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ABSTRACT 

 

 

This dissertation is aimed at analyzing how ethnic hierarchies question the 

environmentalization of indigeneity, which is the foundation of the Colombian state’s 

multicultural policy. In particular, the dissertation develops a comparative ethnographic 

approach to the way in which the “multicultural turn” of 1991 impacted three indigenous 

communities located at San José del Guaviare, a colonization frontier in the Colombian 

Amazon: the Nükak, the Jiw and the Tucano. Against the assumption of multicultural 

policy that indigenous communities form a vast mass of people radically diferent from 

mainstream (even portrayed as anti-modern), in San José there is an unequal distribution 

of the Nükak, Jiw and Tucano in different positions inside local ethnic hierarchies. For 

some, Nükak incarnate what Hale (2004) label as a “good ethnicity”, that serves to 

promote Guaviare as an eco-touristic destination, the Jiw are a “bad ethnicity” that 

annoys White people in San José, while the Tucano are portrayed as “civilized Indians”. 

Thus, the dissertation states how these ethnic hierarchies contradict some of the core 

assumptions of multicultural policies that are based on an essentialized understanding of 

indigenous peoples as “ecologically noble savages.” 

 The dissertation argues that the analysis of contemporary experiences on 

indigeneity in an Amazonian context such as San José, could be better understood if it 

observes a set of processes and actors including: the historical transformation of senses 

on otherness, the production of forests as a field of domain under state regulations, the 

economic crossroads affecting indigenous peoples on their “resguardos” (indigenous 
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lands) and the intervention of state laws, NGOs, indigenous political organizations, 

settlers, foreign governments and state officials.  

The analysis of such a variety of processes and actors shaping contemporary 

experiences on indigeneity in the Colombian Amazon follows the environmentality 

approach (Agrawal, 2005). From that perspective, I discuss the following ideas: a) 

indigenous resguardos were designed as governmentalized localities in multicultural 

policy to regulate and control how indigenous peoples manage natural resources; b) those 

communities portrayed as followers of the ecological nobility script act as regulatory 

communities; c) the technologies for governing the ecological realm do not necessarily 

assure the formation of environmental subjectivities.  
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PROLOGUE 

 

 

On the 21
st
 of May, 2011, an article titled “El ‘Avatar’ colombiano” (The 

Colombian Avatar) was published on the web version of the magazine Semana, the most 

influential and widely read political magazine in Colombia (Semana, 2011). The article 

describes the tensions between the indigenous people of the Yaigojé-Apaporis 

“resguardo” (indigenous reservation), near the Brazilian border, and Cosigo, a Canadian 

multinational mining corporation. The tensions become more dramatic as the article 

describes how shamans, sacred territories, ritual dances and “ancestral” culture are about 

to disappear because of internal divisions created by Cosigo’s interest in extracting gold 

inside the reservation. The message that summarizes the article is unequivocal: “In the 

heart of the Colombian Amazon there is a conflict identical to that of the blockbuster 

movie [Avatar]
1
” (Semana, 2011).  

The Yaigojé-Apaporis has more than one million hectares and was the first 

resguardo in the history of Colombia to be converted into a natural reserve. The sector of 

the community supporting the conversion won out over those opposed to it. And though 

this resguardo is located far from the area where I did my fieldwork, the case poses 

interesting questions as to what could be the future role of indigenous peoples in the 

management of the Amazonian forests. The conversion is justified for some because any 

extraction of natural resources inside natural reserves is forbidden and illegal. In fact, 

                                                        
1
 The film Avatar (Dir. James Cameron, 2009) tells the story of blue humanoids, na’vi, who stubbornly 

defend the environment of Pandora, the moon they inhabit, against the imperialist and voracious greed of 

humans. 
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according to Colombian law, natural reserves are the only spatial jurisdiction that 

impedes profiting from natural resources.  

What does this mean, in the case of Yaigojé-Apaporis? It means above all that the 

policies of forest management that started in the 1980s are experiencing a drastic shift. 

As I will explore in Chapter 3, resguardos became part of the initiatives for forest 

conservation during the 1980s. The motto “indigenous and land are one and the same” 

(República de Colombia, 1990) reflected how indigenous people became a partner of the 

state to achieve conservation initiatives—along with NGOs and international programs. 

However, after almost ten years of right wing neoliberal governments who emphasize the 

need to “secure” the peripheral regions of the country, conditions for multinational 

initiatives interested in extracting resources were soften. At the same time, the 

administration of president Álvaro Uribe (2002-2010) considered indigenous peoples the 

biggest landowners in the country and opposed granting more territorial rights to 

indigenous peoples in those areas where apparently important natural resources, mineral 

or gas, are located.  

According to the geopolitics of 25 years ago, the Amazon was a territory to be 

protected by the state through indigenous peoples. But some years ago, the discourses of 

securing Amazonia and its militarization started. The argument was the need to fight 

narco-terrorism, but there were other non-explicit reasons that now become clear: it was 

an attempt to guarantee what Harvey (1996) calls the “spatial mobility of capital.” This 

re-arrangement of the Amazonian space implies an attempt to open new secure zones for 

profiting from its natural resources. Since then, an effort of many public institutions is to 
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clarify what types of administrative spaces are operating in each corner of the Amazon. 

All the territories outside the natural reserves will be subjected to the interests of 

multinationals, even the resguardos.  

Amazonian indigenous peoples and their resguardos are entering a new phase of 

spatial rationale of state and multinationals. As Laborde (2010: 166) states: indigenous 

people are forced to choose “the lesser of two evils”. They must choose to convert their 

resguardos to natural reserves and co-manage resources with environmental authorities, 

or expose themselves to direct negotiations with multinationals without a legal 

framework to empower their participation in the process. The case of the Yaigojé-

Apaporis resguardo showed a process of internal disagreement in terms of allowing or 

stopping the multinational Cosigo gold extraction. Those against Cosigo’s plans won, and 

they asked the government to convert Yaigojé-Apaporis into the newest natural reserve in 

the country.  

For Laborde, the indigenous groups of some forested areas such as the Selva de 

Matavén or the lower Apaporis River
2
 face the dilemma of converting their resguardos 

into natural reserves as a result of the “contradictory and erratic policy of the Colombian 

state” (2010: 182). In my view, the state policy is neither contradictory nor erratic; on the 

contrary, it shows sophistication. In fact, the state is selectively using some legal tools for 

indigenous rights produced in international law (e.g., ILO C 169 of 1989 and UN 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples of 2007) to bring legitimacy to the 

private initiatives interested in exploiting natural resources inside indigenous land. 

                                                        
2
 However, this argument applies for all those indigenous communities living near hotspots of biological 

diversity. 
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Otherwise, by setting the conditions for a direct dialogue between the indigenous 

communities and the multinational companies, the state expects those dialogues to end in 

agreements. By approving an agreement, the “ecologically noble savage”, which I 

explore in Chapter 1, brings legitimacy to private initiatives. The core issues in the 

process are the methods of negotiation: cash payments, fracturing of common interests, 

etc. These serve as tools to coopt indigenous authorities and obtain approval for 

exploiting natural resources. In the end, this is a matter of conducting “business” between 

multinationals and indigenous communities, and the moral economy of the state—along 

with its duty to protect the rights of citizens—does not enter into the process. 

