, the Tena dialect of Kichwa is imagined as 

a unitary system in opposition to Unified Kichwa. It is represented as a naturally 

heteroglot “human” language that develops uninterrupted by the centripetal forces of 

dialect unification. The reality, however, is that continued contact between these two 

Kichwa varieties and between Kichwa and Spanish inevitably shapes each language 

variety in locally unique ways. Historical cross-borrowing continues between spoken 

Tena Kichwa and Spanish. Local Kichwa language planners continuously co-opt regional 

dialect lexicon in language education curricula and in the exhibition of local arts and 

culture. More recently, dialect speakers, particularly in and through exposure to 

educational settings and urban public performances, have begun to transmute a number of 

linguistic features from written Kichwa into speech.  

 But cross-borrowing is not the only effect of language contact in Tena. 

Ideological opposition to standardization has led to a revaluing of dialect alterity and a re-

imagining of dialect features as locally proto-typical in comparison to newly created 

standards. Select sounds, words and grammatical constructions are being re-appropriated 
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as iconic of local alterity and ideologized as organic, semantically richer resources than 

“imposed” highland borrowings or neologisms. Locally unique Kichwa forms, calques, 

and even semantically ambiguous concepts are being revalued as exemplary of Tena 

dialect’s inherent potential for more complex verbal artistry and situated meaning 

making.  

 The result of all this interaction between language varieties and competing 

ideologies is a highly elaborate metalinguistic discourse that has direct effects on the 

persistence of new and old language forms. While certain introduced sounds and 

constructions are taking hold on spoken habitus, others create outright alarm for dialect 

speakers, who re-appropriate existing linguistic alternatives as a means of resisting 

observable language change. Defining the limits of Tena Kichwa dialect, as well as the 

membership of its bona fide speakers, is thus an ongoing, hotly contested process. 

Ñukanchi shimi, or “our language” represents a shifting matrix of language features and 

ideas, speaking protagonists and socio-political forces where “historical becoming” is 

determined as much by ideology as actual language practice.      

 

Tena Kichwa Taxonomy 

 Ecuadorian Kichwa is generally classified as part of the Quechua II B language 

family, which also includes certain dialects of Southeastern Colombia and Northeastern 

Peru (Mannheim 1991; Ortiz Arrellano 2001; Torero 1964, 1983). While many linguists 

and academics frequently make reference to a major dialect divide between Andean and 
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Amazonian Kichwa varieties in Ecuador, there are also a number of distinct Kichwa 

varieties within these two regions that linguists often refer to as “dialects.”  

 Though many scholars believe that lowland dialects of Ecuadorian Kichwa 

evolved through the “Quichuization” of native Amazonian populations by Spanish 

colonial missionaries who learned and spread Andean Kichwa, Muysken (2000b) 

contends that lowland Ecuadorian Kichwa more likely developed out of a process of 

“pidginization.” Native Kichwa-speaking traders and refugees of the Spanish conquest 

already existed in Amazonian Ecuador during the early colonial period, Muysken 

proposes, and they mixed with members of other tribal groups that were disbanded by 

severe population decline in the region. During the subsequent “reshuffling” of people 

and cultures, he explains, it is quite possible that Kichwa emerged as a lingua franca that 

was probably boosted by both the work of Kichwa-speaking missionaries and Kichwa-

speaking traders. Muysken concludes that lowland Ecuadorian Kichwa, as a variety 

distinct from highland Ecuadorian Kichwa, emerged prior to 1750 as an “offshoot” of a 

general variety that has developed separately but nevertheless shares a number of specific 

innovations with neighboring central and southern Andean dialects.      

 Orr and Wrisely (1965) divide the Amazonian region of Ecuador (including 

sections of what are currently Napo, Orellana and Pastaza provinces) into three distinct 

Kichwa “dialect” regions, based on differences in verbal morphology, phonology and 

lexicon.  They make a distinction between the “Tena” dialect, which, at the time of their 

1965 publication, was spoken by the indigenous inhabitants of the Upper Napo regions 

surrounding Tena, Shandia, Arajuno and Ahuano (see Figure 4.1, below), and the lower 
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Napo dialect regions surrounding Loreto, Puerto Francisco de Orellana (a.k.a. Coca) and 

Limoncocha. More recent linguistic classifications similarly divide the Napo River region 

into two distinct Tena/upper Napo and lower Napo dialects (see FEDEPI 2008; Lewis 

2009). 

 
Figure 4.1. Map of the Tena Kichwa dialect region (based on descriptions provided in 
Orr and Wrisely 1965) 

   

 “Folk” conceptions of dialect variation (see Preston 1989) in Tena tend to divide 

the regions even further, based on stereotyped phonological and lexical differences 

between neighboring communities. In ethnographic interviews, inter-community 
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language variation was a constant source of intrigue and evaluation in themes of 

community membership-marking and competition. Such endlessly fascinating signs of 

heteroglossia, as Speaker 13 (female, age 34) suggested, are a now threatened source of 

community identity and dialect pride: 

Yo, eh, peleaba así gente que nuestra idioma es mejor [...] Nuestra idioma es 
mejor porque es más clarito, ¿no? Y yo le preguntaba [a gente de otras 
comunidades] palabra por palabra [...] Y decía “¿Cómo se dice ojo?” Allí me 
dijeron nilon. “No es ñawi?” “No,” dice, “nilon es.” Esto le deseaba oreja. Y dice, 
“Es rinri.” “No,” dice, “es nigri.” Todo se cambiaban ellos [...] O sea, varia 
bastante en el idioma Kichwa. En cambio aquí [...] con este Unificado todos 
hablaríamos iguales.  
 
I, uh, used to fight like that with people that our language is better [...] Our 
language is better because it is much clearer, right? And I asked [people in other 
communities] word for word [...] And I would say, “How do you say eye?” Over 
there they said nilon. “It isn’t ñawi?” “No,” they said, “it’s nilon.” Then I 
wanted ear. And they said “It’s rinri.” “No,” they said, “it’s nikri.” They change 
everything [...] In other words, the Kichwa language varies hugely. On the other 
hand, here [...] with this Unified [Kichwa] every one of us will speak the same.  

 

Ñukanchi Shimi and Kichwa 

 Comments like the one above are evidence of both the overt awareness of Tena 

Kichwas of local language variation, and of their interest in preserving variation in the 

face of dialect unification. Kichwa language planners’ continuously look to existing 

Ecuadorian dialect forms as well as historical texts and etymologies in order to create 

norms that correct the expected “sporadic phenomena of language” (Ministerio de 

Educación 2009:23) that have occurred through historical language change. Nevertheless, 

counteracting natural linguistic processes—e.g. vowel/consonant deletion, phonetic 

assimilation, calquing and Spanish syntactic influence—in order to establish written 

norms creates distress for groups like the Tena Kichwas, whose language is already 
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perceived to be under threat by the dominance of Spanish. New forms are characterized 

as both “foreign” and “imposed” and even slight differences between spoken practices 

and written norms are consistently exaggerated. New forms are discredited as artificial, 

aesthetically objectionable and exceedingly difficult to learn. Speaker 1 (male, age 31) 

made light of the difficulty and inherent irony of teaching written “Kichwa” to young 

native “Kichwa” dialect speakers:  

Hablas conversando con los niños [en la escuela bilingüe] y yo digo [...] “¿Le dan 
Kichwa?”  
“Sí, ¡es DIFÍCIL!” @@  
“¿Por qué?” le digo.  
“No, es porque al cambiar.”  
“Y tú hablas Kichwa.”  
“Sí, pero estamos hablando, enseñan todo lo que no sabemos. No sé que [idioma] 
será”  
@@@ Y la nota más baja que tienen [es] en Kichwa. 
 
You talk with the kids [in bilingual school] and I say [...]“Do they teach you 
Kichwa?” 
“Yeah, it’s HARD!” @@ 
“Why?” I ask. 
“No, it’s because of the changes.” 
“But you speak Kichwa.” 
“Yeah, but we’re speaking, they teach all that we don’t know. I don’t know what 
[language] that is.” 
@@@ And the lowest grade they have [is] in Kichwa. 
 

The ideologizing of Unified Kichwa as an entirely distinct code from local spoken dialect 

is further evident in its various monikers. In Kichwa-language discourse, Runa shimi 

(“human language”) is a term used by throughout Ecuador for the Kichwa language, 

which is opposed to Mishu shimi, or Spanish. Runa shimi can also be used as a more 

specific moniker for spoken Kichwa, which is contrasted with Unified, or written 

Kichwa, popularly referred to in Tena as “Kichwa shimi,” or simply Kichwa. In this more 
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limited sense, Runa shimi is interchangeable with “ñukanchi shimi” (“our language”) in 

reference to spoken dialect. Kichwa, other hand, specifically denotes either the spoken 

language of highlanders or the planned, standardized language of an imagined, national 

ethnic group.  

 In Spanish-language discourse, as in my ethnographic interviews, Kichwa is used 

to refer to all collective spoken and written varieties, as opposed to Castellano or 

Español. If clarification is needed, Unified Kichwa is qualified as (Kichwa) Unificado 

(Unified (Kichwa)) or “Kichwa Kichwa” (with extra stress falling on the initial syllable). 

Spoken dialect is qualified as “dialecto” (“dialect”) or “lo nuestro” (“that which is ours”), 

as in the following examples:  

(1) 
S3:  Le digo, “¿Por qué, por qué traen esta ch- esta idioma Kichwa, eh, de la 

sierra, ya?” Y, y, eso Unificado. En cambio, y aquí nosotros tenemos un 
idioma propiamente nuestra.  

 
S3: I say, “Why, why bring th- this Kichwa language, uh, from the highlands?” 

And, and, that Unified [Kichwa]. On the contrary, and here we have a 
language all our own.  

 
(2) 
S19: Ahora, nosotros más entendemos en el Kichwa Españolizado, y los abuelitos 

aprendieron de eso. Por ejemplo, si yo voy y hablo con el Kichwa Unificado, 
no, abuelita no va a entender [...] Entonces, nosotros aprendemos por, por 
conocimiento de que sí existe un Kichwa Kichwa.  

 
S19: Now, we understand better in Spanish-ized Kichwa and the grandparents 

learned this. For example, if I go and I speak with Unified Kichwa, no, 
grandmother will not understand [...] So, we learn because of, because of 
knowledge that there does exist a Kichwa Kichwa.   

 
(3) 
M: ¿Y usted ha escuchado ese nuevo Kichwa Unificado? [...] 
S21: No, no, no queremos. No, no, no queremos. [Lo que] nosotros queremos es 

nuestro idioma, de nuestros antepasados. 



 150 

 
M:  And have you heard this new Unified Kichwa? [...] 
S21: No, no, we don’t want it. We don’t want it. [What] we want is our language, 

of our ancestors. 
 
(4) 
M: ¿Usted está de acuerdo con lo que están enseñando, el Kichwa Unificado? 
S28: No, yo creo que no se debería, o sea, debería ser en nuestro Kichwa, 

nuestro, nuestro [...] nuestro dialecto, nuestra cultura, no, no mezclado con 
lo que es de la sierra. 

 
M: Do you agree with what they are teaching, Unified Kichwa?  
S28: No, I think that it should not be, I mean, it should be our Kichwa, our, our 

[...] our dialect, our culture, not mixed with that from the highlands.  
 

Labels for spoken and written language in Tena are thus highly dependent on both 

referential and social context. A term that is used in the presence of a foreign researcher 

conducting metalinguistic interviews, for example, may not be the same one used 

between family members in the home. Across situations and languages in ethnographic 

interviews, though, the word Kichwa tended to denote an imposed category that is 

implicitly “not ours.” Following this logic, the more Kichwas one uses in one’s phrasing, 

the further the referent code is from the proprietary core, “ñukanchi shimi” or “lo 

nuestro.” Table 4.1, below provides a summary of this referential system. 
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Table 4.1. Referential categories for spoken and written language (in ethnographic 
interviews).  
 
Language Variety Kichwa-Language  

Discourse 
Spanish-Language  

Discourse 
 
Spanish 

 
Mishu shimi 

 
Castellano  
Español 

 
Kichwa 

 
Runa shimi 

 
Kichwa 

 
Unified Kichwa 

 
Kichwa shimi 
Kichwa 

 
Kichwa Unificado 
Unificado 
Kichwa Kichwa 

 
Tena Kichwa  

 
Runa shimi 
ñukanchi shimi 

 
dialecto 
lo nuestro 
 

 
 
 The objectification of the Tena Kichwa dialect as a unitary linguistic system by its 

speakers often depends on descriptions of its distinctiveness from other varieties, namely 

its ideological opposite, Unified Kichwa. The introduction of Unified Kichwa norms in 

Tena, first in written form in the classroom, later into Kichwa-language media, oratory 

performances and spoken interaction in educational settings and formal gatherings, has 

brought features of spoken dialect into relief. Whereas language planners regard dialect 

forms as non-standard deviations from some earlier variety of proto-Kichwa, their 

opponents view them as historical innovations that are recognized as singular markers of 

a local language identity. Through continued objectification and comparison, knowledge 

of both language varieties continues to spread beyond the bilingual classroom, where 

language choice has become a highly politicized and metalinguistic discourse has become 

increasingly factional.  
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 In keeping with this emergent dichotomy of spoken dialect versus written 

standard, in the sections that follow, I attempt to provide a systematic analysis of some of 

the major linguistic differences between these two varieties that were alluded to in 

ethnographic interactions. As yet there has only been a handful of brief surveys of 

Amazonian and Napo Kichwa phonology, lexicon, morphology and syntax, most notably 

by Orr and Wrisely (1965), Orr (1965, 1991), Leonardi (1966) and Muysken (2000b). 

Though the approach taken here does build on and update some of these earlier works, 

the following summary does not amount to a complete survey of the Tena Kichwa 

dialect. Instead, it is intended as an attempt to elucidate some of the real linguistic 

changes that Tena language planners are instituting in Napo schools, the kinds of which 

are often mentioned abstractly in ethnographic studies of language planning in Ecuador 

without detailed descriptions. In Tena, these changes are affecting forms of both written 

and spoken language. Unified Kichwa is increasingly being adopted as a learned (though 

not necessarily prestigious) variety in certain social contexts and in new genres of writing 

and speech performance.  

 This summary is also meant to identify explicitly ideologized idiosyncrasies of 

local dialect, those that are often perceived by both educated and uneducated Kichwa 

speakers in Tena as drastically “different” from their irreconcilably “foreign” Unified 

Kichwa counterparts. As such, they represent examples of language features that are 

exceptionally salient in metalinguistic discourse, and therefore constantly evaluated, both 

positively and negatively.  
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 Taken individually, many of the linguistic features included in Table 4.2, below, 

are not unique to the Tena dialect or even to Amazonian Kichwa, even though they are 

popularly cited by Tena Kichwas as unique to their speech. Considered as a set, however, 

these dynamic, interacting features do represent a unique collection of identity-marking 

features recognized by Tena Kichwas as distinct from neighboring varieties and from 

Unified Kichwa.  
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Table 4.2. Select linguistic differences between spoken Tena Kichwa dialect and Unified Kichwa, with common examples. 
Phonological, morphological and syntactic changes are regular and categorical unless otherwise characterized as “sporadic.” 
 

TENA DIALECT UNIFIED KICHWA 
      
Phonology      
 
Phoneme/ 
Allophone 

 
Example 

 
Gloss 

 
Previous 
Orthography 

 
Prescribed Phoneme  

 
New  
Orthography 

 
voicing: 
stops /b/ /d/ /g/ adjacent 
to voiced consonants 
and in word-initial 
position 
 
voiced affricate /ʤ/ in 
post-nasal position 

 
 
/atalpa/ > [atalba]  
/tanta/ > [tanda]  
/wakɾa/ > [wagɾa] 
/patan/ > [batan] 
 
/puncha/ > [punʤa] 

 
 
chicken 
bread 
cow 
chicha preparation   
     bowl 
day 

 
 
atallba 
tanda 
huagra 
batan 
 
puncha, punzha 

 
 
with voiceless stops 
/p/ /t/ /k/, represented 
by graphemes p t k 
 
 
voiceless affricate /ʧ/: 
grapheme ch 

 
 
atallpa  
tanta 
wakra 
patan 
 
puncha  

 
apocope:  
nasal /n/ elided in word-
final position 
 
 
 
stop /k/ realized as 
fricative /x/ or elided in 
word-final position 

 
 
/kayakaman/ > 
[kayagama] 
/ɲukawan/ > [ɲukawa] 
 
/ʃuk/ > [ʃux]  
/ʃuk/ > [ʃu] 

 
 
until tomorrow 
 
with me 
 
 
one, another 

 
 
cayagama 
 
ñucahua 
 
 
shuj 
shu 

 
 
final nasal /n/ 
grapheme n 
 
 
 
final stop /k/ 
grapheme k 

 
 
kayakaman 
ñukawan 
 
 
 
shuk  

 
aphaeresis:  
sporadic elision of 
word-initial fricative /h/  
 
sporadic elision of 
word-initial stop /k/  

 
 
/hatun/ > [atun] 
/hawa/ > [awa] 
 
/kana/ > [ana]  

 
 
large 
above 
 
to be 

 
 
atun 
ahua 
 
ana 

 
 
word initial /h/ 
grapheme h 
 
word initial /k/ 
grapheme k 

 
 
hatun  
hawa 
 
kana  
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syncope:  
sporadic mono-
phthongization of /ay/ to 
/i/ in stressed and 
unstressed position 
 
sporadic mono-
phthongization of /uy/ to 
/i/ in unstressed position 
 
sporadic medial vowel 
deletion  

 
/tʃay/ > [ʧi] 
/iʃkay/ > [iʃki] 
 
 
/ʃamuy/ > [ʃami] 
 
 
/wayusa/ > [waysa] 

 
that 
two 
 
 
 
come (command, 
request) 
 
 
local leaf variety used 
to make tea 

 
chi 
ishqui 
 
 
 
shami 
 
 
 
waisa 

 
diphthong /ay/  
graphemes ay 
 
 
 
diphthong /uy/ 
graphemes uy 
 
 
grapheme u 

 
chay  
ishkay 
 
 
 
shamuy  
 
 
 
wayusa 

 
hapology: 
sporadic deletion of 
repeated similar 
syllables 

 
 
/ɾuɾana/ > [ɾana]  

 
 
to do, make 

 
 
rana 

 
 
graphemes ru 

 
 
rurana 

 
epenthesis: 
sporadic diphthong-
ization of /u/ to /aw/ 
(especially common in 
3rd person plural 
morpheme -NU-) 

 
 
[ʃamunuka] > 
[ʃamunawka] 

 
 
he/she came 

 
 
shamunuca, 
shamunauca 

 
 
does not exist 

 
 
n/a 

 
metathesis: 
sporadic, common in 
/tk/ combinations 

 
 
/hutku/ > [uktu] 
 

 
 
hole 

 
 
uctu 

 
 
graphemes tk 

 
 
hutku 

 
Spanish phoneme- 
borrowing:  
tap /ɾ/ realized as trill /r/ 
or fricative /ž/ in 
syllable-initial position 
(sporadic for bilinguals) 
 

 
 
 
/ɾimana/ > [rimana] 
/ɾimana/ > [žimana] 

 
 
 
to speak 

 
 
 
rimana 

 
 
 
word initial tap /ɾ/ 
grapheme r 

 
 
 
rimana  
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Morphology      
 
Morpheme 

 
Example 

 
Gloss 

 
Previous 
Orthography 

 
Prescribed 
Morpheme 

 
New  
Orthography 

 
-RA (post-vocalic):  
accusative case- 
marking suffix 

 
[lumuɾa mikuni] 

 
I eat yuca 

 
lumura micuni 

 
-TA 

 
lumuta mikuni 

 
-Y (post vocalic): 
locative suffix 

 
[wasiy] 

 
at home/in house 

 
huasíy 

 
-PI 

 
wasipi 

 
-S:  
unifying suffix 

 
[ɲukas] 

 
I also 

 
ñucas 

 
-PASH 

 
ñukapash 

 
-NGAJ:  
projective suffix 

 
[ɾimangaj yaʧan] 

 
(s)he learns to speak 

 
rimangaj yachan 

 
-NKAPAK 

 
rimankapak yachan 

 
-WA (post vocalic): 
possessive suffix 
-J (in “ñukaj” only) 

 
[paywa wasi] 
 
[ɲukax] 

 
his/her house 
 
mine 

 
paihua huasi 
 
ñucaj 

 
-PA26 

 
paypa wasi 
 
ñukapa 

 
-CHARI: 
disjunctive suffix 

 
[ɲukaʧaɾi piʃini] 

 
nevertheless, I miss 
you 

 
ñucachari pishini 

 
Does not exist as 
disjunctive suffix, 
only as suffix of 
possibility 

 
n/a 

 
-CHU: 
affective suffix 

 
[wawkiʧu] 

 
dear brother/friend 

 
huauquichu 

 
-CHA 

 
wawkicha 

 
-RASHA sporadically 
replaces -RAYGU:  
 

 
[tamyaɾaʃa] 

 
due to the rain 

 
tamiarasha 

 
-RAYKU 

 
tamyarayku 

                                                 
26 This possessive suffix was recently changed from –PAK (see Jeréz 2008; Ministerio de Educación 2009). 
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motive/pretext suffix 
 
 
Sporadic elision of -Y: 
imperative suffix 

 
[ɲukanʧiwa aku] 

 
go with us 

 
ñucanchihua aku 

 
-Y 

 
ñukanchiwan akuy 

 
-UNA (post-vocalic): 
pluralizing suffix 

 
[wawauna] 

 
children 

 
huahuauna 
huahua’una 

 
-KUNA 

 
wawakuna 

 
Kichwa morpheme 
attached to Spanish loan 
word 

 
[karopi] 
[familyaguna] 
[amigogunawa] 

 
in a car 
families 
with friends 

 
carropi 
familiaguna 
amigogunahua 

 
Unlawful 

 
suggested:  
1. neologism-
antawapi 
ayllukuna 
mashikunawan, or  
2. substitutive Kichwa 
phrases 
 

      
      
Verbal Morphology     
 
Morpheme 

 
Example 

 
Gloss 

 
Previous 
Orthography 

 
Prescribed 
Morpheme 

 
New  
Orthography 

 
-NU- / -NAW- 
3rd person pluralizing 
infix (all tenses) 

 
[pay ɾin]  
[payguna ɾinun] 
[pay ɾika]  
[payguna ɾinuka] 
[pay ɾinga]  
[payguna ɾinunga] 

 
he says 
they say 
he said  
they said 
he will say 
they will say 

 
pai rin 
paiguna rinun 
pai rica 
paiguna rinuca 
pai ringa 
paiguna rinunga 

 
-KUNA- 

 
pay rin 
paykuna rinkuna 
pay rirka 
paykuna rirkakuna 
pay rinka 
paykuna rinkakuna 
  

 
-KA-: 
past tense infix  

 
[ɲuka mikukani]  
[kan mikukangi] 
[pay mikuka] 
 
 

 
I ate 
you ate 
he/she ate 
 
 

 
ñuca micucani 
can micucangui 
pai micuca 
 
 

 
-RKA- 

 
ñuka mikurkani 
kan mikurkanki 
pay mikurka 
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[ɲukanʧi mikukanʧi] 
[payguna mikunuka / 
mikunawka] 

we ate 
 
they ate 

ñucanchi    
    micucanchi 
paiguna  
    micunuca   
    /micunauca 

ñukanchi  
     mikurkanchi 
paykuna  
     mikurkakuna 

 
-W-: 
progressive infix 

 
[ɲuka kalpani] > 
[ɲuka kalpawni] 

 
I run 
I am running 

 
ñuca callpani 
ñuca callpauni 

 
-KU- 

 
ñuka kallpani 
ñuka kallpakuni 

 
-SHA-: 
gerund 

 
[ʃamuʃa] 
 

 
coming 

 
shamusha 

 
-SHPA- 

 
shamushpa 

      
      
Lexicon      
 
Some Common 
Irregular Words: 

     

 
Class 

 
Word 

 
Gloss 

 
Previous 
Orthography 

 
Unified Kichwa 
Neologism  

 

verb [ʎakina] to love llaquina kuyana  
noun [wawki] neighbor, friend huauqui mashi  
expression [pagaɾaʧu] thank you pagarachu yupaychani  
expression [kawsangiʧu] how are you? (lit. are 

you living?) 
causanguichu allillachu kanki  

 
Interrogatives: 

     

 
 

 
Word 

 
Gloss 

 
Previous 
Orthography 

 
Unified Kichwa 
Neologism 

 
 

 
 

 
[imazna] 

 
how? how many? 

 
imasna 

 
mashna 

 
 

 [ima uɾas] when? ima uras ima pachapi  
 [pitay] who is (s)he? pitai pita pay  
 [maykan] who? (expected 

unfamiliar person) 
maican pi  
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Assimilated Spanish 
Loans (Castellanismos): 
 
Spanish Noun 

 
Dialect Word 

 
Gloss 

 
Previous 
Orthography 

 
Neologism 

 

carro/auto [autu] car autu antawa  
fiesta [ista] party ista raymi  
mesa [misa] table misa pataku  
dueño [dwiɲu] owner duiñu yukpak  
verde [biɾdi] green birdi wailla  
 
Spanish Verb 

 
Dialect Word 

 
Gloss 

 
Previous 
Orthography 

 
Neologism 

 

trabajar [taɾabana] to work tarabana llankana  
bailar [baylana] to dance bailana tushuna  
valer [valina] to cost/be worth valina chanina  
entender [intindina] to understand intindina hamutana  
saltar [saltana] to jump saltana pawana/kushpana  
 
Spanish Adjective 

 
Dialect Word 

 
Gloss 

 
Previous 
Orthography 

 
Neologism 

 

cierto [sieɾtu] true siertu chika  
junto (en pareja) [paɾihu] together pariju kuchu  
corto [kuɾtu] short kurtu kutuk  
barato [baɾatu] cheap baratu pishchanik  
cada [kaɾan] each karan sapan  
      
      
Syntax      
 
Feature 

 
Example 

 
Gloss 

 
Previous 
Orthography 

 
Unified Kichwa Rule 

 
New  
Orthography 

 
Word order: subject, 
verb, complement 

 
[ɲuka ʧaɾini iʃki 
ʧuɾiɾa] 

 
I have two sons 

 
ñuca charini ishcai 
churira 

 
subject, complement, 
verb 

 
ñuka ishkay churita 
charini 
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Suprasegmentals      
 
Feature 

 
Example 

 
Gloss 

 
Previous 
Orthography 

 
Unified Kichwa Rule 

 
 

 
stressed word-final 
syllable 

 
[paktatˈʃin] 

 
he/she arrives 

 
pactachin 

 
stress invariably on 
penultimate syllable 

 
paktachin 
[pakˈtatʃin] 



Phonology 

 The phonological differences between Tena dialect and Unified Kichwa listed in 

Table 4.2 appear to have derived from typical regular and sporadic sound changes 

(Campbell 1999) that Kichwa linguists are attempting to reconstruct. As was discussed in 

the previous chapter, much of the outcry over the proposed changes in Unified Kichwa 

has resulted from the introduction of new orthographic forms that are perceived as 

Andean and extraneous. These written changes often carry over into speech in language 

education settings and public oratory performances in Tena, resulting in inconsistent 

mixtures of distinct dialect and Unified Kichwa phonetic systems in spoken language.  

 As one DIPEIB-N administrator (referred to as “DA,” below) reiterated, the ideal 

of writing in Unified Kichwa while maintaining spoken dialect forms is central to 

language planning in Napo, but it is a plan that has been difficult to institute: 

DA: Algo básico es manejar lo nuestro, dominar el idioma nuestro. No en la 
forma escrita [...] sino en forma verbal, en forma de diálogo, en forma de 
conversación. Es lo que nos importa. Entonces el nivel de grafía unificada, 
es que, estamos usando mal. Nosotros [...] o sea, algunas personas que 
escriben la unificada y pronuncian tal como está escrito. Allí es el problema. 
Nosotros, en cambio, estamos comunicando que, vea, vamos a manejar el 
dialecto. Vamos a manejar. Conocer y manejar el dialecto. E igual, vamos a 
conocer el Kichwa Unificado. Ya. De allí, como norma general, hemos 
dicho vamos a escribir, o en la escritura vamos a unificarnos. Pero al nivel 
escrito, vamos a mantener nuestro dialecto.  

M: En el nivel hablado. 
DA: En el nivel hablado vamos a mantenerlo. 
 
DA: Something basic is to command that which is ours, to control our language. 

Not in written form [...] but in verbal form, in the form of dialogue, in the 
form of conversation. That is what matters to us. So at the level of unified 
writing, it’s that, we are using it poorly. We [...] I mean, some people are 
writing in Unified [Kichwa] and pronouncing just as it is written. There is 
the problem. We, on the other hand, are sending the message that, look, we 
will command dialect. We will command it. Know and command dialect. 
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And equally, we will know Unified Kichwa. Okay. From there, as a general 
rule, we have said we will write, or in writing we will unify. But at the 
written level, we will maintain our dialect. 

M: At the spoken level. 
DA: At the spoken level we will maintain it.  

 
As this principle of Kichwa education becomes repeatedly ignored by students, speech 

performers and even educators who transmute new orthography into speech, Unified 

Kichwa opponents contend that local speech is being contaminated by foreign sounds.  

 

Devoicing 

 The categorical devoicing of obstruent phonemes /p/ /t/ and /k/, following Unified 

Kichwa orthography, is a particular source of contention. Many Tena dialect speakers see 

stop-devoicing as a growing, objectionable sound change that typifies the stiff staccato of 

highland Kichwa. As Speaker 26 (female, age 38) complained, 

Nosotros no queremos ese idioma con el que la aumentan el ta-ta-ta, el, el ma-ka-
ta-ka, no sé que.  
 
We don’t want that language that spreads the ta-ta-ta, the, the ma-ka-ta-ka, I 
don’t know what. 
 

Consonant devoicing, which also notably includes the devoicing of post-nasal affricate 

[ʤ] to /ʧ/, is seen as symptomatic of the close-mouthed, curtness of highland Kichwa 

cultures, which are anathema to Amazonian warmth and informality, typified by “clear” 

fluid speech, as described by Speakers 13, 14, and 15 (all female, ages 34, 24, and 23, 

respectively): 

S13: El Unific- en la sierra hablan así, pero en cambio serranos son, o sea hablan 
muy cerrado. 
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S15: M’m.  
S13: [[Muy cerrado            ]]  
S14: [[Hablan con la boca-]] 
S15: Y rapidito así.  
S14: También es rápido.  
S13: Y hablan “pshpshpshpsh.” No sé, es [todo] termina con ese. En cambio de 

nosotros es más cla:ro.  
S14: Más entendible.  
 
S13: Unifi- in the highlands they speak like that, but on the other hand 

highlanders are, I mean they speak very closed. 
S15: Mhm. 
S13: [[Very closed                             ]] 
S14: [[They speak with their mouths-]] 
S15: And very quickly like that.  
S14: It’s also very quick. 
S13: And they speak “pshpshpshpsh.” I don’t know, [everything] ends with an s. 

On the contrary ours is clea:rer.  
S14: More understandable.  

  

It is interesting to note Speaker 13’s common conflation of written Unified Kichwa, 

which was the lead-in subject of the conversation in which the above speech sample 

occurred, with highland Kichwa speech in her false start “Unific-” which is corrected to 

“en la sierra.” The characterization of highland Kichwas as cold and relatively close-

mouthed mirrors common lowland imagery of highland Spanish speakers in Ecuador, 

who are similarly described as relatively close-mouthed as a result of their tendency to 

reduce and delete unstressed Spanish vowels. As the consonant-reducing, “open-

mouthed” pronunciations of coastal Spanish speakers are contrastively associated with 

their relative social “warmth” and relaxed attitude, Amazonian Kichwas similarly 

contrast themselves with close-mouth highland Kichwas, portraying Amazonians as 

hospitable, colloquial Kichwas who speak a decidedly “clearer” variety of Kichwa.  
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 Contrary to popular conflations of Unified Kichwa with some imaginary highland 

dialect though, Catta (1994) notes that voiced obstruents b d and g have been part of the 

phonetic systems of Kichwas throughout all regions of Ecuador for at least two centuries 

(9). Nevertheless, many Tena Kichwas continue to indexically link Unified Kichwa 

orthography, under which all voiced and voiceless allophones of these stops are reduced 

to graphemes p t and k, to highland phonetic systems. According to Silverstein’s (2003) 

schemata, a first-order indexical relationship has been established in Tena between stop-

devoicing and the “highland” origins of new orthography. An overlapping second-order 

indexical relationship is taking shape between stop-devoicing and disfavored highland 

practices, such as stilted, closed-mouth speech, and a perceived attitude of superiority. 

Apparent stop-devoicing in an inappropriate social context (i.e. outside of the classroom 

or a formal gathering) thereby becomes policed by dialect advocates, as it is often 

received as a signal of a speaker’s immodest display of formal Kichwa education or 

assent with highland cultural hegemony.    

 

Deletion 

 Other phonological idiosyncrasies of the Tena dialect of Kichwa are similarly 

indexicalized as signs of lowland informality and unpretentiousness, as opposed to the 

contrived speech of those educated in the “highland” Unified Kichwa variety. Many Tena 

Kichwa speakers interviewed who had not been educated in bilingual schools were 

unaware of the types of sound deletions listed in Table 4.2 that continue to occur in their 

dialect through sporadic apocope, syncope, aphaeresis and hapology. Contrasting Unified 
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Kichwa forms that contain reconstructed sound combinations are often dismissed as 

foreign-sounding, superfluous “inventions.” The adding of the phoneme /k/ to the 

common Tena Kichwa verb ana, or “to be,” was an example of such a reconstruction that 

was the source of much dispute in my own conversations with Tena Kichwa speakers. 

Some insisted that the Unified Kichwa form kana, which is still common in various 

highland and lowland dialects and has been adopted in the speech of many bilingual 

educators, was simply not a real Kichwa word. Others who had previously heard this 

variant viewed it as an example of Unified Kichwa planners’ penchant for needlessly 

adding k graphemes to various words, and of their tendency to invent new words simply 

“de ganas” (“for fun”). Some regular sound changes, such as Unified Kichwa’s 

reintroduction of word final nasals and word-final /k/, which are categorically deleted in 

Tena dialect, were similarly seen as extra, unnecessary sounds that contrasted with local 

dialect, which is “una lengua muy económica” (“a very economical language”). Even 

some dialect advocates who were educated in Unified Kichwa reiterated this idea of the 

natural “economy” of local dialect versus the phonological excesses of Unified Kichwa. 

By way of second-order indexicality, such “extra” sounds become exemplary of the 

contrived, unnatural feel of Unified Kichwa and the perceived phoniness of those who 

write and speak it.  

 

Epenthesis and Metathesis  

 Epenthesis, particularly the sporadic diphthongizing of /u/ to /aw/, is an 

interesting exception to the perceived comparative “economy” of Tena Kichwa dialect. 
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The interchanging of /u/ and /aw/ in third-person plural verb forms was often mentioned 

by Tena Kichwas as an example of a feature that made the Tena Kichwa dialect unique. 

This feature did not fall into the category of superfluous adding of sounds for these 

speakers, who viewed the diphthongal variant rather as a single vowel sound that had 

developed naturally through speech practice.  

 Localized metathesis is similarly ideologized as a local innovation that sets the 

Tena dialect apart from neighboring varieties. Examples of metathesis were in fact some 

of the most commonly cited features of local speech identity. When asked how Tena 

Kichwas speak differently from their Kichwa neighbors, one of the most frequent 

illustrations was their pronunciation of the local word for “tree” as yura, in contrast to 

Kichwas from nearby Archidona who say ruya. Similar examples abounded in 

conversations about the distinctness of local dialect, as emblems of lowland-internal 

heterogeneity that were under threat by the homogenizing projects of language planners.   

 

Spanish phoneme borrowing  

 Besides the increasing adoption of Spanish phonemes /e/ and /o/ in assimilated 

Spanish loan words (discussed in the following chapter), an interesting ongoing sound 

change occurring in the local Kichwa variety that was not commonly cited by Tena 

Kichwas is the transference of certain Spanish phonemes into the Kichwa speech of 

bilinguals. As Campbell (1999) notes, language contact situations have been known to 

cause shifts in native sounds toward approximations of sounds in neighboring languages 

(73-74). Whereas a number of studies of language contact in Ecuador have highlighted 
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various forms of two-way lexical, morphological and syntactic borrowings between 

Spanish and varieties of Kichwa (Haboud 1998; Muysken 1981, 1986; Gomez Rendón 

2008), descriptions of Spanish phonological influence on Kichwa pronunciation are much 

less comprehensive. In his phonetic classification of general Ecuadorian Kichwa, Catta 

(1994) notes that the phoneme /r/ can range between an alveolar variant similar to that 

represented by “simple Spanish r” and a palatal variant, “producing almost a zh,” 

particularly in repeated r-initial syllables (e.g. “rinrin” [“ear”] > “rinzhin”). This 

palatalized /r/ appears to be a result of cross-borrowing between highland Kichwa and 

highland Spanish and is frequently realized in Spanish allophone [ž] in r-initial syllables. 

 In addition to [ž], the Tena Kichwa /r/ phoneme is also sporadically realized as 

alveolar trill [r]. Alveolar tap [ɾ] is nearly categorical in Kichwa language discourse in 

Tena. But the production of these two borrowed allophones does occur occasionally in 

the speech of Kichwa-Spanish bilinguals, typically nearby brief instances of code-

switching into Spanish language. Mirroring the age-graded use of [ž] as an Ecuadorian 

allophone of Spanish /r/, which appears to be falling out of use among younger Spanish 

speakers in Tena (discussed in detail in the following chapter), older bilinguals appear to 

more frequently use the [ž] variant in bilingual speech than younger bilinguals, who 

appear to prefer trilled [r] in the infrequent instances of /r/ allophone borrowing. In any 

case, there does appear to be a shift toward use of Spanish-influenced allophones for  

Kichwa /r/, especially in Kichwa language media and performances, which could be a 

possible subject for future study of language contact in the region.       
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Morphology 

 Morphological substitutions brought about by grammatical prescription are a 

constant source of confusion for Unified Kichwa learners and uneducated audiences. 

While the maintenance of multiple spoken phonemes and allophones is ideally supported 

under the rubric of Unified Kichwa, new morphemes can potentially replace old ones in 

very overt and perceptible ways. And while new phonetic pronunciations are treated as 

stylistically alien and are associated with devalued cultural stereotypes, new morphemes 

may further cause semantic obfuscation and communication breakdown. As a result, 

introduced morphemes are often vehemently rejected as meaningless sound objects and 

offered as examples of the sort of new language that dialect speakers “do not 

understand,” as Speaker 26 (female, age 38) complained: 

Nosotros no queremos ese [...] a:::h rikushpa, ni sé, kishpa. Yo digo, yo no digo 
“rikushpa,” digo “rikuwka,” “rikuwkanchi” [...] A veces no se les entiende lo que 
hablan.  
 
We don’t want that [...] u:::h rikushpa [“seeing”], I don’t know, kishpa [non-
word]. I say, I don’t say “rikushpa,” I say “rikuwka” [“was seeing”] [...] 
Sometimes it is unintelligible what they are speaking.  
 

In calling attention to the Unified Kichwa gerund-marking morpheme -SHPA- (riku-shpa) 

and the Tena dialect progressive infix -W- (riku-w-ka), Speaker 26 is actually conflating 

two distinct types of tense/aspect marking, as the dialect equivalent of Unified Kichwa, -

SHPA- is actually -SHA- (see Table 4.2). Nevertheless, in her protest of this foreign 

introduction, she does demonstrate both an awareness of morphemic change and a 

specific aversion to the opacity of new morphemes that have the potential to render 

common words “unintelligible.” I will return to this point, below.   
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 Many of the phonological idiosyncrasies found in local Tena dialect mentioned 

above also occur within morphemes, namely voicing of /p/ /t/ and /k/ in certain contexts 

as well as sound deletions, epenthesis and metathesis. The morphemic features listed in 

Table 4.2, however, are changes that are isolated to specific morphemes; in other words, 

the sound changes that occur in these contexts do not occur in all similar sound 

combinations across spoken dialect.  

 

-RA and -Y 

 The first two morphemic features listed in Table 4.2 are unique to Amazonian 

dialects of Kichwa (Muysken 2000b). The weakening of the /t/ in the accusative case 

marking suffix -TA to -[ɾa] in post-vocalic position is often cited by Tena dialect speakers 

as iconic of dialect’s fluid sound pattern, which becomes interrupted and stilted by the 

highland/Unified Kichwa introduction of devoiced stop /t/. Similarly, the re-introduction 

of post-vocalic stop /p/ in the locative suffix -PI, which is realized as -[y] in Tena dialect, 

is often perceived as an awkward, unnatural impediment to speech flow. Muysken (2000) 

believes that /t/ weakening and /p/ deletion in these cases could signify an extension of 

the voicing of consonants /p/ /t/ /k/, phenomena that are centuries old in highland 

Ecuadorian Kichwa varieties. Nevertheless, Tena Kichwas see -[ɾa] and -[y] as distinctly 

local sounds. 
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Other Morphemes  

 The rest of the Tena Kichwa morphemes and Unified Kichwa substitutions listed 

in table 4.2 were examples that were commonly cited in metalinguistic conversations, 

including my own informal education into spoken and written Kichwa in Tena. Some of 

the distinctions represent simple morpheme-specific sound changes, such as the deletion 

of /k/ in the pluralizing suffix -KUNA and syllable deletion in the projective suffix -

NKAPAK to -NKAJ, while others, like the substitution of -RASHA for -RAYKU and 

progressive infix -W- for -KU- represent entirely distinct morphemes. Others still, such as 

affective -CHU and disjunctive -CHARI involve innovative semantic reinterpretations of 

morphemes that exist in both spoken dialect and Unified Kichwa. Some morphemic 

changes, such as unifier -S in Tena dialect represent features that are unique to 

Amazonian Kichwa dialects (Catta 1994), while others appear to be extensions of sound 

changes that are occurring in Kichwa dialects throughout Ecuador.  

 Many Tena Kichwas who have not been educated in Unified Kichwa grammar are 

not aware of the specific morphemic prescriptions it proposes, and their inexplicable 

introduction into the speech of bilingual students and public media representatives is 

often a primary source of protests about spoken Unified Kichwa’s “unintelligibility.” 