If 25 years ago Amazonian indigenous peoples served as environmental stewards 

because they were portrayed as Eco-Indians (see Conklin and Graham, 1995), today they 

serve to justify and bring legitimation to extractive economies. These changes pose 

interesting questions: What does it mean to be an indigenous community in the 

contemporary Colombian Amazon? What is the role that indigenous resguardos play in 

contemporary geopolitics? How do politics of identity challenge or question essentialized 

assumptions of indigenous peoples as ecologically noble savages? This dissertation 

addresses these and other questions following the principle that indigeneity is a highly 

contested condition that is constantly reframed by changing local, regional and global 

processes. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 In recent decades, indigenous communities
3
 from various parts of the world have 

experienced a political repositioning as a result of several factors, including the following 

three: (a) the progress of indigenous international law; (b) the strengthening of global 

networks of support for ethnic causes; and (c) the national struggles of minorities to open 

spaces for participation within the state that encompasses them (Anaya, 2000; Kuper, 

2004; De la Cadena and Starn, 2007; Comaroff and Comaroff, 2009; Hathaway, 2010; 

MacCormack, 2011). In Latin America, the strengthening of ethnic organizations and the 

implementation of multicultural policies since the late 1980s have also contributed to the 

repositioning of indigenous communities in relation to the state (Brysk, 2000; Sieder, 

2002; Jackson and Warren, 2005; García, 2005; Greene, 2007; Postero, 2007; Van Cott, 

2010). In many Latin American countries, ethnic minorities (mainly indigenous peoples 

and Afro-descendants) have struggled to achieve new spaces for political participation to 

overcome a long history of social discrimination and economic marginalization they have 

suffered historically (De la Cadena, 2000; Warren, 2001; Warren and Jackson, 2002; 

Appelbaum, 2003; Postero and Zamosc, 2004; Restrepo, 2004; Hooker, 2005; Hale, 

2006; Martínez, 2006; Hoffman and Rodriguez, 2007; Ng’weno, 2007). 

                                                        
3
 I am aware that Indian is the most common term in English to refer to the descendants of pre-Hispanic 

groups. But in Colombia as in many countries in Latin America, the Spanish term “indio”—the literal 

translation for Indian—has a derogatory sense in most social contexts. For that reason, I will use the 

English term “indigenous peoples” or “indigenous community” instead of “Indian” to refer to people from 

these ethnic groups. However, I will use the term “Indian” only when it has been highlighted in my 

interviews or ethnographic annotations in contexts in which the derogatory connotation of the term is clear. 
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In Colombia, state management of ethnic affairs went through a profound 

transformation during the 1980s that became official with the constitutional reform of 

1991. From then on, the multicultural turn started in Colombia (Bocarejo, 2008). In it, the 

state embraces multicultural principles to guide its policies for protecting ethnic 

minorities, including indigenous peoples, Afro-Colombians, Palenqueros, Raizales and 

Rom, a gypsy group of European origin. After the multicultural turn, Colombian 

legislation has been considered one of the most advanced and complete in recognizing 

rights for ethnic minorities in Latin America (Jackson, 1998; Avirama and Márquez, 

1994; Gómez, 2000). However, there is a huge gap between the law and the actual 

implementation of new rights; despite the legislation, ethnic minorities continue to be 

among the poorest, most vulnerable and most discriminated populations in the country.  

This research is aimed at analyzing how ethnic hierarchies question the 

environmentalization of indigeneity, which is the foundation of the Colombian state’s 

multicultural policy for attending to the indigenous population
4
. In fact, the legal 

representation of indigeneity that was introduced after the multicultural turn is based on 

three problematic assumptions: first, it assumes the unity among ethnically diverse 

peoples. In other words, the vastly different indigenous groups in the country are 

conceived as a homogeneous unit despite the particular cultural, social and historical 

                                                        
4
 According to the Colombian government, the indigenous population is 1,392,623 (3.36 percent of the 

national population). They are distributed in 87 ethnic groups (DNP, 2010). Indigenous lands (resguardos) 

encompasses 31,691,615 hectares (around 30 percent of the national territory). Resguardos are the land 

legally transfered by the state to an indigenous community. During colonial times, the Spanish Crown 

created some resguardos, mainly in the Andean region, as a strategy to protect indigenous communities 

from labor over-exploitation and to guarantee their legal ownership of the lands they inhabitated. The 

multicultural reforms of 1991 introduced important changes in the legal ownership of resguardos; since 

then, they are stated as the exclusive collective, non-forfeitable and imprescriptible land owned by an 

indigenous community.  
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features that characterize each of them. Second, it essentializes “others” that are 

considered culturally different from the mainstream. It justifies the need for a special 

legislation of indigenous peoples, based on the idea that they abide by traditional “usos y 

costumbres.” The problem is that this legislation implies that the “traditional,” defined as 

the set of collective behavior, solidarity, and sustainable resource management practices, 

is opposed to the capitalist rationality that permeates the rest of Colombian society. 

Finally, the legislation treats the indigenous “community” as a compact, consistent and 

unified whole devoid of differences and ruptures in its interior.  

These three reductionisms underpin the “environmentalization” of indigeneity. 

With this, I want to highlight the type of representation that emphasizes that indigenous 

communities are likely to protect the natural resources around them because cultural 

patterns dictate it, as I will argue in Chapter 3. This particular type of representation turns 

out to be the main strategy of the multicultural rhetoric regarding Colombian indigenous 

people (cf. Ulloa, 2005). This idea is so powerful that to seek access to the new 

multicultural rights, many ethnic communities have had to resort to various performative 

and symbolic strategies to express their ecological disposition according to what the 

national legislation considers “true” indigenous behavior. 

With a growing literature on the impact of multicultural policies in organizational 

processes of Colombian indigenous communities (e.g. Gómez, 2000; Chaves and 

Zambrano, 2006; Laurent, 2005; Bocarejo, 2008, 2009; Rodríguez, 2011; Jaramillo, 

2011; Chaves, 2011; Bocarejo and Restrepo, 2011), the goal of this dissertation is to 

analyze how ethnic hierarchies question the essentialist assumptions on indigeneity which 
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are at the heart of the Colombian state’s multicultural policy. It is based on the 

ethnographic study of three indigenous communities (Jiw, Eastern Tucano
5 and Nükak

6
) 

in San José del Guaviare, a small town in the northern part of the Colombian Amazon. By 

ethnic hierarchies I mean a classification system of ethnic groups structured on a 

particular differentiation principle. This category is based on the premise that the 

politicization of identity generates, strengthens or reformulates ethnic hierarchies, as I 

will analyze in Chapter 5. Thus, for example, in this dissertation I will analyze how 

indigenous communities in San José del Guaviare occupy different positions according to 

different points of view: a) that of the Whites from San José, who classify them according 

to a degree of “savagery” attributed to each one of the communities; (b) that of the 

Tucano, who emphasize which indigenous community is more “civilized” than the rest; 

and (c) that of the public officials who differentiate between those indigenous 

communities that facilitate institutional work and those that pose a challenge to it due to 

their cultural characteristics. Obviously, there are many other criteria to organize ethnic 

hierarchies (for example, from the perspectives of the Jiw and the Nükak), but in this 

dissertation I only analyze hierarchies that are structured from the three points of view 

                                                        
5
 Eastern Tucano refers to a linguistic family that includes over 13 ethnic groups (Correa, 1996) among 

which there are some that stand out in the region for their demographic importance: the Tucano, the 

Desano, the Piratapuyo, the Siriano and the Wanano. In the interest of brevity, I will generically refer to 

them simply as “Tucano”. 
6
 Many indigenous and White inhabitants of Guaviare refer to the Nükak as “macús” or “nukak-makú”. The 

first meaning has a derogatory sense in the inter-ethnic system of the Northwest Amazon (Van Emst, 2010 

[1966]; Athias, 2010). I use the spelling “Nükak” that is the closest transcription of the ethnonym as the 

Nükak pronounces it (Dany Mahecha, personal communication, 2011). I will use “Nukak” alone to refer to 

the resguardo of this people; this, because official documents spell it in that way. I also write Nukak-Makú 

to refer to this people in cases where I quote documents or interviews where they refer to Nükak in that 

form. 
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mentioned above because they operate with significantly different criteria and have 

mutually contrastive characteristics. 