Unlike the phonetic changes listed above, wholesale morphemic substitutions are very 

rarely talked about by Tena Kichwas as an isolable or “segmentable” set of language 

changes. In fact, speaker 26’s above comment on her aversion to -SHPA- represents one of 

very few instances where a speaker made specific reference to a morphemic change in a 

metalinguistic interview. It is also important to note that Speaker 26, like the few other 
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speakers that made pointed reference to morphemic changes, had at one time received 

formal education in Unified Kichwa through an adult literacy course in Tena, in 

preparation to become a bilingual teacher. For those that have not received formal 

Kichwa literacy training and have not learned to systematically isolate and substitute 

dialect morphemes with Unified ones, morphemic substitutes tend to be unrecognizable.  

 This apparent lack of morphological abstraction could have been partially 

conditioned by the discursive context of ethnographic interviews, which were designed 

for bringing about conversational elicitation of metalinguistic commentary rather than for 

systematic, cooperative linguistic analysis. However, other authors have noted a similarly 

apparent lack of consciousness of morphological structure on the part of native speakers 

of other agglutinative indigenous languages. Most famously, Mithun (1979, 1990, 2001) 

has long discussed the difficulties of eliciting native agglutinative language speakers’ 

analysis of morphological and grammatical rules in linguistic fieldwork. Looking 

specifically at morphological consciousness, Mithun (1979) reports that for Mohawk, 

“speakers could not begin to interpret underlying forms from this level, even after 

concentrated effort at memorization of the basic shapes of morphemes. Neither could 

they begin to write at this level. The task was completely hopeless” (347). This was true, 

according to Mithun, even for Mohawk-speaking language teachers who believed that 

morhological analysis was crucial to to the creation of effective language lesson plans. 

Mohawk has been noted for its remarkable morphological complexity by Mithun, which 

most likely holds true even vis-à-vis other agglutinative indigenous languages like 

Ecuadorian Kichwa, which appears transparent by comparison. Nevertheless, it seems 
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that for Tena Kichwas, aspects of morphemic structure are not easily abstracted and may 

be laregly unconcsious. As a result, new Unified Kichwa constructions that contain 

altered morphemes are commonly conceptualized by dialect speakers as analogous to 

new lexemes, discussed below, as semantically opaque replacements or foreign “words,” 

rather than as inserted new “sounds.”  

   

Lexicon 
 
 The project of purging Spanish loans from local Kichwa lexicon has already been 

discussed in the previous chapter, and the implications of the observable, segmentable 

transformations it causes are somewhat obvious. Here, “pragmatic salience” (Errington 

1985) is undeniable, as nearly all Tena Kichwas I interacted with were aware of and 

maintained a coherent evaluative stance toward new lexemes. Certain local lexemes 

though, including some terms that have been adapted from Spanish and others that appear 

to be local Kichwa innovations, remain central to the controversial debate over dialect 

unification.  

 By far the most talked about Unified Kichwa lexeme in ethnographic interviews 

was the term mashi, which can be glossed as “friend” or “companion.” In the educational 

setting, mashi is a relational identifier that has been adopted into regular use by bilingual 

teachers and administrators in order to refer to each other, to their students and to any 

external professional affiliates or colleagues, including foreign linguistic researchers such 

as myself. More recently, mashi has also been appropriated by Kichwa-language news 

anchors and public oratory performers to mean not only “friend” or “companion,” but 
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also “co-presenter.” Many dialect defenders feel that the more semantically ambiguous 

substitute wawki, which literally translates to “brother” in Unified Kichwa dictionaries, is 

a more inclusive, and therefore more useful, term that has long been employed to refer to 

any type of companion or close acquaintance, as Speaker 2 (male, age 52) explained:        

Nosotros decimos, al amigo nosotros decimos wawki. Pero nos imponen y nos 
dicen que amigo quiere decir mashi [...] Para nosotros con wawki estoy diciendo a 
mi propio hermano, estoy diciendo a mi vecino, estoy diciendo a mi amigo. A 
ellos les estoy diciendo wawki. Con una sola palabra, yo doy muchos, muchas 
definiciones. Y hago la relación, o sea, la relación lingüística [...] entre la palabra 
y la imagen, los relacionan ese sentido. Con una sola palabra los relacionan con 
diferentes imágenes [...] Pero de pronto dicen el mashi. “No, el mashi es la 
palabra correcta para decir el amigo.” Pero ese vocabulario no existe en mi [...] es 
un vocabulario extraño. ¿De dónde vino? De la sierra.  
 
We say, for friend we say wawki. But they impose upon us and they say that friend 
means mashi [...] For us with wawki I am speaking to my own brother, I am 
speaking to my neighbor, I am speaking to my friend. To them I am saying wawki. 
With only one word, I give many, many definitions. And I make the relationship, I 
mean, the linguistic relationship [...] between the word and the image, this 
meaning relates them. With only one word they are related with different images 
[...] But suddenly they say mashi. “No, mashi is the correct word for saying 
friend.” But this vocabulary does not exist in my [...] it’s a foreign vocabulary. 
Where did it come from? From the highlands. 
 

For many Tena Kichwas, mashi has become not only an alien term that restricts the 

referential potential of the more inclusive wawki, it has also developed into a sort of 

honorific that implies a certain measure of social distance between speaker and referent 

interlocutor. Adult Unified Kichwa students and learners of Kichwa as a second-language 

often refer to their teachers as “Mashi [name],” and teachers refer to their students in 

kind. Kichwa-speaking colleagues similarly refer to each other as mashi in professional 

settings. Wawki is used by dialect supporters as a contrastingly informal term that implies 

affection and closeness between speaker and referent. As evidence of this reactionary 
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reinterpretation of affective wawki in opposition to honorific mashi, on more than one 

occasion I found that some acquaintances would refer to me as mashi when in a ritualized 

or professional setting and wawki in their homes, as well as mashi when sober and wawki 

when inebriated.  

 The choice to use mashi versus wawki in a variety of social contexts has become 

so ideologized that each term has become practically emblematic, even metonymic of a 

particular political stance. Bilingual administrators are cometimes referred to as “Los 

mashis” by bilingual education outsiders, and mimicked with stiff gestures and formal, 

ritualized speech in mocked interactions (discussed in detail in Chapter 6). Wawki, on the 

other hand, is often self-consciously reserved for situations of casual interaction in order 

to signal shared socialization rather than political or professional affiliation.  

 The same can be said of pagarachu (lit. “Much repayment [to you]”), the 

Spanish-influenced dialect form of “thank you” or “much obliged,” which is being 

replaced by yupaychani (lit. “I am grateful”) in the speech of Kichwa language educators, 

students and public orators. As yupaychani is commonly repeated in the closings of both 

memorized and improvised speeches of Kichwa beauty queens, student orators, bilingual 

education administrators and Kichwa news anchors, it was often referenced by 

interviewees as another constituent example of a contrived, ceremonious register that 

indexes esoteric knowledge and lacks local meaning, as Speaker 9 (female, age 45) 

attested:    

Ahora dicen eso de yupaychani. Yo no sé que quiere decir. Y yo, desde que 
conozco, desde que he nacido, o sea, que he oído, yupaychani, no sé que quiere 
decir [...] [Son] unas palabras medio raras que uno no se entiende, no sé que, de 
donde lo habrán sacado. M’m. Esas cosas no son, no tienen nada que ver con lo 
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que, no sé de donde sacaron [...] La bilingüe, hablan palabras que uno nunca se ha 
oído. Entonces, mejor a uno le confunde. 
 
Now they say this yupaychani. I don’t know what it means. And I, as far as I 
know, since I was born, I mean, as I know it, yupaychani, I don’t know what it 
means [...] [These are] strange words that one doesn’t understand, I don’t know 
what, from where they got them. Mhm. Those things are not, they have nothing to 
do with the, I don’t know where they got them from [...] Bilingual education 
[administrators], they say words that no one has heard. So, really they just 
confuse people.   
 

Examples of similarly politicized lexical substitutions abounded in ethnographic 

conversations and interviews in Tena. While some dialect defenders dismiss Unified 

Kichwa neologisms as meaningless inventions, others express outright panic that their 

language is being displaced by the larkish pursuits of highland-orienting linguists. If left 

unchecked, many Tena Kichwas believe, such language transformations could potentially 

wipe out entire inventories of local terminology and thereby cultural knowledge, 

effectively dissolving the protected boundaries between highland and lowland Kichwa 

identities. Most importantly, transformation could conceivably spread to local ecological 

and mythological lexica, which are both highly developed (see Orr and Wrisely 1965) 

and irreplaceably Amazonian.  

 Responding to this panic, much of the work on language preservation in Tena is 

devoted to cataloguing and socializing local lexemes into public audiences, through 

publicly distributed vocabularies and word lists, DIPEIB-N instructional videos (see 

Figure 4.2, below), urban handicraft and gastronomy exhibitions and periodic 

presentations in the “culture” sections of local newspapers and magazines.  
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Figure 4.2. Screenshots from DIPEIB-N instructional video on Napo Kichwa culture (in 
DIPEIB-N 2009). 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

DIPEIB-N administrators are well aware of the displacing and erasing power of Unified 

Kichwa dictionaries. As they are almost exclusively Kichwas who were born and raised 

in Napo communities, even the most dedicated Unified Kichwa supporters among them 

recognize the need for parallel preservation of local lexicon, as one administrator 

explained:   

El consejo de la lengua Kichwa, los lingüistas que han escrito los materiales, 
libros, folletos, ellos han dicho por pura razón lingüística, sin considerar la parte 
sociológica, la parte cultural, la parte histórica, ni la parte geográfica, no? Que  
[...] cada grupo tiene sus diferencias, por ejemplo. Entonces ha habido una, hasta 
cierto punto, una imposición. Pero hoy nosotros hemos planteado a nivel nacional. 
Bueno, vamos a perder un montón de riqueza, de la ecología, de la naturaleza, 

Karabatu y Chonta Kuru Maytu 
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algunos significados que de eso nos vivimos nosotros. Entonces, en el campo de 
la ecología, de la naturaleza, vamos a mantener tanto en la parte oral como en la 
escrita, el dialecto. Entonces esa, esa va a ser también una, una misión de trabajo 
de los supervisores del que estamos aquí.   
 
The council of the Kichwa language, the linguists that have written the materials, 
books, pamphlets, they have spoken for purely linguistic reasons, without 
considering the sociological part, the cultural part, the historical part, nor the 
geographical part, right? That [...] each group has its differences, for example. 
So there has been an, to a certain point, an imposition. But today we have planted 
ourselves at the national level. Well, we are going to lose a mountain of wealth, of 
ecology, of nature, some meanings that we live by. So, in the field of ecology, of 
nature, we are going to maintain as much in the oral part as in the written, in 
dialect. So that, that is also going to be a, a mission of work of the supervisors 
that are here.    

 

Syntax and Prosody 
 
 Syntactic differences between spoken Tena dialect and Unified Kichwa were 

hardly salient in metalinguistic interviews. The few discussions that occurred regarding 

the two phenomena listed in Table 4.2 were almost exclusively with language educators 

who had received substantial formal education in Unified Kichwa. The single syntactic 

phenomenon that these educators mentioned was the sporadic reordering of subject, verb 

and complement in a pattern that reflected Spanish syntax. While Muysken (1986, 2000b) 

argues that the syntax of Lowland Ecuadorian Kichwa shows virtually no Spanish 

influence, the prescribed rule of verb-final clauses is occasionally broken by Tena 

Kichwa bilinguals, who use subject, verb, complement constructions, possibly derived 

from their knowledge of Spanish. 

 A prosodic feature of Tena Kichwa dialect that has not received any previous 

attention is the frequent shift of stress from the penultimate syllable of a word, the 

prescribed categorical rule, to the final syllable in third-person singular verbs marked by 
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the suffix -N (i.e. ending in the phoneme /n/). It should be noted that final syllable stress 

is also regular in Tena Kichwa dialect in the post-vocalic locative suffix -Y (as in [tuˈnay] 

“in Tena,” [waˈsiː] “at home/in the house” and [yaˈkuy] “in the water”), but this appears 

to be a preservation of the stress that would have fallen on the vowel preceding the 

syllable -PI in earlier proto-Kichwa forms (now reconstructed as tunapi, wasipi and 

yakupi, respectively, in Unified Kichwa orthography). The frequent stressing of word-

final syllables in verbs ending in /n/, as in the popular Tena municipal government slogan 

“Ushito paktachin” [uʃito paktaˈtʃin] “Ushito [the mayoral mascot] complies,” on the 

other hand, appears to be a local innovation, the origin of which is unclear.  

 

Language Change in Progress 

 Despite calls made by linguistic anthropologists, at least since Silverstein (1979) 

and more pointedly by Schieffelin, Woolard, and Kroskrity (1998) and their contributors, 

to recognize the dialectical relationship between language ideologies and linguistic 

structure, Woolard (2008) criticizes recent anthropological works for focusing almost 

solely on the connections between ideologies and social relations. “The links between 

linguistic ideologies and linguistic forms, and particularly the effects of the former on the 

latter,” Woolard argues, “have been relatively slighted in recent years” (436). A renewed  

attention to linguistic form and practice in studies of language ideology, she asserts, can 

potentially be achieved through a turn to sociolinguistic explanations of language change.  

 Combining an ethnographic approach to local social relations, politics, language 

ideologies and metalinguistic behavior with systematic analysis of specific linguistic 
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variables and related social categories can indeed help linguistic anthropologists get at the 

processes of language change in situ and in progress. Variation, change and heteroglossia 

are often presupposed in situations of language contact, even within those singular 

constructs that are often conceptualized as “unitary” languages by their speakers. But 

retrograde analysis of established language change and a reliance on highly developed 

metalinguistic discourses can only get analysts so far in their understandings of the kinds 

of pressures that ideologies and social attitudes exact on specific linguistic forms. 

Operationalizing theories of language object-ification, language ideolog-ization and 

language dialog-ization in specific ethnographic moments, on the other hand, brings 

process to the foreground and can assist in the recuperation of the complex matrices of 

social forces that act on language, forces that are often taken for granted as below the 

threshold of perception and analysis.          

 Language objectification and dialogization will be the subject of subsequent 

chapters in this dissertation. In this chapter, however, I have focused on the processes of 

ideologization that drive micro-level linguistic change in Kichwa varieties in Tena. As I 

have already suggested above, Silverstein’s (2003) orders of indexicality provide an apt 

model for examining the semiotic work being done by Tena Kichwas’ in their 

associations of linguistic forms with particular kinds of speakers, as well as the 

“politically and morally loaded cultural construal” of such associations with “intentional 

content or meaning” (Woolard 2008:438). The case for the indexicalization of specific 

phonological variables with associated highland and highland-oriented speakers and the 

second-order indexicalization, or iconization (Irvine and Gal 2000; later renamed 
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“rhematization” in Gal 2005), of distinct Unified Kichwa phonemes as representative of 

unwanted excess and supercilious behavior, has already been made above. Such indexical 

linkages between elitist immoderation are also logically transferable to Tena dialect 

defenders’ attitudes toward Unified neologisms and syntactic prescriptions.  

 The case of Unified Kichwa morphemes is not entirely analogous to either 

phonological/orthographic shifts or lexical substitutions, however, but examining their 

particular role in the process of language standardization can help illuminate aspects of 

all of these parallel processes of language change. Knowledge of the meanings and 

functions of Kichwa morphemes is integral to command of this agglutinative language. 

Abstract knowledge of Kichwa morphemes as a constituent class of linguistic signs, 

though, is in no way a prerequisite for speaking or understanding Kichwa. Most Tena 

dialect speakers, in fact, have not had access to the kinds of linguistic or second-language 

acquisition training that might facilitate such intellectual abstractions. Writing on the 

morphological complexity of Mohawk, Mithun (1979) similarly notes that, “one could 

never be an effective or even acceptable speaker without controlling the productive 

morphological processes of the language” (347). She submits, though, that for 

agglutinative languages like Mohawk, and perhaps by implication Kichwa too, “The 

distinction of phonologically and morphologically conditioned rules does not appear to 

be reflected in a sharp difference in psychological reality, if this is to be judged in terms 

of accessibility of competence” (348).  

 But although dialect morphemes may not frequently rise to metalinguistic 

consciousness as an isolable set of linguistic identifiers, as they almost never did in 
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metalinguistic interviews, they do demonstrate their “pragmatic salience” (Errington 

1985) in the habitual speech of Tena Kichwas. More specifically, they do so each time an 

encounter with an introduced Unified Kichwa morpheme contributes to an uneducated 

speaker’s overall a sense of communication breakdown between old and new varieties, 

and their reinterpretation of Unified Kichwa as “foreign” and “unintelligible.” These new 

morphemic constructions can create semantic opacity for uneducated interlocutors and 

thus they are often lumped together by speakers with new lexemes, as unidentifiable, 

singular sound objects, like unknown “words.”  

 On the other hand, certain morpheme-specific sound changes that are already 

semantically transparent, such as the devoicing of -RA to -TA and the reintroduction of 

phoneme /p/ in locative suffix -PI amount to what many speakers see as stylistic 

alterations in pronunciation or “accent,” and they do not carry with them major structural 

or semantic alterations. Even though these new sounds may be explicitly devalued, they 

are nevertheless accessible and intelligible even to uneducated Tena Kichwas and are 

finding their way into speech in public media where dialect and Unified Kichwa are 

becoming increasingly mixed.  

 Like other types of phonological change, these morpheme-specific sound changes 

therefore have the potential to enter into all Tena Kichwas’ experiential models for 

speech production, especially as exposure to the speech performances of literate Kichwa 

speakers increases through urban, Kichwa-language media. Distinct dialect morphemes, 

on the other hand, such as the unifier suffix -S, which do not closely resemble their 

Unified Kichwa counterparts (-PASH, in this case), appear to demonstrate a relatively high 
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degree of inertia in the process of changing in the direction of Unified Kichwa, 

particularly in the speech of older Tena Kichwas. Making such wholly new morphemic 

constructions semantically transparent to dialect speakers necessitates the kind of 

translation work that occurs through literacy education, which so far remains restricted to 

young bilingual education students and adult bilingual educators.    

 The fate of Amazonian lexicon for local flora, fauna, gastronomy and 

mythological discourses, which has come to signify a unique relationship between Tena 

Kichwas and their Amazonian environment and thus iconify a territorial identity, is a 

constant, overt preoccupation for both sides of the standardization debate. Such 

perceptual salience and practically unanimous interest in the safeguarding of this set of 

distinctively Amazonian language forms may give them a unique staying power, even as 

other, less threatening changes take hold. Similarly, Castellanismos, like Spanish-

influenced orthographies, have become ideologized as historically and ethnically 

“authentic.” In opposition to standard forms, they have become structurally iconic of 

local bilingualism and interethnic contact, so effectively Kichwa-ized that their 

association with Spanish domination has been subordinated by their importance as non-

highland, non-artificial forms.  

 Besides internal linguistic changes that Tena Kichwa dialect has been undergoing 

for centuries, those that have distinguished it from highland Kichwa varieties and proto-

Kichwa forms, language change in Tena is thus also subject to multiple external social 

forces. As Milroy (2004) has pointed out, “local social factors operate as constraints on 

changes driven by internal factors. If the local social boundaries set in place by 
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ideological processes weaken or disappear, language-internal changes can take their 

course, uninhibited by local ideologies” (171, cited in Woolard 2008).  

 In the case of Tena Kichwa dialect, the primary external force constraining 

language change is the proposed project of standardization, combined with literacy 

acquisition, which has introduced new language forms and led to the oppositional 

ideologization of existing forms through semiotic processes of indexicalization and 

iconization. As Unified Kichwa features are spread through educational contexts and 

continuously repeated in new genres of speech performance, they are becoming 

enregistered (Agha 2004, 2005) in Tena as types of learned, ritualistic and formalistic 

speech. At the same time, writers and speakers of Unified Kichwa are being constantly 

evaluated by speakers on both sides of the standardization debate, loading these features 

of speech with tropic moral and political intentions that become transferred onto entire 

categories of speech and entire types of social personae by way of second-order 

indexicality.  

 Certain introduced language forms have begun to take hold of popular speech 

through both simple processes of repetition and semantic convenience. They also increase 

in popularity as bilingual education and literacy continue to spread, a process that has the 

potential to eventually weaken the social boundaries between literate and non-literate 

Kichwas. This does appear to be happening, to some extent, especially through adult 

education in Unified Kichwa, which has led to the informal teaching of standard grammar 

and orthography by adult Kichwas to children in family and community settings. As 

Speaker 19 (female, age 25) recounted, learning “Kichwa” at home these days may imply 
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learning not only to speak, but also to read and write:     

Mi papá es profesor [...] Trabajaba en la Dirección Bilingüe y el escribía libros en 
Kichwa. Y como, como personal de, de ir, de la Dirección Bilingüe, tenía la 
obligación de que nosotros, como hijas primero, empezar es de la casa enseñarnos 
Kichwa [...] de allí nosotros fuimos aprendiendo. Mhm. Y de allí, como él era 
también profesor de Kichwa, nos enseñ- me enseñaba la gramática. Entonces allí 
fui aprendiendo a leer, a escribir, y, y a hablar. 
 
My father is a teacher [...] He worked at the Directorate of Bilingual Education 
and he wrote books in Kichwa. And since, as an employee of, of bilingual 
education, he had the obligation to us, as daughters, to begin to teach us Kichwa 
at home [...] from there we learned. Mhm. And from there, since he was also a 
Kichwa teacher, he taught us grammar. So from there I learned to read, to write, 
and, and to speak.  
 

Speaker 20 (male, age 32), another adult Unified Kichwa student, even told of his 

perceived responsibility to pass on the standard Kichwa he has learned to the rest of his 

extended family: 

 S20: Mis suegros, cuando hablan, ellos le hacen el Españolizado. Y le digo, 
“No, esa palabra, esa no es así.” Y dicen, “Y cómo se dice?” Entonces yo 
les digo. [...] Dicen, “Suena, pero no, ah, no sé.” [...] A veces yo les hablo, 
ellos no me entienden y dicen, “Cómo?” Sabe decir “Cómo?” Y les 
explico que en el Unificado tienen mismo significado y es la forma 
correcta de eso. Entonces ellos, mis suegros, o sea, ya se están adaptando 
al nuevo, ya no están usando mucho el, el Españolizado ya. O sea porque 
yo les voy corrigiendo así.  

M: Y a ellos les gusta cuando les corrige? 
S20: O sea, por lo general ellos dicen, dice “Pero ya, está difícil,” dice. O sea, y 

ellos son analfabetos, o sea, no escriben, solo hablan, y está difícil 
aprender nuevo. Pero [...] para entender tienen que ellos adaptarse.  

 
S20: My parents-in-law, when they speak, they Spanish-ize. And I say to 

[them], “No, that word, it’s not like that.” And they say, “And how is it 
said?” So I tell them. [...] They say, “It sounds familiar, but no, uh, I don’t 
know.” [...] Sometimes I speak to them, they don’t understand me and they 
say, “What?” They always say, “What?” And I explain to them that in 
Unified Kichwa they have the same meaning and it is the correct form of 
that. So they, my in-laws, I mean, they are already adapting to the new, 
they are no longer using much the, the Spanish-isms. I mean because I 
continue correcting them like that. 
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M: And do they like it when you correct them? 
S20: I mean, in general they say, they say, “But yeah, it’s difficult,” they say. I 

mean, they are illiterate, that is to say, they don’t write, only speak, and 
it’s difficult to learn new [language]. But [...] to understand they have to 
adapt.  

 
To the majority of Tena Kichwas, this idea of a responsibility to adapt to new norms 

represents a privileged point of view, of those who have both means and desire to educate 

themselves into the new standard. Many Tena Kichwas who do have access to bilingual 

education continue to reject classroom Kichwa while others still believe that more 

effective education can be sought outside of the communities, in urban, Spanish-

monolingual schools.      

 Access to education relates to another major contributor to language change, the 

semantic transparence, or at least perceived transparence of new forms. While small 

phonological changes become emblematic of devalued speech styles, speakers, and out-

group social practices for dialect defenders, they nevertheless are becoming part of their 

speech repertoires through constant repetition in media (examples of which will be 

discussed in detail Chapters 6 and 7). Furthermore, devalued speech styles, or even 

abstract sounds meant to represent a particular out-group “accent” are often co-opted by 

speakers in creative instances of reported speech, imitation and mocking (a subject of 

Chapter 6). The important point here, is that whether or not dialect speakers may 

discursively distance themselves from Unified Kichwa speakers, and vice versa, both 

social groups are apparently capable of commanding the “other’s” speech style, at least to 

a limited phonetic degree, which signals that these “foreign” sounds are already 

embedded in their exemplars for speech production. If social boundaries between these 
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groups do eventually weaken, the transition to a command of new registers will be a 

relatively smooth one on the level of phonology, where semantic transparency is self-

evident. Sociophonetic language ideologies, in this case, will play a significant role in 

determining continued language change either toward or away from Unified Kichwa 

norms. Currently, new phonology is still highly genre-specific and devalued by a 

majority of Tena Kichwas and ideology appears to be applying forceful constraints on the 

adoption of “foreign” accents.  

 Because of their semantic opacity, Unified Kichwa morphemes and lexemes, on 

the other hand, appear to have a relatively low chance of transition into everyday speech 

in Tena compared to phonemes, that is, until bilingual educators are able to achieve their 

ideal of creating a new generation of literate Amazonian Kichwas. If the new standard 

variety achieves wholesale adoption as a spoken variety with its own “native” speakers, 

informal socialization into new lexemes would naturally become more plausible. At 

present, Unified morphology and lexicon remain privileged registers of a small group of 

educated speakers. As evidence of this fact, imitators of Unified Kichwa speakers by 

uneducated Tena Kichwas that incorporate stereotypical “accents” or intonations often 

display clear instances of dysfluency when an attempt is made to voice standard 

morphology and lexicon. In positing internal linguistic change in the form of new 

lexemes and morphemes then, Kichwa language planners’ efforts are doubly “dammed” 

(Woolard 2008) in Tena, by both ideological constraints and the limitations of literacy 

projects, which are restricted and contested even in the communities where they are 

presently active. 
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Conclusion  

 In her call for a re-theorization of situated language change, Woolard (2008) 

outlines a list of explanations for the ways in which linguistic awareness and ideological 

activity motivate iconization that drives linguistic change. She cites frequency, contrast, 

“pragmatic salience” (Errington 1985), strategic mobilization and referent functions of 

language variables as known determinants of iconization and site-specific change. In her 

analysis, she departs from many previous sociolinguistic and language theoretical studies 

in arguing that phonology, in addition to morphology and lexicon, can be a site of 

strategic iconization, particularly in cases where the phonological variable in question is 

poly-referential, i.e. it is both semantically and indexically meaningful. In particular, 

following the work of Eckert (2000) and Mendoza-Denton (2008), she points to a 

uniquely salient set of phonemes that can be used to strategically index stance, 

subjectivity and key cultural themes, especially due to their embedding in culturally- 

loaded lexical items and discourse markers. Like the lexical items and discourse markers 

themselves, certain of these phonological variables are more susceptible to conscious 

adoption, as their uniqueness in the linguistic system permits their isolation and co-

optation in “stereotypic fashion” without much contact with their native speakers (see 

Eckert 2000:216).  

 Phonology is clearly a salient target for semiotic and ideological work for Tena 

Kichwa dialect speakers, whose habitual speech productions are seen to be under threat 

of replacement in the transference of new Kichwa orthographic rules into speech. But this 

unique situation of Tena dialect’s exposure to multiple threats—i.e. its minority status 
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vis-à-vis both Spanish and Unified Kichwa—is also a reason why language change in 

Tena does not fit neatly into such abstract models of ideologization, iconization and 

change.  

 Unlike standard varieties in other contexts, those involving European languages 

for example, Unified Kichwa cannot simply masquerade as the “correct, ” prestigious 

dialect of a living language. So far, Unified Kichwa has no native speakers in Tena and 

therefore all of the ideological work involved in raising its perceived status is part of a 

very overt project of language exhibition and endorsement. Furthermore, the main tools 

for its dissemination, i.e. formal education, urban public performance and burgeoning 

literature are not only unfamiliar to most native Amazonian Kichwas, they are also 

already ideologized as strategies of a dominant, non-indigenous national culture. 

 More importantly, proffering Unified Kichwa as a viable alternative to spoken 

dialect depends upon another new, historically alien project—the objectification of 

language of language and culture. The organic totality of speaking subject and spoken 

language is being ruptured in new ways through codification and first-literacy acquisition 

in Tena. As a result, Tena Kichwas are engaged in complex new semiotic projects that 

posit spoken dialect, Unified Kichwa and new types of speaking personae as completed 

objects whose contrasts become sharpened through repeated appearances in creative 

metalanguage and public media.       

 Because Unified Kichwa is still very new in Tena, this ethnographic setting 

provides a unique site for the exploration of the processes of ideologization, strategic 

appropriation and co-optation of language variables. Attempting to respond to the call 
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made by theorists like Woolard, to theorize why certain linguistic variables become 

iconized, might thus be a premature analytical move in this context, since many dialect 

variables are only recently becoming objectified by Tena Kichwas through their contrasts 

with Unified Kichwa. The complex processes involved in this creative objectification will 

be the subject of the final chapters of this dissertation.          

 For now, I will turn to analysis of Spanish language discourse in Tena, which 

mobilizes another vital set of linguistic resources though which bilingual Tena Kichwas 

creatively form language identities and index political ideologies. As in the case of Tena 

Kichwa, it is clear in Tena Spanish that linguistic ideologies and linguistic practice form 

a dialectical relationship in driving language change.   
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CHAPTER 5. INDIGENOUS TENA SPANISH: INTERLANGUAGE AND ACCENT  
 

Introduction 

 In his survey of Latin American Spanish varieties, Lipski (1994) accounts for 

only highland and coastal dialects in Ecuador, declaring that,  

It is too early for any ‘Amazonian’ dialect of Ecuadorian Spanish to have formed; 
Native Americans living in this region continue to speak Spanish precariously, 
with heavy influence from their native language, while immigrants from Spanish-
speaking regions continue to speak their respective regional varieties of Spanish. 
In time, if the Hispanophone population stabilizes, a representative Amazonian 
dialect will emerge, but, at present, Spanish continues to be an immigrant 
language in this region (249).  
 

Despite the fact that there is currently a large population of adult Kichwas who are fully 

bilingual in Kichwa and Spanish and a growing number of young Kichwas who are 

monolingual Spanish speakers, most Tena Kichwas purportedly still agree with Lipski’s 

latter view, claiming that on the whole, indigenous Amazonians speak “Castellano mal 

hablado” (“bad Spanish,” or “poorly spoken Spanish”). Many feel that the recent spread 

of bilingual education has even exacerbated “bad” Spanish, as Kichwa-speaking 

educators continue to socialize bilingual “interferences” into Kichwa youth, rendering 

them “unable to speak any language correctly.”   

 Despite this widespread dismissal of a viable Spanish dialect of lowland Ecuador, 

there does appear to be an important set of recognized Spanish language features that are 

clustering around local Amazonian, and specifically Amazonian Kichwa, social 

identities. Certain of these forms appear to be results of Kichwa-Spanish language 

contact. Some are continuously repudiated as indexes of poor education among the 

indigenous population, yet they persist across apparent time, appearing to correlate not 
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only with educational histories but also the linked factor of local residence patterns. Other 

Spanish forms that appear to have been influenced by linguistic contact with Kichwa are 

losing their ethnic associations and are becoming enregistered (Agha 2005) as 

emblematic of mainstream lowland alterity.  

 For example, a popular metalinguistic tag line in Tena that reinserts Amazonian 

Spanish into the tripartite geophysical division of highlands, coast and Amazon, is, “En la 

sierra dicen [požo], en la costa dicen [poyo], en el Oriente decimos [poʎo]” (“In the 

highlands they say [požo], [“chicken”], on the coast they say [poyo], in the Amazon, we 

say [poʎo]”). The /ʎ/ phoneme, which also exists in lowland Kichwa, has become 

popularly sanctioned as a defining element of an emergent lowland Spanish dialect. 

Meanwhile, the substitution of tap [ɾ] for trill /rr/, another borrowing from the Kichwa 

phonetic system, has contrastingly become emblematic of the apparent deficits of 

bilingualism and the inadequacy of rural bilingual education. Tap [ɾ] is usually listed first 

among metalinguistic examples of Kichwas speakers’ chronic “confusing” of Kichwa and 

Spanish sounds. 

 As Warren and Jackson (2002) point out, “There is an inherent polyvalence and 

ongoing selectivity in the markers of identity that indigenous groups single out for 

themselves” (9). For Tena Kichwas, the linguistic forms mentioned above are part of an 

identifiable batch of interacting Spanish language features that are selectively 

appropriated as markers of indigeneity, which can be employed as either a badge of 

celebrated local distinctiveness or a benighted, subordinate social position. Here,  

language ideologies again play an important role in selecting for or against local 
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linguistic idiosyncrasies, as attitudes toward bilingualism continuously shift between 

narratives of hybrid cultural wealth and half-bred linguistic deficiency.       

 As non-standard Spanish forms are repeatedly esteemed and rebuked by Tena 

Kichwas, they are increasingly raised to metalinguistic consciousness where they become 

bundled with social identities through creative semiotic work. Macro-social 

developments, such as Tena Kichwas’ increasing access to extra-local education, 

employment and international media, continue to further the spread of supraregional 

standard Latin American Spanish in Tena. But these localized, micro-social acts of 

language objectification and indexicalization are meanwhile exerting their own pressures 

on language change, and they are playing an important role in bringing about a 

recognition and revaluation of local language variation and indigenous alterity.   

 
“Castellano Mal Hablado” 
 
 Interview questions regarding varieties of Spanish in Ecuador were usually met 

with formulaic responses about the characteristic “accents” of serranos versus costeños, 

or of subgroups from particular regions and cities within these two major geographic 

areas. Discussions of Spanish in Amazonia and Napo, however, almost invariably turned 

away from issues of “accent” to discourses of linguistic and educational deficiency, as it 

did with Speaker 12 (female, age 31) below: 

S12: Los Cuencanos hablan medio cantadito. Los de Puyo igual. Costeños [...] les 
comen algunas sílabas. Yo no sé [...] yo creo que, el idioma Español, no 
creo que tiene “dialecto,” sino que son costumbres, serán formas, no sé.  

M: Y cree que hay formas propias de aquí [Tena/Napo]? 
S12: No creo [...] Eso sería [...] mejor dicho, sería [Español] mal hablado [...] O 

sea hay, faltarías de corregirme. O sea, más falta es [...] [se necesita] 
preparar más en idioma Español para hablar correctamente. Eso faltaría. 
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Esas no son formas de dialecto [...] o sea, hablamos mal [...]Yo creo que no 
son, no son dialectos ni costumbres. Yo creo que es mal hablado. Hablamos 
mal el Español.  

 
S12: People from Cuenca speak in a sing-songy way. People from Puyo too. 

Costal people [...] they, they cut out certain syllables. And I don’t know [...] 
I think that, the Spanish language, I don’t think it has “dialect,” but rather 
customs, forms, I don’t know. 

M: And do you think there are forms unique to here [Tena/Napo]? 
S12: I don’t think so [...] That would be [...] better said, that would be poorly 

spoken [Spanish] [...] I mean there are, one fails to correct oneself. I mean, 
it’s more failure [...] [there is a need] to prepare better in the Spanish 
language to speak correctly. This would be a failure. These are not forms of 
dialect [...] I mean, we speak poorly [...] I think they are not, they are not 
dialects or customs, I think it’s poorly spoken. We speak Spanish poorly.      

 
Questions about the uniqueness of the Spanish variety of Spanish-Kichwa bilinguals were 

met with similar responses, like that of Speaker 10 (male, age 41) below:    

M: Otra cosa en que estoy interesado es el Español de los Kichwa hablantes. 
Porque algunos me dicen que tienen su propio estilo, algunas cosas propias 
[...] especialmente los que son bilingües. 

S10: Ahem. El Español, el Español mal hablado. 
M: No mal hablado, sino un estilo de hablar, no? O usted cree que es algo- 
S10: Porque normalmente la gente Kichwa no habla como lo que es un Español 

correcto. Hablamos un poco, como por ejemplo como Kichwa mismo. 
Como, alguna, no es mal hablado sino que es directamente, como tú dices 
[...] Directo, no? Nunca hablamos como, como los de la sierra o de la costa. 
Ellos tienen un diferente acento del Español. 

M: Sí. Por eso pregunto, porque muchos dicen que aquí en Napo, no hay 
dialecto del Español [...] 

S10: La palabra que hablamos es como Español mal hablado [...] la gente que, 
que vienen de allá, ellos dicen “O, tú no hablas muy bien, no pronuncias el r 
bien” o, algunas palabras, “no pronuncias.” Pero es, así hemos aprendido.   

 
M: Another thing that I am interested in is the Spanish of Kichwa speakers. 

Because some people tell me that they have their own style, some of their 
own things [...] especially those who are bilingual. 

S10: Ahem. Spanish, poorly spoken Spanish.  
M: Not poorly spoken, but rather a style of speaking, you know? Or do you 

think that it is something- 
S10: Because normally the Kichwa people don’t speak correct Spanish. We speak 

a bit, like, for example, like as in Kichwa. Like, some, it isn’t poorly spoken 
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but rather it is directly, as you say [...] Direct, you know? We don’t speak 
like, like people from the sierra or the coast. They have a different accent of 
Spanish. 

M: Right. That’s why I am asking, because many people say that here in Napo 
there is no Spanish dialect [...] 

S10: The term that we use is like “badly spoken Spanish,” [...] the people that, 
that come from other places, they say “Oh, you don’t speak very well, you 
don’t pronounce the r well” or “you don’t pronounce some words 
[correctly].” But it’s, that is how we have learned. 

 
According to popular opinion in Tena, not only does the region not have a Spanish 

“dialect” that is analogous to the recognized regional varieties of the Andes and coast, but 

its native inhabitants are still in a period of transition to acceptable command of Spanish 

as a foreign language.  

 Though Ecuador has long been conceptualized in terms of a three-part 

geophysical configuration of Andes, Coast and Amazon, linguists, at least since Toscano 

Mateus’s (1953) comprehensive survey of Ecuadorian Spanish, have traditionally divided 

Ecuadorian Spanish into two “highland” and “coastal” classes. More recent linguistic 

surveys such as that of Lipski (1994) and Fausto (2000) continue to uphold the claim that 

the Amazonian provinces of Ecuador “do not present dialectal variants worthy of 

consideration” (Fausto 2000:7) since their Spanish-speaking inhabitants have always 

been migrant colonizers from the coast and highlands. The contemporary Spanish-

speaking population of the Amazon region, Fausto goes on to say, “have not created or 

developed, in a case that matters to us, new and different linguistic forms that can 

configure another dialectal reality” (2000:8, my translation).  

 Without any specific reference to the Amazon region, Fausto does however note, 

as have many linguists conducting research in Ecuador, the importance of adstratic 
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interrelationships in certain cases where there has been resistance to wholesale adoption 

of the “invading” Spanish language, in which “authentic” bilingual contexts have 

developed (2000:10). The influence of Kichwa as a “vernacular” or “substrate” language 

on highland Ecuadorian Spanish lexicon, syntax, semantics and pragmatics is already 

well documented (e.g. Alvarez Pazos 1985; Escobar 1994; Guevara 1972; Haboud 1998; 

Hurley 1995; Muysken 1979, 1981, 1985). According to Haboud (1998), prolonged 

linguistic contact between Spanish and Kichwa in Andean Ecuador has led to a popular 

Spanish variety that differs considerably from the standard variety used in formal 

education and promoted in Ecuadorian academic institutions, particularly with respect to 

word order, morphosyntax and semantic reanalysis. These effects of contact, she and 

others have argued, have become so widespread that they occur regularly even in the 

language of Spanish monolinguals living in urban areas who have not necessarily been 

directly exposed to Kichwa language in socially-occurring speech. 

 Such academic studies of Ecuadorian Spanish have no doubt contributed to 

popular discourses of dialect variation in Tena that reproduce Ecuador as a country with 

three major geophysical areas but only two notable Spanish dialect regions, with the 

Amazon as a leftover zone of colonization, hybrid indigenous culture and “interlingual” 

Spanish (see Lipski 1994; Selinker 1972). Popular references to linguistic cross-

borrowing between Ecuadorian Spanish and Kichwa often also involve a recycling of 

common lexical and syntactic examples identified by linguists and celebrated by 

monolingual Andean Spanish speakers as folksy reminders of the mestizo nation’s proud 

indigenous roots.  
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 As a result, localized effects of Spanish-Kichwa contact in Ecuadorian Amazonia 

have received little attention from scholars and everyday Spanish speakers. Evidence of 

an Amazonian Kichwa substrate in indigenous Tena Spanish is clear, though most Tena 

Kichwas still see this evidence as a sign of their linguistic incompetence, of their inability 

to transcend what Hill and Hill (1986:97) refer to as the “zone of imperfection,” where a 

degenerate indigenous version of Spanish is produced.  

  

“Indigenous” Tena Spanish, a Sociophonetic Approach 
 
 There were several especially salient Spanish language features that emerged in 

metalinguistic interviews in Tena as purported markers of indigenous Kichwa identity. 

They are listed in Table 5.1, below. For Tena residents, as in most other Latin American 

contexts, dialect variation is most commonly discussed in terms of speaker’s perceived 

“accent,” an “elusive combination of segmentable and suprasegmentable phonetic traits” 

(Lipski 1994:9) that are readily apparent even in short strings of discourse. In this 

chapter, I will therefore be focusing on phonetic traits, as these features were especially 

conspicuous in Spanish-language discourse and metalinguistic interviews. I have 

included examples of recognized segementable and suprasegmentable “accent” features 

in the table, below.    

 Kichwa lexical borrowings, beyond the common examples typically cited by 

linguists as part of monolingual Ecuadorian Spanish lexicon (see Alvarez Pazos 1985; 

Lipski 1994; Toscano Mateus 1953; Vásquez 1980), are frequent in the Spanish of Tena 

Kichwas. Because they are treated analogously by Tena Kichwas to Spanish borrowings 
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in Kichwa-language discourse (discussed in the previous chapters), they will not be 

discussed in detail here, though I will return to issues of Kichwa-Spanish translation and 

lexical glossing in Chapter 7.  