My argument develops two central ideas: on the one hand, that the metaphor of 

indigenous people as environmental stewards as the foundation of the Colombian state’s 

multiculturalism, has in the end neutralized the social and economic mobility of the 

indigenous communities. On the other hand, that this metaphor justifies allocating land to 

indigenous communities within strategic areas of the country to empower the Colombian 

state and its logic of space management. In fact, I argue how Colombia’s multicultural 

turn introduced new spatial and environmental logics where resguardos become useful 

territorial units to increase state governmentality in peripheral areas where the Colombian 

state struggles against illegal forces (e.g. leftist guerrillas, drug traffickers or right-wing 

paramilitary groups). To legitimize this, the multicultural turn built an essentialized 

understanding of indigenous peoples as environmental stewards to align them with state 

interests, and increased the duties of indigenous peoples as citizens with new rights. 

However, recent policies —as I described in the Prologue—confirm that the granting of 

unprecedented amounts of lands to Amazonian indigenous communities that took place 

during the late 1980s and the 1990s, has clearly ended. Today, it seems that many central 

government politicians regret the “generous” landrights granted to indigenous peoples in 

previous decades. They are now trying to respond to global market forces by design 

regulations that facilitate the exploitation of natural resources, even when many of those 

resources are located in areas already granted to indigenous peoples. 
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The ethnographic context 

 

This dissertation explores the impacts of multicultural policies on local settings by 

assessing the ethnic dynamics in San José del Guaviare, a town located in the north of the 

Colombian Amazon. San José is located on the southern banks of the Guaviare River, 

380 km southeast of national capital Bogotá (see Figure 1).  

Figure 1. Location of San José del Guaviare
7
 

 

The Guaviare is one of the most important rivers in the northern part of the 

Colombian Amazon because it is used as the only transportation route for commodities 

for most of the populations located along its banks, and it is also a source of livelihood 

                                                        
7
 Source: http://geographiando.hrev.org/geographias/atlas-tp2/sintesis-indigena/en/#wpcom-carousel-2149 
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for many indigenous and fishermen. This river is the transition zone between two very 

sensitive geographical regions because of their biodiversity: the Orinoquia and 

Amazonia.  

Although San José del Guaviare was officially founded in 1938, the town was 

initially established around 1910, when the first settlers arrived at this part of the country 

to settle permanently at the headwaters of Guaviare River. This occurred near an 

important Jiw village called Viso-Motup, now known by the name of La Sal (Igac, 1995: 

166). However, the Jiw were not originally from this region either, as they came from the 

savannas of San Martín and the headwaters of Ariari River, to the north of San José. They 

were forced to migrate to that region by colonos (settlers) who came seeking to expand 

the agricultural frontier or use it for cattle ranching (Restrepo, 2009). Soon, San José 

became a budding commercial center for colonos, where rubber produced in the 

surrounding areas was stockpiled. In addition, it received sporadic visits from Catholic 

missionaries and served as the entry point for the capitalist expansion of the Northern 

Amazon
8
. The first school and church –distinctive features of the structure of villages in 

the Hispanic Americas– were built in 1950, confirming the relatively recent foundation of 

San José (Misión Pastoral, 2006: 2). Since then, the work of Catholics proved to be very 

important for stimulating the spatial concentration of the indigenous population living in 

the surrounding areas, for encouraging migration of indigenous peoples from other places 

towards San José as a labor force —as in the case of the Eastern Tucano who came from 

                                                        
8
 The role of missions in the capitalist exploitation of the vast regions of the Amazon and the Orinoco has 

been widely explored (e.g., Reeve, 1994; Parker, 1985; Rausch, 1994; Useche, 1988). Not surprisingly, 

missions were “the most important imperial institution” of Colonial times (Rausch, 1994: 415), and it has 

become a prolific field of study in the Anthropology of Colonialism (Pels, 1997). 
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Mitú, located on the border with Brazil, starting in the 1960s—, and for promoting a 

livestock economy and education of the local population. 

Through the schools under their control, the missions were the first institutions to 

introduce new rationales to discipline indigenous peoples. The Tucano participated in an 

early stage of the educational process. Since the beginning of the 20
th

 century, 

missionaries established boarding schools in Vaupés, the region the Tucano originally 

came from, whereas the education projects for the Jiw began in the 1970s. In turn, some 

Nükak began to participate voluntarily in colono schools in the 2000s. These differences 

have a big impact on today’s Tucanos being perceived as the most civilized indigenous 

people of San José, and on the fact that some of them recommend introducing a strong 

educational system managed by Roman Catholic missionaries as the key to bring 

progress to the Jiw and the Nükak, as I will explain in Chapter 5. Missions consolidated 

their role as agents for the nationalization of indigenous peoples through their control of 

the educational system in the former Gran Vaupés region (which included Guaviare, 

Guainía and the actual Vaupés). Missionaries were in charge of many responsibilities 

transferred by the central government since the end of the 19
th

 century. 

The most recent official statistics indicate that the Department of Guaviare (that 

includes San José and other three municipalities) has a population of 101,794. From the 

total, 9,450 (9.3 percent) are indigenous peoples (Gobernación del Guaviare, 2009). 

About 35,000 people live in San José, and since the 1970s it has become one of the most 

dynamic poles of colonization in the Colombian Amazon. At the time of its foundation in 

the early 20
th

 century, San José had a few dozen inhabitants; in 1960 it had 300 
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inhabitants, and in 2009 population was estimated at 35,087 people (Chaves, 1987; 

Gobernación del Guaviare, 2009). The decisive factor that encouraged growth in San José 

was the expansion of coca crops in the late 1970s. 

In such ethnographic context, the dissertation focuses on the analysis of the Jiw, 

the Tucano and the Nükak. These populations inhabit the following resguardos: the Jiw 

live in the Barrancón resguardo; the Tucano live in the Panuré and El Refugio 

resguardos, and the Nukak live in a refugee shelter known as Aguabonita, but they come 

from the outskirts of the Nükak resguardo located at the eastern part of San José (see 

Figure 2).  

Figure 2. The resguardos under study. 

 

These indigenous groups, which are culturally and demographically different, 

experienced diverse processes to obtain their resguardos (see Chapter 4). In the 1950s, 

the Jiw started a sedentarization process sparked by the intensification of livestock and 

agricultural colonization, which drastically reduced their mobility on the La Fuga 
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savannas and the banks of the Guaviare River. Two hundred and twenty-nine Jiw live 

today in Capitanía, Escuela and Morichera of the Barrancón resguardo.  

The Tucano are a sedentary indigenous group that has a long tradition of 

horticulture. In the ethnographic literature they have been considered part of the 

indigenous communities traditionally settled in the riverbanks of the main rivers of the 

Northwest Amazon, characterized as skilled horticulturists and canoe builders (Jackson, 

1983). The Tucano population of Panuré is currently estimated ad 312 persons, while El 

Refugio has 188 inhabitants (Del Cairo et al., 2011).  

The Nükak are generally characterized as an indigenous group that is very 

different from the Tucano and the Jiw. Since decades ago, the nomad groups of the 

Northwest Amazon generally labeled as “Makú” —including the Nükak (cf. Cabrera, 

2010)— have been classified as “indigenous peoples of the forest”. Although the Nükak 

are recognized as excellent hunters, their lack of agricultural abilities has been 

emphasized in the anthropological literature as a highly contrasting cultural feature that 

opposes them to the sedentary groups of the region (cf. Koch-Grünberg, 2010 [1906]; 

1995 [1909]). The Nükak live in the vicinity of the Nukak resguardo and their population 

is estimated at 612 individuals (Mahecha et al., 2011: 29). The Nükak’s mobility circuits 

have been drastically reduced in the past two decades by the violence and colonization 

waves that have characterized the region, as discussed in Chapter 2. In addition, state 

programs to aid forcefully displaced Nükak communities have also become a factor that 

stimulates sedentarization (Mahecha et al., 2011: 18). The number of forcefully displaced 

Nükak individuals in San José del Guaviare has varied since the first displacements were 
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recorded in 2002. By 2005, however, nearly 100 individuals were registered as displaced 

persons in San José, one of the highest numbers of Nükak people displaced in recent 

history (Mahecha et al., 2011: 13).  

According to linguistic traits, each of the three communities belongs to an 

independent linguistic family: the Jiw to the Guahibo linguistic family, the Nükak to the 

Makú-Puinave linguistic family
9
, and the Tucano to the Eastern Tucano linguistic family. 

Their cosmologies and cultural traits also differ from each other; however, the Tucano 

and the Nükak people have a long tradition of sharing some territories and maintaining 

certain economic and social relations. In fact, for decades the Tucano have established 

relations with the “Makús”, including the Nükak. The relation of Tucano and Makús in 

the area of Vaupés, at the east part of Guaviare from where the Tucano originally come 

from, was described as one of domination and servitude (Koch-Grünberg, 2010 [1906]). 

More recently, this kind of relationship has been reframed as a non-coercive exchange 

where the Tucano control the conditions of the exchange (Athias, 2010). The Jiw, on 

their part, are not related culturally to the Nükak or the Tucano and their social exchanges 

with the other two groups did not start until the 1960s, when Tucano families migrated 

from the Vaupés area to the Guaviare, and during the 1990s when the Nükak started to 

take part in urban dynamics in San José (see Chapter 5).  

It is necessary to clarify that, while the Nükak only live in the surrounding areas 

of the resguardo Nukak, the Barrancón, Panuré and El Refugio resguardos are not the 

only ones populated by Jiw or Tucano indigenous peoples. There are other resguardos 

                                                        
9
 However, recent research in linguistics puts into question the belonging of Nükak language to this 

linguistic family (see Mahecha et al. 2011: 8).  
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that belong to these ethnic groups in different parts of the municipality of San José, of the 

Department of Guaviare, and of other regions of the Amazon. However, for those Jiw or 

Tucano peoples living in other parts of Guaviare it is very difficult to visit San José due 

to the remoteness of their settlements, the lack of transportation infrastructure, and the 

restrictions on mobility imposed by the armed conflict. Something similar occurs with 

other ethnic groups such as the Curripaco, Piaroa, Puinave, Carijona and Sikuani people, 

whose resguardos are located far away from San José. The Nükak, on the other hand, 

only have one resguardo, although currently most local groups live outside of it since 

there are frequent armed clashes between paramilitaries, guerrillas and the army in that 

region. The expansion of coca crops, aerial spraying to control coca expansion (discussed 

in Chapter 2), spontaneous colonization of indigenous lands and the illegal exploitation 

of natural resources also exert strong pressure on the mobility of the Nükak population 

and the resguardo’s natural resources. This means that the area where the Jiw, Nükak, 

and Tucano peoples are settled –San José del Guaviare (a town) and the Department of 

Guaviare (a region)– is a highly contested region where, besides the Colombian Army 

and the police, different armed actors (leftist guerrillas, right-wing paramilitary groups 

and drug traffickers) struggle for territorial domain. During the last four decades, the 

Colombian government has tried different strategies to bring “development” to the 

region, to control the expansion of illicit crops, and to guarantee the monopoly of 

violence there (see Chapter 2). However, these strategies have been largely unsuccessfull 

if we consider that poverty and marginality are still pervading the conditions of life for 
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most of the region’s population, and that the state has been unable to contain the high 

level of violence.
10

 According to Guy and Sheridan, frontiers  

are certainly not boundaries between civilization and wilderness, or between 

civilization and barbarism, because those are nothing more than the value 

judgements of the conquerors. But we view frontiers as zones of historical 

interaction where, in the brutally direct phrase of Baretta and Markoff (1978: 

590), “no one has an enduring monopoly on violence.” (Guy and Sheridan, 1998: 

10) 

 Following this perspective, Guaviare continues to be until the present day, a 

frontier of the Colombian state. Thus, any analisis of indigeneity and multiculturalism 

must consider how conflict and geopolitics interfere in the way indigenous peoples and 

their resguardos are portrayed within a space in continuous construction.  

 

Questions guiding the research  

 

In the social and economic dynamics of San José, indigenous populations are 

marginal. In fact, the dominant population group of San José is the colonos, generally 

known as “Whites”. I use the word “White” (literal translation of “blanco”) because it is 

how most Guaviare non-indigenous residents refer to themselves. This is a very powerful 

                                                        
10

 There have been significant military actions in the region such as Operation Jaque in July 2008, in which 

several politicians and soldiers that had been kidnapped by the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de 

Colombia-FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia) were freed, including three American 

contractors. Also, Operación Camaleón, which took place in June 2010 when other kidnapped military 

personnel, including a General of the Police, were released after several years in captivity. Other events that 

have not been widely covered by the media also took place in recent years, like the FARC’s 7th front attack 

on the mayor of San José’s delegation on June 26, 2009, in which a local councilor was kidnapped and 

unilaterally released 19 months later. 
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self-designation category that largely responds to the colonial relations that were 

established in this region of the country. According to that legacy, colonos or Whites 

have a superior position in the social structure —as described in Chapter 5— that has 

been created and maintained through decades of colonization. The colonos have marked 

social and cultural differences by highlighting phenotypic features such as skin color, 

even if most colonos are mestizos. The meaning of “White” in this ethnographic context 

is a marker for social distinction to differentiate between indigenous peoples and the rest 

of the population. Thus, here Whitenness does not correspond to Western patterns, but to 

a social construct historically forged in a frontier context, where all those who do not 

belong to local indigenous populations are considered Whites. 

One mode of hierarchization of the indigenous peoples that converge in San José 

can be detected by paying attention to the public representations of indigeneity in the 

streets of San José. Since it is a small, peripheral and relatively “young” city, very few 

monuments embellish its streets. Nevertheless, there is one that is particularly linked to 

the region’s history. It is a monument honoring the colonos at the center of a traffic circle 

near the local airport landing strip. It was built in the 1980s to celebrate the civilizing 

effort, which is symbolized by the powerful metaphor of the ax the colono holds in one of 

his hands, while shielding with his body an indigenous woman—presumably his wife—. 

With her breasts exposed, the woman behind him kneels while breastfeeding her baby 

(see Figure 3).  

A few years ago, however, as a demonstration of how the multicultural turn is 

changing historical perceptions of indigeneity in the area, a mural was painted at the back 
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Figure 3. Monument honoring the colono. Airport Traffic Circle in San José del 

Guaviare, 2011.
11

 

 

 

 of this monument representing one of the main dilemmas of frontier colonization in 

places such as Guaviare: the destruction or the protection of natural resources. The blue 

and ambivalent face of a Nükak indigenous man—with the characteristic haircut of this 

ethnic group—evokes a Janus-like stance. His afflicted face mirrors the desolate and 
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 Photographs included in this dissertation were taken by the author, unless otherwise noted. 
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polluted territory, while his calm face reflects the idyllic natural images in the painting 

(see Figure 4). 

Figure 4. Mural in the Airport Traffic Circle of San José del Guaviare, 2011. 

 

 

These artistic representations contrast the ax with the forests in the same way they 

symbolically contrast the settler with the Nükak; the first represents civilization while the 

second is naturalized, a part of nature. Thus, one can ask: Why is the facial expression of 

the Nükak —and not the one of a Tucano or a Jiw indigenous individual— a useful 

metaphor to express the conditions of nature in a colonization frontier like San José? The 

representation of the Nükak man in the mural establishes a direct connection between his 

mood and the current condition of the tropical forests, implying that his wellbeing is tied 

to the health of the natural environment around him. According to local representations of 

indigeneity from the point of view of the Whites, the Nükak properly fit as the 

quintaessence of the indigenous ecological nobility that is at the base of multicultural 

reforms in Colombia. In contrast, as analyzed in Chapter 5, Tucano people are seen as too 

“civilized” and the Jiw people as too “savage” to fit the model. However, far from living 

a primordial life, the Nükak people have been forced to migrate from their traditional 

territory because of armed conflict; they arrive periodically at a farm near San José 
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known as Aguabonita
12

 or at the city’s indigenous shelters when looking for medical 

attention. These processes present serious challenges to multicultural reforms when 

looking at indigeneity in particular settings beyond the comfortable realm of law. As I 

will state in the next chapter, I consider that the ethnographic approach to the effects and 

reactions to multicultural reforms in local settings, provides original understandings of 

what means to be indigenous in a multicultural time.  