 The examples of Kichwa syntactic influence on Spanish in Tena listed in Table 

5.1 consist mostly of grammatical transgressions and superimposing of Kichwa syntax 

onto Spanish by Kichwa-dominant speakers. Such transgressions are typically treated by 

linguists as examples of a transitional indigenous “interlanguage” (Selinker 1972; see 

adaptations of the concept in Hill & Hill 1986:320-321; Lipski 1994:65-69). The specific 

examples below were observed during ethnographic research but were rarely discussed 

by Kichwas in Tena apart from select metalinguistic interviews with language educators 

and linguistically-trained students. That Tena Kichwas interviewed did not explicitly 

address these features though, in no way suggests that they are not aware of such 

transgressions or that they are not salient markers of indigenous language identity. 

However, since no general or specific reference was ever made by interviewees to 

Kichwa syntactic influence as idiosyncratic of local language identity in Tena, I will not 

be expounding on their role in the politics of language contact in this chapter.     
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Table 5.1. Examples of Kichwa-influenced, non-standard Spanish language features in 
Tena (commonly cited as examples of “Castellano mal hablado”).  
 
Feature Example 
 
Phonology 

 

word-initial and intervocalic alveolar trill /r/ 
> alveolar tap [ɾ] 

rico > [ɾiko];  carro > [kaɾo] 

palatal approximant ll > [y] / [ʎ] pollo > [poyo] / [poʎo]  
lli > [li], very rare allí > [ali]  
intervocalic stops /d/, /t/ > [ɾ], sporadic sabado > [saβaɾo] 
/f/ > [h], [ɸ] especially before back vowel /u/, 
/o/, sporadic 

fuera > [hweɾa], [ɸwera] 

hypercorrection:  
/h/ > [f] especially before back vowel /u/, 
/o/, sporadic  

 
jugo > [fugo] 

/e/, /ɛ/ > [i]; /o/ > [u], sporadic mesa > [misa]; barranco > [baɾanku] 
hypercorrection:   
/i/ > [e], [ɛ]; /u/ > [o], sporadic 

 
iglesia > [eglesya]; luna > [lona] 

sporadic unstressed vowel reduction toma > [tom] 
sporadic syllable reduction ¿Dónde también estará? > [ontataˈɾa] 
  
Lexicon  
Kichwa discourse markers shina (“as such/so”), chasna (“like that”)  
Kichwa loans wawa (“child”), yapa (“much/extra”) 
  
Syntax  
using present tense for past reference  “Pasa la semana anterior” (lit. “It happens 

last week”) 
no pluralization after number, quantifier “Dame tres pan” (lit. “Give me three bread”) 
pluralization of non-countable nouns nadies (lit. “no ones”) 
deletion of auxiliary verb “haber” in perfect 
tense 

“Yo comido” (lit. “I eaten”)  

insertion of “es” in non-standard 
environments 

“Yo es todo tiempo trabajando”; (lit. “I is 
always working”) “Mi madre es enseñar un 
poco Kichwa a mi” (lit. “My mother is to 
teach me a little Kichwa”) 

Kichwa morpheme borrowing “Papá tenía más amigo-wa” (“Dad had many 
dear friends”) 

calquing Morpheme -PURA (“among/between”)  
“Será entre nosotros en la fiesta” (“It will be 
among ourselves [family only] at the party”) 
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The Social Classification of /rr/ and /ll/27 
 
 Alveolar trill /rr/ and palatal approximant /ll/ allophones represent two prominent 

classes of non-standard language identity markers in Tena where local social identities 

and opposing language ideologies are clearly brought to bear on language change. 

Competing evaluations of lowland distinctiveness, bilingualism and indigenous alterity 

are uniquely projected onto /rr/ and /ll/ in ways that imbue these local phonological 

variants with important social cues and political consequences. More specifically, as was 

seen for select phonetic features of Kichwa-language discourse in Tena, certain local /rr/ 

and /ll/ allophones have come to signal Andean vs. Amazonian orientation and are thus 

elevated or denigrated depending on the social context of their use. Similarly, varying 

standard and non-standard /rr/ allophones are acquiring stratified social status among 

Tena Kichwas, as they continue to be indexically linked to both ethnic identity and socio-

economic standing.                            

 

Indigenous-r 

 By far the most commonly cited example of “bad” indigenous Spanish in Tena 

was the transference of Kichwa alveolar tap [ɾ] into Spanish trilled /rr/ environments, 

including intervocalic /rr/ (e.g. carro, (“car”)) and word-initial /r/ (e.g. rico, (“rich”)).  

                                                 
27 Spanish orthographic representations will be used for these two phonemes as they 
occur in specific types of phonetic environments. The phoneme /rr/ includes the phoneme 
represented graphically as word-initial r and intervocalic rr, for which alveolar trill [r] is 
the Latin American standard allophone. The phoneme /ll/ includes the word-initial and 
intervocalic phoneme represented graphically as ll, for which palatal approximant [y] is 
the Latin American standard allophone.   
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When asked if they could discern whether a Spanish speaker in Tena was a “Kichwa” or 

a Kichwa-Spanish bilingual, many interviewees claimed that they realized it “very 

quickly,” especially by listening to their pronunciation of “la erre” (“the double-r”). For 

example, when asked if there was anything unique about the Spanish of  “Kichwas” or 

“bilinguals” in Tena, the following interviewees responded,    

Speaker 1, male, age 31  
Para mi es muy fácil darme cuenta que [uno] sabe, que es Kichwa hablante 
cuando habla Español. Por ejemplo, de la ere. 
 
For me it is very easy to realize that [one] is, that [one] is a Kichwa speaker 
when he/she speaks Spanish. For example, the r.  
 
Speaker 4, female, age 37 
Por ejemplo, hay personas que dicen “caro.” No dicen, ya no es “carro,” “carro” 
con las dos eres. Y otros dicen “caro.” 
 
For example, there are people who say “caro” [kaɾo]. They do not say, it isn’t 
“carro” [karo], “carro” [karo] with the two rs. They say “caro” [kaɾo]. 
 
Speaker 14, female, age 24 
Se confunden mucho, a veces cuando empiezan a hablar Español. En vez de 
“carro” dicen “caro.” 
 
They often get confused when they begin to speak Spanish. Instead of “carro” 
[karo] they say “caro” [kaɾo]. 
 
Speaker 15, female, age 23  
Los muchachos que saben Kichwa y Castellano no utilizan la “erre” bien. 
 
The young people who know Kichwa and Spanish don’t use the double-r well.   

 
 
 Pronunciation of alveolar trill /rr/ has long been considered a primary classifier of 

Latin American Spanish dialects (Henriquez Ureña 1921; Lipski 1991; Resnick 1975; 

Zamora and Guitart 1988). Though many linguists have attempted to reduce variable /rr/  
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productions to binary oppositions, typically between a Latin American educated standard 

trilled /rr/28 and some form of assibilated variant, Lipski (1994) notes the inherent 

arbitrariness of such binary models when attempting to apply them to diverse realizations 

of a variable like /rr/, which seem to be more adequately represented by scalar categories 

and internal dialect polymorphism. Lipski (1994), like Toscano Mateus (1953) and 

Fausto (2000) thus lists two major allophones of /rr/ in Ecuador, with regionally-based 

gradations of their realization. The first is a “multiple” or trilled alveolar /rr/, which is 

common throughout the coastal region and the “extreme north-central” and “extreme 

south” provinces of Carchi and Loja, respectively. The second allophone is a 

palatoalveolar fricative, or assibilated /ř/ (represented by Lipski 1994 and in this study as 

/ž/), which is common throughout the central highlands, including the capital city of 

Quito, and is especially “pronounced” in the south-central Andean provinces of Cañar 

and Azuay, including the urban area of Cuenca.  

                                                 
28 It should be noted that while alveolar trill /rr/ may be a target standard in Spanish-
language media and academic institutions, its actual presence in the everyday speech of 
native Spanish speakers is under debate. Studies of tap/trill contrasts in Spanish discourse 
where trilled /rr/ is a regional standard variant, that do not deal directly with indigenous 
language substrates or bilingual communities, have demonstrated conflicting results 
regarding the maintenance of this contrast in actual speech. Hammond (1999, 2000a, 
2000b), for example, argues that the trilled /rr/ prescribed by the Real Academia 
Española hardly exists in normal Spanish discourse of most native Spanish speakers. He 
claims, rather, that there is widespread neutralization of the tap/trill distinction in many 
Spanish dialects and that the trilled allophone occurs only in the speech of a small group 
of monolingual Spanish speakers, or otherwise only in “highly affected discourse” 
(1999:136). Willis and Bradley (2008), on the other hand, reject this idea of rhotic 
neutralization based on evidence from Dominican Spanish, in which they find “a reduced 
number of occlusions per trill token compared to Peninsular Spanish,” though the 
“overall segmental duration [of /rr/] reveals a clear acoustic cue for contrast 
maintenance” (99).  
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 Based on impressionistic data from socially-occurring Spanish speech in recorded 

ethnographic interviews, I argue that alveolar tap [ɾ] is a third, highly salient allophone of 

/rr/ in lowland Ecuador. Though other researchers working among Kichwa-Spanish 

bilinguals in Ecuador have noted discourses surrounding an “indigenous-sounding r” in 

Spanish speech (e.g. Adronis 2004), there has been little sociolinguistic study of this 

variant—of its phonetic characteristics or its actual prevalence among speaker 

populations. Studies of substratic and adstratic influence of Kichwa on Ecuadorian 

Spanish, which have tended to focus on lexical and syntactic effects, have largely ignored 

alveolar tap [ɾ] as a significant phonetic variant of /rr/ in Ecuadorian Spanish, despite its 

salience in metalinguistic discourses of Spanish-Kichwa bilingualism and second-

language acquisition education among indigenous Kichwas. Its absence in sociolinguistic 

studies is undoubtedly due to its invariable dismissal as a sign of phonetic interference of 

Kichwa into Spanish, as a degenerate form of /rr/ that is part of some unsanctioned 

indigenous “interlect” (Lipski 1994). According to dominant language ideologies, tap [ɾ] 

is perceived as an aberration of language acquisition that is destined for correction 

through education and proper language socialization. Though this may indeed be an 

accurate prognostication for the future of alveolar tap [ɾ] in Tena, I argue that because of 

its persistence among Spanish Kichwa bilinguals and Spanish-dominant Kichwas, the [ɾ] 

variant should be reconsidered in sociolinguistic surveys of contemporary Ecuador. 

Despite its apparent and invariable devaluation, [ɾ] is a recognized allophone of a lowland 

Kichwa ethnolect that is potentially salient throughout bilingual Ecuador.  
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 In this study, I coded all instances of word-initial /r/ and intervocalic /rr/ (referred 

to collectively here as /rr/) in the recorded Spanish speech of 22 male and female Tena 

Kichwas of varying ages, whose command of Spanish ranged from Spanish-dominant to 

fully-bilingual in both Spanish and Kichwa.29 These 22 interviews, ranging from 

approximately 30 to 50 minutes in length, were selected for coding because of their 

comparatively high sound quality and the presence of a sufficient number of /rr/ tokens 

(at least 10), which was shown to be highly variable (between 10 and 60 tokens per 

speaker) in conversational interviews. Praat software was used for audio-playback, in 

which each token of /rr/ was coded impressionistically as one of four phonetic variants—

trilled [r], fricative [ž], tap [ɾ], or “other.”30 Statistical analysis of /rr/ allophone 

frequencies based on relevant social and linguistic factors was conducted using GoldVarb 

software.   

 The alveolar tap /ɾ/ phoneme exists in both Spanish and Kichwa. While tap /ɾ/ is 

the exclusive /r/ phoneme in lowland Ecuadorian Kichwa,31 it is not expected in 

Ecuadorian Spanish in word-initial position or in intervocalic rr orthographic 

environments (e.g. carro, perro, torre). However, in the Spanish speech of Tena 

Kichwas, alveolar tap [ɾ] occurs in both of these phonetic environments. For Tena 

Kichwas in this study, the position of /rr/ (i.e. word-initial versus intervocalic) was not a 
                                                 
29 The designation of “fully-bilingual” is based on speaker self-identification, a 
consideration of a speaker’s personal educational history and the speaker’s display of 
Spanish-Kichwa code-switching in interview and non-interview settings.  
30 The “other” variants were subsequently excluded from statistical analysis as they 
appeared to be anomalies, occurring in less than 1% of all tokens.  
31 There is also an infrequent, but increasing use of Spanish alveolar trilled [r] and a 
decreasing use of palatoalveolar fricative [ž] in Kichwa-language speech in Tena, which 
were discussed in the previous chapter.  
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significant factor influencing frequency of tap [ɾ] (p = 0.128), though word-initial 

position very slightly favored its production (with a factor weight of 0.535).   

 Alveolar tap [ɾ] was produced in 36% of all /rr/ tokens in the interviews. Though 

the usage rate of tap [ɾ] varied greatly among speakers (between 0% and 100%), this 

overall rate of tap [ɾ], in addition to usage rates based on socio-economic factors and its 

overt salience in metalinguistic interviews, suggests that tap [ɾ] is an important 

sociophonetic variant of /rr/ in Tena and potentially in other regions of Ecuador where 

there is a high degree of Spanish-Kichwa bilingualism. 

 Usage frequencies of word-initial and intervocalic /rr/ allophones, according to 

significant sociocultural and socio-economic factors, can be seen in Figures 5.1-5.4, 

below:  
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Figure 5.1. Tena Kichwa Spanish /rr/ allophone frequency by generation. 
 

 
 
Figure 5.2. Tena Kichwa Spanish /rr/ allophone frequency by level of education. 
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Figure 5.3. Tena Kichwa Spanish /rr/ allophone frequency by residence history.  
 

 
 
Figure 5.4. Tena Kichwa Spanish /rr/ allophone frequency by gender.  
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 There are several clear, socially determined trends regarding /rr/ allophone 

frequency variation among Tena Kichwas, which are revealed in Figures 5.1-5.4. Figure 

5.1 illustrates that /rr/ allophone frequency varies significantly overall across generations 

of Tena Kichwas. For tap [ɾ] frequency, however, generation was the least statistically 

significant of all social factors analyzed (p = 0.017, while for all other social factors, p < 

0.001), suggesting that tap [ɾ] has remained somewhat stable over apparent time. 

However, tap [ɾ] frequency is a bit higher (44%) among young adult Tena Kichwas (b. 

1965-1984) than it is (38%) among middle-aged Tena Kichwas (b. 1945-1964), despite 

the fact that both groups of interviewees claimed to have similar rates of bilingualism. 

This decreased rate of tap [ɾ] among middle-aged interviewees can potentially be 

explained by their comparatively higher level of education, and accordingly, their 

exposure to highland Ecuadorian prestige dialects through national university education, 

which is not offered in Napo. Young Tena Kichwa interviewees have the lowest 

frequency of tap [ɾ] (24%), which is likely due to the fact that they are the generation 

with the lowest degree of Kichwa-Spanish bilingualism and the group of interviewees for 

whom foreign Spanish-language broadcast media and music (where trill [r] is dominant) 

was reported to be most prevalent in daily social life.  

 The influence of age-graded, extra-local education, residence patterns and 

Spanish-language media exposure is also clear in the frequency of [ž] (which is largely 

the highland Ecuadorian/Quito standard allophone) across interviewee generations. The 

oldest speakers realize /rr/ as [ž] most frequently (34%), while in younger generations, 
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with comparative [ž] frequencies of 11% and 1% for young adults and youth, 

respectively, [ž] appears to be dying out and replaced by Latin American standard trill [r].  

 These generational trends for /rr/ allophones are simultaneously influenced by 

local language attitudes, in which tap [ɾ] is explicitly devalued and an emerging lowland 

language identity is becoming increasingly valued, no doubt in part due to the rise of 

Tena and Napo as eco-cultural tourism hotspots where rural alterity is undergoing 

revaluation (I will return to this point later in this chapter). While many older speakers 

still orient toward a highland Spanish “accent” as a prestigious variety, many younger 

speakers are increasingly orienting towards the larger pan-Latin American accent 

popularized by non-Ecuadorian media protagonists. In fact, it should be noted that similar 

trends of decreasing rates of [ž] and increasing rates of the trill [r] allophone were 

observed across generations of several colono speakers, who were also coded for /rr/ 

allophones,32 suggesting that the influence of extra-national media on local Spanish is not 

limited to young Kichwas.   

 As lowland Ecuadorian Spanish is still largely unrecognized as a cohesive 

“dialect” by most Tena speakers, one’s lowland “accent” is therefore indexed primarily 

through selective distinctions from other Ecuadorian dialects, namely the [ž] allophone of 

Andean-sounding phonetic systems. The data here suggests that in contemporary Tena, 

[ž] is an allophone associated with older generations of Tena residents, who were raised 

to orient toward a highland/Quito prestige variety and who were also educated by 

                                                 
32 Due to the limited number of recorded interviews among colonos, coding statistics 
from these interviews will not be systematically compared to those from interviews with 
Kichwas, as they are insufficient as a representative population of this ethnic group.  
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Spanish monolingual migrants from highland cities. It is notable, here, that while most 

young Tena residents displayed no [ž] allophones in their productions of /rr/, the oldest 

Tena-born (colono) speaker in this study, Speaker 43 (male, age 84) actually realized /rr/ 

as [ž] in 85% of tokens, the highest for any speaker.  

 By singling out the effects of education and residence patterns on /rr/ allophone 

frequency, it is clear in Figures 5.2 and 5.3 that they display similar trends, which is 

unsurprising, as education and residence are fundamentally linked for Tena Kichwas. 

Frequency of tap [ɾ] steadily decreases with increasing levels of education, from 52% 

among speakers who had received only primary (escuela) or secondary (colegio) 

education, to 32% among those who reported receiving some “university” education 

(including local community college, professional degree and extra-local university 

programs), to 22% among those who achieved university and post-graduate degrees. 

Similarly, the comparative frequencies of tap [ɾ] for Tena Kichwas who had never lived 

outside Napo Province and those who had lived outside Napo for one year or more are 

50% and 19%, respectively.  

 The popular idea that “bad Spanish” r is an index of poor education alone is thus 

not entirely accurate, as education and residence are fundamentally linked. In other 

words, Tena Kichwas who seek higher degrees are forced to move out of rural-speaking 

Napo communities (where the majority of education reaches only the primary level) and 

relocate to urban areas like Tena for secondary education, and then out of Napo entirely  

for nationally recognized university degrees, which are typically sought in nearby central-

Andean cities like Quito, Riobamaba and Cuenca. Not only do migrating university 
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students from Tena learn standard academic pronunciations, where tap [ɾ] is considered a 

degenerate pronunciation, they also are exposed to Andean Spanish varieties, hence the 

comparatively high rates of [ž] allophone frequency among the most educated speakers 

(43%) and those who have lived outside Napo Province (32%). 

 The ethnic and geographic insularity of localized education among Tena Kichwas, 

in which current generations of Kichwa teachers and students are only recently moving 

away from subsistence farming to professional employment, reproduces the stereotype of 

the uneducated Tena Kichwa, which is indexed by the perceived degenerate tap [ɾ] 

allophone. As two young Tena Kichwas (Speaker 14, female, age 24 and Speaker 15, 

female, age 23) explained, the persistence of this devalued “indigenous r,”  

S15:  es falta del profesor porque a veces el profesor que les da clases, por 
ejemplo así de la bilingüe [...] ellos hablan así también. Y entonces a los 
muchachos, cuando cogen de allí un libro, no les corrigen, diciendo que 
tienen que hablar. Por ejemplo, así es tierra [tyera], él tiene que pronunciar 
bien la doble erre. Ellos entonces le dejan ellos de en “tiera” [tyeɾa] y no le 
corrige, then, porque tú profesor no sabe tampoco. Él también sabe lo 
mismo, no les corrige a los muchachos. Por eso, es por falta de corrección 
es [...] A veces ya saliendo al colegio, como ya se burlan y ellos tratan de 
hablar bien. Pero- 

S14: En el colegio ya se dan cuenta que- 
S15: Ch- como se dan cuenta que están hablando mal. Pero en la escuela no les 

corrigen los mismos profesores, hablan así. 
 
S15: is the fault of the teacher because sometimes the teacher who gives the 

classes, for example like that in bilingual [primary schools][...] they speak 
that way too. So the students, when they get it from a book, they don’t 
correct them, telling them that they need to speak it. For example, it’s tierra 
[tyera] (“earth”), one needs to pronounce the double-r well. Then they just  

 
leave them with “tiera” [tyeɾa] and they don’t correct them, then, because 
your teacher doesn’t know either. He knows it the same way, he doesn’t 
correct the children. So it’s, it’s because of a lack of correction [...] 
Sometimes upon leaving for secondary school, like, they are made fun of 
and so they try to speak well. But- 
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S14: In secondary school they realize that- 
S15: Ch- like they realize that they are speaking incorrectly. But in primary 

school the teachers don’t correct them, they speak that way. 
   

 Despite the apparent influence of such localized education on the maintenance of 

tap [ɾ], it is important to note that even the most educated, well-traveled speakers still 

have considerable overall rates of tap [ɾ] in their speech (around 20%). So, even though 

these speakers have been exposed to other prestige dialects and were very apparently 

capable of commanding a variety of educated Spanish registers in their speech, they still 

frequently use the tap [ɾ] allophone, which is commonly dismissed as an “interlanguage” 

feature of the uneducated, illiterate indigenous Spanish speaker. 

 Finally, as seen in Figure 5.4, /rr/ allophone frequency also varies significantly 

according to gender. Male interviewees have a much higher rate of tap [ɾ] (47%) than 

females (18%), as well as a much higher rate of [ž] (25%) than females (6%). In other 

words, female Tena Kichwas in this study were much more likely to produce the 

supraregional Latin American standard trill [r] allophone of /rr/ vs. other, non-standard 

variants than their male counterparts. Comparative trill [r] frequencies were 75% and 

28% for females and males, respectively.  

 This trend is in accordance with classic sociolinguistic theories of gendered 

variation according to which female speakers are believed to adhere most strictly to 

standard pronunciations (see Labov 1990). These data contrast, however, with gendered 

trends reported in indigenous communities, where women are often belived to “lag” 

behind men in their exposure to and adoption of change toward elite norms. Hill (1987) 

cautions linguists against overgeneralizing gendered linguistic change, and of 
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exagerrating the significance of women’s movement towards certain elite norms or their 

“lag” behind men in movement towards others. Especially problematic, she explains, is 

the commonly held sociolinguistic idea that women move toward elite language forms as 

a result of their “natural sensitivity” to such norms (158). In her own work on Mexicano, 

Hill finds that Mexicano-Spanish bilingual women are very apparently sensitive to 

stigmatization from both a “power code” and a “solidarity code,” making their usage a 

“tangle of contradictory tendencies” (151). It is often likely, Hill concludes, that “the 

failure of women to conform to male norms may be a result of exclusion from them 

rather than of some special affinity of women to elite norms” (159). In any case, Hill’s 

research points to the importance of analyzing men’s and women’s linguistic practices as 

separate, though related patterns. She also points out the need for ethnographers studying 

indigenous linguistic practices to consider the particular structural and ideological 

constraints on specific linguistic changes. In light of these propositions, it is important to 

consider both Tena Kichwa women’s increasing access to prestige Spanish norms 

through education and employment, and their continued sensitivity to stigmatization of 

“bad” Spanish. Their higher rates of standard /rr/ usage compared to men, however, does 

not suggest that their Spanish use is more “standard” accross the board, or that their use 

of the standard /rr/ is necessarily valued by men.      

 To summarize, evidence from ethnographic research among Tena Kichwa 

speakers challenges previous linguistic characterizations of Ecuadorian Spanish /rr/, 

which is generally reported to have two major allophones: alveolar trill [r] and assibilated 

or fricative [ž]. The data here shows that tap [ɾ] is a third, highly salient, and persisting 
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variant of /rr/ in Tena and Napo Province, where Kichwas represent an ethnic majority 

and Kichwa-Spanish bilingualism is still prevalent among adults. Frequency of /rr/ 

allophone production in Tena varies significantly according to age, level of education, 

local residence patterns and gender. These social variables further interact with local 

language ideologies in which the tap [ɾ] variant is widely devalued as an index of a lack 

of education, trill [r] is becoming increasingly valued through both education and 

exposure to extra-local Spanish-language media, and fricative [ž] is falling out of use as it 

is indexical of an outdated, Andean-migrant prestige variety that no longer fits with an 

emerging local language identity. Finally, the tap [ɾ] allophone continues to be a devalued 

phonetic index of lowland Kichwa ethnic identity and localized residence and education, 

even though it persists even among highly educated, well-traveled speakers. Whether or 

not continued socio-economic development and increased educational access will lead to 

a decrease in use of [ɾ] among Tena Kichwa populations, or whether or not [ɾ] will 

continue to be denigrated as a degenerate allophone of /rr/, are potential subjects of future 

sociolinguistic study. 

 

Amazonian /ll/ 

 In striking contrast to “indigenous-r,” which was only found to be present in the 

speech of Kichwas in Tena, the palatal lateral /ʎ/ phoneme has become a widely valued 

feature of “Amazonian” Spanish in Tena for both Kichwas and colonos alike. Departing 

from long-held academic conceptions of Ecuador as a country with two major Spanish 

dialect regions, Tena residents have reinserted the Oriente (Amazon region) into popular 
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dialectology in their insistence that it is a region defined by the use of the /ʎ/ phoneme. 

“En la sierra dicen [požo], en la costa dicen [poyo], en el Oriente decimos [poʎo]” (“In 

the highlands they say [požo], on the coast they say [poyo], in the Amazon, we say 

[poʎo]”), is a tag line that was used repeatedly by speakers in metalinguistic interviews. 

This rare use of an inclusive “we” that unifies Kichwas and colonos in regional linguistic 

solidarity is a signal that /ʎ/ has become both recognized and sanctioned as a mainstream 

index of lowland identity.  

 Lipski (1994) claims that “in most countries where the phoneme /ʎ/ is still found, 

neutralization with /y/ has spread rapidly in the last century, and /ʎ/ has been relegated to 

rural regions, where it is associated with rustic speech” (140). Furthermore, he asserts, 

even in those regions where virtually all speakers retain /ʎ/, “little positive value is 

attached to this sound” (ibid.). Though there does seem to be some indication that yeísmo, 

or neutralization of /y/ and /ʎ/, is very recently spreading among youth in Tena, this 

appears to be an exceptional region where residents positively value the /ʎ/ phoneme as 

an index of local Spanish-speaking identity. That they do so may be further evidence of a 

renewed interest in local ethnic and linguistic idiosyncrasies as part of the rise of 

Tena/Napo as a cultural and eco-tourism hotspot. Here, rurality becomes a positive 

attribute as it is thought to promote the maintenance of non-hegemonic ethnic 

“traditions.” The exposition of indigenous ethnicity has recently become economically 

important as an alternative source of income in the region to natural resource 

exploitation. The explicit retention of a rural-sounding /ʎ/ phoneme may thus be 

explicable, at least in part, to its importance as a signifier of local ethno-linguistic flavor.   
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 The existence of the palatal lateral /ʎ/ phoneme in Tena Spanish may be 

attibutable to a complex of multiple, interacting historical processes. Yeísmo, or the 

delateralization of /ʎ/ to /y/ is an ongoing trend that has been affecting nearly all Spanish 

dialects, as well as other Romance languages, for centuries (Lipski 1994). Nevertheless, 

there are still a number of regions throughout Central and South America where /ʎ/ has 

been retained by monolingual Spanish speakers. Many classic linguistic explanations for 

this retention of /ʎ/ in select regions of Latin America rest on the idea of their relative 

social or geographical isolation from linguistic changes in peninsular Spanish during the 

colonial period (e.g. Canfield 1979; Lloyd 1987). Lipski (1994:43), however, offers 

several notable exceptions to this model, explaining that /ʎ/ has been maintained in a 

number of regions that have exhibited highly variable degrees of historical contact with 

colonial metropoles.  

 In addition to the potential effects of relative historical isolation on /ʎ/ retention in 

Latin American Spanish varieties, Lipski also highlights the importance of its presence in 

indigenous substrate languages. In particular, Andean Spanish dialects from southern 

Colombia to Northern Chile tend to display similar phonetic influence from Quechua and 

Aymara, including the widespread presence of fricative /r/ and the retention of some form 

of a laterally articulated phoneme /ʎ/ (Lipski 1994:81).  

 According to Fausto (2000), palatal lateral /ʎ/ has been retained in Ecuador only 

in the extreme southern Andean province of Loja.33 A distinction between the phonemes 

/y/ and /ʎ/ is also still maintained In the populous central and south-central highland 
                                                 
33 Lipski’s earlier (1994) survey also includes palatal lateral /ʎ/ in the extreme northern 
province of Carchi.  
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regions of Ecuador, including the metropolises of Quito and Cuenca, but the latter 

phoneme is realized not as a lateral, but rather a palatoalveolar fricative [ž], similar to the 

regional realization of /rr/ (Fausto 2000:29-30; see also Lipski 1994:248). 

 Complicating the possible transference of /ʎ/ from indigenous language substrates 

is the fact that the spreading of Quechua as a lingua franca by colonial Spanish clerics 

into areas where it was not necessarily indigenous also lead to the concomitant absorption 

of “Hispanisms” into local Quechua varieties. Lipski (1994) specifically mentions that 

there is “some indication” that Quechua dialects containing the palatal lateral /ʎ/ actually 

acquired it from Spanish, rather than the other way around.  

 When considering the colonial and post-colonial history of the Upper Napo, the 

origins of /ʎ/ become even less clear, as the region has been marked by several periods of 

colonization and re-colonization (see Chapter 3), and it continues to be characterized by a 

high degree of Kichwa-Spanish bilingualism and language contact. In other words, the 

presence of /ʎ/ in contemporary Tena Spanish can be potentially attributable to (1) its 

presence in the Spanish of early (16th century) or late (19th and 20th century) highland 

migrants to Tena, and its subsequent spread into the Spanish of Tena Kichwas, or (2) 

from substrate influence into contemporary Spanish from lowland Kichwa (which, 

interestingly may have originally acquired /ʎ/ through contact with the first wave of 

Spanish colonizers). Though the exact origins of /ʎ/ in Tena Spanish are uncertain, 

historical Kichwa-Spanish language contact clearly played a part in its retention and 

contemporary language contact undoubtedly reinforces its continued maintenance.  
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 In order to examine the social aspects of palatal lateral /ʎ/ maintenance in Tena, a 

similar study to that of /rr/ was conducted on allophones of /ll/ in the Spanish speech of 

24 Tena Kichwas in recorded ethnographic interviews. The 24 interviews selected 

included the same speakers used for /rr/, plus 2 additional female speakers who had 

sufficient tokens (at least 10) of /ll/. Praat software was used for audio-playback, in which 

each token of word-initial and intervocalic /ll/ was impressionistically coded as one of 4 

allophones: palatal approximant [y], palatalalveolar fricative [ž], palatal lateral 

approximant [ʎ] and “other.”34 Statistical analysis of /ll/ allophone frequencies, along 

with important social and linguistic factors was conducted using GoldVarb software. 

 In this study, phonetic environment was found to be a significant factor affecting 

[ʎ] allophone frequency (p < 0.01), as word-initial position slightly disfavored production 

of [ʎ] (with a factor weight of 0.336).  

 Usage frequencies of word-initial and intervocalic /ll/ allophones, according to 

important socio-cultural and socio-economic factors, can be seen in Figures 5.5-5.8, 

below:  

                                                 
34 In this study, the frequent lexeme allí was excluded from statistical analysis, since it 
was not always clearly discernable in speech from the semantically similar ahí, which is 
common in conversational speech. Furthermore, the sound combination [ʎi] does not 
exist in Lowland Ecuadorian Kichwa and it appears to have fallen out of use in 
Ecuadorian Spanish. In lowland Kichwa, /ll/ in lli orthographic environments is 
invariably pronounced as a palatal liquid [l] which actually occurred in very rare cases of 
Spanish /lli/ in the recorded interviews here (e.g. “allí” > [ali], “apellido” > [apeliðo]). 
These scant palatal liquid realizations were the only /ll/ allophones coded as “other” in 
the data, and due to their infrequency (less than 1%) the “other” category was excluded 
from statistical analysis.   
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Figure 5.5. Tena Kichwa Spanish /ll/ allophone frequency by generation. 

 

Figure 5.6. Tena Kichwa Spanish /ll/ allophone frequency by level of education. 
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Figure 5.7. Tena Kichwa Spanish /ll/ allophone frequency by residence history.  

 

Figure 5.8. Tena Kichwa Spanish /ll/ allophone frequency by gender, which is not a 
significant social factor for [ʎ] frequency (p = 0.178).  
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 As Figure 5.5 illustrates, /ll/ allophone frequency varies significantly according to 

generation for the Tena Kichwas interviewed, as [ʎ] frequency drops from a rate of 77% 

among middle-aged speakers and 76% among young adults to 46% among youth. Like 

the comparatively lower frequency of tap [ɾ] among Tena Kichwa youth, this apparent 

discrepancy could be explained by the relatively high prevalence of extra-local Spanish-

language media in everyday social life among youth, where yeísmo is widespread and [ʎ] 

is hardly present at all. For youth, Latin American standard [y] appears to be replacing 

local [ʎ] to some degree, despite the recent sanctioning of [ʎ] as an index of an ethnically 

neutral, local language identity.   

 This figure also shows, as do all of the figures in this study, that the palatoalveolar 

fricative [ž] allophone is rarely used by any speaker in /ll/ environments. This trend was 

also evident in the speech of several colono interviewees, who have similarly low rates of 

fricative [ž] in their pronunciations of /ll/. Fricative [ž] appears to be part of an Andean-

influenced [y] / [ž] distinction, a previously prestigious mark of the Quito/highland 

standard, that has quickly fallen out of use for /ll/ pronunciations among Tena residents. 

Speaker 43 (male, age 84), the oldest Tena-born (colono) speaker interviewed, for 

example, has a [ž] frequency of 68% and no [ʎ] tokens, while all but one middle-aged 

Kichwa and colono speakers had [ž] frequencies below 10%.   

 Interestingly though, the [y] / [ž] distinction has not been replaced by the common 

merging of the two phonemes toward /y/, but rather a continued distinction between [y] 

and [ʎ]. Taking language ideologies into account, the very low rates of [ž] and continued 

high rates of [ʎ] are not surprising, since the former allophone has become widely 
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recognized as a distinctly central Andean Spanish feature that is not part of an emerging 

local Amazonian language identity, which is reproduced in the often repeated assertion 

that “In the highlands they say [požo]...in Amzonia we say [poʎo].” Though yeísmo 

appears to be gaining ground among Tena youth, the overall maintenance of the /y/ /ʎ/ 

phoneme distinction and, more specifically, a high rate of palatal lateral [ʎ], points to the 

importance of the effects of continued language contact between Spanish and lowland 

Kichwa in this bilingual context.  

 The related effects of higher education and residence patterns are made evident 

again in Figures 5.6 and 5.7, as [ʎ] drops from 70% for those speakers with some post-

secondary education to 52% for those with university and post-graduate degrees. A 

similar trend is evident in comparative [ʎ] frequencies among those speakers who have 

never lived outside Napo (78%) and those who have lived outside Napo for one year or 

more (53%). In fact, extra-local residence was the strongest determining factor 

disfavoring [ʎ] frequency with a factor weight of 0.193. Again, the /y/ /ʎ/ distinction 

appears to be giving way to yeísmo somewhat here, probably through direct exposure to 

Latin American standard Spanish among academic peer groups. Nevertheless, [ʎ] 

continues to be realized in a majority of overall tokens among even the most educated, 

well-traveled speakers. This appears to be true for colonos as well as Kichwas, based on 

the relatively small pool of evidence collected in colono interviews. Napo-born, 

university educated Speaker 42 (colono, male, age 60), for example, has a [ʎ] frequency 

of 91%.  
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That gender was not a significant factor for [ʎ] frequency (p = 0.178), as shown in 

Figure 5.8, may be further evidence of its widespread acceptance as an unmarked norm in 

Tena. In other words, though female Tena Kichwas showed much higher rates of 

standard Spanish pronunciations of /rr/, that both males and females use [ʎ] at similarly 

high frequencies (72% and 66%, respectively) may be an indicator that overt sanctioning 

of this linguistic feature has led to its widespread normalization. The fact that [ʎ] is not 

perceived as an ethnic marker most likely also factors into its widespread use among both 

educated and uneducated, male and female Tena Kichwas. 

 To summarize, the /ʎ/ phoneme is a product of local historical Spanish-Kichwa 

language contact that, unlike marked, ethnically Kichwa features like tap [ɾ], has become 

popularly sanctioned as a defining feature of an all-inclusive Amazonian language 

identity. This is true despite its common association with “rustic speech” in Latin 

America, as Amazonian rurality itself has become revalued in Tena as an important 

attraction for tourists, explorers and researchers. Though [ʎ] frequency may be giving 

way to yeísmo among Tena Kichwa youth, it is still clearly the dominant /ll/ allophone for 

young adults and middle-aged speakers, and even for the most educated and well-traveled 

Tena Kichwas, a pattern that appears to be shared by colonos. Unlike /rr/, for which there 

is still considerable use of a central-Andean [ž] variety among older and educated 

speakers, the central-Andean fricative [ž] allophone of /ll/ is rarely used by Tena 

residents born after 1945. The independent /ʎ/ phoneme has quickly emerged as a widely 

recognized feature of lowland Spanish that should therefore be included in future 

sociolinguistic surveys of Ecuadorian Spanish varieties.  
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Indigenous Spanish Vowels, /f/ /h/, and Hypercorrection 

 The reduction of the Spanish “five-vowel” system (a e i o u) to a three-vowel 

system (a i u) among Kichwa and Aymara speakers “for whom Spanish is a weak second 

language” (Lipski 1994:81) has been widely noted by linguists working in the Andean 

region of South America. Unlike unstressed vowel reduction and deletion (see Table 5.1) 

though, which is often included as a feature of Andean dialects of Spanish monolinguals 

(Delforge 2008; Fausto 2000; Gordon 1980; Hundley 1983; Lipski 1990, 1994), traces of 

five-vowel to three-vowel system reduction have only so far been reported in the speech 

of indigenous language-dominant bilinguals (Lipski 1994).  

 Regarding the Spanish vowels of lowland Kichwa speakers, Orr (1962:73) writes,  
 

The more a Quichua Indian is able to converse in Spanish the greater possibility 
of his using the vowel quality of the original Spanish word. The monolingual 
[Quichua speaker], on the other hand, changes all e vowels, whether as a member 
of a cluster or as the only vowel in the syllable, to i: cielo > silu ‘sky’, pensar > 
pinsana ‘to think’. Spanish o and u phonemes tend to become more lax to fit the 
Quichua vowel quality u: poder > pudina ‘to be able’, basura > wasura [wasUra] 
‘trash’. 
 

Though Orr only offers examples of Spanish loans that have been clearly re-lexicalized 

as lowland Kichwa lexemes, her point about the relationship between Spanish command 

and Spanish vowel quality remains true in monolingual Spanish speech among Tena 

Kichwas today. In fact, true bilingual Kichwa-Spanish speakers, who are obviously much 

greater in number in contemporary Tena than at the time of Orr’s research, show almost 

no trace of five- to three-vowel system reduction in their Spanish, and very little to no 

trace even in code-switches and code-mixings of Spanish words into Kichwa speech. 

Clearly, this type of five- to three-vowel system reduction in Kichwa-influenced Spanish 
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does appear to represent a transitional phase of first-acquisition of Spanish language by 

indigenous speakers, a feature of what Lipski (1994) refers to as an “interlanguage.” Like 

the sporadic substituting of tap [ɾ] for intervocalic /d/ among Kichwa-dominant Spanish 

speakers (see Table 5.1), five- to three-vowel system reduction is commonly interpreted 

by Tena residents, though it is not always explicit in metalinguistic discourse, as an index 

of indigenous identity and of ongoing acquisition of Spanish as a second language. 

 There is, however, another vocalic index of Kichwa-Spanish bilingualism that has 

been largely overlooked in linguistic studies, one that is present in the speech of Kichwa-

dominant Spanish speakers and even in the speech of some speakers who are fully 

bilingual in Kichwa and Spanish. This is the hypercorrection (Labov 1966) or 

“hyperaccomodation” (Yaeger-Dror 1991, 1992, 1993) of vowel phonemes in Spanish 

speech, listed in Table 5.1. Specifically, Kichwa speakers sporadically lower Spanish /i/ 

to /e/ and /ɛ/ and Spanish /u/ to /o/ in both Spanish speech and in Spanish loan words in 

Kichwa speech.  

 Though this type of overgeneralizing of vowels /e/ and /o/, which do not exist as 

target vowels in Kichwa,35 occurred regularly in interactions with Kichwa speakers in 

Tena, it was only ever identified once in a metalinguistic interview. In this particular 

case, I raised the topic of hypercorrection, which was recognized by a Tena Kichwa who 

was fully bilingual in Kichwa and Spanish, and who also spoke conversational English 
                                                 
35 It should be noted here that researchers have noted variation in the pronunciations of /i/ 
and /u/ in Ecuadorian Kichwa that range toward Spanish /e/ and /o/, respectively. 
Regarding Amazonian Kichwa, Whitten and Whitten (2008:xxii) note that Pastaza 
Kichwa /i/ may range between Spanish /i/ and Spanish /e/, while Pastaza Kichwa /u/ 
ranges from Spanish /u/ to Spanish /o/. /o/-like pronunciations are especially common, 
they note in post-nasal articulation of /u/.     
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and had several years of experience teaching Kichwa as a second-language to native 

Spanish and English speakers.  

 During a toast at a large Kichwa ceremony early on in my stay in Tena, I was 

given a local brand of fruit wine that was unfamiliar to me. Turning to a fully bilingual 

female Tena Kichwa acquaintance, I asked in Spanish what type of drink it was. “Veno” 

[bɛno], she replied. Even after multiple requests for repetition the word, “veno,” with 

what I interpreted as a consistent use of [ɛ] as the first vowel, was offered before I finally 

realized the source of my confusion and responded, “Ah, vino?” That it indeed was vino 

(“wine”) was affirmed by a nod of her head and an appropriate giggle at my 

misunderstanding. After noticing this particular phenomenon more than once, I recounted 

this episode of communication breakdown to another Tena Kichwa, mentioned above, 

who shared a similar experience from that very morning with his Kichwa-dominant 

mother on the family finca:  

Normalmente no hay e en Kichwa. No hay e ni o tampoco. Por eso, por eso mi 
mami suele decir esto cuando habla Español. Esta mañana dijo [...] “No hay agua 
para beber” [...] Porque estaba, estábamos hablando de que había, si había agua 
arriba para consumir nosotros, para trabajar nosotros. Entonces trabajamos, y 
después de un momento dijo que, que no había agua para “beber.” Y digo “Pero, 
imarasha upina tiyawnmi shamukanki?” @@  
 
No ha dicho para “beber.” Ha dicho para “vevero” en vez de vivero. Porque arriba 
son viveros, pero como habló muy rápido, yo le escuché “para beber,” “para 
beber.” Esto ha dicho para vivero [...] “No hay, como, para vevero.” [...] Estaba 
hablando de un vivero porque, porque [un señor] estaba utilizando el terreno 
nuestro para utilizar como vivero, para ubicar las plantas. 
 
Normally there is no e in Kichwa. There is neither e nor o. For that, for that 
reason my mom tends to say that when she speaks Spanish. This morning she said 
[...] she said, “No hay agua para beber” (Sp. “There is no water to drink.”) [...] 
Because we, we were taking about how there was, if there was water up there for 
us to drink, so we could work. So we were working, and after a moment she said 
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that there was no water to “beber” (“to drink”). And I said, “Imarasha, upina 
tiyawnmi shamukanki?” (Ki. “Why did you go drinking all of it?!”) @@ 
 
She hadn’t said “beber” (“to drink”). She had said for the “vevero” (“nursery” 
sic). Because up there, there are [plant] nurseries, but since she was speaking 
very fast, I heard her say “para beber” (“to drink”), “para beber.” She had said 
“para vivero” (“for the nursery”) [...] “There is nothing, like, for the vevero” ... 
She was talking about a nursery because, because [a man] was using our land for 
a nursery, to plant his plants.    
 

 Linguists have identified similar types of hypercorrection in Latin American 

Spanish speech, in which the hypercorrection in question typically involves an emulation 

of a more prestigious Spanish dialect by speakers of a markedly non-standard variety 

(e.g. Bakovic 1998; Bradley 2006; Nuñez-Cedeño 2003, 2008). As in the case of vocalic 

overgeneralization by Tena Kichwas, most linguists would agree that such 

hypercorrection or emulation arises as a result of a perceived social stigma attached to the 

inferior language variety. In the case of Tena Kichwas, the social stigma falls on 

indigenous-sounding or “bad” Spanish, which is overcompensated for by an extension of 

the vowel sounds not present in Kichwa to phonetic contexts where they do not “belong.” 

This occurs in Spanish loan words into Kichwa speech as well, as in the rendering of the 

Spanish loan iglesia (“church”) as “eglesia” [eglesya] by an older, Kichwa-dominant 

speaker in a recorded Kichwa-language interview, listed in Table 5.1.  

 Hypercorrection in Spanish among Tena Kichwas is also not limited to vowels, as 

there was also widespread hypercorrection of a known feature of bilingual Kichwa-

Spanish interlanguage, the aspiration of word-initial /f/ to /h/. Lipski (1994:249) lists the 

alternation between word-initial /f/ and [hw] as a feature that is common in central-

Andean Ecuador among “Quechua-Spanish bilinguals,” as well among “illiterate 
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peasants” from the coastal region. For both groups of speakers, he claims, rounding of /f/ 

to [hw] can even occur before unrounded vowels (e.g. fatal > [hwatal]). Along with this 

rounded, aspirated realization of /f/ Lipski also notes an aspiration of /f/ to unrounded [h] 

among bilingual highlanders in Perú and among Peruvian Amazonian lowlanders, for 

whom Spanish is not a native language. Similarly, Fausto (2000:22-23) claims that in the 

Ecuadorian Oriente, /f/ is realized as a bilabial fricative [ɸ], noting that, in general, 

“learned” (“culto”) speakers maintain the voiceless labiodental fricative, “in contrast to 

the linguistic reality of the non-learned speakers.” He also claims that, where there is 

Kichwa vernacular substrate influence, the articulation of this aspirated variant tends to 

“velarize” (i.e. /f/ presumably moves toward [x] or [h]).  

 In Tena, word-initial /f/, a sound that does not exist in lowland Kichwa, was 

sporadically realized in ethnographic interviews as either aspirated [h] or voiceless 

bilabial fricative [ɸ]. This shift tended to occur before rounded back vowels /o/ and /u/, 

producing a [hw] or [ɸw]. In other words, though aspiration of /f/ was common, the 

realization of /f/ as [hw] before an unrounded vowel was very rare. As a result of the fact 

that these aspirated realizations of /f/ tend to be doubly stigmatized by linguists and 

everyday speakers as signs of illiteracy and indigenous language interference in Spanish 

speech, the hypercorrection of word-initial /h/, particularly preceding rounded back 

vowel /u/ and /o/ (e.g. junto > [funto]), listed in Table 5.1, was common.  

 Surprisingly though, neither /f/ aspiration nor /h/ hypercorrection were ever 

explicitly recognized as elements of “bad” or idiosyncratic bilingual Spanish by any 

interviewee in Tena, even when I elicited commentary on the subject. Unfortunately, both 
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five- to three-vowel system reduction and hypercorrection and, /f/ aspiration and 

hypercorrection were too infrequent in conversational interviews, where specific types of 

lexical elicitations were inherently limited, to be quantified and analyzed statistically. 

This could be a topic of future sociolinguistic study among Tena Kichwas.  

 
 
Conclusion 
 
 Like previous linguists working in Latin America, Lipski (1994) addresses the 

idea that many Latin American Spanish dialects present “systematic innovations” that 

cannot be easily explained away as “linguistic drift,” “inheritance” from Spanish 

colonizers, or “borrowing from neighboring dialects” (64). Instead, in areas where 

indigenous populations remain “demographically and ethnically prominent,” it appears 

that many unique features have arisen through prolonged contact. Nevertheless, such 

references to “systematic” linguistic innovations like this one tend to exclude 

consideration of language features that are popularly ideologized as somehow 

transitional, incomplete or degenerate. When the rigid racial boundaries between 

indigenous groups and “Europeans” in Latin American contexts are overcome, Lipski 

(1994:67) writes,  

more and more members of the indigenous community enter into the mestizo 
linguistic sphere, creating a fluid sociolinguistic spectrum whose polar extremes 
are still ‘white’ and ‘Indian,’ but the majority of whose speakers use intermediate 
varieties. If structural changes in society or simple demographic predominance 
undermines ‘European’ Spanish as the prestige standard, features of the formerly 
‘indigenous’ sociolect may come to be sociolinguistically unmarked, i.e. will be 
accepted as the new standard...[and] “ethnically flavored” Spanish can become 
the native language of the economically and socially dominant population.  
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Though Lipski is explicitly referring to an abstract historical process of “mestizaje” here, 

his characterization of prolonged interethnic contact shows certain parallels with the 

ethno-linguistic context of Tena, in which indigenous Kichwas are currently negotiating 

both structural change and a revaluation of their contributions to local mainstream 

culture. Nevertheless, it is reductionistic to classify the linguistic innovations of such 

processes in terms of stages like “intermediate” and “sociolect,” and in terms of binary 

qualities like “marked” versus “standard” without situated understanding of ethnographic 

realities. The reality of language contact in Tena is a historical situation marked by 

shifting and competing attitudes toward ethno-linguistic markers, in which actual 

speaking protagonists, shifting definitions of indigeneity, and changing evaluations of 

local alterity simultaneously influence language change, rather than “structural” or 

“demographic” changes alone.  

 Furthermore, the wholesale treatment of as yet unsanctioned features of language 

contact as parts of “intermediate” varieties or as unsystematic “interlanguages” 

reproduces a prescriptivist understanding of language change that considers only 

recognized, completed change, thereby undermining the important processes by which 

new language “systems” are formed. Hill and Hill (1986) characterize such 

degenerationist, prescriptivist views of language contact situations as basic to western 

linguistic tradition. Though academic linguists may have ostensibly claimed to have 

abandoned this heritage, they explain, ideas about linguistic purism and degeneration 

have nevertheless have taken hold of “vernacular” linguistic thought, where they are used 

for a variety of, potentially destructive, political purposes. In order to avoid such tainted 
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interpretations of the concept of indigenous-European language ‘mixing,’ Hill and Hill 

adopt the concept of “syncretism” along with its more relativistic applications to 

culturally situated interpretations of meaningful linguistic difference—i.e. relationships 

between different features of linguistic systems and between different ways of speaking. 

Central to this attitude toward analyzing language contact is the idea of a “continuum of 

ways of speaking” (1986:58) that is created by speakers themselves, through “vernacular” 

categorizations of linguistic differentiation and through real instances of socially-

occurring speech. 

 In this chapter, I have attempted to illustrate multiple types of contact-induced 

linguistic innovation at work in Tena Spanish, looking first to a metalinguistically salient, 

devalued index of minority ethnic identity (indigenous-r), then to a similarly ideologized, 

but ethnically neutralized and positively sanctioned marker of local identity (Kichwa-

Spanish [ʎ]), and finally, to examples of features that remain largely below metalinguistic 

awareness, but that nevertheless factor into popular conceptions of Tena Kichwa Spanish 

“accent.” Here, there are not two separate language systems and one disorderly 

“interlanguage,” but rather a “continuum of ways of speaking” in which speakers draw 

from a multilinguistic pool of resources that carry important political messages, messages 

whose meanings continue to shift along with parallel developments in local ethnic 

relations and cultural revaluations. While certain Spanish-language features continue to 

index indigenous Kichwa ethnicity, these indexes are not universally evaluated as either 

backward or prestigious according to dichotomous oppositions between “marked” 

minority and “unmarked” standard language. Instead, these polyvalent, multilinguistic 
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features are selectively appropriated for their connections with multiple ethnicities, levels 

of localism, social strata and social personae.  

 That even single phonemes can come to index multiple, recognized social 

categories and at the same time be affected by both structural relations and situated 

language ideologies demonstrates the importance of combining a sociolinguistic and 

linguistic anthropological approach to speech phenomena. It also demonstrates how each 

field of inquiry can be “nested within” and broadly overlap with the other (Woolard 

2008). While traditional sociolinguistic approaches can get at the quantifiable effects of 

social variables on language change through language contact, ethnographic work is 

needed in order to explain how these social variables come into being, to what degree 

they are locally salient and by what processes they are reproduced and challenged 

through the semiotic and interpretive work of socialized individuals. From this point we 

can get at what Agha (2003) has termed the acquisition of historical cultural “value,” a 

“precipitate of sociohistorically locatable practices...which imbue cultural forms with 

recognizable sign-values and bring these values into circulation along identifiable 

trajectories in social space” (232).   

 In the next chapter, I turn to a more pointed focus on these semiotic processes, 

through which social variables, linguistic variants and their referent links are objectified 

and calcified through creative speech acts, social moves that make new linguistic objects 

available for mediated, public use. Illuminating these processes depends upon a detailed 

sketching of the salient local sign-making resources and ideological currents in play, 

which has been the subject of this and previous chapters. In the chapters that remain, I 
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will attempt to retrace the steps by which ethnographically-occurring linguistic acts 

among Tena Kichwas conjure and reproduce aspects of their unique socio-linguistic 

universe.  
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CHAPTER 6. SPEECH OBJECTS AND SOCIAL ANATOMY 
 
Introduction 

 Previous chapters have introduced some of the diverse linguistic resources that 

Tena Kichwas draw on in the making of social identities, as well as aspects of their 

integrated histories and ideologies of use. In the foregoing discussions in Chapters 4 and 

5, I have attempted to show how particular phonemes, lexemes and syntactic 

constructions become selectively enregistered as parts of emerging Tena Kichwa social 

languages (Bakhtin 2002)—sociolects and potential dialects that come to signify tropes 

of speaking conduct, speaker types and strata of society. At the core of these processes of 

socializing and ideologizing speech is a more basic semiotic action, that of 

objectification, which easily gives itself over to analysis in Tena, where Kichwas are 

finding themselves in a unique historical moment of socio-linguistic self-refection.  

 While Kichwa and Spanish have been in use in Napo for centuries, the 

introduction of language planning through the standardization of Kichwa has had a ripple 

effect on how Tena Kichwas conceptualize and represent variation and change in both 

languages. As a new wave of indigenous activism has spread to Tena in the form of 

language and culture revitalization, strategies of cultural reproduction have changed in 

both form and locus of action. While literacy acquisition, for example, is an old project in 

indigenous Tena, the new project of Unified Kichwa has reconfigured and redirected 

literacy education, from an instrument of acculturation aimed at Spanish monolingualism 

to a mechanism for autonomy, biliteracy and indigenous self-determination.  
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 At the same time, language and culture planning have created an epistemological 

shift in the way existing language varieties are imagined and employed by Tena Kichwas. 

Important stylistic oppositions are being established between new ways of speaking. New 

constellations are further being drawn around sets of oppositions that have become 

socially meaningful, particularly those between standard vs. local language, highland vs. 

lowland language identity, progressive vs. traditionalist politics and educated vs. 

uneducated speakers. In essence, new types of Tena Kichwas and new types of symbolic 

systems are being conjured through the creation of new internalized models of experience 

of with speech. As the constitutive elements of newly recognized ways of speaking 

continue to be objectified and calcified, first as material utterances, organized into 

isolable cognitive units (phonemes, lexemes, idioms, etc.) then as objects of reproduction, 

imitation, appropriation and the social stuff of metalanguage, Tena Kichwas recreate their 

socio-cultural universe with reconstituted social groupings. As was discussed in the last 

chapter, for example, the sounds of Tena Spanish “interlanguage” are being uttered, 

repeated, named, imitated, evaluated and iconized, at the same time bringing “bad” 

indigenous Spanish and Tena Spanish “dialect” and their representative speaker types 

into being. 

 Instances of the strategic use of objectified language provide insights into the 

ways individual speakers cognitively organize their models for speech production. At the 

same time, they reveal processes of socialization at work, demonstrating that the 

individual, cognitive processing of speech is fundamentally a social operation. In 

particular, the reproduction and re-objectification of experiences of language use through 
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reported speech, imitation, and creative voicing effects may provide a window into a 

speaker’s ability to process and employ diverse speaking registers, personae and 

subjective positions. Interestingly, speakers may even be able to reproduce a host of 

sounds, words, idioms and styles associated with enregistered ways of speaking, even 

though they may not claim any explicit command of these appropriated varieties or 

affiliation with the political perspectives they adopt for strategic effect.       

  By examining this conspicuous objectification of speech we can begin to 

apprehend details of the process by which direct individual experiences with language 

become sorted into a field of resources for public, social action. Though dialogism may 

be presupposed in all authorial speech, the particular ways that speech is “refracted” 

(Bakhtin 1981) through real voices, characters and ways of speaking are locally 

determined. By operationalizing dialogism through speech objectification in an 

ethnographic setting like Tena, we can begin to anatomize its singular sociolinguistic 

world. Through the lens of objectification, a picture emerges of Tena Kichwas as 

immersed in a reflective phase of reinvention, an innovative resorting of language 

variation and of social distinction. 

 

Anatomy of a Speech Object 

 Dissecting a speech sample into salient anatomical units allows for a detailed 

analysis of a speaker’s sociolinguistic background, subjective perspective and cognitive 

organization of experience with language and speaker types. At the same time, this type 

of dissection accentuates important micro-linguistic and semiotic devices that socialized 
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speakers utilize to discursively reconstitute their sociolinguistic world. The detailed 

analysis of a single speech event in this way would be hollow and meaningless without 

comprehensive ethnographic contextualization, which I have attempted to provide in 

previous chapters of this dissertation.  

 In the sections that follow, I will anatomize a speech sample from a metalinguistic 

interview that occurred in November 2008 in a downtown Tena office building, with a 

middle-aged Tena Kichwa who is an outspoken critic of bilingual education. In his short 

critique of Unified Kichwa, Santiago (male, age 52) not only reveals characteristics of his 

unique social position. Through his employment of marked language features and 

multiple registers of language, he also creatively animates multiple embedded speech 

objects, subjective positions and speaker types through the use of reported speech, voice 

quality imitation and multivocal discourse.  

Example 6.1. Santiago, male, age 52 
 
1  El fracaso de la educación bilingüe. Les enseñan otros códigos, entonces, ese  
  The failure of bilingual education. They teach other codes, so, that 
 
2  código que aprenden en la escuela, jamás utilizan en la casa porque en la casa,  
  code that they learn in school, they never use it at home because in the home,  
 
3  el papá y la mamá le hablan de otra manera. Entonces, mire, aprenden una  
  father and mother speak to them in another way. So you see, they learn one  
 
4  cosa en la escuela y en la casa les dicen otra cosa, entonces hay un  
  thing at school and at home they tell them something else, so there is a  
 
5  conflicto {hits fists together}. Eso dicen los psicólogos, ¿no cierto? Eso  
  conflict {hits fists together}. That is what the psychologists say, right? That  
 
6  produce un conflicto, y dentro de nuestro cerebro, que es la computadora, 
  produces a conflict, and in our brain, which is the computer, 
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7  también se produce un confli- un choque. De lo final no aprendan ni lo uno ni  
  it also produces a confli- a clash. In the end they neither learn one nor  
 
8  lo otro. Queda allí un, eh, u::n, como un especie de corto circuito, nada más. Y 
  the other. There remains a, uh, a::, like a type of short circuit, nothing more.  
 
9  no produce aprendizajes. Entonces, esa e- eso es lo que yo defiendo. Los  
  And it does not produce learning. So, that i- that is what I defend. The  
 
10 maestros, la educación bilingüe, los que enseñan lenguas deben partir  
  teachers, bilingual education, those who teach languages should start  
 
11 primeramente de lo local. Y más, no con cosas que han sido  
  initially with local [language]. And more, not with things that have been  
 
12 copiadas o impuestos por otro organismos. Lo de lo local y, de esta manera,  
  copied or imposed by other organisms. The local and, in this way, 
 
13 como nos entendemos nosotros se debe manejar nuestros códigos lingüísticos. 
  as we understand it, our linguistic codes should be taught in classrooms.  
 
14 Yo hablo con una persona y le digo, eh,  
  I speak with a person and I say, uh, 
 
15 “Riki wawki, kanta ashka llakishkawa kuna tutamanta salurani.” 
  “Hey brother, I greet you this morning with much love.” 
 
16 ¿Ya? Y él me entiende. Pero, en cambio, el otro dice,  
  Right? And he understands me. But on the other hand, the other says, 
 
17 “Mashi,” dice, eh, “kanta ashka llakishkawa kuna mushkun.” 
  “Friend” he says, uh, “[?] of you today with much love.” 
 
18 No, no. Hablan cosas, y cosas que me confunden. Yo, yo digo, en que, yo digo  
  No, no. They say things, and things that confuse me. I, I say, which, I say   
 
19 ¿en qué quedamos? No lo entiendo. Al otro le entiendo clarito. Pero lo que  
  which do we go with? I don’t understand. The other I understand clearly. But  
 
20 me dice el otro, no. Entonces viene aquí la confusión. Entonces, no se da ni lo  
  what the other says to me, no. So herein lies the confusion. So neither one  
 
21 uno ni lo otro. ¿Con cuál me comunico, con la, con el código lingüístico  
  works nor the other. With which do I communicate, with the with the linguistic  
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22 de mi comunidad o con el código lingüístico de la comunidad extraña? No, no  
  code of my community or with the linguistic code of the foreign community?  
 
23 se da nada. Entonces, eh, es- si hay ese conflicto, entonces por último, santos,  
  Neither one works. So, uh, tha- if there is that conflict, in the end, Jesus,  
 
24 no hablo nada. Mejor aprendo el Caste[ʎ]ano. 
  I won’t speak at all. I’m better off learning Spanish.  

 

Objectifying Language and Establishing Stance 

 In lines 1-13 of the speech in Example 6.1, Santiago explicitly aligns himself with 

a pro-dialect, anti-Unified Kichwa political stance. He repeatedly refers to Unified 

Kichwa as a set of codes that are “copied” and “imposed” by “other organisms” (lines 1, 

12). He refers to dialect, meanwhile, as “lo local” and “our linguistic codes,” which 

should be formally taught to young bilingual students in Tena. Building on this point, he 

claims that the use of Unified Kichwa in school and dialect, or “lo local,” in the home 

creates both a cognitive and social conflict, a “short circuit” that blocks the student from 

learning either Kichwa variety successfully.  

 Though the conceptual opposition between Unified Kichwa and Tena Kichwa 

dialect as separate linguistic systems is now a taken-for-granted fact for many Tena 

Kichwas, creating this opposition is still an ongoing process, particularly for uneducated 

audiences who are not familiar with the standard variety. The most basic process of 

creating language varieties involves simple acts of objectification like this one. Although 

there was recognized regional language variation among Tena Kichwas even before 

Unified Kichwa, the recognition and naming of the planned variety as a completed object 

reorients language variation around new axes of “naturalness,” “localness,” and 
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propriety. As was discussed in Chapter 4, all that which is perceived to be unaltered by 

the centripetal forces of dialect unification has become represented as a distinct object 

and given a host of new names—dialecto, lo local, lo nuestro, ñukanchi shimi—that 

ostensibly signal relative closeness to language and “being in the world,” as opposed to 

the critical consciousness of the abstracting, literate Kichwa. Ironically, the “natural” 

dialect code, perceived to be an unconscious expression of runa “being in the world,” 

must be consciously naturalized through objectification. Like Unified Kichwa, a 

systematically planned language, Tena dialect must be intentionally named and brought 

in to metalinguistic consciousness in order for it to be recognized as salvageable cultural 

matter rather than simply as the fleeting negative space around the emerging figure of 

“Kichwa.”    

 In his discussion of self-representation as a form of social action, semiotic 

anthropologist Webb Keane (1997:12, building on the work of Schultz 1967[1932]) 

reasons that, 

Intentional action already contains within it a split between subject and object, 
prior to any encounter with another person. This is a function of its temporal 
structure. Intentional action, being oriented to the future, represents to itself an 
already completed act...In this moment of imagination, self-consciousness takes 
the acting self as an object of perception, distinct from the perceiving self: to 
move actively into the future necessarily entails self-objectification.  
 

Through the perspective of the “other,” in particular, one can experience oneself as an 

object or “complete self.” This ability to see oneself, Keane explains, is mediated by 

language, which is an objective medium of shared signs. Representations, then, “do not 

simply express some autonomous inner or ideal meaning. Moreover, the fact that they 

have material form, and that they draw on collective resources, makes them crucial 
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conditions of possibility for actions” (Keane 1997:13). Through the perspective of the 

educated Unified Kichwa speaker, dialect speakers, and by extension, dialect, can be 

represented as completed, unified objects. As such, they can be utilized as tools of 

political action. Here, Unified Kichwa and dialect have become antithetical parts of the 

divergent projects of indigenous literacy and political unification versus neotraditionalist 

preservation and the delineation of local language and culture. 

  For Keane, “recognition” is key to the process of objectification, in which actors 

“synthesize” perceptions in relation to previous experiences and give these synthesized 

experiences a name, using language as the basic “interpretive scheme” (1997:14). 

Fundamental to the recognition of objects is their ability to be repeated, and deciding 

which things are repeatable is a social process whereby things become types, existing as 

“unproblematic background of shared common knowledge” (ibid.). These repeatable 

types are made publicly available and they exist independently of time, place and 

“subjective idiosyncrasies.” The social recognition of actions, selves and identities on this 

public plane, depends on “dialectical” and “power-laden” forms of interaction that are 

governed by the social positions of the actors involved. In other words, recognizable 

types, like actions, selves and identities, are subject to social and political dynamics that 

make them always contestable. 

 Similar analytical attention can be turned toward features of language, or the 

“interpretive scheme,” itself, as I will demonstrate, since speech objects are also 

objectified, material things. Speech objects come into being by similar processes of 

repetition, recognition and contestation through social interaction. But in order to enter 
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into these fields of social interaction, speech objects must first be cognitively 

“recognized” by individual speaking subjects.  

 Paralleling the social enregisterment of linguistic objects is an ongoing process of 

individual cognition of these objects by speakers, a process that has been recently re-

theorized by cognitive linguists. Exemplar theorists argue that every token of experience 

with speech is classified and cognitively mapped by an individual speaker (see Johnson 

1997, Pierrehumbert 2001, 2002). According to exemplar theory, new tokens of speech 

that are identical to existing exemplars are mapped onto these existing exemplars, 

strengthening their definition in memory. Similar but not identical tokens become 

clustered around these exemplars, forming categories of speech variation in memory. 

Furthermore, each exemplar that enters into memory becomes “tagged for an array of 

information about [its] occurrence: phonetic context, semantic and pragmatic 

information, other linguistic context, and social context” (Bybee 2006:716, see also 

Johnson 1997).  

 Much of the early literature on exemplar models suggests its implications for the 

cognitive organization of experiences of phonetic and lexical variation. More recently, 

linguists calling for a recognition of “usage-based” grammar (e.g. Barlow & Kremmer 

2000, Bybee 2001, 2003; Fillmore et al. 1988, Hopper 1987) extend this basic model, 

connecting language structure to experience of language use, to complex systems of 

language processing. Usage-based grammarians assert that all grammar, itself, is actually 

the cognitive organization of experience with language. According to Bybee (2006:711),  

The general cognitive capabilities of the human brain, which allow it to categorize 
and sort for identity, similarity, and difference, go to work on the language events 
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a person encounters, categorizing and entering in memory these experiences. The 
result is a cognitive representation that can be called a grammar. This grammar, 
while it may be abstract, since all cognitive categories are, is strongly tied to the 
experience that a speaker has had with language. 
 

Repetition is key to this process, Bybee goes on to argue, as “grammatical meaning and 

grammatical form come into being through repeated instances of language use” (2006: 

712). For usage-based linguists, then, a speaker’s use of everything from individual 

phonemes to conventionalized syntactic constructions is determined by his or her 

particular experiences with language use in social life. The frequency of repetition of 

particular units of language directly affects the strength and organization of these units as 

exemplars for speech production. 

 The objectification of speech varieties and speaker types like Unified Kichwa and 

Tena dialect thus involves a synthesizing of units of stored experience with speech into 

new sets that are made available for public use as “completed,” objectified linguistic 

codes. Once these new speech types are brought into being through interaction, as in 

Santiago’s expressions above, they become subject to interpretation and thus affirmation, 

contestation and stratification by a host of social agents. Which linguistic forms are 

eventually made iconic or stereotypical by social actors is partly determined by the way 

they are cognitively organized by individuals. The strength of particluar linguistic icons 

and stereotypes in a given setting is thus conditioned by the strength of exemplars, and of 

the repeated linking of speech objects and other social material in people’s experience 

memory.        
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Speech Replication and Imitation 

 In addition to being synthesized into new ontological categories, experiences with 

speech, especially frequently repeated or iconic features of speech style, can also be 

strategically re-objectified for purposive social action. The cognitive organization of 

experience with speech makes speech units, memorable speech events and memorable 

speaking protagonists all available for recall, not only for basic communication, but also 

for speech reproduction and imitation. Communication, according to exemplar and usage-

based theorists, depends upon the recalling and reconstituting of experienced speech 

material that has been cognitively organized by individual speakers into clusters and 

categories of variation. Since speech experiences are stored in this way, units of speech, 

as well as aspects of the organizational scheme and linked linguistic and social 

information, can also be isolated, recalled and objectified for strategic social purposes. 

These include, among other strategies, imitation, evaluation and contestation. This type 

of reconstituting or re-objectifying speech objects involves complex processes of 

semiotic mediation, i.e. the use of socially recognized signs.  

 For stored cognitive speech matter to become material object, speakers not only 

reproduce their experiences with speech, they also reproduce the linguistic and social 

qualities attached to a recalled speech object, often very conspicuously calling attention 

to these qualities for specific tactical purposes. In Peircean terms, the re-objectification of 

a speech object may simultaneously call attention to salient aspects of the speech objects’ 

firstness, secondness and thirdness (Peirce 1932, 1955; see also Mertz & Parmentier 

1987). In other words, as material things, speech objects embody sensuous and social 
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qualities that are available for interpretation and ideologization. Sensuous qualities of 

speech objects, such as their auditory aesthetics, come “bundled” up with other co-

present qualities that “shift in their relative value, utility and relevance across contexts” 

(Keane 2003:414). At the same time, speech objects become linked to other recognizable 

objects like speakers, speech varieties and social categories, as well as all of their 

bundled physical and social qualities, by virtue of indexicality. But the recognition of 

these causal links, between speech objects and their referent indexes and between speech 

objects and the social types they index or iconify involves ongoing social acts of 

abstraction—i.e. interpreting, conventionalizing and ideologizing.     

 Instances of strategic speech replication and imitation are important and unique 

semiotic moves toward conventionalizing and ideolgizing speech in that they 

conspicuously call attention to the act of objectifying itself. Imitation, through quoting, 

voicing and more overtly evaluative devices like irony, parody and “mocking,” involves a 

reproduction of all manifested aspects of objectness in speech. An imitating speaker 

replicates the speech object’s firstness, or its inherent sensuous qualities, its secondness, 

or its separate “thingness” apart from other speech objects present, and its thirdness, or 

implicit, evaluated social information attached to the speech object by way of reading its 

indexical links.  

 Furthermore, by making the act of imitation overt, a speaker not only replicates 

speech objects’ bundled qualities and indexical links, he or she also reproduces certain 

speech objects as apt exemplars for potentially infinite further appropriations. For 

example, the Unified Kichwa lexeme mashi, as I discussed in Chapter 4 and will discuss 



 245 

further below, has become so common in both Unified Kichwa speech and anti-Unified 

Kichwa mockery that is available for imitation, appropriation and evaluative commentary 

even by dialect speakers who have little or no knowledge of Unified Kichwa lexicon. 

Mashi has thus become one of the most frequently used speech objects in imitation of 

Unified Kichwa speech, to the point that the word is sometimes used as a metonym for 

Unified Kichwa speakers themselves. As we will see in the continued analysis of 

Santiago’s speech below, though, lexical choice is only one of many devices for strategic 

objectification. Likewise, frequency of repetition is not the only determining factor on 

patterns of appropriation.  

   

Quoting and Voicing 

Through strategic rhetorical shifts between authorial discourse and overt acts of 

speech objectification, Santiago animates a multi-character “voice system” (Hill 1995) in 

order to evaluate opposing perspectives and social resources utilized in the Kichwa 

language planning debate. Hill (1995:109) describes the voice system as a “field of 

dialogue and conflict, where authorial consciousness attempts to dominate and shape the 

text through its chosen voices.” The voices adopted, as Hill demonstrates, can be realized 

through multiple, co-occurring rhetorical strategies, including manipulations of prosodic 

structure, lexical choice, and instances of speech reporting. Santiago makes use of all of 

these strategies, as well as others, in the brief speech sample above, creatively 

appropriating recognized speech objects for dramatic effect, authorial critique and the 

establishment of an objectified speaking self.   
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In lines 14-17 of the speech Example 6.1, Santiago overtly embeds two important 

replicated Kichwa speech objects into his evaluation of language planning and variation. 

He does so by quoting two imagined strings of speech and infusing them with imitations 

of enregistered phonetic qualities and lexicon, as well as his own stylized prosodic 

effects.    

Studies on speech quoting and speech “reporting” in linguistic anthropology tend 

to adopt Vološinov’s (1973) dual notion of reported speech as both linguistic framing, or 

“speech within speech” and also implicit metalinguistic evaluation, or “speech about 

speech” (115). Reported speech, for Vološinov, is “regarded by the speaker as an 

utterance belonging to someone else, an utterance that was totally independent, complete 

in its construction, and lying outside the given context” (1973: 116). While recognized as 

independent speech by the quoting speaker, reported speech is always at least “partially 

assimilated” into the authorial context of the speaker, stylistically and syntactically 

adapted to his or her own design, though it may retain its own referential content and 

aspects of its original “linguistic integrity” (116). Direct reported speech involves a 

preservation of the original syntax and perspective of a quoted speaker and is 

characterized by what Voloshinov calls a linear style, in which the author of the original 

quote and its reporter are linguistically framed as distinct entities. Indirect reported 

speech is contrastingly marked by a pictorial style, or a merging of reported speech and 

authorial context, and thus has more potential for manipulation of style and structure by 

the quoting speaker. Lexical signals, such as shifts in tense and “graphic introducers” 

(Tannen 1986),—i.e. verbs that describe the manner in which original speech was uttered, 
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tend to mark the onset and termination of quoted discourse in both direct and indirect 

reported speech (see also Banfield 1973; Davidson 1984; Holt & Clift 2007; Partee 

1973).  

In line 14, Santiago signals the onset of quoted speech with the verbal and 

pronomial frame “I speak with a person and I say...” He then breaks into a quote of his 

own hypothetical speech as a Tena dialect speaker, using what he has previously 

described as “our linguistic codes.” At this point, Santiago shifts his referential 

perspective, from that of a Spanish-speaking commentator to a person engaged in Kichwa 

language dialogue with an imagined interlocutor, referred to as “wawki” 

(“brother/friend”). At the same moment that Santiago makes an overt shift in linguistic 

subjectivity, he also establishes a “voicing contrast” (Agha 2005), between his discursive 

self, as a critic of Unified Kichwa, and his objectified self, as a typical speaker of Tena 

Kichwa dialect. The rhetorical contrast made here is multiform. First, there is a change in 

register, from that of an educated critic (who makes references to linguistics, psychology, 

and second-language education) to that of a cordial community member casually 

addressing an acquaintance. Next, there is a change in “footing,” which Goffman (1981) 

might characterize as the abandonment of the role of principal, or the position-taking 

actor, and the adoption of the role of the figure, or the constructed protagonist in the 

social world being spoken about.  

Finally, there are also notable non-syntactic, stylistic shifts taking place in this 

instance of self-quoting, namely the appropriation of conspicuously objectified, 

enregistered Kichwa lexemes and phonemes, as well as a marked prosodic affect. These 
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shifts become especially apparent when we compare the separate instances of quoted 

speech in line 15 (of the typical dialect speaker) and in line 17 (of the typical Unified 

Kichwa speaker), and then compare these reported speech strings to the surrounding 

authorial discourse. 

 

Lexical Objectification 

The most obvious demonstration, to an uninformed observer, of overt Tena 

dialect marking by Santiago is his adoption of the lexeme wawki (line 15) while voicing a 

typical Tena Kichwa dialect speaker, which is directly contrasted by the subsequent use 

of mashi (line 17) in his voicing of the typical Unified Kichwa speaker. As Hill (1995) 

illustrates, lexical choices are important components of voices, as is their distribution 

across discourse surrounding oppositions between salient social categories. The 

ideologically loaded relational terms wawki and mashi, discussed at length in Chapter 4, 

are frequently repeated lexical emblems of the oppositions between Tena dialect and 

Unified Kichwa, their respective speaker types and respective ideologies of casual 

familiarity and scripted formality. As a result, mashi is often used mockingly by Tena 

dialect speakers in their imitations of bilingual education administrators as stuffy and 

ritualistic. Speaker 1 (male, age 31), who demonstrated an unusual proclivity and skill for 

speech imitation among interviewees, claimed that he and his dialect-speaking peers 

sometimes used mashi to humorously mock administrative ritual formality in the 

openings of informal community meetings and gatherings:      

S1:  Kichwa people use mashi, it’s rare. It’s rare to use mashi. We use more 
wawki. 
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M: Do they think that mashi is funny, something to laugh about? 
S1: Yeah, sometimes. Sometimes we use like, for example, we have a meeting, 

“Kawsankichichu mashikuna!” (“Are you living, friends?!”) {imitative 
gesture of shaking hands} 

M: But it’s a joke. 
S1: Yeah, it’s a joke [...] Directors from Dirección Bilingüe use mashi. If it is a 

student, a student, uh, other students’ fathers, sometimes they use mashi like, 
because if Dirección Bilingüe directors were there.36     

 
As Speaker 1 explains, Tena Kichwa dialect speakers do not use mashi in everyday 

conversation, except for the rare occasions on which they are accommodating their 

speech to that of bilingual education administrators. Nevertheless, that they understand 

such ironic uses of mashi at informal gatherings signals their understanding of its 

meaning and its recognized association with Unified Kichwa formality. 

The contrasting uses of salurani (“I greet”) (line 15) and mushkun (nonsense 

word) (line 17) in Santiago’s voicing of dialect and Unified Kichwa, respectively, index 

similar aspects of these opposing language ideologies. Salurana (“to greet”) is a re-

lexified Spanish loan verb (Sp. saludar: “to greet” + Ki. -ANA: normative aspect suffix). 

Its use in line 15 signals Santiago’s allegiance to Tena dialect as a contact language and 

his rejection of Kichwa language prescriptivism, according to which all Spanish 

borrowings are prohibited. As Hill (1995) reports for spoken Mexicano narrative, in 

addition to the “polyphony” of the figure system, the voice system here includes at least 

two “languages,” which individually constitute “fundamentally opposed ideological 

positions” (116). In this case, Santiago’s dialect-speaking figure appropriates “mixed” 

Kichwa, demonstrating his conscious acceptance, or at the very least, his unconscious 

                                                 
36 Speaker 1 speaks conversational English and this speech sample appears here in its 
original form.  
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reproduction, of Spanish-Kichwa structural contact. His Unified Kichwa-speaking figure, 

in contrast, uses only “pure” Kichwa, displaying his perscriptivist attitude in his 

replacement of salurani with a Unified Kichwa neologism “mushkun.”   

What is interesting here though, is that “mushkun” is not a real Kichwa word. It is 

ostensibly similar to muskun, the third-person singular present form of the verb muskuna, 

“to dream,” but according to official Unified Kichwa dictionaries37 and educated speakers 

in Tena for whom I replayed this speech sample, “mushkun” has no recognized meaning. 

In other words, although Santiago clearly recognizes that a borrowed Spanish verb must 

substituted with a Kichwa neologism, he is either unable or unwilling to call up the 

appropriate one from memory, leading to a moment of dysfluency (Hill 1995) in his 

imitation. But although this sound object may be semantically meaningless, both the 

dysfluent objectification itself and the particular combination of sounds used to construct 

it are telling of his Santiago’s social position and his attitude toward neologisms as 

“imposed” and “foreign” codes.  

 When asked if he had ever studied Unified Kichwa, Santiago responded 

emphatically,  

JAMAS. Y por eso nunca estuve a favor de Kichwa Unificado, porque en ese 
Kichwa Unificado vienen códigos lingüísticos que yo no entiendo.  
 
NEVER. And for that reason I was never in favor of Unified Kichwa, because in 
that Unified Kichwa are linguistic codes that I do not understand.  

 

                                                 
37 This includes some of the earliest Unified Kichwa dictionaries (e.g. Ministerio de 
Educación y Cultura 1982) as well as the most recently updated versions (e.g. Ministerio 
de Educación 2009). 
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Many Tena Kichwas who have not been educated in Unified Kichwa similarly profess to 

not support it based on the claim that they cannot “understand” it, while at the same time 

they are able to appropriate aspects of its lexicon and phonology. Speaker 6 (female, age 

38) reached a similar point of dysfluency in her mimicking of Unified Kichwa 

morphemes (see Chapter 4 for further discussion of this quote):     

Nosotros no queremos ese [...] a:::h rikushpa, ni sé, kishpa. Yo digo, yo no digo 
“rikushpa,” digo “rikuwka,” “rikuwkanchi” [...] A veces no se les entiende lo que 
hablan.  
 
We don’t want that [...] u:::h rikushpa [“seeing”], I don’t know, kishpa [non-
word]. I say, I don’t say “rikushpa,” I say “rikuwka” [was seeing][...] 
Sometimes it is unintelligible what they are speaking.  
 

Here, Santiago and Speaker 26 are appropriating a frequently exaggerated aspect of 

Andean Kichwa (and by implication, Unified Kichwa) phonetics, namely the 

comparatively higher presence of the voiceless palatal fricative /ʃ/. Amazonian Kichwa 

speakers in Tena often mimic Andean Kichwa varieties by exaggerating the use of the /ʃ/ 

phoneme, as in Speaker 13’s (female, age 34) claim that in the highlands,  

Hablan “pshpshpshpsh.” No sé, es [todo] termina con ese.  

They say “pshpshpshpsh.” I don’t know, it’s [everything] ends with an s. 

Taking this into account, Santiago’s invented lexeme “mushkun” may represent a 

strategic overgeneralization of Andean /ʃ/ in an attempted neologism whereby muskuna, 

“to dream,” has been semantically reinterpreted (a common Unified Kichwa practice) in 

order to mean “to greet.” Although analysis of Santiago’s intentions here can only be 

speculative, it seems fitting that he has chosen to appropriate a meaningless word since 

(1) he claims to be unable to “understand” Unified Kichwa and (2) Kichwa language 
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planners are often criticized for their shameless “invention” of new words. But that 

Santiago is able to spontaneously create a mocked lexeme using recognized Andean 

phonology and recognized Unified Kichwa neologizing practices signals that he may 

have more practical knowledge of this variety than he professes, or even recognizes in 

any abstractable sense.       

 
Phonetic Objectification 
 
 Also clear in this instance of phonetic appropriation is the fact that enregistered 

phonemes can become stored in a speaker’s cognitive catalogue of exemplars for 

language variation, even if the speaker displays only very superficial comprehension of 

the language variety as an objectifiable “system.” In other words, dialect speakers like 

Santiago, who claim to be unable to understand Unified Kichwa are nevertheless capable 

of recognizing its sound elements and even isolating and replicating specific phonemes in 

order to comment on them socially.  

 In his contrasting voiced figures in lines 15 and 17 of the text in speech Example 

6.1, Santiago reveals further potential knowledge of recognized phonetic distinctions 

between the two varieties, namely the voicing/devoicing of obstruents /p/ /t/ k/ in Tena 

dialect/Unified Kichwa respectively.  

 In line 15, Santiago shows evidence of his knowledge of local Kichwa dialect in 

the very first word of his quoted speech. He calls his interlocutor’s attention with the 

casual interjection “[riki]” the singular imperative form of the Kichwa verb rikuna (to 

see), which can be glossed as “Look!” or “Hey!.” But in standard, Unified Kichwa, the 

singular imperative form of rikuna is rikuy [ɾikuy] (riku-: look/see + -Y: imperative 
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suffix), not riki. In his spoken pronunciation of the prescribed rikuy, Santiago 

incorporates a word-initial trill [r], a borrowing from Spanish phonetics, and reduces the 

word-final diphthong /uy/ to /i/, both of which are features of Tena Kichwa dialect (see 

Chapter 4). 