The stereotypes Whites use to portray indigenous people in San José are crucial to 

facilitate their incorporation into the economic and social activities of the city. These 

stereotypes vary, however. For example, for some Whites, all indigenous persons are a 

mass of undesirables. A local cultural researcher told me, “Unfortunately for many 

[White inhabitants of San José], indigenous people are still insignificant, persona non 

grata. It is the Indian. It is the brute. It is someone who should be hidden. Someone who 

must be kept away” (Felipe Gaona, August 22, 2010)
13

. This kind of argument, which for 

decades has dominated the perceptions of Whites, has gradually been reformulated; this, 

as a result of new public sensitivities to cultural differences, which began to be promoted 

after the multicultural reforms of 1991. Since then, it is not uncommon to hear 

descriptions such as the following:  

Coexistence between native tribes and immigrants including the nomadic Nükak-

Makú is completely harmonious, and although the intellectual difference is clear 

among them, their feelings are still the same: they are like the docile and crystal 

                                                        
12

 The farm is located in the village of Aguabonita. It belongs to the Alcaldía [City Hall] and is used as a 

refugee camp for the Nükak that have been forcefully displaced. 
13

 Throughout my dissertation I use pseudonyms for the people I spoke with, in order to preserve their 

anonymity. 
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clear waters of the [River] Vaupés when they collide with the stony bumps that 

shape their course like the embattled cachiveras
14

 that distil tears of anguish and 

pain (Mendoza, 2001: 4). 

This quote was published in a local newspaper and it portrays a new sensitivity 

with regard to indigenous peoples that has started to gain strength in certain sectors of the 

White population of San José. Although this portrayal reflects an essentialized vision of 

what it means to be an indigenous community, one notices a greater, although somewhat 

ambivalent, openness to accept diversity than in common earlier portrayals of indigenous 

people as social burdens. The coexistence of several types of representations of 

indigenous people suggests the relevance of Greene’s (2007) approach, which he 

elaborated for the Peruvian context, in a place like San José del Guaviare:  

Any serious analysis of contemporary Peruvian multiculturalism must be 

premised on revealing the complex and systematic reproduction of already 

existing hierarchies, based on historical ideologies of ranked, regionalized, and 

racialized cultural difference. (Greene, 2007: 446) 

The impact of multicultural reforms has not been homogeneous among the 

different indigenous communities that converge in San José, as the new minorities rights 

generate transformations and adaptations in various fields: instead of reinforcing 

traditional leadership structures—as foreseen by the law—multicultural reforms have 

encouraged the bureaucratization and fragmentation of indigenous political organizations. 

This type of paradox demonstrates that multiculturalism has tried to introduce a 

                                                        
14

 This is the local name referring to the river “rapids.” 
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particular, essentialized and monolithic way of conceiving indigeneity in order to grant 

rights to cultural minorities. In practice, though, this conceptualization has clearly been 

subverted by how communities such as the Jiw, Nükak, and Tucano experience their 

ethnic status and relate to the state. As discussed in subsequent chapters, the possibility 

that multiculturalism produces unexpected impacts is reinforced in a social context where 

indigenous peoples are minorities and depend largely on the political goodwill of White 

public officials to guarantee these rights.  

This context allows me to ask subsequent questions that guide my analysis of the 

way in which ethnic hierarchies question the environmentalization of indigeneity, which 

is the foundation of the Colombian state’s multicultural turn. For example, what is the 

genealogy of the environmentalized representations of indigenous identities that form the 

basis of state multiculturalism in Colombia? How do indigenous subjects challenge these 

representations through the identity politics that unfold in specific contexts? What are the 

challenges to the implementation of multicultural policies in local settings? What are the 

impacts of the market economy in structuring these environmental identities that form the 

basis of multiculturalism in Colombia? How can the multicultural agenda enhance the 

power of the state in a frontier like Guaviare? 

 

Personal Trajectories and the Genesis of the Research Problem 

My interest in analyzing the ethnic hierarchies in San José del Guaviare is closely 

linked to my personal story as I have witnessed the transformation of the perceptions of 

indigeneity in San José del Guaviare over a timespan of almost 25 years. I moved to San 
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José with my family when I was in primary school, in the mid-1980s, and lived there 

until I finished high school. Shortly after starting school, I began to familiarize myself 

with White inhabitants’ stereotypes of the natives who lived on the outskirts of San José. 

As a colonization frontier city in the middle of the first coca bonanza, most students at 

school came from the interior of the country. They were children of migrant colonos 

seeking to improve their economic status, many of them through involvement in the coca 

economy. It was a small number of natives living in the resguardos around San José who 

were pursuing their school studies in the city. The former group of students portrayed 

themselves as Whites, as I previously stated in the case of the dominant population of San 

José, and called the latter by the generic word “Guahibo,” disregarding the individual 

ethnic affiliations of each indigenous student. The use of this word is ambiguous, as in 

academic terms it is used to designate a language family comprising four ethnic groups
15

, 

but in the regional Spanish it is used to disparagingly refer to indigenous people. In fact, 

the word Guahibo condenses strained historical relations between the settlers and the 

natives in the Colombian lowlands, in the south of the country. Calling an indigenous 

person guahibo is in many cases an act of symbolic violence, because in this region of the 

country it is associated with the verb guahibiar, or hunting Guahibo indigenous people, 

as well as cuibiar, or hunt Cuiba Indians, which was a common practice among many 

colonos and llaneros (peoples from the Colombian eastern plains) until recent decades 

(Gómez, 1991; also see Chapters 2 and 5).  

                                                        
15

 These are: the Guayabero, now known as Jiw; the actual Guahibo—now recognized as Sikuani—the 

Cuiba, and the Hitnú (see Ortiz, 1997: 397-398). 
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At school, my indigenous comrades were known as Guahibos although none of 

them actually was one. The main motivation to classify a student as Guahibo was 

primarily racial: everyone who according to local standards had features that fit with the 

“indigenous” phenotype (copper complexion, straight, black hair, wide nose and 

prominent cheekbones) was called Guahibo. But the notion was also used as an insult 

when wanting to denigrate someone. Indeed, in the school context, guahibo was 

associated with lazy and dirty people. In reaction to such forms of discrimination, many 

natives avoided publicly doing things that would reaffirm their ethnic status, such as 

speaking their mother tongue or socializing with other indigenous students during the 

school day.  

As time passed, I decided to explore some of these representations of indigenous 

people in my undergraduate honors thesis in Anthropology. To develop this thesis, I 

returned to San José del Guaviare in late 1996, and I did fieldwork for six months 

investigating the stereotypes among colonos and indigenous people located in the vicinity 

of San José (cf. Del Cairo, 1998a, 1998b). By that time, several regional processes had 

begun to reshape the attribution of blanket Guahibo identity to indigenous people that 

was common when I was in primary school. Rather than the abstract and generic 

“Guahibo,” one began to perceive more precise stereotypes in public discourses 

surrounding the Jiw, the Tucano and the Nükak. The case of the latter is particularly 

relevant to historicizing the sense of ethnic otherness in San José, since they were a 

barely unknown nomadic community settled in the east of the Department of Guaviare 

along the strip bounded by the Guaviare River to the north, and the Inírida River to the 
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south. Their “discovery” in 1988 became a regional and national media event. Newspaper 

headlines and press releases highlighted the Nükak’s primordial status, quickly turning 

them into the quintessence of the contemporary “noble savages” on the verge of physical 

and cultural extinction because of disease and cultural change (see Chapters 3 and 5). 