 Santiago’s voicing (in the acoustic sense) of the accusative case-marking suffix –

TA, in kanta and tutamanta, to [kanda] and [tutamanda] (line 15), is also in keeping with 

Tena dialect phonetics. Santiago’s /t/-voicing is more overtly marked in this 

metalinguistic context than his non-standard pronunciation of rikuy, however. /t/-voicing 

in Santiago’s typified dialect pronunciation of kanta as [kanda] directly contrasts his 

subsequent devoicing of /t/ in kanta in his imitation of the typical Unified Kichwa 

speaker, which is in keeping with prescribed Unified Kichwa phonetics. Spectrographic 

evidence of this contrasted /t/ voicing/devoicing can be seen in Figure 6.1, below. There 

is a clear continuation of waveform vibration and pronounced formants between the nasal 

/n/ and the onset of the word-final /a/ in Santiago’s quoting of a typical dialect speaker, 

while in his quoting of the typical Unified Kichwa speaker, there both of these indicators 

are absent.  
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Figure 6.1. Spectrographic evidence of devoicing of kanta in Santiago’s quoted speech. 
      
    Quoting of dialect speaker: [kanda]     Quoting of Uni. Kichwa speaker: [kanta] 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
[ka                  nd                          a        ]     [  ka        nt                               a               ]  
 
 

As discussed in previous chapters, stop-devoicing, particularly in the accusative case-

marking suffix -TA, is a widely recognized feature of both Andean and Unified Kichwa 

varieties among Tena dialect speakers that is often negatively evaluated, as expressed by 

Speaker 26 (female, age 38):  

Nosotros no queremos ese idioma con el que la aumentan el ta-ta-ta, el, el ma-ka-
ta-ka, no sé que.  
 
We don’t want that language that spreads the ta-ta-ta, the, the ma-ka-ta-ka, I 
don’t know what. 

 

Stop-devoicing is commonly seen by Unified Kichwa opponents as aesthetically 

objectionable and is sometimes parodied as a sign of immodest display of literacy 

education. Santiago’s devoicing of kanta objectifies this phonetic devaluation, adding 

depth to his voiced character and making his replication of Unified Kichwa appear more 

accurate to his intended audience (in this case, the interviewer). Although he explicitly 
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claims to be unable to “understand” Unified Kichwa, he has clearly incorporated stop-

devoicing as an exemplar for enregistered Unified Kichwa speech style. His ability to 

recall and reproduce devoiced stops in his imitation here also suggests that, while his 

knowledge of Unified Kichwa lexicon may be limited, his miscomprehension of Unified 

Kichwa does not extend this particular phonetic distinction from local dialect. That he 

can objectify this language feature implies that he understands and can appropriate both 

its semantic-referential and social-indexical properties.  

 Interestingly, Santiago does not attend to an expected phonetic distinction in his 

replications of llakishkawa, which in Unified Kichwa is prescribed as llakishkawan. 

Santiago’s deletion of word-final /n/ in the comitative suffix -WAN in his voicing of the 

typical dialect speaker is in keeping with regional Tena Kichwa dialect. But that he does 

not reconstruct /n/ in his voicing of the typical Unified Kichwa speaker, where it is 

expected, may be a signal of his lack of experience with spoken word-final /n/, and a 

potential indicator that word-final /n/ remains an esoteric, educated variant only, which 

has not been sufficiently objectified or ideologized by dialect speakers in order for it to 

be replicable.   

 

Prosodic Objectification  

 While lexical and phonetic choices are clearly tied to voice, prosodic choices may 

also reveal evidence of a quoting speaker’s attitude toward the speaking figures in his 

voice system. Besnier (1992), for example, demonstrates that prosodic effects within 

reported speech strings can have both referential and affective functions. More 
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specifically, adverbial deixis can be used as a covert marker of empathy towards a quoted 

speaker while pitch, tempo and voice quality of quoted speech can be manipulated in 

order to present a quoted speaker in a negative or positive light. Hill (1995) further shows 

that intonation can be manipulated in order to suggest harmony and disharmony between 

voices as well as to suggest an additional “layer of presence” of the evaluating, emotional 

self being created by the speaking animator.    

 Looking at the relative prosodic structure of Santiago’s contrasting figures reveals 

both a “disharmony” between the voices of these speaker types as well as Santiago’s 

empathy/antipathy towards each. First, in his voicing of the typical dialect speaker, 

Santiago’s pitch remains mostly flat and terminates in a sharp rise (from an average F0 of 

approximately 165Hz to a brief F0 of approximately 300Hz) on the penultimate syllable 

of the quoted speech string (i.e. the ra in salurani). In contrast, in his voicing of the 

typical Unified Kichwa speaker, Santiago’s intonation contour begins with a pronounced 

fall on the final syllable of mashi (to about 110Hz) and then flattens out, with no terminal 

rise. In addition, while voicing the dialect-speaking figure, Santiago’s tempo is consistent 

with his surrounding authorial discourse in Spanish, while it is slowed significantly in his 

voicing of the Unified Kichwa speaker.    

 That Santiago’s voicing of the dialect-speaking figure includes a prosodic 

structure similar to his speech as the discursive author, or principal, is not surprising, 

since he is using his own hypothetical speech as exemplary of Tena dialect. His terminal 

rise in pitch seems to further suggest an empathy with this speech style as something that 

is aesthetically “normal” or “natural,” especially since his terminal pitch mirrors that of 
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his subsequent “¿Ya? Y él me entiende,” (“Right? And he understands me.”) (which also 

terminates in an F0 near 300Hz). His pitch contour here thus appears to signal that “the 

previously replicated speech string is obviously normal and understandable.” But the 

relative flatness, initial lowering and slowed tempo of his replicated Unified Kichwa 

speech seem to suggest social distancing and negative affect toward spoken Unified 

Kichwa, which is often perceived as emotionless, stilted and formal, and, according to 

Santiago, meaningless.   

 Pitch level and tempo appeared to correlate consistently with social distance, 

reverence and affect in other speaker imitations in metalinguistic interviews in Tena. 

Relatively high pitch and fast paced speech was often used to signal positive affect, 

reverence and empathy toward the imitated or quoted speaker (all of which were further 

substantiated in surrounding discourse), while relatively low pitch and slowed tempo 

tended to signal emotional detachment, denigration and social distance. In a conversation 

about the characteristics of “indigenous” Spanish in Tena, for example, Speaker 1 (male, 

age 31) broke into a number of improvised imitations where his pitch rose significantly 

while voicing other imaginary speakers. During a brief description of Kichwa speakers’ 

tendency to reduce unstressed final Spanish vowels, Speaker 1 broke into one such 

instance of high-pitched voicing, explaining that for Kichwa-Spanish bilinguals, 

S1: Toma puede ser como [toŋ]. [toŋ] o {writing on board} este,  
 dale, a veces como [ðɛl].  
M: Hm. 
S1: [ðɛl], [ðɛl], [ðɛl bamos iɾ žapið], así, [ðɛl bamos iɾ žapið], así.  
 

Figure 6.2, below, shows Speaker 1’s relatively high pitch while voicing “indigenous” 

Spanish compared to his pitch before the onset of imitated speech. 



 258 

 
Figure 6.2. Pitch contour for Speaker 1’s imitation of indigenous Spanish.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Similar instances of pitch-raising, along with increases in relative tempo, were observed 

in conversations with speakers quoting and imitating the speech of their family members, 

particularly elders, as well as beloved neighbors and friends—people for whom they 

expressed reverence and empathy. In imitations of bilingual education administrators and 

other authority figures, by contrast, these same speakers often lowered their pitch and 

decreased their tempo.  

 In making these prosodic voicing contrasts, quoting and imitating animators 

appear to be repeatedly calling attention to the same, objectifiable speech qualities while 

at the same time expressing their attitudes toward these qualities by marking them in 

recognized ways. Though the particular prosodic coloring these Tena Kichwas utilize 

may represent exaggerations and distortions as much as fidelity to the speech style of the 

300 Hz 

0 Hz 

dale     a veces como del        [hm]  del          del                    del del vamosirapido 
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real characters they are voicing, they are nevertheless recognized tactics that further 

demonstrate the importance of objectification as a mechanism for projecting situated 

experience with speech, and establishing social goals like political stance and group 

identity.   

 

Double-Voicing and Social Division   

 In his discussion of enregisterment, Agha (2005) distinguishes between two types 

of voices. First, there are social voices, constructed through utterances that index 

typifiable speaking personae, similar to the way in which registers (Agha 2003, 2004) 

index social attributes of a speaker such as gender, class, caste and profession. Second, 

there are individual voices, constructed through utterances that index “event specific, 

potentially unique images of personhood” (2005:39). The typifiability of voices, 

according to Agha, presupposes the differentiability of one voice from another through 

the contrasting of figures of personhood—i.e. indexical images of speaker-actor—within 

structures of entextualization. These voicing contrasts become construed as typifiable 

voices “on the basis of reflexive cues contained within text segments that formulate 

them” (2005:39). Within the range of social voices is a particular subclass of voices 

linked to registers, what Agha refers to as “enregistered” voices, that index stereotypic 

social personae and that can be used as tropes to construct “hybrid” personae. 

Furthermore, these enregistered voices have particular socialized language speakers 

associated with them and the speaking animators who are capable of recognizing these 
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links can strategically align themselves with these figures who become performable 

through use. 

 By explicitly framing his quotes and conspicuously imitating typical dialect and 

Unified Kichwa speech, Santiago is clearly attempting to replicate enregistered aspects of 

speech, with as much lexical, phonetic and prosodic fidelity as his exemplars of 

experience allow him to do. But in the subsequent phase of speech animation in lines 18-

24 of Example 6.1, Santiago turns to a more covert voicing strategy in which linguistic 

framing is concealed, enregistered speech variants are not conspicuously objectified, and 

contrasting images of “individual” personhood come into relief through creative 

semantic-referential work. In other words, there is an observable division between 

speaking voices here, but this division is not made through syntactic framing or 

contrasting lexical and phonetic appropriations, but rather through the objectification of 

multiple subjectivities.   

 In addition to direct and indirect speech reporting, with their associated linear and 

pictorial styles, respectively, Volšinov identifies a possible third type. Found throughout 

the modern novel, this third type of quoting is characterized by a shift of the “verbal 

dominant” to the reported speech. The boundary between reported strings and authorial 

speech becomes so effectively blurred in such a case that reported speech becomes “more 

forceful and more active than the authorial context framing it” (1973:121). The author/ 

narrator’s position becomes fluid, and the narrating speaker adopts the “languages” of his 

or her referent characters.  
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 Bakhtin (1973, 1981) provides a similar description of voice as a literary effect. 

Within the narrative discourse of the novel, he explains, can be observed varying degrees 

of dialogism and varying degrees of language objectification by narrating speakers. 

Along with “direct, unmediated discourse,” which is directed exclusively toward objects 

of reference, there also exists a kind of “objectified discourse,” which includes the 

embedded speech of a represented person or speaker and the individual or socio-typical 

characteristics associated with that speech. Additionally, there is double-voiced discourse, 

or discourse that is oriented toward someone else’s speech, which includes varying 

degrees of objectification of the quoted speech of figures by the narrator. Within this 

class of utterances, Bakhtin first identifies double-voiced discourses in which there is a 

complete fusion between the narrator’s voice and that of a novel’s characters, who carry 

out, in their speech, the narrator’s intentions. Next, there are cases where overtness in the 

objectification of speech is reduced but there is still a clear separation of voices, which is 

apparent in stylistic shifts like parodied representations of a character’s speech. Finally, a 

third type of double-voiced discourse can be found in the novel in which voices form 

diverse types of interrelationships with one another, as in the case of a character’s 

incorporation of the imagined rejoinders of other speakers within his own monologic 

speech. 

 In lines 18-24, Santiago performs a “hybrid construction” (Bakhtin 1981), 

incorporating what Bakhtin (1973) refers to as double-voiced discourse and Agha (2005) 

later refers to as a contrasting of “unnamed,” “individual” voices. As Bakhtin (1981:305) 

explains, a “hybrid construction,” 
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belongs, by its grammatical (syntactic) and compositional markers, to a single 
speaker, but [it] actually contains mixed within it two speech manners, two styles, 
two “languages,” two semantic and axiological belief systems...there is no 
formal...boundary between these utterances, styles, languages, belief systems; the 
division of voices and languages takes place within the limits of a single syntactic 
whole. 
 

In line 18 of Example 6.1, Santiago has terminated his quoting of speaker types and he 

again adopts the role of the principal in his continued critique of Unified Kichwa. But the 

principal speaker here is split into two characters—(1) the educated, abstracting critic 

previously constructed in lines 1-14 and (2) an uneducated, practical speaker who is 

overwhelmed by the cognitive conflict he experiences upon confronting the unknown 

new language variety. Though the last section of this speech sample is syntactically, 

lexically and phonetically consistent, the utterances here are double-voiced as they 

modulate between these two separate subjective perspectives.   

 Throughout the interview from which Example 6.1 is taken, Santiago represents 

himself as a well-informed critic, who has conducted university level research on the 

pedagogical effects of bilingual Kichwa-Spanish education, empirically proving, he 

claims, the inadequacies of bilingual education through student performance. He makes 

repeated calls for “respect” of regional variation in Amazonian Kichwa at the educational 

level and expresses what he sees as a lack of adequate documentation of Amazonian 

Kichwa dialects by linguists in grammars and dictionaries, akin to those available for 

Unified Kichwa. His repeated references to these separate “linguistic codes” thus comes 

from a well-educated, well researched position.  

 Throughout his work, Santiago has also interacted with and conducted research 

among bilingual education students and their parents for many years, and he is able to 
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call up numerous examples of their direct complaints about the social and developmental 

“conflicts” created by using Unified Kichwa in bilingual curricula. As a bilingual 

education critic who is deeply invested in this debate in his personal and professional life, 

Santiago thus has a substantial understanding of its contrasting perspectives—those of 

Unified Kichwa supporters and opponents, be they educators, administrators, students or 

concerned parents. In addition, he is a native Tena Kichwa dialect speaker who can recall 

his own negative experiences of his initial confrontations with Unified Kichwa. He thus 

clearly empathizes with Kichwa speakers who are learning about Unified Kichwa for the 

first time, who are also beginning to form their own positive and negative opinions about 

the new variety.    

 The two voices in his speech here therefore seem to represent two important 

aspects of Santiago’s “self” as a Tena Kichwa, both as an educated critic and a previously 

uneducated and “confused” novice. In order to separate out these two distinct voices, I 

have reorganized the text in lines 18-24 as that of two interacting characters, below. The 

voice of the “educated critic” is represented in normal text and that of the “uneducated 

novice” is italicized:     

No, no. Hablan cosas, y cosas que me confunden. Yo, yo digo, en que, yo digo 
¿en qué quedamos? No lo entiendo. Al otro le entiendo clarito. Pero lo que me 
dice el otro, no. Entonces viene aquí la confusión. Entonces, no se da ni lo uno ni 
lo otro. ¿Con cuál me comunico, con la, con el código lingüístico de mi 
comunidad o con el código lingüístico de la comunidad extraña? No, no se da 
nada. Entonces, eh, es- si hay ese conflicto, entonces por último, santos, no hablo 
nada. Mejor aprendo el Castellano. 
 
No, no. They say things, and things that confuse me. I, I say, which, I say which 
do we go with? I don’t understand. I understand one [speaker] clearly. But what 
the other says to me, no. So herein lies the confusion. So, neither one works, nor 
the other. Which do I communicate with, with the, with the linguistic code of my 
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community or with the linguistic code of the foreign community? Neither one 
works. So, uh, it’s- if there is that confusion, so in the end, Jesus, I won’t speak at 
all. I’m better off learning Spanish.  
 

It is clear earlier and later in the interview that Santiago, as the educated critic, has 

already formulated a strong opinion regarding the language planning debate. He believes 

that Unified Kichwa is foreign and pedagogically inappropriate and it leads to confusion 

and relatively low academic performance. He therefore supports the continued use and 

“respect” for spoken Kichwa dialect as the exclusive Kichwa code, while he also supports 

biliteracy in Kichwa and Spanish, which he has achieved in his own life. But the 

uneducated novice that enters into his voice system here is still at the initial stage of 

conflict and opinion forming. He is unclear about how to negotiate the confusion he feels 

when confronting the mystifying, “foreign” code, and he is expressly fatalistic about the 

practicality of continuing to speak Kichwa at all. Defeated, he concludes, “I’m better off 

learning Spanish.”    

 This strategy of double-voicing the “other” perspective in commenting on the 

language planning debate in Tena was one that I observed repeatedly in 

metalinguistic interviews. Compare, for example, the complaints of Speakers 21 

(male, age 53) and 18 (male, age 18), dialect supporters and relatives who have not 

been educated in Unified Kichwa, with the lamenting remarks of a highly educated 

DIPEIB-N administrator (represented as DA, below):   

M: Y usted ha escuchado ese nuevo Kichwa Unificado? 
S21: No, no, no. Eso es, difícil es. No, no. 
S18: De sierra es, de sierra. Diferente es.  
S21: No, diferente es. Bastante diferente es [...] No lo queremos nosotros, eso. 

Muy difícil es. No, no, no queremos. No, no, no queremos. Nosotros 
queremos es nuestro idioma, de nuestro antepasados [...] que siga pues, 
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para adelante. Porque ese idioma que ahorita están sacando, inventan, no 
sé. Para mi, yo digo es invento. No, no es lo que nosotros hemos nacido 
hablando.  

________ 
 

DA: [Los padres de familia] nos dicen mal, que estamos enseñando el Kichwa 
mal. Que es nuestra, nuestro, que no es nuestro idioma. Que es de la sierra, 
que es del Perú, que es de Bolivia. 

 
M:  And have you heard this new Unified Kichwa? 
S21: No, no, no. That is, it’s difficult. No, no. 
S18: It’s from the highlands. It’s different. 
S21: No, it’s different. It’s very different [...] We don’t want that. It’s very 

difficult. We don’t, don’t want it. We don’t want it. What we want is our 
language, of our ancestors [...] for [our language] to live on. Because that 
language that they are taking, they invent, I don’t know. For me, I say it is 
invention. It’s not, not what we were born speaking.    

________ 
 

DA: [The parents] speak badly of us, that we are teaching the wrong Kichwa. 
That it’s our, our, that it is not our language. That it is from the highlands, 
that it is from Perú, from Bolivia. 

 
The idea that one is “better off learning Spanish” than learning to become simultaneously 

fluent and literate in Kichwa was not uncommonly expressed by dialect defenders either, 

and it was a sentiment often directly addressed by Unified Kichwa supporters in their 

urges to thwart language shift to Spanish monolingualism.  

 In addition to voicing “the opposition” in his quoting of the Unified Kichwa 

speaker in line 17 though, in lines 18-24, Santiago is actually creating an additional 

voicing contrast, between distinct types of dialect defenders. While educated dialect-

defending linguists and educators may call for documentation and the use of non-standard 

Kichwa in the classroom, uneducated dialect speakers might express a more primary need 

for institutional “respect” for the variety the speak in their homes. The uneducated novice 

speaker being voiced by Santiago simply wants to be able to communicate successfully 
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and without criticism in his “mother tongue.” By integrating both Tena Kichwa 

perspectives into his speech through dramatic shifting of subjectivities, Santiago thus 

gives a persuasive, educated voice to the uneducated and voiceless. 

 Previous ethnographers studying the dynamics of discursive subjectivity have 

identified similar types of elaborate voicing strategies that can be used for such combined 

dramatic and political effect. Urban (1989) extends Benveniste’s (1971[1939]) 

examination of the unique properties of personal pronoun “I” in order to introduce 

multiple ethnographically-occurring types of “I” that he believes are common in certain 

generic forms of discourse. Along with singular pronoun and anaphoric “I,” Urban 

submits, there exists a kind of “de-quotative ‘I’” in which quoted “I” can become a 

theatrically substituted referential index of some non-ordinary identity or aspect of the 

self of the speaking subject. De-quotative “I,” according to Urban, is a special form of 

language use that derives from the more common and frequent forms of direct quotation. 

It is the “I” of a quotation “wherein the matrix clause has disappeared” (37).  

 An even further extension of the de-quotative “I” is the theatrical “I,” where an 

individual speaks through a character that he or she is constructing through performance, 

adopting the first person pronoun to point to him- or herself, but not as he or she thinks or 

behaves “outside the performance context” (ibid.). While de-quotation can and “probably 

does” occur in some form in all cultural traditions whose languages have the direct 

quotation form, Urban explains, the specific ways in which it is elaborated vary 

according to cultural contexts. Indexical signs, such as stylized “voice quality” combined 

with free-direct quoted phrases, can in some culture-specific genres come to “stand on 
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their own” as signals to interlocutors that the “I” employed is to be understood as a 

speaking subject found in earlier narrative discourse. Urban treats these dequotative types 

of free-direct speech, which he refers to as theatrical and projective “I” as pointing to “a 

self other than the everyday self” (41).  

 Graham (1995) describes one such genre-specific cultural elaboration of free-

direct speech reporting in her analysis of Xavante dream sharing narratives, and she 

arrives at similar conclusions about its nature and functions. Crucial to the high-profile 

Xavante political figure, Warodi’s ability to motivate desire for collective representation, 

according to Graham, is his theatrical skill in narrating events. Graham describes how in 

dream-telling, Warodi manipulates formal linguistic devices in order to subjectively align 

with the creators of the Xavante world. He does so by speaking the minds of the creators, 

speaking “with conviction” about their thoughts and actions while presenting himself as 

their “spokesman to the living” (178). Through the use of shifting first-person markers, 

Warodi leaves his point of view ambiguous, constantly moving from the subjective 

perspective of the living youth to that of the living elders, to that of deceased ancestors 

and even mythological immortals. Warodi demonstrates that he is a gifted, persuasive 

narrator by taking on the voice qualities of the imagined protagonists of his stories, 

“fashioning the dramatic tension with their dialogue” (189) in order to simultaneously 

teach and entertain his interlocutors. Warodi’s audiences are able to anticipate and have 

even come to expect theatrical drama in the context of dream narration, having learned to 

understand his indexical shifts in pronominal reference as the assumption of identities 

other than those of Warodi’s “everyday self.” Graham concludes that Warodi’s direct 
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employment of these “other selves,” serves to embellish the content of his story-telling 

while making his protagonists and their messages seem more “real” to his audience.  

 Similarly, in his brief dramatization of the conflict created by Unified Kichwa, 

Santiago steps into and out of subjective alignment with the struggling Kichwas for 

whom he is acting as spokesman. In order to leave his audience (the interviewer) with a 

more lasting impression of the conflict, Santiago makes it seem more “real” by speaking 

through direct experience, as his erstwhile novice self. As Lemon (2009) has pointed out 

in her own study of the importance of constructing emotional empathy in theatrical 

imitation, “good acting requires techniques for discovering events and conditions in some 

time-space that [may or] may not contain the self” (838). In his pastiche of chronotopes 

and performed intellectual selves, Santiago artfully conveys the emotion of the faceless, 

modern Tena Kichwa, who is confronted with the historical crisis of synthetic language.  

 

Conclusion 

 Though Santiago demonstrates exceptional skill in creatively employing 

multivocal speech here, his ability to objectify aspects of his experience with dialogism 

and multilingualism is not unique among Tena Kichwas. Throughout conversations about 

speech variation in Tena, speakers showed a remarkable aptness for improvising the 

voices of “others,” from the condensed quoting of youth slang, to the mimicking of the 

“interlanguages” of Kichwa-Spanish bilinguals, to the use of de-quotative multi-lingual 

expressions like “Ñuka shunku late for you” (Ki. “My heart” Sp. “beats” Eng. “for you”) 
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in their imitations of tourists from English-speaking countries learning to seduce Kichwas 

of the opposite sex.  

 But the careful dissection of this brief, yet exceptional speech performance by a 

single speaker demonstrates the inherent potential for all speakers to re-objectify their 

experiences with local speech in highly elaborated and creative ways. As Portelli (1997) 

writes in his discussion of oral narrative, “representative” texts do not become 

representative because of their “statistically average” quality, rather they are repeatedly 

referenced because of their exceptionality. One the one hand, only a Tena Kichwa in the 

midst of new language planning and revitalization policies could produce a text like 

Santiago’s above. On the other hand, its uniqueness “comprehends and defines the range 

of possibilities of its time and society” (Portelli 1997:86). Like the narratives of 

“representative men” of their time, Santiago’s creative critique 

is remarkable for the way in which it gathers socially shared symbols and 
devices—the sense of local identity, the circumscribed point of view...and 
organizes them into a coherent whole. [This] act of parole, in other words, reveals 
and amplifies the expressive possibilities of the langue (ibid.).   
 

Through his creative word and sound play, Santiago not only persuasively communicates 

his perspective on sociolinguistic life in Tena, he also opens and defines the “field of 

expressive possibilities” (ibid.) for doing so. In other words, his imitative fidelity and 

character embellishment not only add dramatic effect to communicating this politically 

charged bit of discourse. It also catalogues a memorable act of objectification of 

important social constructs and categories, as well as linguistic and semiotic resources for 

describing and evaluating them.  
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 This singular act of speech replication is thus also an important act of social 

composition. As animator, the replicating speaker breathes new life into social and 

individual voices, increasing the depth of their character while dramatizing their unique 

timbre and affect. And by animating these voices, the speaker further reproduces 

recognized voices as distinct social objects, manifesting objective qualities and 

relationships that are available for public appropriation. The potential iconism of these 

speech objects, i.e. their potential to eventually come to stand for larger social categories, 

becomes an “instigation to certain sorts of action” (Keane 2003:418). By becoming 

things for consumption, the semiotic status of these objects is transformed. As Keane 

explains, these material objects enter into the certain “qualities of subjectivity” and they 

“mediate future possibilities” (ibid.). When linguistic signs become speech objects, and 

when these objects are further reinterpreted to become social, indexical signs, they come 

“furnished with instructions” and they thus become subject to competing “semiotic 

ideologies” that threaten to destabilize existing “semiotic ideologies” (Keane 2003:419) 

that govern their original creation. 

 What this means for speech objects in Tena, is that although Tena Kichwas may 

reproduce certain salient features of language in order to define in-group, indigenous 

identities, unscrupulous and uncritical outsiders are also free to sequester and reinterpret 

these linguistic objects according to their own design and their own political agendas. 

Once objectified, speech objects can become endlessly re-objectified for infinite 

purposes. The links between some speech objects and their “owners” become calcified, 

into idioms, catch-phrases and badges of in-group identity. Others become extracted from 
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their original social contexts, appropriated by outsiders or by mainstream culture for their 

iconic qualities. In the process, the situated meaning of these linguistic objects becomes 

lost to all but a select group. 

 In the following chapter, I will examine the ways in which Kichwa speech, 

Kichwa texts and signs of indigeneity enter into and become transformed by publicly 

mediated discourse. Here, we see a highly unstable field of semiotic action, where 

Kichwa-ness and indigeneity are thrust into popular spheres of action, becoming subject 

to power structures and competing interpretations, through self-representation and 

intercultural “translation.” Meanwhile, the growing social divisions among Tena Kichwas 

persist, as Tena Kichwas struggle to plan the future of their language and identity, all 

under the scrutiny of local, national and international onlookers.      
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CHAPTER 7. PUBLICLY KICHWA: URBAN MEDIATION OF LANGUAGE AND 
CULTURE 

 
Introduction 
 
 The visitor to Tena who comes in search of signs of indigenous culture will not be 

disappointed. Native ethnic revivalism, propelled by indigenous political organizations 

and co-opted by the municipal government, eco-tourism agencies and all those who profit 

from dealing in the symbolic capital of Amazonian indigeneity, is alive and well in urban 

Tena. The intercultural project has spread to multiple new forms of symbolic mediation, 

where Amazonian Kichwa language and culture are amplified daily. Incorporation into 

the audio-visual mediascape has not only boosted the physical presence of Amazonian 

Kichwa culture, it has also transformed indigenous self-representation by expanding its 

formulas and diversifying its channels. At the same time, high-profile public mediation 

has intensified existing struggles over indigenous representation, magnifying divergent 

ideologies and raising the stakes in the pursuit of political power. 

 Conflicting narratives of indigenous identity have begun to develop around Tena 

Kichwas’ repeated entrances onto urban stages. For some optimists, the daily 

broadcasting of ethnic revival is an implicit signal of the continued strength of 

Amazonian Kichwa culture in Tena, or at least an indication that it is making a visible 

comeback. To the critics, the publicly packaged forms of Amazonian Kichwa culture are 

“inauthentic” and the planned objectification of cultural practices is merely indicative of 

their demise in everyday life. If Amazonian Kichwa culture were thriving in the 

communities, in other words, it would not need objectification in Tena.  



 273 

 There is also contestation over the tactics of public self-representation. Some 

indigenous actors value strategic essentialism, or the condensing of shared signs of 

ethnicity, indigeneity and history for political purposes, as an important tool for 

promoting ethnic cohesion, raising awareness of cultural differences and enacting 

political change. Meanwhile, many uncritical audiences in Tena have come to expect 

these folkloricized versions of Kichwaness as the only “authentic” culture, thereby 

reproducing romanticized images and pre-development nostalgia in the popular 

imagination. Such outdated expectations inhibit Tena Kichwas’ ability to creatively 

engage with new ideas, new identities and new forms of discourse that are adopted from 

global public spheres and adapted to fit with “traditional” worldviews.   

 Moreover, these very public acts of objectification and self-representation lead to 

new struggles over semiotic propriety and audience interpretation. As signs of Kichwa 

indigeneity are beamed out through urban channels, they go up for grabs by a host of 

outsiders who may have little interest in the propositional content of messages, and who 

might seek only to capitalize on the symbolic weight of material linguistic and cultural 

goods. While the aim of interculturality is the mutual sharing of cultural and intellectual 

material, existing power differentials make translation work between white-mestizo and 

indigenous Kichwa perspectives an uneven process. In cotemporary media settings, 

where dominant genres and national audience expectations govern the way information is 

presented, minority cultures become subject to drastic reinterpretations, 

misrepresentations and even outright erasure.  
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 Under these conditions, marked Kichwa language is often appropriated as an 

emblem of a distinctive Amazonian identity that is promoted as part of all Tena residents’ 

collective experience. But the process of objectifying language mystifies the ongoing 

ideological contest occurring within the Tena Kichwa community, where “indigenous 

language” itself is being redefined. Within the cultural signs on city streets, walls, stages, 

screens and pages we can begin to expose language as a contradiction-ridden and tension-

filled environment (Bakhtin 1981) where brokers of culture vie for authoritative voice.                

      

Indigenous Media in Tena 

 In a recent edited volume on indigenous activism in Latin America, contributing 

anthropologists identify a number of important continent-wide shifts in strategies and 

resources for public self-representation and empowerment. Growing out of the dramatic 

upsurge in indigenous activism that began in the 1960s and 1970s (Ramos 2002), Warren 

and Jackson (2002) argue that the process of “cultural synthesis” has recently been 

intensified once again, “by the eager consumption of transnational organizing tactics, 

popular culture, and new technology, alongside reborn indigenous ritual, by some 

indigenous youth and bicultural leaders” (9). Some observers note that this sudden 

proliferation of objectified indigenous culture suspiciously coincides with new acts of 

cultural commodification, insinuating that indigenous leaders may simply be taking 

advantage of a renewed interest in “exotic” Latin America by the tourism industry and 

international funding agencies (e.g. Morales 1998). But Warren and Jackson argue that 

contemporary anthropologists should not concern themselves with critiquing the motives 
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behind these new formulations of culture, or with establishing absolute standards for 

cultural “authenticity.” It is the duty of anthropologists to focus, rather, on the role and 

strategies of local indigenous “authenticators” themselves.  

 In that vein, Warren and Jackson point out a notable shift in authoritative action in 

indigenous communities in recent decades, from local community governance by tribal 

leaders and ritual elders to the entrance of new kinds of figureheads into broader spheres 

of local, national and international affairs. Importantly factoring into this dramatic shift in 

the locus and strategies of governance is the intensifying debate between indigenous 

activists and national societies over the commodification of culture in tourism, folklore 

exhibition and public performance. Especially pressing in this debate are concerns about 

the obvious gains of commodification for urban entrepreneurs while local indigenous 

communities have shown few direct benefits.   

 As a center for indigenous political activity and multimedia information-sharing, 

Tena has been part of these recent Latin American trends. Much like the cities that 

anthropologists of indigenous activism elsewhere in Latin America describe, Tena has 

become a hub for the organization of Napo Kichwa economic and political associations, 

as well as an important venue for cultural commodification and performance. Like many 

other centers of political action, Tena is an administrative capital city that is conveniently 

situated along major travel routes, a strategic location for indigenous groups to enter into 

local and national political and economic affairs. Tena is also a typical Ecuadorian city, 

in the sense that it is constituted by a “mosaic of local and regional traditions that respond 

variously to the forces of globalization, modernization and neoliberalism” (Whitten 
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2003:xii). Finally, Tena is typical of an Amazonian city, as it is a center for encountering 

modern resources for creating unity among members of scattered tropical forest 

communities, where Amazonian Kichwas “insist on letting the world know that they are 

part of the Ecuadorian nation and that they are also real living people. Indigenous people” 

(Whitten & Whitten 2008:27). Within this urban public setting, Tena Kichwas display 

unique and heterogeneous strategies for self-representation, many of which revolve 

around the use of the region’s distinctive linguistic resources as instruments of 

intercultural dialogue and political project-making.  

 Gow and Rappaport (2002) break down “public” indigenous culture in their 

communities of study into two interrelated sets of activities, one national and the other 

local. At the national, organizational level, they claim, culture is exemplified by 

“cosmovisión,” or the “philosophical underpinnings of indigenous forms of territorial 

control” (71). Such concepts guide indigenous intellectuals and politicians in their plans 

for national recognition and territorial autonomy. On the ground, on the other hand, 

culture is exemplified in concrete and material forms, including language, mythology, 

and recognizable products like arts and handicrafts. In the hands of indigenous activists, 

Gow and Rappaport see philosophical and material forms of culture as “subaltern 

political tool[s] framed in ethnographic terms, through which the movement hopes to 

achieve autonomy in a pluralist—but also hegemonic—political and intellectual 

environment” (ibid.).   

 Traditional Latin American ethnographic concepts like “cosmovisión,” “material 

culture” and even “language” are difficult to apply to indigenous groups like Tena 



 277 

Kichwas though, who engage with contrasting essentializing and critical discourses of 

group identity that have grown out of prolonged interethnic contact, education and 

changing national politics. “Language” is an especially complex discursive product for 

Tena Kichwas that includes multiple varieties and styles of both Kichwa and Spanish. 

Styles of both languages are variously employed, often with reinforcing cultural signs 

like clothing, food, handicrafts and bodily hexis, in the performance of indigenous 

Kichwa identity.  

 As Graham (2002) has demonstrated for indigenous speechmaking in Amazonian 

Brazil, indigenous Kichwas operating in Tena’s public media sphere strategically 

appropriate signals that have come to be associated with “indigenousness” by way of 

second-order indexicality (see Silverstein 2003). Whereas indigenous language use itself 

can signify indigenous identity, Graham explains, discourse practices in non-indigenous 

languages can also signal membership in a particular indigenous group. Moreover, the 

density of “indianness” can be heightened through performative displays of these 

practices. Acoustic form, rhetorical strategies, themes in message content and a host of 

accompanying signifiers of membership in a particular indigenous group by way of first-

order indexicality thus further become deployable “natural indexes” of a general “indian 

essence.” Second-order indexicality, which becomes a function of the performative 

expectations of audiences about “indianness” (2002:190), can thus be manipulated 

according to actors’ political designs.      

 Many Amazonian groups in other, rural parts of South America that have 

experienced relative historical geographical isolation can rely on recognizable sets of 
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tactics for displaying their historical presence as culturally and linguistically autonomous. 

Indigenous groups like Tena Kichwas, who are well-integrated into national social 

currents and who share a long history of interethnic contact with Spanish-speaking 

colonos and foreign visitors must invent new ways to publicly assert their existence, 

incorporating aspects of their multicultural, multimodal experience with language and 

other semiotic media. After all, as Graham (2002:212) notes,  

Failure to incorporate new words, ideas, and formulations would condemn Indians 
to discursive isolation, sealing them off from the global context and its dialogues. 
Inclusion of new concepts...expresses creative engagement with the global world 
in which Indians now find themselves...They enhance Indians’ effectiveness and, 
because they are incorporated in distinctly indigenous ways, they constitute 
unique cultural products. 
 

Creative uses of multiple linguistic codes and styles, as well as locally burgeoning 

communications media by Tena Kichwas, in other words, are not departures from 

historical strategies. Such discursive tactics are rather representative of the “vitality and 

assertiveness that have long characterized traditional Indian culture” (ibid.).  

 But self-representation in Tena, as in most other urban Latin American settings, is 

never an uncontested process. And it is rarely, if ever, exclusively in indigenous hands. 

Tena Kichwas face a number of important obstacles in their quest for entry into public 

self-representation in urban space. First, they face a historically disadvantaged social 

position as a “minority” culture. Though Amazonian Kichwas may represent a 

demographic majority in Napo Province, available resources for the broadcasting of their 

cultural practices are still overwhelmingly controlled and structured by genres of 

dominant, national culture and non-indigenous actors. Next, a rural agricultural majority 

must contend with a rising new caste of urban, educated, bilingual Tena Kichwas, who 
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are fighting for prominence in a media marketplace by assuming control over all high-

profile public linguistic production. Finally, Tena Kichwas face the potential 

complications of national uptake, an uncontrollable effect of the objectification of 

language and cultural practices that are transmitted to mixed audiences of empathizers, 

uninformed visitors and some unscrupulous opportunists.   

 There are some media arenas in Tena where the struggle over self-representation 

is very conspicuously played out, where the airwaves, soundwaves and printed pages 

become markedly saturated with indigenous language and sign-making. These include 

municipal marketing, folkloric competitions, ethnic programming and local political 

campaigns. Before exploring each of these intertextual media contexts, I will first turn to 

analysis of a speech event that exposes several of the power-laden tensions and themes 

that run through all of these venues, where the signals of linguistic and cultural 

objectification are amplified and where ethnic political struggles are revealed. 

   

Urban Interculturality and Translation: A Media Case in Point 

 Evidence of an ethnicized struggle over the production of Tena’s unique 

Amazonian identity can be heard and viewed on any given day in Tena’s heterogeneous 

media sphere, where even an uninformed visitor can experience the often uncomfortable 

business of intercultural translation. The interaction in Example 7.1, below, occurred 

during a segment of the evening news on Tena’s main public television station. During 

this event, the host, a former provincial politician and news reporter, Dr. Vargas 

(represented as “DV”) welcomes President Tapuy (represented as “PT”), the appointed 
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Kichwa leader of Pano parish so that he can publicly invite the inhabitants of the Tena 

region to the ongoing celebration of the 40th anniversary of the founding of his 

community. The president of Pano arrives accompanied by four female guests, who are 

local candidates for Pano Warmi, or “Miss Pano,” a native beauty competition that is to 

be the marquee event of the festival.  

 Celebrations of the founding of parishes, cities and provinces are important social 

affairs in the upper Napo, and throughout Ecuador, and many of their constituent events 

are covered on local radio and television stations. Beauty contests, as I will discuss in 

greater detail later in this chapter, are integral components in these festivals, as they are 

the means by which local indigenous figureheads elect female representatives of the 

celebrating community who will preside over all of the subsequent events of the festival, 

which can last from a few days to up to two weeks. More importantly, native beauty 

competitions have become high-profile affairs through which elected female 

embodiments (Rogers 2003) of local rural communities go on to represent these 

communities in larger municipal and provincial competitions. These native beauty 

contests are important venues for the public performance of traditional Kichwa practices 

and the exhibition of native folklore, in the form of indigenous costume, dance, 

traditional games, food, and language.       

 In Example 7.1, there are multiple sign-making projects in operation in the 

presentation of marked ethnic material. First, the president of Pano and his female guests 

are attempting to promote their predominantly Kichwa parish’s social event as well as 

explain the important nuances and roles of the cultural practices that will be on 
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exhibition. Dr. Vargas, the interviewer and television channel’s spokesperson, is 

meanwhile attempting to guide his invited guests through the translation of the ethnic 

material on display for a mixed urban audience. At the same time, all of the actors are 

participating in variable types of genred performance, conveying implicit messages about 

their own social positions, about their orientation toward the event under discussion, and 

about the way they feel intercultural material should be presented.   

 
Example 7.1 Pano Festival and Pano Warmi presentation on Líder Visión, Tena, May, 
2009 (see translations for Kichwa- and Spanish-language terms in footnotes).38  
 

1 DV: Okay, so, uh, the festivities began yesterday, yesterday, uh, today,  
2  today they began, right? with a radio program. [The schedule] says,  
3  later, it says, “minga de confraternidad,”39 and later, tomorrow, we  
4  have the “wayusa upina”40 and “kamachina.”41 That, kamachina is,  
5  uh, what is kamachina? 
6 PT: Well, we have scheduled that, precisely today in he morning, the  
7  young lady candidates will be having wayusa with different families,  
8  local authorities, in addition, I think, they will be going to the city of  
9  Tena [[in order to            ]] 
10 DV:          [[Kamachina is the,]] to advise, [[right? To counsel, right? ]] 
11 PT:                        [[Kamachina is to counsel.]]  
12  Specifically, they are going to arrive with chicha, wayusa, and the  
13  people [[will-          ]] 
14 DV:     [[And what,]] what will be the advice? That they don’t 

abandon their ancestral customs- 
15 PT:  It’s, that [[is-               ]]  
16 DV:               [[That’s what]] it should be, right?  
17 PT: Yes, that- 
18 DV: That is the kamachina. Because many young women no longer like  
19  to- 
20 PT: They no longer like to [[drink wayusa-                     ]] 
21 DV:                         [[Nor even to speak Kichwa-]]  

                                                 
38 The unabridged, Spanish-language transcript of this interaction can be found in the 
Appendix of this dissertation.  
39 Trans.: “communal labor force” 
40 Trans.: “wayusa toast” 
41 Trans.: “counsel” 
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22 PT:  Right, to drink chicha, they no longer want to rise at [[dawn-       ]] 
23 DV:                                     [[Of course.]] 
24 PT: Already the are getting up to- 
25 DV: “What,” they say, in the chonta season, they say “What is that?” they  
26  say. 
27 PT: Yes, right. So- 
28 DV: So that is the kamachina.  
29 PT: That is the kama[[china-  ]] 
30 DV:                   [[Conser]]ve the ancestral [[cust-   ]] 
31 PT:                              [[uh huh]] 
32 DV: -toms. Very well. Next it says “inauguration of the festival,  
33  fairgrounds” then it says “fireworks [...] election and crowning of 

Pano Warmi 2010 [...] dance in honor of the Pano Warmi.” There 
will also be a dance, then [...] on Friday there is the “exposition of 
Kichwa gastronomy of the parish, male soccer, female indoor 
soccer,” on Saturday there is “despertar Pano runa liktacharina 
pacha”42  

34 PT: Likcharina. 
35 DV: [[Likcharina ]] pacha.  
36 PT: [[To wake up]] 
37 DV: Ah, it’s to wake up, right? Of course, to wake up the Pano runa.  
38  “Streets and homes from 5:00am [...] civic-military parade” [...] and it  
39  doesn’t end there. It continues with “public games,” and at 8:00pm,  
40  “hatun tushuna tuta.”43  
41 PT: [[Dance]] 
42 DV: [[Large ]] dance, right?  
43 PT: [[Dance of-     ]]  
44 DV: [[Large dance.]] 
45 PT: -the people of the parish.   
46 DV: Very well. There it ends then, the festivities en on- 
47 PT: Saturday. 
48 [...] 
49 DV: Let’s move on then to the participation of our candidates that are here  
50  so that you can meet them, friends of Pano, and everyone who will be  
51  in attendance, okay?...With us is the first candidate. What is your  
52  name? 
53 C1: Eh, buenas noches a todos los señores televidentes de Líder Visión  
54  Canal 9. Eh, mi nombre es Maria Shiguango. Orgullosamente  
55  represento a mi querida comunidad de Lagartococha.44  

                                                 
42 Trans: “awakening [sic] of the people of Pano”   
43 Trans: “grand evening dance” 
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56 DV: Lagartococha, very well. Our second participant. What is your name  
57  and what organization, community do you represent? 
58 C2:  Bueno mi nom- buenas noches, mi nombre es Gloria Andy.  
59  Orgullosamente represento a mi querida comunidad de Pumayaku.  
60  Gracias.45 
61 DV: Pumayaku. Let’s continue with our next participant. 
62 C3: Buenas noches, mi nombre es Cristina Grefa. Tengo el orgullo de  
63  representar a mi querida barrio San Pedro. Alli tuta nisha. Allicha  
64  ani. Ñuka shutimi kan Cristina Grefa. Gustu kushiwa shamuni.  
65  Wankurishka ayllu San Pedro llaktamanta. Pagara-.46  
66 DV: And finally, the last candidate.  
67 C4: Alli tuta nisha. Allicha ani. Ñuka shutimi kan Elicia Licuy. Ashka  
68  kushiwan shamuni wankurishka Pano maltakunamanta. Muy buenas  
69  noches. Mi nombre es Elicia Licuy. Con mucho orgullo represento a  
70  los grup- al grupo de jóvenes de Pano.47  
71 DV: Very well. The four candidates will be elected, what will they be  
72  elected for? Let’s see, the microphone, if you can. What will they be  
73  electing, Federico?  
74 PT: They will be electing, uh, Pano Warmi, Purutu Warmi, Chikta  
75  Warmi, and Sisa Warmi.  
76 DV: Let’s see, Pano Warmi. 
77 PT: Pano Warmi. 
78 DV: The first, right? 
79 PT: The first. 
80 DV: Okay, uh, later? 
81 PT: Purutu Warmi. 
82 DV: Purutu Warmi is [[the::    ]]  
83 PT:                    [[Purutu]] the, the, the bean.  
84 DV: In other words, relating to [[one of the-               ]]  
85 PT:                         [[One of, uh, yes, yes-]] 
86 DV: -products. 

                                                 
44 Trans.: “Uh, good evening to you ladies and gentlemen viewers of Líder Visión 
Channel 9. Uh, mi name is Maria Shiguango. I proudly represent my beloved community 
of Lagartococha.” 
45 Trans.: “Well, my na- good evening, my name is Gloria Andy. I proudly represent my 
beloved community of Pumayaku. Thank you.” 
46 Trans.: Sp. “Good evening. My name is Cristina Grefa. I have the pride of 
representing my beloved neighborhood of San Pedro.” Ki. “Good evening. I am well. 
My name is Cristina Grefa. I am happy to be here. I represent the community of San 
Pedro. Thank-” 
47 Trans.: Ki. “Good evening. I am well. My name is Elicia Licuy. With great 
pleasure I represent the youth of Pano.” Sp. “A very good evening. My name is Elicia 
Licuy. With much pride I represent the gr- the group of young people of Pano.” 
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87 PT:  Uh huh.  
88 DV: Okay, [[important foods                    ]] 
89 PT:           [[Because the women of Pano,]] the women of Pano are  
90  accustomed to planting, specifically in this month, they are planting- 
91 DV: But everyone eats them, right? 
92 PT: Yes. 
93 DV: [[Not only the-          ]]   
94 PT: [[Everyone eats them]] 
95 DV: -women. Purutu Warmi. Then comes- 
96 PT: And then comes Chikta Warmi. Chikta Warmi means, because not,  
97  the custom of Pano, men as much as women, we are accustomed to,  
98  including now, making the chikta,48 uh, along the Pano river, in its  
99  tributaries.  
100 DV: Ah, to catch karachamas.49 What else is there? 
101 PT: Uh, siklli, most impor[[tantly]] 
102 DV:           [[Siklli ]] is, [[siklli is-    ]] 
103 PT:                          [[The largest]] 
104 DV: And what else is there? What other fish are there? 
105 PT: There is another, uh, lupi.  
106 DV: Lupi.  
107 PT: It’s like the barbudo.  
108 DV: Yes, the large barbudo, okay. Uh, other, other fish, what is there? 
109 PT: Another is the- 
110 DV: HANDYA, there are no more handya, right? 
111 PT: There are no more handya. 
112 DV: [[They are gone?]] 
113 PT: [[Chinlus,           ]] chinlus, which is a small fish like a sardine. 
114 DV: Chiglus. 
115 PT: Chinlus.  
116 DV: But this is very small [[still, right?]] 
117 PT:                      [[Yes, small.]] But th- [[that-]] 
118 DV:                                   [[I      ]] think that, I 

think that many have disappeared- 
119 PT: Yes. 
120 DV: -many fish, right? The idea will also be, uh, to try to cultivate these  
121  customs [[of-  ]] 
122 PT:              [[Yes.]] 
123 DV: -that they are preserved. 
124 PT: Uh huh.  
125 DV: They are preserved. 
126 PT: That’s right. 

                                                 
48 A type of traditional fish trap. 
49 A species of freshwater fish.  
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127 DV: Or to repopulate, perhaps, the waters of the Pano River.  
128 PT: Of the Pano River, uh huh.   
129 DV: They should be repopulated, right? 
130 PT: Important. Sure, they should be repopulated because the karachama,  
131  above all, is in the rocks. Above all, we have to try to, uh, cultivate  
132  and care for it. Despite the fact that now, uh, our, more than anything,  
133  our custom is, uh, to use poison.  
134 DV: Of course. 
135 PT: But this poison is no longer- 
136 DV: What should be the advice? 
137 PT: The advice [[should be-]] 
138 DV:                   [[Let’s see,  ]] no bleach, no bleach- 
139 PT: No [[bleach, no barbasco,50 yeah.  ]]  
140 DV:       [[Or people buy in the store the]] bleach and put it in [the river],  
141  right? 
142 PT: And we have- 
143 DV: Or sometimes, sometimes the poison, I mean it is used for, for the 

[inaudible] of dogs [[that     ]] 
144 PT:                       [[uh huh]] 
145 DV: -they put it- 
146 PT: That also [[because]] 
147 DV:                [[in the    ]] water. 
148 PT: That already we have been prohibiting because [[that damages the-  ]] 
149 DV:              [[So that needs to be]]  
150  the message, the message about the future, it should be for the beauty  
151  queens, right? 
152 PT: Yes.  
153 DV: There, the moment, now of, to take advantage of this competition if  
154  they avoid this, right? 
155 PT: Uh huh. 
156 DV: To avoid it to repopulate the, the as it was before, right? The rivers- 
157 PT: Yes. 
158 DV: -uh, rich in fish.  
159 PT: That has been, of the young ladies that we are going to, to::, to crown  
160  tomorrow night...depends precisely on the judges. Of the four girls,  
161  we don’t know who will be Pano Warmi [...]That has been our  
162  presentation, doctor [...] Here, from the four young ladies will also be 

a candidate for Wayusa Warmi, in which Pano parish has had, uh, the  
163  privilege of presenting one of the candidates for Pano Warmi, for  
164  Wayusa Warmi, and also for Amazonas Warmi.  
165 DV: [...] The Pano Warmi is the strong woman, right? Rebellious, right? 

The milli warmi51 have always been accompanying us.  
                                                 
50 A plant extract traditionally dissolved in river water to stun fish.   
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166 PT: [[Milli]] 
167 DV: [[Milli]] warmi, exactly.  
168 PT:  That’s why- 
169 DV: They have been accompanying specifically in all of the, the acts of  
170  protest that we have done since long ago, when Napo Province did  
171  not attend to us. And the characteristic always has been to carry a  
172  good- 
173 PT: Yes, uh huh. 
174 DV: A good maito de ají,52 right? 
175 PT: Yes, that’s right. That’s why our slogan, of the parish council, at the  
176  end of the paper it says, uh, “Milli ursayuk Pano runa y Pano  
177  warmi.”53 
178 [...]  
179 DV Very well, friends, we must say goodbye for tonight and thank you  
180  for your confidence in [Channel 9], to invite you back tomorrow.  
181  Thank you.  

 
 
 For Tena residents, including both Kichwas and colonos, who do not have direct 

social ties to members of Tena County’s rural Kichwa communities, these cultural 

festivals, folkloric exhibitions and news media coverage of them are often the principal 

sites for learning about local indigenous language and culture. The way indigenous 

language and culture are presented in these settings thus has tremendous influence on 

how they are conceptualized by urban audiences. Dr. Vargas, President Tapuy and the 

four Pano Warmi candidates are well aware of this representative power of television. 

Their individual strategies for objectifying and describing the ethnic practices involved in 

the Pano festival exhibition for an intercultural audience, however, are remarkably 

different.  

                                                 
51 Trans.: “brave/strong woman” 
52 A type of roasted, leaf-wrapped dish made with local chile pepper.  
53 Trans.: “Brave and strong Pano people and Pano women.” 
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 The interaction in lines 1-47 of Example 7.1 is somewhat conventional for high-

profile media coverage of the intercultural process, wherein an indigenous representative 

and a non-indigenous, popular media spokesperson attempt to explain “traditional” 

Kichwa practices to a broad urban audience. It is clear here that Dr. Vargas and President 

Tapuy have very different ideas about how Amazonian Kichwa concepts and practices 

should be explained for potentially uninformed television viewers, as they alternate 

between stylistic approaches while jockeying for control of the floor.  

 Dr. Vargas attempts to stay with the structure of his printed schedule of events in 

the Pano festival, while summarizing the bilingual information contained in it. When he 

encounters the Kichwa word kamachina, a word with which he is not familiar, he cedes 

the floor to President Tapuy so that he might provide an explanation. President Tapuy 

attempts to elaborate on the concept of the kamachina and contextualize it within the 

Pano festival and within Tena Kichwa cultural practices more broadly. During his 

description, Dr. Vargas, who apparently has some knowledge of Kichwa language, 

suddenly recalls the Spanish translation of kamachina, which is aconsejar (“to 

advise/counsel”), and blurts it out in an effort to assert his prior knowledge of the term. 

President Tapuy affirms the Spanish translation and attempts to regain the floor and 

continue his explanation in lines 12-13. But Dr. Vargas interrupts him again, trying to 

retake the floor, and redirects the topic away from what kamachina means, towards what, 

exactly the consejo (“advice”) will be. He even guesses at President Tapuy’s expected 

answer, suggesting the advice of not “abandoning ancestral customs.” Dr. Vargas goes on 

to continuously usurp control over the content and pace of the presentation in this way by 
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repeatedly interrupting President Tapuy’s responses and providing his own Spanish 

translations to Kichwa concepts while flaunting his knowledge of Tena Kichwa language 

and cultural discourses.  

 It is clear in this part of the interview that intercultural translation is 

conceptualized very differently by Dr. Vargas, the colono media spokesperson, and 

President Tapuy, the indigenous Kichwa representative. While President Tapuy seeks to 

elaborate on and contextualize indigenous concepts, Dr. Vargas appears interested only in 

reductionistic glosses that are easy for an audience of Spanish-speaking colonos to 

understand. Moreover, though President Tapuy has been invited as a representative for 

indigenous Kichwas, Dr. Vargas seems remarkably concerned with displaying his own 

perceived expert knowledge of indigenous language and culture.  

 But while Dr. Vargas’s tactics may seem controlling and even impolite at first 

glance, they are actually unexceptional for intercultural media interactions between 

colonos and Kichwas in Tena. The types of one-to-one translation work and self-

aggrandizing knowledge display that Dr. Vargas is engaging in here are actually 

promoted and even validated in intercultural interaction in Tena. Colono knowledge of 

Kichwa language and culture, even when it is obviously limited and superficial, is often 

perceived by Tena audiences as a wholly positive sign—that indigenous practices have 

achieved recognition and respect among members of mainstream culture. The unevenness 

of the intercultural process in Tena constantly reifies this situation, as Kichwas are 

expected to be fully knowledgeable and competent in their own traditional cultural 

practices as well as those of the dominant, national culture, while even minimal, 
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uninformed recognition of “minority” Kichwa culture by colonos is seen as a win for 

threatened indigenous practices.  

 As a result, any knowledge of Kichwa language by an outsider is often inflated in 

its importance. Whereas Tena Kichwas express their own sense of “obligation” and 

“responsibility” to speak fluent Kichwa language, colonos and foreigners tend to receive 

exaggerated praise for their attempts at learning Kichwa, since they are only ever 

expected to speak Spanish in order to be socially successful. An ability to “translate” 

Kichwa concepts into recognizable Spanish glosses therefore tends to be accepted as 

“good enough” translation by Tena Kichwa standards, since the very existence of Kichwa 

language is in peril and intercultural translation makes them widely known and 

potentially creates mainstream public sympathy for their struggle for existence. Colono 

knowledge of Kichwa, in other words, is frequently portrayed by Tena Kichwas as 

inherently more consequential for the future of the language than its maintenance among 

indigenous communities, since, in the end, dominant, national, white culture is what 

drives interculturality.  

 While I heard constant criticisms by Kichwas of other Kichwas’ inability to 

engage in monolingual Kichwa discourse, for example, I was often lauded for my own 

attempts to grasp even basic Kichwa vocabulary. During the introductory phase of my 

Kichwa language learning, I was regularly subjected to spontaneous tests in casual social 

settings of my ability to translate common nouns like “dog,” “chicken,” and “plantain.” 

Once I demonstrated that I knew the proper translations for about ten words or so, it was 

often agreed upon by my hosts that I “spoke Kichwa,” at which point conversations 
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inevitably switched from Spanish-language discourse to rapid, monolingual Kichwa, 

despite my assurances that I was not yet conversational. Meanwhile, young Kichwas 

present, who demonstrated a clear ability to comprehend and participate in the 

conversation, lamented outside of the conversation that they “did not speak Kichwa,” a 

fact to which their parents would attest.  

 While urban exposure is often implicated in these young Kichwas’ loss of their 

indigenous language, it is the young speakers themselves who are usually to blame for 

their “fear” and “shame.” Colonos, on the other hand, appear to be assuming some of 

Kichwas’ own responsibility, dedicating themselves to learning Kichwa language and 

practicing it readily with anyone who is interested. Reiterating this sentiment, when asked 

if he thought that city life was to blame for the destruction of Kichwa culture, Speaker 20 

(male, age 32) responded, 

Lo contrario es. Por ejemplo aquí la gente colona tiene el interés de aprender. En 
cambio las nacionalidades Kichwa, o sea, están perdiendo [su lengua] [...] por 
vergüenza, miedo, no sé. [...] Por ejemplo, hay colonos que saben Kichwa y les 
hablan [a los Kichwas] en Kichwa, y [los Kichwas] les responden en Español. 
Entonces la gente colona mejor se enoja, o sea, porque [los Kichwas] no aceptan 
el idioma de ellos mismos. 
 
To the contrary. For example here the colono people have an interest in learning. 
On the other hand the Kichwa nationalities, I mean, they are losing [their 
language] [...] because of shame, fear, I don’t know. [...] For example, there are 
colonos that know Kichwa and they speak to [Kichwas] in Kichwa and they [the 
Kichwas] answer in Spanish. So the colono people get angry, I mean, because 
[Kichwas] don’t accept their own language.   

        

 While President Tapuy shows a need to educate his television audience into the 

nuanced meanings of the Kichwa-language concepts he is introducing, Dr. Vargas has 

been socialized into these above ideas, believing that translating the Kichwa terms into 
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Spanish glosses is sufficient for his intended audience while his ability to do so, as a non-

Kichwa, is also an accomplishment worth noting. Such imbalances in the objectifications 

of Kichwa language and cultural practices are continuously normalized in Tena’s 

production of an intercultural, Amazonian identity, where the ends of recognizing, 

rescuing and promoting indigenous culture tend to supersede the often autocratic and 

ethnocentric means.    

 

Municipal Identity Making 

 As discussed in Chapter 2, the marketing of Tena as a desirable location for 

tourism and the channeling of national and international funding depends largely upon 

the promotion and maintenance of its uniquely Amazonian identity. The protection of 

biodiversity and the preservation of indigenous culture are central to this project and they 

are also fundamentally linked, according to the city’s current political and entrepreneurial 

leadership. In Tena’s most recent development plan, two fundamental criteria listed for 

achieving sustainable development, and consequently, positive appeal to outside travel 

and funding agencies in the county are:     

1) An environment that is healthy, not degraded, expressed in low levels of 
contamination of resources of the ground, air, water, [as well as contamination 
that is] sonic and visual; with possibilities of maintenance, given a general 
tendency by the population toward preservation. 

 
2) The coexistence of two cultures, and the processes of fortification of the 

Quichua culture of Amazonia, through its own organizations, which facilitates 
the maintenance of the ecosystems from its traditional perspective and enriches 
the touristic value of the region (Gobierno Municipal 2000:46, my translation). 

 
As a result of such repeated conceptual binding of environmental protection and 
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indigenous practices, Kichwa language and cultural objects are frequently co-opted in the 

municipal government’s marketing of Tena as an Amazonian wonder worth visiting and 

preserving. In the process, “traditional” Kichwa language and cultural practices become 

doubly symbolic, of a marked Amazonian identity and of a sustainable development 

ideology that is promoted as central to all Tena residents’ collective identity. While Tena 

Kichwas may engage in their own cultivating of their image as the stewards of the 

environment and the “original” people of the region, some non-indigenous actors believe 

that it is also their right as Tena residents to appropriate this image and even speak on 

behalf of Tena Kichwas. Marked indigenous signifiers, such as Kichwa language, 

traditional dress, food products, material culture and even Kichwa bodies (see Figure 7.1, 

below) are constantly employed by the municipal government,  

 
Figure 7.1. Photograph of Municipal Government of Tena (GMT) marketing booth at the 
Cacao Festival in May, 2009.  
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local businesses and the tourism industry, and proffered as signifiers of a Tena identity. 

These cultural symbols are also exhibited in events like ethnic fairs, agricultural 

expositions and music and dance competitions. Kichwa language and culture are used to 

color local television ads, tourism brochures and the culture sections of magazines and 

newspapers, to provide ethnic flavor to the city.       

 Often reproduced in these appropriations of culture is a seamless melding of 

indigenous symbols with an ideology of conservationism and closeness to “nature.” Tena 

Kichwa representatives participate actively in this indexicalization of culture with 

environmental practice in urban folklore exhibitions. Local government and businesses 

capitalize on their participation by presenting the marked symbols these indigenous 

participants utilize as part of a collective municipal and provincial identity that is 

available to any Tena resident who is concerned with the ethical responsibilities that 

traditional Kichwas embody.  

 In the latter part of the televised interaction in Example 7.1, Dr. Vargas employs 

this common strategy, reconnecting Kichwa practices to what he presents as important 

moves toward environmental conservation. Meanwhile, he continues to assert his position 

as the culturally informed colono, by adding indigenous language and stereotyped 

indigenous ideology into the stylized political message he transmits to his viewers. 

 Rather than simply allowing President Tapuy to speak for his community, in lines 

71-181, Dr. Vargas tries to play his own part in reconstructing the indigenous 

perspective. He does this by repackaging President Tapuy’s explanations of traditional 
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practices using turns of phrase such as “in other words...” (line 84), and by attempting to 

correct parts of President Tapuy’s statements, as in line 91. In lines 100-120, Dr. Vargas 

tries to collaborate with President Tapuy’s description of traditional ecological practices 

along the Pano River by awkwardly breaking into a reciting of Kichwa names for local 

species of fish. In lines 120-158, he again abruptly redirects the conversation about local 

ecology back to the issue of its conversation and, in a bit of ostensible non sequitur, he 

links conservation to the kamachina of the native beauty queen candidates.  

 Dr. Vargas’s discussion of the importance of “repopulating the river” in this 

section of the presentation is part of an ongoing discourse about the consequences of 

unchecked development in Tena. Concerns about increasing water pollution, water 

consumption and species reduction in the rivers pervade Tena’s media, as the recent 

focus on eco-tourism has made waste management and environmental destruction hotbed 

issues for municipal leaders. Specialists and everyday citizens alike are frequently invited 

by media outlets to voice their growing concerns about the effects of urban development 

and rural resource-extraction projects in Napo Province and to debate the administrative 

responsibilities of municipal and provincial government in these projects. Messages 

reminding citizens about Napo’s unique and precarious natural environment are 

everywhere, either optimistically accenting the benefits of sound ecological practices or 

else lamenting existing destruction and warning citizens about an impending 

environmental collapse. Despite the Napo provincial government’s assurance that it is 

doing its part, by monitoring mining, petroleum and water extracting activities and 

securing environmentally “protected areas,” these latter, fatalistic messages tend to 
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dominate public discourse, as in the following speech sample from a talk-radio interview 

with a local military engineer (ME): 

ME: Lo que sucede [destrucción ambiental] es lo que está sucediendo en toda 
provincia de Napo [...] Por ejemplo el Río Tena ha bajado a casi a la décima 
parte de los caudales [...] [En el pasado recién] habían tamberos. Tamberos 
que significa los señores que tenían unas canoas y ayudaban, y ganaban, 
¿no? pasando a las personas y a las- a las mercadería, los productos, de 
orilla a la otra orilla. Hoy usted puede pasar, se levanta y se sube las bastas 
de pantalón y se pasa el río. Entonces, ya, los ríos están disminuidos. Y en 
treinta años mas, ya serán solamente meros recuerdos de lo que fue un río de 
la Amazonía [...] ¿Y [...] qué va a pasar al futuro? Que, a más de la 
disminuición de los caudales, vamos a tener, charcos de- de petrolero, de 
aceites, y de muerte.   

 
ME: What happens [environmental destruction] is what is happening in the whole 

of Napo Province [...] For example the level of the Tena River has lowered 
to almost a tenth of its capacity [...] [In the recent past] there used to be 
tamberos. Tamberos is the name for the men who used to have canoes and 
helped, and made money, you know, taking across people and market goods, 
produce, from one side of the river to the other. Today, you can cross, you 
pull up your pant legs and you cross the river. So, already, the rivers are 
diminished. And in thirty years, they will only be mere relics of what was 
once a river of Amazonia [...] And [...] what will happen in the future? That, 
in addition to diminishing of the water levels, we will have puddles of- of 
petroleum, of oils, and of death. 

    

 Municipal murals paint similarly fatalistic images of the future of unchecked 

development in Tena. Figure 7.2, below, shows examples of environmental fatalism on 

downtown public walls, where the end of continued over-development is artistically 

imagined as a flora- and fauna-less wasteland, devoid of color and life: 
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Figure 7.2. Photographs of downtown Tena murals. The upper mural reads, “Take care 
of me, or I will end up like this.” The lower mural reads, “I looked for a cloud to paint it, 
but I did not find it. I wanted to paint the color of the ozone layer, but it was not to be 
found. Only the dry riverbed will accompany me soon. Man has destroyed me!” 
 
    

 

 

 

Within these discourses of environmental destruction and protection, Kichwa 

inhabitants of Napo play a special role, as the presumed eco-guardians of Amazonian 

environments that have historically practiced sustainable living techniques. Side by side 

with images and language warning Tena residents about the future of unchecked 

environmental destruction are more positive images and language portraying indigenous 
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people as living custodians of the threatened ecology. These representations call Tena 

residents to “love” and “care” for nature, just like the indigenous people do. And, 

following indigenous Kichwa cosmovisión, nature is personified as an ailing living being, 

even equated with “life” itself.  

Frequently linked with the principles of sustainable development are their benefits 

for Tena’s future economy, which will be secured by eco-tourism. Figure 7.3, below, 

shows one of many examples in urban Tena of the artistic packaging of eco-friendly 

rhetoric, eco-tourism and extra-linguistic signs of Amazonian indigeneity.  

 
Figure 7.3. Photograph of a mural in central Tena. In English, the message on the mural 
reads, “Let us protect our ecosystem with love in order to foster ecotourism.” 
 

 

 

The call for loving protection of the ecosystem in the mural is surrounded by 
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stereotypical signs of indigenous practice—the shirtless, feather and seed necklace-clad 

indigenous figures in the foreground and the raised, thatched structures (which are 

commonly used as residences in rural Kichwa communities) adjacent to a decorated 

petroglyph. The word “Napo” is shown wrapped in flower-bearing vines that coil around 

the arms of an indigenous-looking figure hovering angelically above the forest. The 

implication here is that indigenous practices, broadly conceived, are consistent with the 

maintenance of a healthy ecosystem and consequently the creation of a location that is 

appealing to tourists. There is also a categorical link being made between indigenous 

bodies and other elements of Amazonian “nature.”  

 The trope of the eco-friendly, socially responsible native is ubiquitous in Ecuador 

and is even inscribed in the Ecuadorian Constitution, in the adoption of Kichwa concepts 

and slogans like sumak kawsay (“harmonious living”), Pachamama (“Earth mother”) 

and, ama killa, ama llulla, ama shua (“don’t be lazy, don’t lie, don’t steal”). A unique 

brand of the Amazonian Kichwa steward has been created in urban Tena that makes use 

of tropic images of a rural territorial identity, tropical forest guardianship and animistic 

spiritual beliefs.   

 This latter trope of animism, which is hinted at by these city-sponsored portrayals 

of the environment as “alive,” actually reference important Kichwa cultural and spiritual 

worldviews that are continuously expressed in intercultural discourse. In informal 

conversational speech among Kichwas, particularly when talking to outsiders such as 

foreign tourists, volunteers and researchers, one often hears voiced sentiments like “the 

earth is our mother,” and “everything in nature is alive.” These discourses often invoke 
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the figure of the “yacha” or Amazonian Kichwa shaman, who is able to communicate 

directly with living forces that inhabit the forest, rivers, rocks, mountains and 

subterranean zones in order to harness their supernatural power. Such statements reflect 

what previous ethnographers of the Upper Napo have demonstrated to be a fundamental 

connection between the natural world and everyday social life for indigenous 

Amazonians (see Uzendoski 2005; Whitten 1976; Whitten and Whitten 2008). “In any 

direction from these earthly locations,” Hutchins (2007) writes of the Kichwa of the 

Upper Napo, “there extends a supernatural world that is woven into place and 

experience” (87). Particular features in the forest landscape, such as mountains, rivers 

and caves, are imbued with supernatural force, and the animals and spirits that inhabit 

these realms, which can be contacted through dreams and shamanic practices, are actors 

in the events of the everyday physical world.  

 This traditional indigenous Amazonian view of the natural world as “immanent” 

with everyday, lived experience (Hutchins 2007; see also Descola & Palsson 1996), 

makes a nice fit with modern South American conservationist political projects that 

attempt to break down the Western view of nature as purely instrumental, as a site of 

recreation and production alone (Hutchins 2007). But though certain animistic beliefs 

may have deep historical meaning for Napo Kichwas, constant stereotyped images of 

indigenous people as primitive beings that engage in supernatural fellowship with the 

elements of their environment make modern, urban lifestyles problematic. As Conklin 

and Graham (1995) have shown, even positive ideas about indigenous Amazonians and 

their relations to nature in transnational politics can pose domestic political risks for 
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them. When indigenous Amazonians engage in behavior that is not in keeping with 

public expectations of their eco-responsibility, they can become effectively excluded 

from membership in an imagined moral community (Hutchins 2007).  

 Amazonian space, ideally a source of uncorrupted nature that is cared for by 

indigenous inhabitants, is thus constantly “remade as a culturalized place,” according to 

Hutchins (2007), via the projects of environmentalists, politicians, entrepreneurs, tourists 

and even anthropologists. But as Conklin and Graham (1995) demonstrate, the eco-

friendly native image can also be a beneficial one for indigenous people seeking to 

establish common ideological ground with international politicians and entrepreneurs and 

to promote their mutual interest in “opposing destruction of the rain forest and keeping 

land in native hands” (696). As a result, indigenous Amazonians very often embrace 

these essentializing discourses in order to establish their legitimacy, sometimes even 

borrowing outdated anthropological conceptualizations of “culture” as bounded, coherent 

and historically continuous (Warren & Jackson 2002). In so doing, they may hope to 

appeal to popular ideas about indigenous culture and gain important sympathizers in their 

various projects to protect heritage languages and territories as well as access to vital 

resources.   

These acts of “strategic essentialism” (Spivak 1988; adapted by Jackson & 

Penrose 1993) have come to define the genre of indigenous Kichwa performance in urban 

Tena. Urban self-representation for Tena Kichwas very often involves a transplanting of 

aspects of an essentialized, rural Amazonian identity onto urban ground, into a “folk” 

indigenous niche market where community tourism, arts and handicrafts, “typical” 
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restaurants, traditional medicinal products and “folkloric” song, dance, beauty and 

oratory competitions are dominated and controlled by Kichwa actors. These latter 

competitive arenas, which I will discuss in detail below, have become especially popular 

venues where Kichwas, colonos and foreign visitors learn about local indigenous culture 

and can hear Kichwa language being spoken. They have also become high-profile sites 

where indigenous “authenticators” plan and inscribe transforming Kichwa identities and 

linguistic practices into national memory. In other words, these high-profile contests are 

sites where audiences learn about a particular type of objectified Kichwa identity and a 

particular type of language that is potently presented as the dominant, “authentic” one.   

  

Indigeneity in Contest: Beauty Pageants, Song & Dance, and Oratory Competitions 

 As institutionalized forums for indigenous arts and literature have not yet been 

developed in Tena to the extent that they have in the highlands and other parts of native 

South America, beauty pageants, song and dance performances and oratory contests are 

often the primary sites where indigenous “high” culture is publicized and language forms 

are officially sanctioned. As a result, the supervisors of these urban spectacles have a 

decisive role in directing indigenous cultural and linguistic change. Currently, Tena’s 

folkloric competitions are the domain of DIPEIB-N, and to a lesser degree, indigenous 

organizations connected to FONAKIN (Federation of Organizations of Kichwa 

Nationality of Napo). Working in conjunction with government and tourism industry 

sponsors, DIPEIB-N uses these events as venues for exerting centripetal forces on 

Kichwa culture and language, structuring speech and performance genres through the 
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assignment of point values to aspects of performative aesthetics. Public recognition and 

the awarding of considerable sums of cash and other prizes add incentive to conformity to 

the guidelines of the performative genres and to the overall project of cultural unification 

and centralization. 

 Folkloric competitions have several important effects on Amazonian Kichwa 

language and identity in Tena. First, they raise public awareness about local indigenous 

material culture and linguistic traditions among the general public. In so doing, they 

increase the presence of minority language and traditional practices in a Spanish-

language-dominant, white-normalized cultural landscape. When asked if they believed 

that such urban spotlighting of Kichwa practices seemed to be contributing to the 

“rescuing” of language and culture, almost all Tena Kichwa interviewees responded 

positively. Folkloric competitions, they explained, are not only vital to the future 

existence of Amazonian Kichwa culture, they are also important moves toward breaking 

down decades of ethnic discrimination and the resulting privatization of Kichwa language 

and customs.  

 Next, folkloric competitions give incentive to members of indigenous 

communities to actively engage in the reversing of language shift and cultural “loss.” 

Many Tena Kichwas who have raised children in urban, Spanish-monolingual households 

talk of their children’s renewed interest in spending time with their Kichwa-speaking 

grandparents, of girls wanting to grow their hair long like the indigenous women of past 

generations, and of children of both sexes in learning traditional songs, myths and dance 

steps so that they could participate in folklore contests during the two-week celebration 
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of the anniversary of the Tena’s founding—the city’s signature social event. Parents 

usually encourage their children’s interest in learning about and flaunting their cultural 

heritage, sometimes helping out by increasing their own use of Kichwa language in the 

home. One young mother (Speaker 15, female, age 23) even joked about pressuring her 

daughter to learn to speak Kichwa so that she would be eligible to win an automobile, 

part of the new prize package for the Ñusta Wayusa Warmi (Miss Wayusa Princess):  

Mi hija está ya intentando ahorita a hablar [Kichwa] porque ya a ella le molesto. 
“Verás mi hija, tienes que aprender hablar Kichwa porque ya me interesa ese carro,” 
le digo.  

 
My daughter is now trying to speak [Kichwa] because I bother her. “Look, my 
daughter, you need to learn to speak Kichwa because I am interested in that car,” I 
tell her. 
 

Meanwhile, as these new performative genres declare the existence of indigenous 

language and culture in the urban sphere and promote the preservation of threatened 

practices, the strategic essentialist tactics that their planners employ also continue to 

calcify perceptual connections between indigeneity and rurality, a romaticized pre-

development past and an imagined cultural stasis. The public saturation of ecological and 

ritual images especially sharpens an urban/rural dichotomy among possible Kichwa 

identities that effectively erases urban Kichwas from popular notions of indigenous 

Amazonia. While they temporarily flood public space in urban Tena with strategically 

essentialized sounds and images of Kichwa indigenousness, these urban signals are 

ultimately portrayed as emanating from “the jungle,” where Kichwa language and culture 

have historically resided and thrived. In terms of what most visitors and urban audiences 

get to see in folkloric exhibitions, contemporary urban Kichwa identity continues to 
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index historicity and rurality. And that performances of indigenous Kichwa identity are 

still explicitly labeled “folkloric” when they occur in contemporary urban spaces 

alongside popular culture performances, is evidence that indigenous self-representation in 

the urban domain of Tena is still a conspicuously ethnic political project vis-à-vis larger 

national culture.  

 Finally, these ethnic exhibitions create new indigenous discursive genres around 

which other speech and artistic movements have begun to gravitate. Presented as official 

evaluations of cultural and linguistic performance, Kichwa folklore competitions 

accomplish the task of “political centralization of the verbal-ideological world in the 

higher official socio-ideological levels” (Bakhtin 1981:273), where progress made in 

bilingual and intercultural education are reflected back to the larger population. Though 

an expressed value for heteroglossia continues at the “lower levels” (Bakhtin 1981) of 

uneducated audience populations, who often jeer at the “imposed” language forms they 

see infiltrating the speech of young students, these new performative speech genres have 

had notable ripple effects on popular Kichwa speech and orthography in Tena. 

 

Native Beauty Pageants  

 The Ñusta Wayusa Warmi, or “Miss Wayusa Princess,” competition is the 

paramount media display of Amazonian Kichwa culture in Tena. It is always scheduled 

in close succession with the non-indigenous Reina de Tena, or “Miss Tena,” contest, and 

together these two contests form the preeminent show of the Fiestas de Tena, the 

anniversary celebration of the founding of Tena by the Spanish explorer, Gil Ramírez 
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Dávalos in the year 1560.   

 The Ñusta Wayusa Warmi contest appears to be increasing in popularity as well 

as broadening its overall appeal to both Tena Kichwas and colono residents in recent 

years, especially considering that urban native beauty competitions were originally 

designed for a specific, indigenous ethnic sector of Tena’s population. Rogers (2003) 

reports that the native beauty competition in nearby Archidona brings in predominantly 

indigenous crowds compared to its analogous non-indigenous beauty competition, the 

Reina de Archidona, which has mostly non-indigenous attendees. In Tena, however, the 

bilingual Ñusta Wayusa Warmi competition draws mixed crowds of Kichwas and 

colonos. Many colono residents with whom I spoke in Tena actually professed to prefer 

the native beauty pageant, particularly its unique blending of “natural” imagery, and 

“typical” music and dance.  

 Municipal beauty competitions like Reina de Tena and Ñusta Wayusa Warmi 

have been appropriated from traditional indigenous contests that have historically formed 

part of rural harvest celebrations. The dual pageant systems of municipal festivals, 

according to Rogers (2003:344), have grown out of a historical effort to transcend the 

“historic polarity between the ethnically white municipal center, focused around 

prominent political and religious institutions, and the ethnically indigenous rural 

agricultural communities.” Unlike Reina de Tena though, which is designed to select a 

white female representative who stands for the total municipal population, Ñusta Wayusa 

Warmi is specifically designed to showcase a special ethnic element of municipal identity 

(ibid.). As it is stated on the Municipal Government of Tena’s website, the two main 
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objectives of the Ñusta Wayusa Warmi event are to: (1) “Foster and give presence to the 

culture and traditions of the Kichwa sector of the county and the province,” and (2) 

“Demonstrate to tourists that [Ecuador] is pluriethnic and pluricultural, with particular 

accent in the County of Tena” (Gobierno Municipal 2008, my translation). 

 Both the white and indigenous beauty pageants have adopted a contest structure 

that is modeled on beauty competitions in other countries like the U.S., wherein the 

winners of regional competitions go on to represent their communities in larger 

provincial and national events. But while Reina de Tena contestants tend to be non-

indigenous citizens and represent individual governmental and fiscal organizations that 

sponsor their participation, Ñusta Wayusa Warmi contestants are exclusively Kichwas 

who have been chosen to represent their predominantly Kichwa communities of 

residence. In other words, each beauty pageant selects from particular white and 

indigenous sectors of the population female representatives who “stand metonymically 

for their respective ‘communities’” (Rogers 2003:343)—the Reina de Tena represents the 

entire population of Tena while the Ñusta Wayusa Warmi represents a singular ethnic 

component. 

 The constituent elements of the Reina de Tena competition follow a mainstream, 

mass-mediated beauty pageant model, namely a bathing suit and evening wear 

competition set to contemporary popular music, followed by a brief question-and-answer 

period where contestants are asked to voice their opinion on a locally relevant issue. The 

competition is narrated and directed by a male and female emcee team, as well as invited 

local guest stars from radio and television, and is entirely in Spanish. The Ñusta Wayusa 
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Warmi competition, on the other hand, involves a bilingual Kichwa-Spanish language 

showcasing of culture-specific costumes, objects and body movements that incorporate 

condensed imagery of the local natural environment with traditional Amazonian Kichwa 

music, dance, ritual objects and performed gendered practices. Compared to the Reina de 

Tena competition, the Ñusta Wayusa Warmi contest is designed to exhibit very specific 

signs of Tena’s local Amazonian “authenticity.” As Rogers (2003) reports for the Ñusta 

Chonta Warmi pageant in nearby Archidona, the planners of this folkloric exhibition 

seem less concerned with “beauty” as it is portrayed in mass-media competitions than 

with placing culture-specific and context-bound “dimensions of gendered models of 

personhood, which may or may not include familiar notions of sexualized physical 

beauty” on display for aesthetic evaluation (343).  

 Rogers notes that the type of “authentic” identity being created through the Ñusta 

Chonta Warmi spectacle may in fact be more “ideal” than “real,” or, in other words, the 

identities being performed are ultimately inconsistent with the lived reality of the 

pageants’ contestants and its indigenous audience. While there is an overwhelming focus 

on “tradition,” historical ritual practice and “natural” imagery in Ñusta Wayusa Warmi 

that may not be representative of everyday experience for contemporary Kichwas in Tena 

county, the more important point of analytical focus here is the particular strategy by 

which cultural objects and practices are used to publicize, authenticate and reproduce 

certain types of local indigenous identity. 

 The case for a strategic essentialist project in the works—i.e. the creation of an 

“ideal” cultural identity that Rogers is getting at—is clear in every part of the Ñusta 
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Wayusa Warmi competition. Reina de Tena contestants take turns stepping out from a 

line and strutting for judges in conservative swimsuits and evening gowns, just like the 

mass-mediated beauty queens do on catwalks in Miss America, etc. The female 

contestants of Ñusta Wayusa Warmi, by contrast, emerge butterfly-like from stage props 

constructed of clusters of jungle leaves and vines, or they are carried on stage in canopied 

river boats, or they are conjured out of the forest by shamanic figures. They break into a 

performance surrounded by two-dimensional cardboard forest animals, loincloth-clad 

male hunters and grass-skirt adorned girls to the sounds of flutes, drums and Kichwa-

language songs. They dance simple traditional steps alongside their back-up troupes in a 

variety of traditional costumes. During one segment of the competition, each contestant 

dons a bikini-like ensemble that is required to be made entirely from natural forest 

products—typically seeds, leaves, bamboo, animal skins and natural palm fibers (see 

Figure 7.4, below).  

 Meanwhile, free space on the contestants’ bodies and the stage is laden with ritual 

items and objects of traditional Amazonian technology—woven shikra bags, spears, fish 

traps, and shamanic leaf bundles. As they dance while acting out traditional gendered 

practices on stage—cutting cacao fruit, cooking maitos, weaving together reeds—the 

emcees recite information about each candidate’s name, age, biographical background, 

physical measurements, personal interests and an individualized message they have 

prepared, usually regarding the importance of maintaining traditional practices and 

safeguarding local ecology. These narrations are provided, somewhat inconsistently, in 

both Kichwa and Spanish.  
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Figure 7.4. Photograph of the 2008 Ñusta Wayusa Warmi in “natural” native dress. On 
the right is a close-up on her seed-adorned crown.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Even the crown given to the winner of the competition is markedly “indigenous.” In 

addition to the canonical crystals that stud the tiara placed on the head of the Reina de 

Tena, a newly elected Ñusta Wayusa Warmi’s crown resembles a half-crown, half-native 

headdress that is ornamented with colorful native seeds (see Figure 7.4, above).    