Without a doubt, this event, along with the 1991 multicultural turn that dissolved the 

legal foundations of the monocultural and Catholic nation that had governed the country 

since 1886, began to awake in Whites of San José new sensitivities about the indigenous 

peoples of the region. With the certainty that after 20 years there has indeed been an 

embracing of multiculturalism in Colombia, it is now possible to think of the present as a 

“post-multicultural” scenario (Postero, 2007). For these reasons, I became interested in 

assessing what is happening currently in a place like San José del Guaviare concerning 

ethnic issues. Specifically, I wanted to use new analytical, theoretical, and 

methodological tools to explore the metaphor that turns indigenous people into 

environmental stewards. 

  

“Following the Metaphor”: Reflections on Method 

As mentioned above, my anthropological interest in interethnic relationships and 

ethnic hierarchies in San José grew out of the six months of ethnographic fieldwork I did 

to write my undergraduate honors thesis in Anthropology (Del Cairo, 1998a). Since then, 

I have been concerned about ethnic relationships between White and indigenous peoples 

in that area. In the intervening years, I have written and published several academic 

articles and chapters about these processes in Guaviare (cf. Del Cairo, 1998b, 2001, 2002, 
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2003a, 2003b, 2003c, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2009). The ideas this dissertation contains are 

inevitably influenced by those arguments, but I have re-elaborated, disregarded, or 

challenged most of them since my expanded theoretical and methodological perspectives 

during doctoral studies have allowed me to place the issues in a broader perspective. The 

fieldwork I did for this dissertation has allowed me to critically reframe my 

understanding of ethnic processes in San José. I consider my current approach to be more 

systematic, analytical and comprehensive than my previous analyses. 

This dissertation develops a perspective in which local and broader processes are 

connected. Brown (1993) argues that focusing on “fine-grained ethnography” can be 

criticized for being a naïve approach in an era when there is no doubt about the 

interdependence between global and local processes. However, Brown highlights that in 

the analysis of “the small and fleeting skirmishes of everyday politics that anthropologists 

will find raw material for a deeper understanding of indigenous strategies for facing the 

world beyond the Amazon rainforest” (1993: 320-321). Therefore, the challenge is to 

define a scope for ethnographic research that demonstrates the relationship between local 

and global processes. With regard to the challenges of doing ethnography in the 

contemporary world, Marcus (1998) has pointed out that the multi-sited approach is an 

alternative to intensive and long lasting ethnography in a single location, which was 

common for decades and gave anthropology a distinctive style. Today, towns are hardly 

self-contained and most of the processes that occur there are inevitably linked to what 

happens in other latitudes. Thus,  
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Multi-sited research is designed around chains, paths, threads, conjunctions, or 

juxtapositions of locations in which the ethnographer establishes some form of 

literal, physical presence, with an explicit, posited logic of association or 

connection among sites that in fact define the argument of the ethnography. 

(Marcus, 1998: 90) 

As I began to analyze the tensions generated by the greening of indigenous 

identities introduced by state multiculturalism in San José del Guaviare, it became clear 

that this “ecologization” was a powerful metaphor guiding state protection of indigenous 

communities. Marcus argues that “following the metaphor” is a way to define the object 

of study in multi-situated ethnographies: “When the thing traced is within the realm of 

discourse and modes of thought, then the circulation of signs, symbols, and metaphors 

guides the design of ethnography” (Marcus, 1998: 92). The greening of indigenous 

identities acts as a powerful metaphor that circulates, reproduces, is challenged and is 

subverted from various angles, in different settings and by various actors. So, I was able 

to define the otherwise vague thresholds that I anticipated as obstacles to starting my 

research when I established as an analytic focus the most representative areas where the 

metaphor circulated, as well as the historical processes that shape it.  

Instead of focusing on describing the daily life of a specific location, following 

the metaphor led me to explore a multitude of scenarios in which the greening of 

indigenous identities is evident but also questioned. These scenarios included several 

institutional and public spaces (meetings, work groups, celebrations, and so on) in San 

José del Guaviare, three indigenous reservations located in the outskirts of the city, and a 
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Nükak settlement at the headwaters of the Inírida River. At these sites, I decided to track 

how the same greening metaphor operated in such varied contexts.  

Fieldwork took place between October 2009 and October 2010. I did short 

exploratory visits in the summer and winter of 2008 and the summer of 2009, and made 

specific visits to San José in 2011. During fieldwork, San José was my main base, from 

where I regularly visited the Barrancón, El Refugio, and Panuré resguardos. I alternated 

my visits to the resguardos with participating in numerous institutional events where the 

ethnic agenda of national, departmental and municipal institutions in San José was 

discussed. I also participated in some institutional events that took place in Bogotá, the 

national capital, where issues relevant to indigenous people of Guaviare were discussed, 

like the Mesa de Concertación Amazónica
16

 (Amazonian Agreement Table). I also 

participated in other meetings organized by national and international agencies (led by 

the Office of the Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples of the UN) to 

discuss the issue of the Nükak as “a community in initial contact phase.” Between 

December 31, 2009 and January 24, 2010, I was in the small settlement of Cheka müh
17

, 

a Nükak settlement near the Las Chulas stream, at the headwaters of the Inírida River—

about 130 km to the southeast of San José. There I was a close witness to the livelihood 

strategies of the population and the work that a group of missionaries from an evangelical 

organization called Misincol have been carrying out there for about 10 years.  

                                                        
16

 The Table is an instance where an initial “prior consent” is negotiated between the central government 

and Amazonian indigenous communities who are represented by a regional political organization known as 

OPIAC (Organización de Pueblos Indígenas de la Amazonia Colombiana, or Colombian Amazon 

Indigenous Peoples Organization).  
17

 In Nükak language, Cheka müh means the “stream where the Cheek trees are abundant”. In official 

documents, the place is written as Chécamo, but I will keep refering it as Cheka müh, because is closest to 

the Nukak pronounciation (see Mahecha et al. 2011).  
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Ethnographic observation in these settings was accompanied by numerous 

interviews with indigenous leaders, members of communities, missionaries, local 

politicians and government officials that amount to more than 80 hours of recordings. 

Because of the amount of information collected, I did selective transcription of 

interviews, choosing fragments that were relevant to illustrate points of my argument.  

In order to authorize my fieldwork, indigenous authorities from the resguardos 

exhorted me to produce some kind of information that could be useful for their 

community initiatives. Conversations with indigenous leaders and the archival work I did 

in various public institutions and local archives revealed that demographic and socio-

economic information on the reservations was outdated. This lack of information led me 

to offer to do an updated and detailed assessment of the demographic and socio-economic 

conditions of families in each settlement that could be useful in negotiating plans and 

projects with the state and multilateral agencies. The idea of doing the assessment was 

enthusiastically accepted by community assemblies of the Panuré and El Refugio 

resguardos. In the case of Barrancón, three of the four settlements of the resguardo 

approved the completion of the assessment. The settlements are called Capitanía, Escuela 

and Morichera. The community in the Palmeras settlement had no interest in making the 

assessment, and therefore, the analysis presented in this dissertation does not include this 

settlement. However, conversations with people from other sectors allowed me to infer 

that the situation in Palmeras is not much different from what is happening in the rest of 

the Barrancón resguardo.  
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For producing the assessment, a survey of 57 open and close-ended questions was 

designed to gather reliable quantitative information on six topics: housing and household 

services, demographics, intervention of institutional projects in the resguardos, household 

economics, environmental dynamics of resguardos, knowledge of indigenous rights, and 

local notions and meanings of well-being. Each head of household, usually the older 

male, answered the survey. It was conducted with the logistical support of a group 

consisting of two professors and two students from the local branch of the Universidad 

Nacional Abierta y a Distancia (National Open and Distance Learning University), who 

volunteered to participate in this initiative to strengthen their experience in social 

research. The results of the survey were organized into a report distributed to all the 

indigenous authorities of the resguardos (Del Cairo et al., 2011). The survey’s coverage 

included 100 percent of households located in the settlements where the project was 

approved. Data was entered into a database created in the software SPSS (Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences) version 15.0.  