 Every aspect of these stylized objectifications of indigenous “authenticity” and 

“tradition” are carefully evaluated and scored by the participating judges, who are usually 

Kichwa-speaking members of local government, business and media. The indigenous 

imagery here is reinforced by what Rogers (2003) refers to as a high degree of 
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“redundancy” during and after the competition. The native beauty pageant contestants 

perform every segment of the competition in some form of traditional dress and the 

elected Ñusta Wayusa Warmi wears either historical Amazonian Kichwa attire or the 

invented seed, plant fiber and animal skin ensemble throughout the remainder of the two-

week Fiestas de Tena and other public social events to which she is invited during her 

one-year reign.  

 The interview portion of the competition and, earlier in the presentation, the 

contestants’ self-introductions, are important segments where the presence of these 

ideologized indigenous objects and signs are combined with genred bilingual speech. In 

the initial phase of the presentation, the Ñusta Wayusa Warmi contestants take turns 

dancing their way, in traditional dress, up to a microphone stand where they greet the 

crowd, state their name, age and the community they represent, first in Spanish, then in 

Kichwa. They then defer to their respective cheering section of fellow community 

members in the audience for applause. Kichwa language ability is an important criterion 

on which these native candidates are judged. This initial bilingual greeting is their first 

demonstration of their competency in commanding both major languages of 

interculturality in Tena. It is also the candidates’ first opportunity to address and solicit 

support from the members of their informal cheering sections, many of who have traveled 

to Tena from rural communities, in their native language.  

 The brief presentations made by the four Pano Warmi contestants in lines 49-70 

of the previously discussed Example 7.1 follow the exact structure of these Ñusta Wayusa 

Warmi self-introductions, where each candidate states her name and the rural community 
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she represents in Pano parish. In fact, these self-introductions are most likely the 

rehearsed versions that the candidates will use during the upcoming Pano Warmi 

competition, which is a precursor contest to the Ñusta Wayusa Warmi pageant. But it is 

interesting to note the effect of the difference in framing of the televised presentation in 

Example 7.1 and the Ñusta Wayusa Warmi competition.  

 While Ñusta Wayusa Warmi is repeatedly described by its participants as a special 

venue for “rescuing” and “revaluing” Kichwa language and culture, the television 

presentation is framed as a Spanish-language venue designed for bringing local news to 

an ethnically mixed, mainstream audience. It is interesting to see how the four Pano 

Warmi candidates negotiate the parameters of this media context, as the first two make 

Spanish-only presentations, the third candidate does her presentation in Spanish and then 

Kichwa, and the last candidate actually starts with a Kichwa presentation. It is as if the 

candidates are realizing in rapid succession that though the rest of the program has been 

in Spanish, they have the freedom, and perhaps even the duty, to represent their ethnic 

communities by using Kichwa. Moreover, their Kichwa-speaking audiences and the 

interculturally-minded news directors will most likely evaluate them positively for doing 

so. In a sense, these young Pano Warmi candidates are enacting a transference of a 

recognized new bilingual mini-genre of speech, from the pageant context into mainstream 

programming. 

 Returning to the Ñusta Wayusa Warmi competition, the interview portion is 

another key point where each candidate demonstrates her competency as an indigenous 

representative, and it is a part of the presentation that is closely scrutinized for later 
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scoring. In this section of the pageant, the female contestants are each asked one 

question, in Kichwa, that usually pertains to issues of culture/language maintenance, eco-

tourism, ecological responsibility or some other relevant topic relating to indigenous or 

municipal identity. In the 2008 competition, it was clear that while each of the contestants 

had at least some working knowledge of Kichwa language, their responses had also been 

very obviously rehearsed and memorized, which is not surprising since they have access 

to their individual question before the show. But although the propositional content of the 

messages definitely contributed to their performed image as a spokesperson for 

indigenous cosmovisión, it is the style and fluidity of their language that matters most to 

the judges and the audience, according to most judges and contestants with whom I 

spoke.  

 Though much of the speech of the male Kichwa emcee (who it should be noted 

was also wearing traditional clothing and ornamental seed jewelry) incorporated aspects 

of Unified Kichwa phonology, morphology and lexicon throughout the show and in his 

questions to the candidates, most of their rehearsed responses were in dialect. Even the 

two contestants who did manage to incorporate some Unified Kichwa phonology, and 

were thus implicitly educated in its basic properties, still utilized several highly marked, 

highly ideologized dialect elements, namely the closing expression pagarachu (“thank 

you”). Yupaychani, the Unified Kichwa gloss for pagarachu (see Chapter 4), is 

ubiquitous in high-profile Kichwa speechmaking in Tena’s media. It is also one of the 

first expressions students learn when studying Unified Kichwa. I can confirm from my 

own personal conversations with Ñusta Wayusa Warmi candidates that the candidate who 
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used the most Unified Kichwa speech elements, who also, not surprisingly, was elected 

Ñusta Wayusa Warmi 2008, had studied in bilingual schools and participated in several 

previous beauty contests directed by DIPEIB-N. That she and the other candidates 

incorporated phonological aspects of Unified Kichwa that they had learned through this 

formal training while avoiding its basic lexicon is important. Whether or not this was an 

“intentional” political move by the contestants, it did have the notable effect of making 

their Kichwa speech partially appealing to both the judges, who are looking for signs of 

“correct” and “pure” Kichwa speech, and to uneducated audience members, the majority 

of whom would most likely be alienated by the use of pretentious new Unified 

vocabulary. 

 That the candidate who used the most Unified Kichwa in her speech won the 

contest is also important. As this was a key part of her overall performance, her success at 

incorporating spoken Unified Kichwa may reveal aspects of the criteria for scoring high 

with the judges. It also demonstrated for audiences and future contestants that proficiency 

in Unified Kichwa and successful performance of indigenous identity are connected, at 

least in this context. Most Tena Kichwas with whom I spoke cited beauty competitions 

like Ñusta Wayusa Warmi as one of the few venues available for hearing spoken Unified 

Kichwa. While some applauded DIPEIB-N’s efforts to use the pageant to promote 

“correct” Kichwa speech, others cite it as an illustration of DIPEIB-N’s apparent 

pretentiousness, often noting that the use of Unified Kichwa speech tends to be minimal 

except in very obviously memorized portions of speaker monologues. When candidates 

forget their memorized lines and have to improvise, according to these critics, they 
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naturally switch into the more habitual and workable dialect variety.           

 Nevertheless, by awarding coveted amounts of cash, and in the 2008 competition, 

a new car, to the candidate who most successfully represents indigenous identity in Tena, 

the directors and candidates in the Ñusta Wayusa Warmi pageant make a memorable 

contribution to the semiotic binding of signs of “authentic” Amazonian Kichwa culture to 

new forms of planned Kichwa language. Here, Kichwa language planning projects and 

new indigenous activism are couched in signs of historical continuity and “tradition.” 

Under the guidance of DIPEIB-N and the municipal government, all of the pageant’s 

participants become implicated in the rescuing and revaluing of a particular type of 

Kichwa language and culture. In the process, they make high-profile constructions of new 

genres of speech and regiment images of the “idealized” Tena Kichwa for all indigenous 

residents to emulate. 

  

Folkloric Music and Dance Competitions 

 The symbolic “redundancy” of the Ñusta Wayusa Warmi pageant is also adopted 

in other types of folkloric competitions. In periodic, and widely popular, folkloric dance 

and music competitions, Kichwa troupes from several Amazonian provinces ride buses to 

central Tena where they compete for sizeable cash prizes and regional bragging rights. 

These public performances synthesize symbols of indigenous Amazonian Kichwa 

identity, like bodily adornment and elements of local ecology (see Figure 7.5, below), 

with political messages about environmental stewardship and rural territoriality. And they 

do so in mixed styles of Spanish and Kichwa language.  
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Figure 7.5. Photograph of decorated Kichwa dance troupes awaiting their performances 
in Tena’s central plaza.  
 

 

 

 In a widely publicized and well-attended local folkloric dance competition 

between groups from various Kichwa communities in Napo, Pastaza and Sucumbíos 

provinces organized by the Directorate of Culture, Education and Tourism in Fall 2008, 

this type of semiotic synthesis was spotlighted in an array of elaborate costumes, 

performative dances, songs and oral presentations. Presenters mixed transhistorical signs 

of Kichwa identity, connecting contemporary practices with references to ritual traditions 

and mythology. Interspersing Kichwa speech, song, dance and material culture with local 

business advertising plugs and live Spanish language rock ballads, the event interwove 

signs of Ecuadorian popular culture and “folkloric” Kichwa practices in a combined 

celebration of contemporary Amazonian cultural and social diversity and advertisement 

for provincial tourism. Since the audience included Tena residents and tourists with a 
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variety of ethnic backgrounds, introductions for the dance groups competing and 

descriptions of the themes they were performing were usually presented in both Kichwa 

and Spanish. Discourses of Amazonian territorial identity, ecological knowledge and 

responsibility and the assertion of their essentialness to contemporary Kichwa identities 

were prevalent in these introductions, as in the speech made by a female representative of 

the dance group Inti Wayra (“Wind of the Sun”), below: 

 
Alli chishi tukuy cantón mashikuna, rukuyayakuna, mamakuna, maltakuna. 
Ñukanchi shamushkanchi kaywan purishpa, Inti Wayra Rukullactamanta. 
Kangunara kay chishipi gustanchinka ushkanchi, imasna, ñukanchi, ñawpa 
watamanta kuna uraspis, imasna ñukanchi chunta, chunta wañuka apayasha, 
aswata ranchi, upinchi ñukanchi, kaykunaman, chasna ñari imasna ñukanchi 
karikuna sachama paykuna lanzawa, ima tunus runakunata pishkukunata apinkak 
rinun, mikunkak wasima, mikunacha rinkak. Muy buenas tardes público presente. 
En esta tarde el grupo de danza Inti Wayra se presenta, con una danza titulada La 
Cosecha, en donde, representaremos que [...] nuestra- los ciudades Kichwa 
cosechan lo que es la chonta, su elaboración, imitar a los esposos y familiares de 
la casa, y como nuestros maridos salen a la casería con sus lanzas, a ver animales, 
la watusa, el armadillo, y entre otros, y igual a las aves. Entonces, esta es una 
representación [...] de como nosotros vivimos actualmente. Muchas gracias. 
 

[Kichwa:] Good afternoon friends, grandfathers, grandmothers and youth of the 
county. We, Inti Wayra, have come here from Rukullakta. For you this afternoon 
we would like to [demonstrate] our, as in the past as much as now, our chonta 
harvest, how we make and drink chicha and other things, like how our husbands 
still go to the forest with spears, just like how we go to hunt birds, to eat in the 
home, to gather food. [Spanish:] Good afternoon to those present. This afternoon 
the dance group Inti Wayra presents, with a dance entitled The Harvest, in which 
we will represent that [...] our- the Kichwa communities harvest that which is the 
chonta, its production, to imitate the married couples and relatives of the house, 
and how our husbands go hunting with their spears, to see animals, the watusa, 
the armadillo, and among others, as well as the birds. Thus, this is a 
representation [...] of how we presently live. Thank you very much. 
 

In her short presentation, this speaker includes references to local flora and fauna 

and traditional hunting and harvesting practices, asserting that all social and material 
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elements represented in the dance are essential to the ways in which “we” indigenous 

Kichwas “presently live.” The performance condensed these discursive symbols with 

costume, material culture and movement (see Figure 7.6, below) in order to present an 

Amazonian Kichwa ethnicity that is both historically “indigenous” in its continuity with 

past practices and at the same time contemporarily relevant.  

 
Figure 7.6. Photographs of dance group Inti Wayra performing “The Harvest” during the 
Amazonian Folkloric Dance Competition in Tena’s central plaza, September, 2008. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 In his discussion of eco-tourism and indigenous identity in the Upper Napo, 

Hutchins (2007) describes the popular promotion of outsiders’ “search for the authentic,” 

which he sees as raising questions about the “invention” of tradition and the possibility 
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that tourists coming to Amazonian Ecuador may be paying for “pseudo events” (see 

Boorstin 1964). “In the Amazon,” he writes,  

the emphasis on authenticity has circumscribed the ways in which tourists 
imagine and experience indigenous people. Issues, events, activities and 
worldviews that aren’t sanctioned as “authentic” local culture are absent from 
most community programs, leading to a distorted picture of political and cultural 
life in the rainforest (81).  

 
There does appear to be an emphasis on the continuation of material and social life of a 

less complex past in events such as tourist encounters and indigenous folklore 

competitions, in which problems like land titling, underemployment, access to education 

and other struggles “rarely make it into the picture presented to tourists” (ibid.). What 

ethnographers, like Hutchins, of the tourist encounter in Amazonian Ecuador often 

overlook, however, is that in the performance of these “idealized” public identities, 

indigenous actors are also authenticating certain kinds of practices for indigenous 

audiences. Through language use, in particular, these performers are conveying important 

messages about how an indigenous person should look, act and speak.  

 While the use of indigenous Kichwa language like that of the dance performer 

above symbolically solidifies an “authentic” identity for tourists, it also communicates 

referential and stylistic content to those who understand Kichwa language. In the 

Kichwa-language section of her presentation, the performer has tailored her description 

of the components of the dance to a socialized audience of Kichwa speakers. Following 

local custom, she makes a special individualized greeting to (Kichwa) “grandfathers,” 

“grandmothers,” youth and “friends of the county.” But from the outset, she incorporates 

marked Unified Kichwa lexemes, morphemes and phonetic features—e.g. mashikuna 



 319 

(“friends”), puri-SHPA, chishi-PI, stop-devoicing54—into her speech, as did other artists 

and performers in their pre-dance speech presentations. The presenter above is thus not 

only following the symbolic “redundancy” model of other folklore contest genres, she is 

also reproducing this genre as a site for the use of spoken Unified Kichwa. Here, once 

again, the language style of new indigenous activism and language planning policy is 

presented as the appropriate style for public speechmaking. When it is later bound with 

symbols of Amazonian rurality and ritual practice, Unified Kichwa becomes re-solidified 

as an “authentic” language style, especially suited for media speech.  

 

Kichwa Oratory Contests  

 While native beauty pageants and folkloric music and dance competitions have 

placed Kichwa language onto urban stages in Tena for many years, a new genre of 

competition is making language style a central focus. Under the direction of DIPEIB-N, 

Kichwa oratory competitions between students from bilingual education centers across 

Tena county combine indigenous linguistic traditions with classic Spanish-language, 

academic public speaking and new-style political activism.  

 During the 20th anniversary of the founding of national bilingual and intercultural 

education in Ecuador in April 2009, DIPEIB-N organized a student oratory competition 

that was meant to commemorate an indigenous uprising that occurred in Tena in 2001, 

that ended in violent military repression, two deaths and numerous injuries (for a detailed 

account of the uprising, see Uzendoski 2005:144-166). In recounting the events of the 

                                                 
54 See Chapter 4 for explanations of the linguistic relevance of each of these examples.   
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protest in rehearsed Kichwa speeches, the participants of the oratory contest aimed to 

revive political messages of anti-oppression and connect with ancestral struggles for 

indigenous autonomy. These political messages were bound with Unified Kichwa 

language and condensed symbols of traditional Kichwa ethnicity, including the donning 

of folkloric dress and body ornaments by some of the student performers (see Figure 7.7, 

below). 

 
Figure 7.7. Photographs of student oratory contestants, speaking during the 20th 
Anniversary of DINEIB in April, 2009.   
 
  
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Like the contestants in the Ñusta Wayusa Warmi pageant and the folkloric 

Amazonian dance competition, student orators were judged on aspects of their overall 

presentation, including what sometimes seemed like arbitrary criteria for dress and 
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performed bodily hexis. But here, displays of language style and competency took center 

stage, as students were ranked on their speaking fluidity and their use of “correct” speech. 

Rather than simply being portrayed as a showcasing of indigenous Kichwa traditions, the 

oratory competition was meant to be an exhibition of new Kichwa literacy and language 

planning curricula.  

 Most audience members with whom I spoke saw the performances as evidence 

that bilingual education was only having limited success in instituting the new language 

variety, which they noted was somewhat scant in the speech of most of the contestants. 

Nevertheless, since this was an academic competition, competency in Unified Kichwa 

was a main criterion for a successful presentation and the winning student was agreed to 

be the one who spoke with the highest degree of fluidity, conviction and “correct” 

Unified Kichwa forms.  

 The genred structure of this event extended to other Kichwa oratory competitions 

in Tena between 2008-2009 that incorporated elements of myth telling, shamanic chant 

and Kichwa-language songs. The speechmaking segments of these events often mimic 

classic academic oratory competitions between students of Tena’s Spanish-language high 

schools, where youth contestants adopt educated registers, solemn tones and scripted, 

dramatic hand an arm gestures. DIPEIB-N appears to be appropriating the structures of 

this genre in order to present Unified Kichwa as a language of literacy with artistic and 

expressive potential that is comparable to that of a “legitimate” national language. By 

combining this appropriated speech genre with essentializing symbols of indigenous 

ethnicity in mixed-genre competitions, there is an implied proffering of the planned 
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Kichwa language variety as a viable artistic and poetic language that could potentially 

become institutionalized as the new language of indigenous Napo oratory and literature.      

 

Ethnic Programming 

Alongside the developing ethnic content of municipal festivals and folkloric 

competitions, Kichwa language radio, and very recently, television, have been breaking 

into new ground in Tena’s information sphere. Kichwa-language print media in Tena 

remains scant, is typically relegated to the “culture” sections of a handful of 

independently run newspapers, and is almost always explicitly framed as a tool for 

intercultural learning. In a 2009 edition of a weekly independent editorial newspaper 

called Eco Noticia (2009:10), for example, is a section entitled “Typical foods of 

Amazonía,” where the author lists and defines, in Spanish, 23 different traditional 

Amazonian Kichwa dishes, the names of which have been mostly hispanicized—eg. 

maito (Ki. maitu), chonta curo (Ki. chunta kuru), chicha de yuca (Ki. lumu aswa). 

Outside of such intentionally educational pieces, Kichwa language rarely finds its way 

into print media in Tena.  

Kichwa-language radio programming, on the other hand, has existed in Tena for 

decades. Kichwa-language radio is also primarily a forum for culture-specific content, 

such as traditional music, in addition to community announcements and religious 

programming, all of which are broadcast predominantly in Tena dialect, on a just a few 

stations and mostly before dawn. A newly created provincial government television 

station called Ally TV, or “Good TV” in Kichwa, has introduced televised Kichwa-
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language morning news, a program that is modeled on mass-mediated Spanish-language 

broadcasting genres. Pre-dawn Kichwa-language radio is often used as an alternative 

broadcast medium for promoting cultural maintenance and cohesion among dialect 

speakers in rural communities. The new television news, on the other hand, appears to be 

an attempt to present Kichwa language, which is heavily influenced by Unified Kichwa 

in this context, as a legitimate discursive form for provincial and even national 

broadcasting. It is important to recognize, though, that both radio and television broadcast 

venues are conditioned by the economic and political interests of their subsidizers. 

Considering this fact, Ally TV’s Kichwa news may seem more like a tool for promoting 

local government than for indigenous artistic expression or counter-hegemonic action.  

 Indigenous language radio has a long history in Amazonian Ecuador that began 

with the transmission of Shuar-language religious sermons by foreign missionaries and 

later Shuar-language education lessons by the Shuar Federation in the 1960s and 1970s 

(Rubenstein 2001; Salazar 1981). Kichwa-language radio broadcasting in Napo similarly 

began with the religious sermons of the Josephine priests from a small transmitter station 

in Tena called Voz de Napo (“Voice of Napo”), and was later adopted by non-secular 

radio stations for pre-dawn programming. Currently, this early morning programming 

includes slots occupied by Kichwa-speaking djs who play Kichwa language music and 

periodically accept call-ins from residents in rural Kichwa communities and urban Tena 

for song requests and short personal announcements. Other stations have incorporated 

regular slots for social commentary pieces and interviews with culture-planning officials 

working for the municipal government, and, in periods of local political campaigning, 
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interviews with Kichwa-speaking candidates.  

Despite my own suspicions about the seemingly repressive nature of these very 

restricted morning time slots, many Kichwas I talked to in Tena and the communities, 

particularly older Kichwas, claimed they listened to morning radio regularly, and that 

3:00 or 4:00am (around the time of the first crowing of the roosters) is actually when they 

begin their day. Rising before dawn is a cherished cultural practice among Kichwas in the 

Upper Napo, as the hours before dawn have traditionally been used as a time for wayusa 

drinking, shikra weaving, bathing in the cold, invigorating waters of the river, and 

making preparations for the day’s agricultural work, which often begins in the early 

morning before the sun is high overhead. Many older Tena Kichwas have begun to 

lament the loss of this early-rising tradition among young city-dwellers, citing it as a 

reason for their relative physical “weakness” compared to past generations. Every time I 

asked middle-aged Tena Kichwas why Kichwa language radio programming was so 

restricted to a few hours before dawn compared to the overwhelming presence of 

Spanish-language programming throughout the day and evening, they excused the time 

by simply explaining “That is when we get up!” While I quickly inferred that the pre-

dawn spots were a not-so-subtle attempt at language discrimination by the wealthy 

proprietors of radio communication, I found little sympathy among interviewees.   

 Still, there is an undeniable ideological effect of limiting Kichwa-language radio 

programming to the hours when most of the urban population is still sleeping, especially 

since most families of Napo’s majority Kichwa population have radios, even in the most 

remote rural communities. But the fact that Kichwa-language has continued to colonize 
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this particular time slot, as well as the fact that the programming content remains highly-

culture specific in content and stylistically “vernacular” in its almost exclusive use of 

dialect speech is telling of the importance of indigenous language radio as a venue for 

promoting ethnic cohesion in Napo. In studying the sociocultural aspects of indigenous 

radio in Mexico, Ramos Rodríguez (2005) has demonstrated that, although it is 

subsidized and overseen by the national government, indigenous radio has actually 

contributed to the transformation of the dominant “symbolic order,” and strengthened 

cohesion among separated indigenous ethnic groups. More specifically, he argues, radio 

facilitates intercommunication between disparate indigenous communities, helping to 

create trans-territorial solidarity in the collective social imagination of indigenous 

populations, much like print media in Anderson’s  (1991) “imagined communities.”    

But while Kichwa dialect-oriented radio has been used by Napo Kichwa 

communities for years as an alternative, non-hegemonic space for ethnic cohesion and the 

maintenance of traditional practices like vernacular speech forms, a new form of Kichwa-

language television programming is attempting to institutionalize language planning 

policies into the dominant media sphere. Subsidized by the provincial government of 

Napo, Ally TV is a brand new television station that was created in 2008. The station’s 

programmers integrate local news, popular national television series, documentary pieces 

exhibiting Napo’s cultural and natural environment, coverage of local social events and 

plugs for provincial tourism. Though some space is allocated for paid advertising by local 

businesses, most of the interludes between scheduled programs in 2008-2009 were 

allotted to the current provincial government, who used the channel as a site for 
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promoting its ongoing development projects in Napo’s rural communities.  

In early 2009, the government introduced a Kichwa language news program to its 

weekday 6:30-7:00am time slot, directly before a much longer and more comprehensive 

Spanish-language news program. During the live half-hour show, a male and female 

Kichwa anchor team recounts important local events in what appears to be mostly 

improvised, monolingual Kichwa speech that incorporates a relatively high degree of 

Unified Kichwa lexicon, morphology and phonology. The two newscasters use Kichwa 

language to introduce pre-recorded news story segments with Spanish-language voice-

over narration and Spanish-language interactions between reporters and local Napo 

residents. Many of these same news segments are used in the subsequent Spanish-

language news program on Ally TV at 7:00am.  

In other words, the “Kichwa news” may be more aptly described as a “bilingual” 

news program. Unlike the Spanish news though, the Kichwa news show adds live, 

Kichwa-language commentary between its pre-recorded story segments, in addition to 

Kichwa-language announcements about upcoming social events in Tena and the 

communities, and occasionally, Kichwa-language interviews with local figures working 

in politics, education in tourism. Another major difference between the Spanish and 

Kichwa news is the latter’s adoption of the symbolic “redundancy” model commonly 

used in other forms of indigenous media in Tena, in which the newscasters speak 

monolingual Kichwa while usually wearing traditional clothing and bodily adornments 

such as seed jewelry (see Figure 7.8, below).    
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Figure 7.8. Screenshot of Ally TV’s morning Kichwa-language news program.   
  

 

 

According to a government ad in a local magazine around the time of its initial 

broadcast, the “Kichwa news” “has been one of the programs most anticipated by the 

[local] population” (Gobierno Provincial 2009, my translation). Though my own 

conversations with Kichwa speakers in Tena and the communities did not yet support this 

claim, as few reported watching the show regularly, the new Kichwa news does have the 

potential to find its way into the homes of thousands of Kichwas throughout urban and 

rural Napo, the great majority of whom own television sets.   

Though the Kichwa-language news show is brand new to Tena’s media line-up, 

indigenous-language video media is actually not all that exceptional in contemporary 

Latin America. According to Castells-Talens, et al. (2009), after decades of “invisibility,” 

native Latin Americans are in fact recently “erupting onto the airwaves.” Indigenous 

languages that had been marginalized for centuries, they and others argue, have become 
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legitimate means of expression for radio shows, documentaries, and artistic and fictional 

genres of film (see Hartley 2004; Schiwy 2008; Uribe-Jongbloed 2009). “In the highlands 

of Bolivia, the tropical rainforest of Brazil, and the hills of Chiapas,” Castells-Talens et 

al. (2009) write, “indigenous voices are breaking the hegemonic discourse of dominant 

languages...'shy languages' are, for the first time, entering the public mediascape of 

languages and discourse. Languages that had once stayed in the family and in private 

environments, have now become present in the public sphere, sometimes defeating other 

languages” (525; see also Rodríguez 2001). 

 Salazar (2009) argues that indigenous appropriation of video media, in particular, 

has functioned as a sort of “reverse conquest” (see also Bengoa 2000), where indigenous 

organizations and community media producers have been “slowly conquering back their 

rights to self-representation.” Within this framework, Salazar writes,  

indigenous video exists within a larger 'communicative ecology'...that includes the 
social solidarities of collective community media making, the appropriation and 
use of a wide range of information and communication technologies...and also the 
discursive space of critical media making and practice. Access to video media can 
certainly be viewed as an issue of empowerment, but empowerment lies 
ultimately in the fact that indigenous media makers become critical producers of 
content (2009:509).  

 
For Salazar, then, indigenous video entails not only an act of decolonization of  

“development” through the appropriation of high technology, but also a “critical” making 

of new communicative content. While indigenous-language radio programming has long 

been used in Amazonian Ecuador to assume control over the mass-transmission of 

“vernacular” culture, the Kichwa television news in Tena represents an entirely new 

format whereby Kichwa language, and Unified Kichwa in particular, is strategically 
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proffered as a discursive medium for communicating largely ethnically neutral news 

information. Furthermore, the show’s producers are adopting media resources commonly 

associated with the dominant public sphere while still symbolically marking the bodies of 

its on-air participants, demonstrating that “authentic” indigenous language and 

indigenous voices can contend with dominant Spanish-language and white voices. The 

Kichwa news is thus used as an innovative attempt to normalize Kichwa language in the 

public media sphere, asserting its equivalence with Spanish while also calling attention to 

its “authentic” indigenous source. Meanwhile, Unified Kichwa, the prescriptive language 

of highly organized indigenous activism, is again being presented here as the reigning 

Kichwa dialect of contemporary Tena.  

 Even though many of the show’s intended viewers would strongly disagree with 

this idea, the potential effects of publicizing indigenous language standardization through 

television are undeniable. Moriarity (2009), for example, has recently demonstrated that 

television programming in Irish has had a significant effect on language attitudes and 

practices, particularly among educated segments of the national population. While some 

speakers of Irish as a second language report an increase in their overall use of Irish as a 

result of minority language programming, Moriarty argues that the indirect effect of 

programming on language attitudes is even more consequential for long-term language 

change. Minority language reviltilization, and normalization in particular, have become 

positively valued through public media in this European context, thereby strengthening 

the revitalization movement. Since Unified Kichwa-language television media is nascent 

in Tena, the real effects on language practices and attitudes remains a topic of future 
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diachronic studies.  

 Kichwa language news may thus entail an enactment of the “decolonization” of 

Tena’s communications media and even be used to engage with critical discourses of 

Kichwa self-representation. But, as scholars have long suggested, ethnic-minority media 

cannot be analyzed without reference to the larger socio-economic systems of which they 

are a part (Appadurai 1990; Riggins 1992). Following this proposition in analyzing state-

run indigenous media in Mexico, Castells-Tallens et al. (2009) have demonstrated that 

when the state is a key player, its policies of subsidization, regulation, and legislation 

“make possible the technological and economic transfers that permit minorities to assume 

the means of media production” (Riggins 1992:8, cited in Castells-Tallens et al. 

2009:527). Though it involves Kichwa language being spoken by homegrown Kichwa 

newscasters, the Ally TV Kichwa news is ultimately a product and instrument of the 

Provincial Government of Napo. The Kichwa language news, in other words, is meant to 

further the expressed goal of Ally TV, to show its viewers that “we,” the government 

subsidizers, “identificamos contigo, somos como tú,” (“identify with you, we are like 

you”), as the Ally TV motto affirms. To a large extent, the unspecified “tú” refers to 

“you” the Kichwa-speaking urbanite or rural Kichwa community member, far-flung 

down the Napo River, yet watching “your” television. By both symbolically representing 

the Kichwa speaker and attempting to reach out to him or her through Kichwa-language 

programming, the provincial government is ultimately furthering its own interests of 

marketing its exploits while also maintaining and advertising a Napo where Kichwas are 

happy and well represented and, more importantly, where Kichwas still speak Kichwa. 
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Lysaght (2009) reaches a similar conlusion in her anlysis of Maori-language television in 

New Zealand. While the Maori Television Service attempts to reclaim a minority 

language through a simultaneous appeal to multiple ethnic identities, the ultimate goal is 

to use minority language as a marketing tool. In the case of Ally TV in Napo, one of the 

implied purposes of using Kichwa-language programming is to both appeal to ethnic 

audiences and to advertise Napo as a location of “authentic” indigenous culture, where 

tourists will want to continue to visit and continue to spend money.      

  In conjunction with folkloric exhibitions and culture competitions, then, Kichwa-

language television helps to “rescue” and “revalue” Kichwa language and culture in a 

specifically designed form. Without the institutionalized literary and artistic genres that 

are commonly utilized in other places to promote “verbal-ideological” centralization 

(Bakhtin 1981), newly rising, internationally-oriented indigenous leaders are utilizing 

other popular media genres to accomplish this end. These urban discourse genres have 

become sites for engaging in the ideological work that familiar poetic and literary genres 

of national languages might accomplish, of creating a “stable linguistic nucleus” (Bakhtin 

1981:271). These developing indigenous performance genres in urban Tena thus not only 

help to produce idealized indigenous identities, they are also used strategically to defend 

a newly standardized language variety against the pressure of growing heteroglossia, a 

pressure that threatens to divide scattered forest communities and render them vulnerable 

to continued political domination.  

 The result of this ongoing ideological project has been the slow trickling down of 

the language forms of these “high” culture genres into popular public expressions and 
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even everyday interaction. In the final section, below, I turn to special case of 

appropriation of Kichwa language and idealized indigenous identity in local political 

campaigns, which took center stage in urban Tena in the Spring of 2009. Here, we can 

see the appropriation of mixed styles and genres of Kichwa discourse, whereby local 

politicians capitalize on the symbolic weight of indigenous cultural material as it has 

been disseminated to them, in part, through the urban stages and airwaves. 

 

Political Campaigns  

 The use of written and spoken Kichwa in campaign advertisements during 

municipal and provincial elections in Tena in the Spring of 2009 represents a special case 

of temporary hyper-abundance of Kichwa language and symbols in public media. From 

the onset of the campaign period there was a sudden, overt proliferation of Kichwa 

language in campaign slogans, posters, billboards, and television and radio reporting, that 

seemed to increase in intensity up to election day. During campaign time, both the 

symbolic and communicative value of Kichwa language were appropriated for strategic 

effect. As a referential medium, Kichwa was essential for party advertising and the 

communication of political platforms to a majority Kichwa voting constituency, which 

still has a large population of monolingual senior adults. The use of Kichwa language and 

indigenous symbolism by various Kichwa candidates was also meant to index familiarity 

with Napo’s Kichwa population and hopefully gain their trust. When Kichwa language 

was appropriated by colono political candidates, the implication appeared to be an 

underlying alignment with the political interests and cosmovisión of the Kichwa 
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population as well as an expression of affinity and respect for their traditional culture.  

 But while the other media venues described above are commonly used as vehicles 

for verbal-ideological centralization and language standardization, political campaigns in 

Tena are unique in that a variety of language styles and levels of formality become 

valued depending on the social context. In other words, while standard, Unified Kichwa 

was often used in print, radio and television advertisements subsidized by national 

agencies, many local politicians relied on the familiar, vernacular appeal of non-standard 

dialect forms in their performed identities as men and women “of the people.”  

 Kichwa language use was noticeably heightened during the political campaign 

period in Napo for two important purposes. First, Kichwa was utilized simply as medium 

of communication between national electoral commissions and political parties and local 

Kichwa-speaking constituents. The communication of basic information on voting laws, 

voting instructions and voting locations was usually directed by the Napo branch of the 

National Electoral Council (CNE) in the form of printed posters, pamphlets and radio and 

television ads, that tended to use standard, Unified Kichwa. The poster in the photograph 

in Figure 7.9 below, for example, was distributed nationwide and used Unified Kichwa in 

order to remind young voters of the constitutional reform of 2008, under which citizens 

of at least sixteen years of age (formerly eighteen) could now vote in local and national 

elections.  

 
 
 
 
 
 



 334 

Figure 7.9. Photograph of a Kichwa language poster in distributed by the National 
Electoral Council of Ecuador. The poster reads: “Chunka sukta watakunata charishpaka 
voto churayta ushankimi. Sumak muskuykunawan ñukanchik mamallaktata 
wiñachishunchik” (“Being 16 years of age, you can vote. Let us build our country with 
beautiful dreams.”) 
 

 
 
 

Posters such as this one were used in conjunction with continuous bilingual broadcasts on 

radio and television stations.  

 Many national and local political parties also adopted simple Kichwa catch 

phrases that were incorporated into on-air ads and painted on walls, storefronts and even 

automobiles (see Figure 7.10, below) in order to remind citizens to vote for a particular 

party, which is represented on the ballot by an assigned party number. Tukuy kimsa! 

(sometimes spelled kinsa) or “All three!” for example, was the catch phrase for the 

Patriotic Society Party, which was constantly reminding Kichwa citizens of Napo to take 

their pens and slash the boxes on the ballots, “Pitikta pasakta, tukuy kimsa!” (“Straight 
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across, all three!”). Many other parties adopted their own version of this popularized 

catch phrase by substituting their party’s list number.  

 
Figure 7.10. Photograph of campaign advertisement painted on a political party vehicle 
using a popular Kichwa-language voting slogan.  
 

 

  

Kichwa catch phrases, usually appearing as translated versions of Spanish-language 

slogans, are common these days in Tena and Napo politics. The current municipal 

government’s slogan “Ushito sí cumple...Ushito paktachin!” (“Ushito [the mayoral 

mascot] complies!”), for example, can be seen on billboards and heard in musical jingles 

throughout the city.   

 Next, candidates and political parties use Kichwa language as a symbolic 

expression of political alignment with Kichwa populations. The projection of solidarity 

with Napo’s Kichwa voting majority was a major concern for local political candidates in 

the 2009 elections that was expressed using varied employments of Kichwa language and 
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cultural symbolism. Making light of this very overt concern, a July edition of the free 

weekly editorial paper Eco Noticia (2009) included a satiric photo of a white-haired 

colona woman, presumably a failed candidate for provincial government, who is shaking 

the hand of a young Kichwa woman across a table set for honored dignitaries. In the 

dialogue bubble beneath the photograph, the politician says, “Vea Warmishita, le prometo 

que para las próximas elecciones me aprenderé el Himno de la provincia hasta en 

Kichwa.” (“Look, [Ki.] young lady, I promise that for the next election I will learn the 

hymn of the province in Kichwa”). 

 Representatives of the Movimiento Político Independiente de Napo (MOPIN) 

were constantly reminding voters in their radio and television interviews that they were a 

party that included colono and Kichwa candidates, and that the “revaluing” of local 

Kichwa culture would be one of their primary issues of focus upon election to office. 

Their mayoral candidate, the only Kichwa mayoral candidate on the ballot for Tena, was 

billed on posters plastered throughout the city and the communities as the candidate that 

represented “Ñukanchi Yawar,” or “Our blood.” Archidona’s Kichwa mayoral candidate 

was similarly advertised as “Ñukanchi Wawki,” or “Our Brother.” The Napo Vive (“Napo 

Lives”) party’s posters described its candidates, who were mostly colonos, as “mushuk 

runakuna, malta shungo,” or “new people, young heart[s],” (including a hispanicized 

version of shunku, meaning “heart,” as shungo), and “la verdadera sangre del pueblo 

Tena” (“the real blood of the Tena people”).   

 Kichwa candidates made regular visits to rural communities around Tena in order 

to greet potential voters in their native language and drink chicha with community 
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presidents as a display of their political solidarity and shared ethnic socialization. Colono 

candidates, meanwhile, took every opportunity to display their own, less extensive, 

knowledge of Kichwa language and culture, often by recounting their experiences 

growing up with Kichwa classmates, eating traditional Kichwa dishes, and closing their 

radio and television interviews with simple Kichwa-language messages. In a radio 

interview during the campaign period, a colono candidate for prefect of Napo, for 

example, ended his presentation with a special Kichwa-language message that he had 

learned for his potential voters:     

 Finalmente, quiero decirles un mensaje en Kichwa si me permita [...] porque 
nuestro pueblo Kichwa también debe escucharnos en Kichwa. Y vea que no voy a 
leer, por si acaso. No, eso lo llevo en mi corazón. Porque verdaderamente así 
aprendí. Yo les decía, “Cómo se dice ‘sí?’” y me decían “Ari.” “Cómo se dice 
‘no?’” me decían “Mana.” “Cómo se dice ‘¿cuál es tu nombre?’” porque tenemos 
que preguntar, y me decían “Ima shuti kanki?” “Cómo se dice ‘ven?’” “Shamu.” 
Y así voy aprendiendo. Pero los bandidos que me acompañan me dicen, también y 
me quieren enseñar malas palabras y malas co- porque de eso aprende rapidito, sí 
o no? Pero aprendí un mensaje, un mensaje que quiero que lo lleven en su 
corazoncito, en su mente, y que el 26 de abril, así lo hagamos: Tukuy ayllukuna, 
yanapawaychi, kankuna votora mañani lista veintecuatro. Pasakta! Ashka 
pagarachu! Por favor, mi pueblo querido, no les vamos a engañar. Voten por la 
lista 24, que es la lista del triunfo. Voten por nosotros, gente de bien, gente de 
trabajo, gente nuestra, nacido, parroquiano, Napo Runa de corazón. No les voy a 
fallar! Por dios, por nuestro señor Jesucristo, es nuestro oportunidad de salvar a 
nuestra provincia. Denme esa oportunidad!   

 
 Finally, I want to say to them a message in Kichwa, if you will permit me [...] 

because our Kichwa people also need to hear us in Kichwa. And see that I am not 
going to read, just in case. No, this I carry in my heart. Because, really, that’s 
how I learned. I said to them “How do you say ‘yes?’” and they said “Ari.” 
“How do you say ‘no?’” They said “Mana.” “How do you say ‘what is your 
name?’?” because we need to ask that, and they told me “Ima shuti kanki?” 
“How do you say ‘go?’” “Shamu.” And that’s how I go on learning. But those 
bandits that accompany me tell me, they also want to teach me bad words and bad 
thi- because these things one learns quickly, right? But I learned a message, a 
message that I want you to carry in your hearts, in your minds, and that on the 
26th of April, we will do it: Help us, all families/communities, your vote is needed 
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for list 24. Across! Thank you very much! Please, my beloved people, we will not 
deceive you. Vote for list 24, the list of triumph. Vote for us, good people, working 
people, our people, born, parroquiano, Napo Runa at heart. I will not fail you! 
For God, for our lord Jesus Christ, it is our opportunity to save our province. 
Give me this opportunity!  

 
 Messages like this were very commonly employed by colono candidates, in which 

they attempted to present themselves as sympathizers with ordinary Kichwa citizens of 

Napo by recounting their own experiences learning Kichwa directly from everyday 

Kichwa speakers. Interesting in this particular example is the candidate’s assurance that 

he was not “reading” the Kichwa message, but rather, it was a message that he “carried in 

his heart.” The reason this is interesting is that an almost verbatim Kichwa-language 

message was played in radio advertisements paid for by his political party throughout the 

campaign period, urging, “Tukuy aylluguna yanapawaychi kankuna votora mañani, lista 

veinticuatro. Pasakta!”    

 A Tena city council candidate from another party added his own goodbye 

message to Kichwa speakers during a radio interview on the day before the election:  

Con la lista tres, con la lista Sociedad Patriótica, que ha inyectado sangre nueva, 
que ha inyectado esperanzas, estamos seguros de un cambio para Tena. Y de igual 
forma, yo quiero, antes de despedirme, eh, hacer una despedida en Kichwa. Alli 
puncha, alli puncha mashikunas, mamakunas, yayakunas. Ñuka shuti Carlos 
Guevara, salurani. Ñuka candidato consejalía Tenamanda. Ñuka yaya hotel- 
ñuka yaya, eh, Alonso Guevara, Misahuallimanta. Ñuka kawsani Hotel Caribe 
Tenamanda. Eh, ñukanchi partido Sociedad Patriótica agradece a todo ese 
respaldo. Eh, estamos seguros de que vamos a ganar el veintiseis. Ama 
kunkarinka domingo puncha, veintiseis de abril. Aspina pitikta pasakta tukuy 
kimsa! Ashpaga- ashka pagarachu y shuk punchakama mashikunas. 
 