I must point out that the survey was not conducted in the Nükak Cheka müh area 

for two reasons: first, because unlike most Tucano and Jiw families where at least one 

member was bilingual or fluent in Spanish, there were no Nükak fluent in Spanish; and I 

do not speak Nükak. The interviews I conducted in the Nükak settlement were made 

possible by the translation generously provided by missionaries. Secondly, statistical 

results could hardly be extrapolated to the entire Nükak population (of around 612 

individuals distributed in thirteen independent settlements; see Mahecha et al., 2011) 

given the diversity of experiences and conditions defining each Nükak settlement.  
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An important part of the time in spent San José was dedicated to archival work 

with public and institutional files that, for the most part, were disorganized. Finally, I 

wrote a cartographic analysis to support some important conclusions about the 

ambiguities in the generalizations made about the greening of indigenous identities on the 

basis of changes in land use over a span of 25 years (see Chapter 4).  

 

Dissertation Structure 

This dissertation uses three major approaches to analyze how ethnic dynamics 

question the essentialist assumptions of multiculturalism by the Colombian state, 

equating indigenous people with wise environmental managers. First, the effects of 

multiculturalism can only be assessed in all their density and complexity through 

ethnographic analyses that show the contradictions, mobilities and historical 

transformations of perspectives on indigeneity. Thus, the most relevant critiques of 

multiculturalism made from approaches that I characterize as “ethnographically-based” 

are reviewed (Chapter 1). Second, the image of Indians as “accomplished environmental 

scientists” allows the Colombian state to turn indigenous communities into allies to 

strengthen governance in politically and economically strategic areas. For this reason, I 

review the leading literature on the relationship between local communities and forest 

management in various contexts of tropical rainforest. And third, some of the components 

of environmentality proposed by Agrawal (2005) are useful to explain the described 

processes. So, I explore the recent discussions around this concept and consider its 

usefulness in understanding the ethnographic context I study in this dissertation.  
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Based on the approaches described above, the dissertation is divided into five 

chapters, as follows: 

Chapter 1 sets out the theoretical bases of the dissertation, building upon previous 

approaches. To this end, I analyze: a) critiques to multiculturalism from two substantially 

different approaches: normative and “ethnographically-based” approaches; b) the 

emergence of forest management and local communities as a field where environmental 

governance strategies are accentuated; and, c) the applicability of the environmentality 

approach (Agrawal, 2005) in giving an account of the ethnic dynamics in San José del 

Guaviare. 

Chapter 2 describes the process of creating the Guaviare as a spatial object of state 

domination. This process demonstrates different junctures where, in addition to the state, 

other actors involved (institutions, international cooperation, and capital) affect the 

representations of nature and its inhabitants, including both colonos and indigenous 

peoples. The chapter focuses on analyzing changes in public policies (whether state, 

multilateral or in international cooperation) aimed at “managing” resources and the 

people of Guaviare since the mid-20
th

 century. These processes highlight the importance 

of understanding how policy rationale has changed during the last decades and how they 

have tried to produce new subjectivities in the population of Guaviare. 

Chapter 3 analyzes key policies of the Colombian state for the management of 

indigenous peoples, and the factors that contributed to Amazonian indigenous peoples 

becoming a paradigm of environmental protection for the world at large. It also looks at 

how this paradigm was legally decreed through the Política Amazónica (Amazonian 
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Policy) that in the mid-1980s represented a turning point in the state’s representation of 

indigenous peoples. Then, the chapter focuses in a particular moment of history when 

meaningful changes in policy reframed the value of indigenous populations in the eyes of 

the Colombian state. Finally, the chapter also shows that representations on a global 

scale, in international law and the media, have served to empower the claims of many 

Amazonian communities.  

Chapter 4 describes the main factors that put pressure on natural resources and the 

livelihoods of indigenous families in the resguardos under study. The living conditions of 

the population show that the perception of Amazonian indigenous peoples as 

environmental stewards does not materialize according to the script created in 

international law and in national indigenous law. This is because the living conditions of 

Jiw, Tucano and Nükak indigenous communities are immersed in a system of economic 

and political relations that violate their autonomy and force them to exploit natural 

resources in ways that enable them to obtain some profits, under openly non-sustainable 

logic. They are, thus, far from being in an ideal situation where they supposedly can 

freely recreate the ecologically noble savage (Redford, 1991). 

Finally, Chapter 5 examines how certain regional processes have had an impact on 

indigenous imaginaries and have produced unprecedented ethnic hierarchies in San José 

del Guaviare. The argument presented is that, in San José, ethnic hierarchies have been 

impacted but not dissolved by the notion that minorities make up a homogeneous unit, as 

multicultural policies seem to claim. I track the historical relations that configure very 

specific meanings of alterity in a colonization frontier like San José del Guaviare. The 



 

 

46 

chapter explains how colonization became the main device to insert the Guaviare 

inhabitants into the economic, social and political life of the interior of the country, 

following powerful ideals that demanded “civilization” of both indigenous peoples and 

forested land. From there, I explain the differential positions of the Jiw, Nükak, and 

Tucano that regularly converge in San José del Guaviare from three perspectives: that of 

the city Whites, the Tucano and the public officials.
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CHAPTER 1. MULTICULTURALISM, FORESTS AND INDIGENEITY 

 

This dissertation analyzes how ethnic hierarchies challenge essentialized notions of 

indigeneity introduced by multicultural legal reforms in Colombia. The multicultural 

constitution of 1991 granted new rights to ethnic minorities based on the concept of 

indigenous peoples as environmental allies of the state. However, the mainstream 

historical construction of indigeneity in an Amazonian frontier town like San José del 

Guaviare portrays indigenous peoples as the last representatives of savagery and 

underdevelopment. Discriminatory discourses about indigenous peoples remain prevalent 

at a local level despite the establishment of multicultural laws. This constitutes a 

challenge for social analysts interested in the articulations between multicultural reforms 

and indigenous dynamics in a place like San José del Guaviare.  

Most Latin American states have introduced multicultural reforms to address ethnic 

diversity and manage the granting of collective rights within fragile democratic milieus. 

After twenty years of state multiculturalism, the particular case of San José allows the 

possibility of tracking the effects of such reforms and their impacts on the multiple and 

fluid ways indigenous communities experience citizenship as ethnic minorities in Latin 

America and the Caribbean (Jackson and Warren, 2005; Forte, 2006a, 2006b; De la 

Cadena, 2007; Greene, 2009; De la Cadena and Starn, 2007; Warren and Jackson, 2002). 

This case also contributes to the development of comparative perspectives in terms of the 

ways recent multicultural reforms are linked to neoliberalism (Postero, 2007; Hale, 

2006). 
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Multiculturalism deals with the “ethnic question” in an incomplete and ambiguous 

manner. Postero and Zamosc (2004) define the ethnic question as the struggle of 

indigenous communities for inclusion as citizens in liberal democratic states. That 

process reveals different experiences in each country, from the failed promises of 

effective inclusion through ethnic citizenship in countries like Peru (De la Cadena, 2000; 

García, 2005; García and Lucero, 2004), to the wide set of rights and concessions for 

minorities in the Bolivian context (Laurie et al. 2002; Canessa, 2006; Postero, 2007).  