With list three, with Patriotic Society, which has injected new blood, which has 
injected hopes, we are certain of change for Tena. And in the same way, I want, 
before I say goodbye, uh, to say a goodbye message in Kichwa: Good day, good 
day friends, mothers, fathers. My name is Carlos Guevara, I say hello. I am a 
candidate for Tena urban council. My father hotel- my father, uh, Alonso 
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Guevara, is from Misahualli. I live in the Hotel Caribe in Tena. Uh, our Patriotic 
Society party appreciates all of your support. Uh, we are sure that we will win on 
the 26th. Do not forget Sunday, 26th of April. Mark straight across for all [list] 3! 
Tha- thank you and see you again, friends. 
 

It is notable here that both of the above candidates are attempting to appeal to a Kichwa 

voting constituency by using non-standard Tena dialect forms, as opposed to Unified 

Kichwa. Through marked language use in the context of political campaign plugging, 

both candidates are attempting to advertise themselves and their party as a party that can 

empathize with the experiences of the common Kichwa man and woman. Furthermore, 

by demonstrating their knowledge of Kichwa, these candidates are also showing that they 

have a vested interest in the survivial Kichwa language and culture and therefore will be 

political leaders who will represent the interests of an ethnic group who is currently 

struggling to overcome public language discrimination and culture loss.  

 
Conclusion 
  
 In her discussion of urban Aboriginal media-making as a form of social action in 

Australia, Ginsburg (1994) explains that indigenous media makers are motivated by a 

responsibility to their communities of origin and a desire to envision and strengthen a 

cultural future within dominant society. This is especially true for indigenous actors, who 

take on the special burden of creating an “authentic” presence in public mass media and 

the national imaginary. For these media makers and their audiences, the quality of work 

is judged by certain “embedded aesthetics,” or the capacity to “embody, sustain, and even 

revive or create certain social relations, although the social bases for coming to this 

position may be very different for remote and urban people” (368). These indigenous 
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artists further demonstrate their own “invisibility” in order to assert their work’s authority 

and continuity with tradition. It is important to recognize, Ginsburg, concludes, that 

indigenous media producers from various locales “come to their positions through quite 

different cultural and social processes” and their use of “embedded aesthetics may be an 

extremely self-conscious choice, produced out of contact with a variety of discourses” 

(1994:369).   

 Indigenous leaders in Tena see media making as both a form of political activism 

and intercultural communication (Salazar 2009). But, as Ginsburg describes, Kichwa 

media-makers also embrace their particular social positions and the discourses and 

technologies at their disposal, while working from within the dominant social and 

cultural systems that govern the use of these resources. The result of this process is a 

high-profile, self-conscious production of indigenous discourse genres that represent a 

specific point of view. In Tena, indigenous identity is often packaged for the mainstream 

public in a strategically essentialized, symbolically redundant, ideologically centralized 

and prescribed form that is not always necessarily consistent with Tena Kichwas’ lived 

experience. Meanwhile, alternative information sharing venues, like pre-dawn radio 

programming, folk music and face-to-face interaction in small community settings 

continue to promote linguistic heteroglossia, the mixing of symbolic codes like languages 

and clothing styles and varied political ideologies regarding economic development.  

 But while the planned language that is packaged with the Amazonian Kichwa 

identity being reproduced in the “high” genres of folkloric exhibition and broadcast 

media is overtly rejected by most Tena Kichwas as incompatible with daily life, the effect 
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of these media genres cannot be ruled out as a reason for the increasing incorporation of 

planned language into “lower” popular forms of expression. The high degree of 

orthographic variability used by Tena’s ethnically oriented businesses, for example, is 

evidence that Unified Kichwa is seeping into everyday practice, even if its underlying 

political ideology may be outwardly rejected by their proprietors. A visitor just off the 

bus to Tena, walking down 15 de Noviembre, Tena’s main thoroughfare, can sample a 

traditional Napo guayusa herbal tea at Ally Micuna Huasi (“Good Restaurant”). Having 

enjoyed the tea, the visitor will be pleased to find that souvenir bags of wayusa can be 

purchased a few blocks down at a handicraft shop attached to Sacha Ricusha (“See the 

Jungle”) tour agency, where one can book multiple day trips to Kichwa communities. 

Had this visitor been paying attention to orthography, he or she might be puzzled by three 

different spellings for the same sound combination /wa/, as in guayusa, huasi, and 

wayusa, the use of both graphemes y and i in order to represent the vowel /i/ in a single 

phrase Ally Micuna Wasi, or the seemingly haphazard interchange of k and c used to 

represent the voiceless velar stop /k/ in micuna, ricusha, and Kichwa. This hodgepodge of 

orthographic conventions present in Kichwa signage in Tena is testament to the continued 

dissemination of standard Kichwa through formal language education and public media-

making, as well as shifting political-linguistic tides. It is also a sign that Kichwa, or 

Quichua, or Quechua (as even the Ecuadorian variety is sometimes spelled), is still 

undergoing a very public project of re-evaluation. 

 Meanwhile, the continued appropriation of varying styles of Kichwa language and 

symbolic imagery by insiders and outsiders with varying social and political agendas 
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calls attention to the special position of this indigenous language within the intercultural 

relationship. Kichwa remains a marked ethnic variety that can be co-opted by dominant 

culture for symbolic purposes and quickly emptied of its situated meaning. For now, 

indigenous leaders in Tena appear to be doing their part in restructuring the process of 

intercultural translation, by using their best resources to flood the urban landscape with 

signs of indigenous presence and fortify the historical bond between language forms and 

real, living speakers.    
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CHAPTER 8. CONCLUSION 
 

 
The Impact of Urban Development  
 
 The contemporary sociolinguistic environment described in this study is simply 

one observable permutation of an Amazonian city that is defined by constant change. 

Urbanization of the Tena region continues to be a swift process with sweeping economic, 

physical and social effects for indigenous Kichwas. Adaptation has become a central 

theme in discourses about Tena’s socio-cultural ecology, both in the sense of Kichwas’ 

strategies for achieving cultural success in urban surroundings and their strategies for 

transforming urban surroundings to meet their own cultural demands.  

 The process whereby rural Kichwa communities (comunidades) become absorbed 

into the urban nucleus and reconceived as metropolitan neighborhoods (barrios) has 

become microcosmic of this larger course of intercultural adaptation. There are currently 

several transitional zones of indigenous Kichwa cultural activity on the periphery of Tena 

where the physical and social processes of urban incorporation are in their advanced 

stages, where a visitor can observe first-hand the ongoing transformation from 

comunidad to barrio. Here, Kichwa residents are very apparently finding ways to 

intellectualize the cultural paradoxes, disruptions and continuities of urban indigeneity.  

 Reflecting on her childhood in the now almost completely incorporated barrio of 

Pawshiyaku, Speaker 26 (female, age 37) lamented the physical urbanization of a once 

forested Amazonian indigenous comunidad, the sight of an ancient river (yaku) where 

flocks of a local species of bird (pawshi) would come to bathe. At the same time, she 
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celebrated the fact that though the landscape has quickly become unrecognizable, the 

social traditions of the remaining Kichwa inhabitants are still in tact:55        

 
S26: We used to be just indigenous people here in Pawshiyaku, now we all live 

mixed together. The mishus, as we say, live here now [...] Before, 
Pawshiyaku was only, before it was a community. Now it is a 
neighborhood. But although, although [...] it is a neighborhood [...] we 
continue to speak Kichwa. Without problems from anyone. 

M: And how has Pawshiyaku changed by becoming a neighborhood? 
S26: With time, you know, the city keeps on developing, developing, and PAH! 

it arrived at Pawshiyaku [...] Before, the city was only the central plaza, the 
church, some people lived where the Municipal Government building is 
now, that was the city before. And all the area over here was wilderness. 
The part over here did not exist [as city] [...] Before, that street wasn’t here, 
the river passed through to the other side. There used to be a river, the 
Pawshiyaku River. Before, there was a bridge [...] From here to there 
belonged to the colonos, the mishus. This bridge separated Pawshiyaku, 
which was then only indigenous people [...] And since the river passed 
through here, there was only a small [earthen] path. And it was pu::re 
vegetation [...] And all the houses surrounded that area. There were no 
streets here at all. So it was there that we used to fish. And there, on the 
bridge, we used to meet other children from [Pawshiyaku] [...] to go fishing 
[...] Some would go out in canoes [...] And later, some ten years later [...] 
they diverted the river [...] they gave it another course and it flowed over 
there, far away. They built a pipe so that the street could pass through as if 
there were no river at all [...] Now there are buses here, there is a covered 
court, here you can see mishus mixed in, mishus here, an indigenous person 
here and a mishu there. But even still, we go on speaking Kichwa [...] 
Despite all of this, uh, each month there is a festival of Pawshiyaku [...] 
Here they still do the election of a Kichwa queen [...] And they also do the 
election of the white queen. The Kichwa queen goes on to compete for 
Wayusa Warmi and the white queen goes on to compete for Miss Tena [...] 

M: But which do you prefer, like it is now, a neighborhood, or how it used to 
be, like a community? 

S26:  Like a community [...] because now the children have nowhere to play. 
There used to be trees where they could play hide-and-go-seek, they could 
play, they could plant things, they could play the way children of a 
community play. Now the children play soccer, and the cars pass through, 
and beginning early in the morning people start drinking, since there are 

                                                 
55 The original Spanish-language transcript of this interview excerpt can be found in the 
Appendix.  
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bars everywhere. But [...] in the interior, in Talag, in Ahuano, out there 
they still have that lifestyle where there are no, no cell phone signals. 
Sometimes I go to Shandia. And out there I don’t hear music, I don’t hear, I 
am not always on my cell phone [saying], “Hello, hello, hello?” or sending 
text messages, nothing like that [...] I am completely at peace, with no one 
calling me, telling me to do things, telling me I have to go here or there. I 
go out there and I am free.  

 
In the end, like many other Kichwas living and working in Tena, Speaker 26 longs for the 

departed days of spatial and cultural autonomy enjoyed in her erstwhile comunidad, 

before the cement tentacles of the urban center unfurled over the vegetation and ancestral 

earthen paths. Community life will always hold a special place in the urban Tena Kichwa 

social imagination, especially as more and more paved roads are built, rivers are diverted 

and rural comunidades become urban barrios.  

 But urban Kichwas recognize that urbanization has also created access to new 

jobs, services and sources of information. The urban center has become an access point 

for participation in national social movements, a place where indigenous leaders assert 

peoples’ rights to land, economic resources and political representation. In order to build 

new bridges between a romanticized, culturally autonomous past and the contemporary 

era of development and interculturality, Tena Kichwas have transformed the act of 

preservation into a defining cultural practice. In the process, they have transformed the 

city of Tena into another indigenous territory, a place for exhibiting and extolling cultural 

alterity for a mainstream audience. 

 The form of culture that is to be preserved and the manner in which indigenous 

alterity is exhibited to the world, however, have become critical points of contention. 

While a select group of Tena Kichwas embraces the cultural resources and symbolic 
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strategies of dominant, national Ecuadorian culture made available in the city, most 

ordinary indigenous citizens remain restricted from full participation in these new, 

prestigious forms of education and political organizing. Language planners’ goal of 

diverting the direction of cultural reproduction, as part of a national indigenous 

intellectual revolution, has in many ways deepened ideological entrenchment among 

Amazonian Kichwas. Many still see language standardization and planning as 

encroachments on a basic “human” right to cultural diversity and “natural” family 

socialization.  

 Though language planning policies still smack of familiar national, white projects 

of cultural domination for many of its intended beneficiaries, Unified Kichwa has 

nevertheless left an unmistakable mark on indigenous linguistic forms in Tena. Some 

introduced language forms are being quickly absorbed, even by uneducated speakers, 

through their dissemination in popular media. Other language forms though, remain 

esoteric and alien and indexical of a perceived intellectual elitism that is decidedly not 

“indigenous,” according to most Kichwas in Tena and its rural surroundings.  

 Language contact and the burgeoning intercultural project have left their own 

marks on Tena’s multilingual marketplace, where certain Spanish language forms are 

beginning to attract clustering social qualities. Second and third generations of Kichwas 

in Tena are being raised as Kichwa-Spanish bilinguals and even Spanish monolinguals, 

and the “interlingual” effects of widespread Spanish language acquisition are becoming 

critically evaluated as important markers of diverse types of indigenous social identities. 

Meanwhile, select idiosyncratic Spanish language forms are losing their ethnic stigmas 
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and achieving sanctioned status as identifiers of local Amazonian, intercultural living. 

Shared innovations in linguistic practices and metalinguistic commentaries on them are 

beginning to challenge reductionistic portrayals of indigenous Spanish in Tena as a 

“degenerate” or “intermediate” variety. A handful of emergent linguistic traits are 

beginning to recur here with apparent regularity across generations. Socialized speakers 

are recognizing, objectifying and reflecting on them in ways that signal that they can no 

longer be overlooked as unremarkable, fleeting side effects of language contact.  

 The semiotic work being done to recreate Tena as a stratified, multilinguistic 

social sphere occurs on multiple levels of speech objectification, from the improvised 

individual commentaries of adept, home-grown intellectuals to the planned 

objectifications of language by cultural exhibitionists working in high-profile public 

media venues. While ordinary individuals continue to open and define the field of 

discursive possibilities in this unique sociolinguistic environment, public figures are 

taking new steps to select from these discursive forms and establish the potential literary 

and artistic discourse genres of the future. Ordinary speakers and self-appointed language 

planners continuously vie for control over the authentication of language varieties and 

styles, creating new political tensions that are invoked in everyday language choice.         

 

Future Directions  

 What remains to be seen is which voices of contact will continue to echo loudest 

and longest in the changing Upper Napo region. Will Unified Kichwa ever become more 

than an artificial, elite sociolect and establish itself as a dialect with native speakers? Will 
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it become an obsolete relic of an idiosyncratic era of language activist optimism? Will it 

continue to invigorate dialect defenders in their project to document and sustain their own 

heteroglot Kichwa speech? Or will ideological divisions only fuel the progress of 

language shift to Spanish monolingualism? Monitoring the long-term effects of what is 

still a novel language-planning project in the Ecuadorian Amazon will be an important 

focus for future research. And it will be important to study not only the historical fate of 

language planning in Tena, but also the shifting courses of action taken by its proponents 

and opponents. The strategies and tactics language planners continue to adopt and adapt 

in their attempts to authenticate their posited language variety will be as important for 

researchers to document as the according strategies and tactics used by those who reject 

it. The creative intellectualizing and ideologizing of language variation in Tena will no 

doubt continue, and the role of metalanguage in ongoing linguistic change will be a 

critical point of study. 

 Continued diachronic research is also due in the ongoing effects of language 

contact and intercultural politics, particularly as Kichwa-Spanish bilingualism and cross-

borrowing have become recurrent topics in everyday discourses of identity. Will a 

representative Amazonian dialect of Spanish materialize in the popular imagination? Will 

the Spanish-speaking population of indigenous Kichwas stabilize? Will accommodation 

to dominant, pan-regional norms continue or will ethnic alterity become popularized 

among a majority indigenous population of Spanish speakers? Will elements of “bad 

Spanish” ever be legitimated as features of an ethnolect, or even a normative local 

dialect? With all of the current talk about Spanish language acquisition among the 
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indigenous population of Napo, continued research is due in the ongoing effects of cross-

borrowing of linguistic forms and the ideological forces that condition this process. If the 

principles of “interculturality” continue to drive the rhetoric of multiculturalism in 

Ecuador, the potential effects of professed mutual respect for cultural difference should 

factor into studies of linguistic form in both Kichwa and Spanish in Ecuador. Local 

language attitudes are obviously influenced by these national ideological projects, but it 

will also be important to look at how local language politics in interethnic contact zones 

like urban Tena factor into continued language variation and change. Spoken dialect will 

surely continue to be a salient ethnographic topic in discourses of identity for both 

Kichwas and colonos, especially as linguistic differences are increasingly objectified as 

aspects of local culture.  

    Finally, additional research remains to be conducted on the ways indigenous 

individuals, particularly in Amazonian communities, continue to intellectualize their 

language practices. Attention to linguistic diversity has become a critical concern in the 

age of indigenous activism and cultural revitalization in Latin America. But studies of 

unique language practices must be complemented by research into the ways members of 

indigenous groups are critically reflecting on their own language choices and enacting 

language change through creative acts of abstraction, objectification and self-

representation.  

 During one of my first weeks living in Tena I came across what turned out to be a 

singular example of Kichwa-language graffiti, scrawled on a wall near the headquarters 

of bilingual education administration. In bright-red script, the message read, 
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“Kanba kawsayta Jumandi, makanusha kawsayta turkashun. F: Guerreros de J.” Some 

weeks later I found a Spanish translation of this message painted on another city wall that 

read, “Con tu ejemplo Jumandy, reveldía [sic] y revolución. F: Guerreros de Jumandi.” 

The identity and intent of the message’s mysterious author(s), the self-proclaimed 

“Jumandi’s Warriors,” can only ever be speculative information, though I got the 

impression from at least a few of my interviewees that they knew exactly who these 

“warriors” were. Anonymous or not, the effect of this bilingual message, “With your 

example, Jumandi, rebellion and revolution,” is an inscription of shared socialization and 

a shared ethos in a unique socio-historical moment.  

 The mixture of written dialect sounds, Spanish-influenced and Unified Kichwa 

graphemes in the Kichwa-language graffiti message reveals a language in observable 

transition, and an urban indigenous population that has been diversely exposed to 

language planning curricula. The content of the message is also as important as the 

choice of symbolic code. The iconic properties of an indigenous language and the iconic 

name of an Amazonian folk hero are being invoked together to foment vague subversive 

traditions of “rebellion” and “revolution.” That the message is translated into Spanish is 

also important, since its urban audience is a collectively bilingual one. And that graffiti is 

the medium of expression is salient here too, since graffiti art is decidedly urban, recently 

en vogue, publicly available and historically unsanctioned by law-abiding, dominant 

society.  

 Symbolic acts of this kind can be subject to endless interpretation and analysis. 

Examining them ethnographically in vivo is still a uniquely important exercise, however. 
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In the case of urban Tena, the symbolic use of language in continued acts of indigenous 

subversion of the dominant order is both patterned and innovative. As in the case of the 

graffiti message, the ethos of resistance embodied by Jumandi continues to be 

appropriated for new acts of revolution, both physical and intellectual, literal and 

symbolic. Hopefully this study itself will serve as a further example of the creative 

potential of indigenous individuals in their quest for cultural autonomy, self-

determination and sustained social revolution.                  
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APPENDIX 
 

Transcript of Speaker 21’s oral narrative, recorded on January 17, 2008 (referenced 
in Chapter 3) 
 
Con churo, TU-TU-TU-TU:::::::: ya a las cinco de la mañana ya a llamar a la gente, 
...para que vengan para hacer minga, para hacer la construcción de casa para el teniente 
político, para la policía, y para los que vienen a visitar así unas chozitas...Entonces Juan 
tenía que animar. Juan tenía que...coger del bolsillo para dar de comer a la gente de la 
minga. No había plata nada. Así es que, entonces, este, Juan tenía que dar de comer y dar 
de tomar veintishinko para hacer limpiar, o sea la paja, todo eso pues. Entonces Juan 
animaba así la gente a hacer chicha, chicha de yuca para tomar, porque no había frescos, 
no había azúcar, nada, no conocían. Solo chicha de yuca, en tiempo de chonta, chicha de 
chonta. Entonces, ellos tenían que preparar en una olla así chicha, así grande, olla grande, 
chicha y brindar a la gente, la minga, ya. Con eso trabajaban, ya. Al otro día, igual. Ya 
entonces allí es que venía poquito, poquito gente, ya...y ya es que venía ya hacer otra 
casita más, otra casita más, ya. Ya, ya haciendo poquito, poquito ya.  
 
Entonces allí, un teniente político ... ha dicho que tiene que cortar cincuenta guadúas, 
caña guadúa para hacer casa. Entonces Juan, vuelto tenía que decir “Ve, usted, usted, 
usted me traen diez, diez, diez guadúa cada uno.” Entonces, de arriba de Muyuna por río 
que cartero pues, tenía que bajar por río, por, haciendo balsa, llegar al puente donde es el 
Tena pues....Solo en vez de llegar cincuenta ha llegado treinta, este cuarenta y dos, 
cuarenta y tres ya. Cuando contaba, contaba, “Dónde esta? Qué es?” dice, “Por qué no 
dijiste a la gente que complete los cincuenta guadúas? Esto no va a alcanzar! Tú no sabe” 
Es que le, le pega a Juan PA! PA! le pega, teniente político... Entonces ... la mujer, a Juan 
le dicho,  
“Uy, no peges!” que ha dicho, “Por qué estás pegando a mi marido?!”  
“Calla!”  
AH! le da a la mujer también le pega, por allá le bota. Entonces Juan ha querido pegar 
pues dice ya “CA:rajo, vos me quieres pegar!” es que dice. Uta, TA, TA, TA, le pega, 
uta, saca sangre  Juan. Entonces Juan coge toda la sangre, le chupa en la camisa así, y esa 
camisa ha guardado.  
 
Después de dos días Juan va a Quito, cuando estado presidente, este, Galo Plaza. Dentro 
de Galo Plaza. Así Juan no entró de ganas, pues. Juan le nombraron de Quito, le 
nombraron que, como gobernador. Juan no entró de aquí como loco...Así es que Juan, 
que eso, hace chichitas, así maitito maitito, yuquita secando, ahumando...secando 
pescaditos, ahumando haciendo maititas así, shigra, carga a Quito para llegar en siete días 
a Quito, en ocho días llegaban a Quito caminando de aquí del Tena... 
 
Allí, ha llegado a, a Quito. ... para subir al palacio del gobierno, porque en tiempo, 
palacio de gobierno, nadie sube allí, nadie. Juan conversaba, dice que bastante militares 
así con armamento, en la puerta, en la escalera. Entonces ... “Ellos vienen del Oriente, él 
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es gobernador José Grefa y tiene conversar con el señor presidente, y tiene audiencia.” Y 
eso ya, abrían las escaleras así, puro militares parado. Juan subía, pata llucha, así ...Nada 
de saco. ... zapato, nada, así, por el pie, asisito, asisito Juan conversaba. LAstima por 
FLAco de hambre, sin dormir, frío.  
Ay, es que llegaba, es que al adentro donde vive el gobierno pues, ya, arriba. Decía 
“Venga, venga José” es qué, “¿qué pasó? Toma asiento.” Saludaba...señor presidente, 
señor gobierno es que daba. “Pues que, toma asiento, que me cuentas?” dice...Poco, poco 
es que sabía Kichwa. “Alli shamungui José” es que dice, “Sí, señor gobierno.” Pido el 
papel. “¡Chucha!” es que dice “¡Carajo! Y por qué es que la policía,” dice “¡¿Por qué 
pega?!”... Juan saca la sangre que llevó, u::ta le sacará agua. “Es que Arturo Serrano ocho 
días tiene que estar aquí en Quito. Aquí. Nunca más va a volver al Tena. Por que le ha 
sido malo, por qué te ha pegado a usted autoridad, vos eres gobernador. Intocable usted. 
Ya vamos a castigar José no, no hay problema”...Y aquí va llevando Juan. Ya es que 
regalaba terno, terno es que regalaba, camisa blanco, manga larga, y sacos así, pantalones 
que le regalaba. Zapatos que regalaba el gobierno pues. “Ya,” dice, “José para que 
pongas.” Ponía en shigra Juan traía. ... De allí ha dicho, “Mañana venga” es que dicho, 
“para que lleves dos policías.” Juan va vuelta donde el gobierno manda dos policías. Ya 
con ellos viene siguiendo Juan.  
 
En caballo, sí, han venido, ellos, a”a, hasta Papallacta. De Papallacta otro caballo, hasta 
Baeza. De Baeza otro caballo acá al Tena. Llegaban policías. Ya llegado, orden del 
gobierno. “A ver, ¿dónde está...el teniente político?”  
“Aquí está, aquí está,” 
“Ah, venga usted señor. Por qué le pegó al señor gobernador? Qué hizo de motivo? Por 
qué pegaste?” Es que nada. “Vamos!”  
Así, amarando las manos a llevar.  
 
Allí ha dicho en Quito ... el [Presidente] Galo Plaza ha dicho, “No, José,” ha dicho, 
“usted no vas a dejar. Tú tienes que seguir más con ánimo para arriba. Porque un día el 
Tena va a ser como Quito,” ha dicho, “como Quito, un día. U::, va a ser un pueblo 
grande. Así acuerda,” dijo. “Siga usted trabajando con ánimo,” ha dicho. 
 
 
Transcript of Pano Warmi Presentation, Líder Visión Canal 9,  May 20, 2009 
(referenced in Chapter 7) 
 
DV: Previamente vamos a hacer una pequeña conversación con nuestro presidente, 

presidente se llama Federico Tapuy, es el presidente de la junta parroquial del 
Pano. Al cumplirse los cuarenta años de parroquialización de Pano, la junta 
parroquial, y a su nombre, el presidente de la misma, que en alto orden invitar a 
todos ustedes, amigos televidentes a los actos que se desarrollarán el 21, del 21 al 
23 de mayo. Como un homenaje al civismo de esta histórica jurisdicción 
parroquial. Esta invitación nos hace entonces, eh, Federico Tapuy que es el 
presidente de Pano. Bienvenido Federico, eh::, pues estamos muy contentos de 
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que ocurra en nuestro medio de comunicación para hacer la invitación a toda la 
comunidad de nuestra provincia a las fiestas del Pano. Bienvenido y buenas 
noches. 

PT: Buenas noches, eh, en primero lugar quiero saludar a este medio de comunicación 
que es la Líder Visión, igualmente, doctor por dar ese espacio, eh, a nosotros, 
justamente con cuatro hermosísimas candidatas a Pano Warmi. Nosotros estamos 
con la finalidad de presentar a nuestras candidatas de Pano Warmi, e invitarles, al 
mismo tiempo, a la ciudadanía del Cantón Tena y la provincia y las comunidades 
de la parroquia Pano. Para nosotros ha sido un día importante que vamos a llegar 
a festejar los cuarenta años de parroquialización, de nuestra parroquia Pano. Por 
ellos estamos aquí doctor, para que las señoritas a Pano Warmi eh, presenten, e 
inviten a la ciudadanía de aquí del Cantón Tena.  

DV: Bien, entonces, eh, las festividades se iniciaron ayer, ayer, eh, hoy, hoy se 
iniciaron, no? Con programa radial, dice luego, dice “minga de confraternidad,” y 
luego, el día de mañana tenemos la “wayusa upina” y “kamachina.”  Que, 
kamachina no es, eh, qué es kamachina?  

PT: Bueno, eso nosotros hemos puesto, justamente hoy a la madrugada, las señoritas 
candidatas van a estar con la wayusa en las diferentes familias, autoridades 
locales, inclusive creo que vayan a salir a la ciudad de Tena [[para que                ]] 

DV:                    [[“Kamachina” es el]] 
aconsejarles, [[no? Aconsejar, no?             ]] 

PT:            [[La kamachina es aconsejar.]] Justamente, ellos van a llegar con 
chicha, con wayusa, y las personas [[van-    ]] 

DV:                 [[Y cuál,]] cual va a ser el consejo? Que no 
dejen sus costumbres ancestrales- 

PT:  Es- eso [[es           ]] 
DV:   [[Eso debe]] ser no?  
PT: Sí eso- 
DV: Eso es la kamachina porque muchas señoritas que ya no les gusta- 
PT: Ya no les gusta [[tomar la wayusa                 ]] 
DV:     [[Ni siquiera hablar Kichwa-]]  
PT:  Claro, tomar chicha, ya no quieren levantar a la madru[[gada,]]  
DV:            [[claro ]] 
PT:                ya están 

levantando a- 
DV: Que dice, en tiempo de chonta, dice “Que será esto?” dice.  
PT: Sí, claro. Entonces- 
DV: Entonces eso es la kamachina.  
PT: Eso es la kama[[china-  ]] 
DV:    [[Conser]]var las costumbres [[ances-]] 
PT:                  [[aha     ]] 
DV:             -trales. Muy bien. Luego 

dice “pregón de fiestas, recinto ferial,” luego dice “fuegos pirotécnicos, recinto 
ferial junta parroquial gobierno provincial de Napo, elección y coronación de la 
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Pano Warmi 2010, lugar cancha cubierta central Comisión Sociocultural baile en 
honora a la Pano Warmi.” Habrá baile entonces también. 

PT: Bueno, justamente, mañana iniciamos a las dos de la tarde con pregón de fiesta, y 
en 20:00 horas, elección y coronación de la Pano Warmi. 

DV: Ya.  
PT: Y, últimamente, eh, festejando a la Pano Warmi, habrá un baile social, eh, 

homenajeado a través del Gobierno Municipal de Tena.  
DV: Muy bien. Entonces el día viernes hay la “exposición de gastronomía Kichwa de 

la parroquia, fútbol masculino indoor, femenino,” el sábado hay “despertar Pano 
runa liktacharina pacha.” 

PT: Likcharina. 
DV: [[Likcharina]] pacha.  
PT: [[Despertar  ]] 
DV:   Ah, despertar es, no? Claro, “despertar Pano runa.” “Calles y 

domicilios viviendas desde las cinco de la mañana, embanderamiento de la 
parroquia, desfile cívico-militar,” luego “sesión solemne, inauguración de obras, 
almuerzo autoridades invitados, finales deportivas, y basket liga Pano” y allí no 
termina, sigue, “juegos populares,” y a las ocho de la noche, “jatun tushuna tuta.”   

PT: Bail[[e      ]] 
DV:       [[Gran]] baile, no?  
PT: [[Baile de-   ]]  
DV: [[Gran baile.]] 
PT:   -nosotros de la parroquia.  
DV: Muy bien, allí termina entonces, terminan las festividades el día- 
PT: Sábado. 
DV: Sábado. 
PT: El día 23. 
DV: Vamos entonces a dar paso a la participación de nuestras candidatas que están 

aquí para que ustedes las conozcan, amigos del Pano, y todos que van a ir, no? 
Van a, van a estar invitados del Talag, de Archidona, de Misahuallí y todos 
compañeros de las juntas entiendo que Federico ha invitado. Entonces hoy van 
ustedes a poder participar de este evento importantísimo, y con nosotros está la 
primera candidata. Cuál es su nombre? 

C1: Eh, buenas noches, a todos los señores televidentes de Líder Visión Canal 9. Eh, 
mi nombre es Maria Shiguango. Orgullosamente represento a mi querida 
comunidad de Lagartococha.  

DV: Lagartococha, muy bien. Nuestra segunda participante, cuál es su nombre y a qué 
organización, comunidad representa? 

C2: Bueno mi nom- buenas noches, mi nombre es Gloria Andy. Orgullosamente 
represento a mi querida comunidad de Pumayaku. Gracias.  

DV: Pumayaku. Seguimos con nuestra siguiente participante. 
C3: Buenas noches, mi nombre es Cristina Grefa. Tengo el orgullo de representar a mi 

querida barrio San Pedro. Alli tuta nisha, allicha ani, ñuka shutimi kan Cristina 
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Grefa. Gustu kushiwa shamuni. Wankurishka ayllu San Pedro llactamanta. 
Pagara-. 

DV: Y, finalmente la última candidata. 
C4: Alli tuta nisha, allicha ani. Ñuka shutimi kan Elicia Licuy. Ashka kushiwan 

shamuni wankurishka Pano maltakunamanta. Muy buenas noches, mi nombre es 
Elicia Licuy. Con mucho orgullo represento al los grup- al grupo de jóvenes de 
Pano.  

DV: Muy bien, las cuatro candidatas se elegirá, qué no más se va a elegir? A ver si nos 
facilita el micrófono por favor. Qué no más se va a elegir, Federico? 

PT: Se va a elegir, eh, Pano Warmi, Purutu Warmi, Chikta Warmi, y Sisa Warmi.  
DV: A ver, Pano Warmi. 
PT: Pano Warmi. 
DV: La primera, no? 
PT: La primera. 
DV: Ya, eh, luego? 
PT: Purutu Warmi. 
DV: Purutu Warmi es [[el::      ]]  
PT:        [[Purutu]] del, del, del fréjol.  
DV: O sea, en relación [[a uno de los      ]]  
PT:         [[a uno, eh, sí, sí,]] 
DV:        productos- 
PT:  Aha.  
DV: Ya, [[alimenticios importantes ]] 
PT:        [[Porque las mujeres Pano,]] las mujeres Pano se acostumbran a sembrar 

justamente en este mes, están sembrando- 
DV: Pero comen todos, no? 
PT: Ya. 
DV: [[No solo las   ]]   
PT: [[Comen todos]] 
DV:       mujeres. Purutu Warmi. Luego sigue- 
PT: Y allí viene Chikta Warmi. “Chikta Warmi””quiere decir, porque no- la 

costumbre de Pano, tanto hombres y mujeres, acostumbramos hasta, hasta el 
momento, hacer la chikta, eh, por el Río Pano, en los brazos.  

DV: Ah, para coger las karachamas, qué más hay?   
PT: Eh, siklli, más especial[[mente.]] 
DV:     [[Siklli  ]] es, [[siklli es-           ]] 
PT:                [[La más grande.]] 
DV: Y cuál más hay? Qué otro pescado hay? 
PT: Hay, otro, este, lupi.  
DV: Lupi.  
PT: Es uno como barbudo.  
DV: Ya, el barbudo grande, ya. Eh, otro, otro pez, qué hay? 
PT: Otro es este- 
DV: HANDYA, handya no hay, no? 
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PT: Handya ya no hay. 
DV: [[Se acabó?]] 
PT: [[Chinlus,   ]] chinlus que es un pescado pequeño como tipo sardinas.  
DV: Chiglus. 
PT: Chinlus.  
DV: Pero eso es muy pequeñito [[todavía, no?]] 
PT:            [[Sí, pequeño.]] Pero e- [[eso-]] 
DV:                  [[yo   ]] pienso que, yo pienso 

que un poco ha desaparecido muchos- 
PT: Sí. 
DV: -peces, no cierto? La idea sería también, eh, tratar de cultivar estas costumbres 

[[de]] 
PT:  [[Sí]] 
DV: que se conserven. 
PT: Aha.  
DV: Se conserven. 
PT: Así está. 
DV: O repoblar, tal vez las aguas del Río Pano.  
PT: Del Río Pano, a’a.  
DV: Sería repoblarles, no? 
PT: Importante. Claro, sería repoblarles porque, la karachama, más que todo, está en 

las piedras. Más que todo, hay que tratar de, eh, cultivarlo y cuidarlo. A pesar que 
hoy, al momento, eh, nuestro, más que todo, nuestro costumbre es eh, poner 
veneno.  

DV: Claro. 
PT: Pero ese veneno ya no- 
DV: Cuál sería el consejo? 
PT: El consejo [[sería-]] 
DV:        [[A ver]] nada de cloro, nada de cloro- 
PT: Nada de [[cloro, nada de barbasco, sí.           ]]  
DV:     [[O saben comprar en las tiendas el]] cloro y le ponen, no? 
PT: Y eso nosotros hemos- 
DV: O a veces, a veces el veneno, o sea que se utilizan para, para las [inaudible] de los 

perros, [[que]]  
PT: [[aha]] 
DV:             lo ponen- 
PT: Ese también [[porque]] 
DV:           [[en el   ]] agua. 
PT: eso, ya nosotros hemos estado prohibiendo porque [[eso daña al-            ]] 
DV:                 [[Entonces tiene que,]] el 

mensaje, el mensaje de la futura, de las reinas debería ser, no? 
PT: Sí.  
DV: Allá, el momento, ahora de, aprovechar esta elección si les evitar esto, no?  
PT: Aha. 
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DV: Evitar. Para volver a repoblar la, la, lo que era antes, no? Los Ríos- 
PT: Sí. 
DV: -eh, ricos en peces.  
PT: Eso ha sido, de las señoritas que vamos a, a::, a coronar en la noche de mañana, 

como es, ayer, eh, justamente depende del jurado calificador. De las cuatro chicas, 
no sabemos quien será Pano Warmi. 

DV: Ya, pues, ahorita están viendo ya, desde el Pano les están viendo, entonces ya, ya 
verán [[más o menos-          ]] 

PT:           [[Ya están calificando]] 
DV: -cual, ya están calificando desde ahora, no? Cual va a ser la, la futura reina Pano 

Warmi.  
PT: Pano Warmi. Eso ha sido nuestro presentación, doctor, de que nosotros 

conocemos, la parroquia Pano viene participando en todo evento a través de, eh, 
para Wayusa Warmi y Amazonas Warmi. Creo que en este año nosotros hemos 
quedado segundo o tercer lugar. Pero mantenemos. Mantenemos de aquí de las 
cuatro señoritas estarán igualmente para Wayusa Warmi en donde que la 
parroquia Pano ha tenido, este, amistad para poder presentar con una de las 
candidatas a Pano Warmi, a la Wayusa Warmi a- también, a Amazonas Warmi. 

DV: Bien, amigos televidentes, queremos agradecerles por la confianza que nos han 
dispensado, agradecer también a Federico, presidente de la junta parroquial de 
Pano por la confianza que nos ha dado venir acá al canal, igualmente a las 
señoritas candidatas, desearles todo tipo de éxito el día de mañana, que conserven 
la tradición de la Pano Warmi, no? La Pano Warmi es la mujer dura, no? Rebelde, 
no? Siempre nos han estado acompañando milli warmi,  

PT: [[Milli]] 
DV: [[Milli]] warmi, exactamente.  
PT:  Por eso- 
DV: Han estado acompañando justamente en todas las, los actos de protesto que hemos 

hecho desde mucho tiempo, cuando la provincia Napo no nos ha atendida. Y la 
característica siempre ha sido llevar un buen- 

PT: Sí, aha. 
DV: Buen maito de ají, no? 
PT: Sí es así. Por eso nuestro eslogan de la junta parroquial, al último del papel dice, 

eh, “Milli ursayuk Pano Runa y Pano Warmi.” 
DV: Dónde está eso? 
PT: Eso está en otro, en otro- 
DV: Ah en otro hoja. 
PT: En otra hoja.  
DV: En ese, bueno, no está aquí. Muy bien amigos, despedimos ya nuestro noticiero, 

agradecerles por la confianza que nos ha dispensado, invitarles para el día 
mañana. Muchas gracias.  

 
Speaker 26’s personal reflections on the transformation of the barrio of 
Pawshiyaku, recorded on May 1, 2009 (referenced in Chapter 8).  
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S26: Vivíamos solo indígenas aquí en Pawshiyaku, ahora, ya viven todos mezclados. 
Viven los “mishus” que nosotros decimos [...] Pawshiyaku antes era solamente, 
era antes comunidad. Ahora es barrio. Ya, aunque, aunque [...] es barrio [...] 
seguimos hablando el Kichwa. Sin ningún problema de nadie.  

M: Y como ha cambiado Pawshiyaku al hacerse barrio? 
S26: [...] Con el tiempo, ya sabe que la ciudad va cada vez desarrollando, 

desarrollandose y PA! llegó a Pawshiyaku [...] El, la ciudad antes solamente era el 
parque central, la iglesia, unos queda donde está el municipio, eso era la ciudad 
antes. Y toda la parte aquí era monte. La parte aquí no había [como ciudad] [...] 
Antes no había esa calle que hay aquí, el río, le, le, como, le pasaron por otro 
lado. Había un río, el río Pawshiyaku. Antes allí había un puente, un puente [...] 
Desde aquí para acá, era de los colonos, de los mishus. Este puente era el que 
separaba Pawshiyaku, aquí era vuelta solo los indígenas, la parte aquí. Solo 
indígenas [...] Y como aquí pasaba el río entonces, entonces este río, de allí había 
un camino pequeñito no más. Y aquí era pu:ra hierbas [...] Por aquí habían todas 
las casas así al rededor. No habían más, no habían más calles por acá nada. 
Entonces, entonces allí nosotros sabíamos venir a pescar aquí, todo. Entonces 
aquí, nos encontramos con los niños de [Pawshiyaku], en el puente [...] para 
pescar [...] Se iban unos aquí en la canoa [...] Y después, después de unos diez 
años de eso [...] le mandaron [el río] [...] le dieron otra, otra vía y pasó por acá, 
lejos. Y allí hicieron un embaulamiento para que pase la calle como que no 
hubiera río por allí [...] [Ahora] aquí hay buses, ya no, aquí la cancha cubierta, acá 
ya ven los mishus por aquí mezclados aquí, mishus aquí, un indígena aquí y un 
mishu aquí, así. Y aun así, seguímonos hablando el, el Kichwa [...] A pesar de 
eso, eh, cada mes de mayo hay un, hay una fiesta aquí en Pawshiyaku [...] será 
aniversario de Pawshiyaku. Entonces allí siempre hacen las elecciones de la reina 
Kichwa. A’a [...] Y también hacen la elección de la reina, eh, blanca. Entonces la 
reina Kichwa participa para la Wayusa Warmi. Y la reina blanca participa en la 
Reina de Tena [...]  

M: Pero como prefiere usted, así como barrio o como comunidad, antes? 
S26: Como comunidad [...] Porque ahorita los niños no pueden en donde jugar. Lo que, 

lo que antes aquí había, era como, habían árboles, de allí ellos podían, podían 
jugar a las escondidas, jugaban a las, a, a sembrar cosas, jugaban cosas así donde 
que un niño de la comunidad juegue. Vuelta ahora los niños que juegan es al 
fútbol, y de allí se van a los carro- ya desde muy temprana edad se dedican a 
tomar, como hay bares por todo lado. Vuelta antes, vuelta antes, antes como era 
comunidad no había nada de eso. Y ahora por ejemplo por adentro, por Talag, 
por, por Ahuano por allá todavía tienen ese tipo de vida que no, eh, donde que no 
hay ni señales de, de, de los celulares. Yo a veces me hice ir así pa’ Shandia, me 
hice ir. Y allá, yo, yo me voy para allá, la gent- no escucho música, no escucho, 
no estoy a cada rato con celular “Halo, halo, halo,” o viendo los mensajes, nada 
[...] Estoy tranquila completamente, sin nada de que me estén llamando, que 
alguien me diga una cosa, que tengo por allá, por aquí. Entonces me voy allá, 
estoy libre. 
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