In the Colombian case, accounts of indigeneity after the multicultural turn diverge 

in terms of how real impacts on indigenous minorities are assessed. Dissent on the matter 

implies that any effort to identify tendencies may result in overly simplistic theoretical 

and political postures. A review of the literature, however, reveals three key tendencies: 

First, there are those who argue that the main result of multicultural reforms in Colombia 

has been the cooptation of indigenous movements and local communities. These 

researchers claim that multicultural laws became a form of “indirect rule” that allows the 

decentralization of state power while simultaneously promoting identity politics that 

support the neoliberal project (Jackson, 1998)
18

. Therefore, multicultural rights serve the 

unstated purpose of aligning the objectives of ethnic organizations with the interests, 

views, and logics of the state. Then the capability of ethnic organizations to mobilize 

emancipatory claims diminishes, and they become effectively institutionalized (Gros, 

2010; Jackson, 1998). From that perspective, ethnic territories such as resguardos can be 

                                                        
18

 The idea of “indirect rule” can be exemplified with the case of cabildos or capitanías, that are the 

indigenous political structures that the state allows in each resguardo. These structures are highly regulated 

by law and even they receive budgets from central state. To some extent, some scholars see cabildos or 

capitanías as forms that reproduce state logics and rules, while creating a comfortable feeling of autonomy 

among indigenous peoples (Jackson, 1998; Gros, 2000, 2010). 
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seen as appendices of the state, enhancing the state’s governmentality in peripheral areas 

(Zambrano, 2002).  

Second, researchers who hold a celebratory perspective of multicultural policies 

consider multicultural rights the greatest reward given to ethnic organizations. This is all 

the more significant, they argue, in light of the historical marginalization imposed by 

White elites who considered indigenous peoples an obstacle to national progress. This 

perspective claims that the Colombian constitution of 1991, as discussed below, opened 

new and unprecedented avenues for ethnic minorities, giving them a political voice —e.g. 

through the legitimazion of their political organizations— in the national landscape and 

confirming multiculturalism as a policy that broadens Colombian democracy (Borrero, 

2004; Holguín, 1997; Castillo, 2007; Peñaranda, 2009).   

Finally, there are those who assume a middle ground that recognizes the ambiguity 

of multicultural reforms as well as their potential for empowering ethnic minorities. In 

other words, they argue that the law enables ethnic mobilization in a way that is not 

possible by other means
19

 (Lemaitre, 2009; Bonilla, 2006). However, multicultural 

reforms are also ambiguous because, while they enhance the autonomy of ethnic 

organizations, they also introduce legal logics and frames for action that generate an 

excessive dependence on state norms
20

. Lemaitre refers to this dependence as legal 

fetishism (Lemaitre, 2009) because, on the one hand, it creates the possibility of blocking 

                                                        
19

 This mobilization occur, for example, when indigenous political organizations claim indigenous rights 

through “legal” channels (e.g. demands, writs for protection of indigenous rights) and mobilize 

communities to empower them. 
20

 As I will show on Chapter 2, during the 1970s indigenous organizations of the Andes demonstrated their 

strength for social mobilization by taking back more tan 70.000 hectares of land that were in hands of 

powerful landowners (Gros, 1991). After, 1991 multicultural reforms, most of indigenous claims take the 

form of legal demands. However, there are some ethnic mobilizations but not like in previous decades. 



 

 

50 

indigenous autonomy, and on the other, it acknowledges the role that multicultural 

reforms play in empowering indigenous organizations by articulating their local 

initiatives to regional, national and global networks of indigenous activism (see also 

Gómez, 2000; Laurent, 2005; Comaroff and Comaroff, 2009 provide a broader 

perspective on this topic).  

Regardless of their differences, these three perspectives agree that the multicultural 

reforms of 1991 constituted a turning point in Colombia’s ethnic policies. Also, they 

share the view that the implementation of multicultural reforms is an uneven and 

unfinished process that leads to unintended consequences. Some of these consequences 

include the rise of processes of ethnogenesis such as the “re-indianization” of peasant 

groups that had at one point denied their indigenous ancestry (Chaves, 2005; Chaves and 

Zambrano, 2006) or the “neo-indigenization” of peasant groups that had never seen 

themselves as indigenous (Gros, 2000, 2010). Based on my ethnographic experience in 

San José del Guaviare, there are other unintended effects produced by multicultural 

reforms that I will examine throughout the dissertation. In this chapter, I will review the 

theoretical literature that frames my dissertation and informs the discussion of 

multicultural reforms and the state-indigenous peoples relations in contemporary 

Colombian Amazon. This literature comes from three fields: a) critiques of 

multiculturalism; b) state governmentality in forest management and the impact on local 

populations; and c) environmentality (Agrawal, 2005).  
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Multiculturalism as a Field of Debate 

Like most Latin American countries during the late 1980s and the early 1990s, 

Colombia adopted a new constitutional charter inspired by liberal political values and 

neoliberal economics. Among other objectives, the new constitution established the 

modernization of the state, its decentralization, and the guarantee of individual rights, 

including citizens’ increased responsibilities towards the state
21

. In the case of ethnic 

minorities, the new Colombian constitution expanded the political space for indigenous 

communities when it adopted multicultural principles. The Asamblea Nacional 

Constituyente (National Constituent Assembly)—in charge of writing the new 

constitution, and among whose members there were three popularly elected indigenous 

leaders—reframed the nation as multiethnic and pluri-cultural (see Chapter 3). This 

represented an unprecedented change to the political meaning of culture and identity in 

the public arena. Establishing the Colombian nation as multicultural constituted a 

significant challenge to notions of nationhood rooted in a colonial past, where ethnic 

minorities were forced to adopt Catholic and Hispanic values in order to guarantee their 

social and economic survival. After 1991, ethnic minorities where granted a new set of 

rights to protect their lands (resguardos), to guarantee their political participation and 

autonomy, and to safeguard their cultural distinctiveness. However, twenty years after the 

multicultural turn, two issues are clear: First, new rights have not solved the structural 

problems of marginality, poverty, and discrimination that ethnic minorities must endure. 

                                                        
21

 This responsibilities are related to all the structural adjustments that neoliberal reforms incorporate in the 

dismantling of the wellfare state (e.g. increase of taxes, enforcement for paying taxes, privatization of 

previous public services such as education or health system). 
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Second, as described in chapter 3, multicultural reforms are not the result of bilateral 

negotiations between the state and indigenous movements, but of complex political 

dialogues among multiple actors: local ethnic communities, regional indigenous 

organizations, the state (sensitive to ethnic demands), NGOs, “experts” –mainly 

anthropologists–, political parties and multilateral organizations. Each of these actors 

pursued their own agendas and enacting divergent strategies. 

Multiculturalism has been generally understood as a way to challenge the 

traditional model of the nation-state, which promotes generic nationality, individual 

freedom, and equality among all citizens. Multiculturalism has an interesting and 

noteworthy genealogy in Western thought. It was initially based on Rousseau’s argument 

about the inner roots of morality and on Hegel’s later discussion on the relational 

construction of individual morality. It also was shaped by Herder’s analysis of the 

modern ideal of authenticity (Taylor, 1992). This genealogy involves a significant 

transition from a politics of universalism to a politics of recognition, in which liberalism 

stops being “difference-blinded” to become sensitive to the claims of minorities (Taylor, 

1992). Also, this transition sparks a philosophical turn in which multiculturalism 

becomes a central concern for political philosophy after the 1980s.  

But multiculturalism also reflects a sociological fact. As Taylor states: “all societies 

are becoming increasingly multicultural, while at the same time becoming more porous” 

(1992: 63). The management of social factions with different cultural, religious, national 

or ethnic backgrounds—most of them occupying a marginal or underrepresented position 

in society—is an important challenge for the state. Political philosophers within the 
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liberal philosophical tradition have described the rationale that the state must follow to 

respond to minority claims. In this context, multiculturalism as a sociological fact is 

reframed as a set of ideas promoting legal actions recognizing and including cultural 

diversity within the political body of the nation.  

Not surprisingly, the definition of multiculturalism is highly contested. 

Nevertheless, I consider Kymlicka’s (2007) definition relevant to the arguments that I 

develop in this dissertation. In his words, multiculturalism is: 

an umbrella term to cover a wide range of policies designed to provide some level 

of public recognition, support or accommodation to non-dominant ethnocultural 

groups, whether those groups are ‘new’ minorities (e.g. immigrant and refugees) or 

‘old’ minorities (e.g. historically settled national minorities and indigenous 

peoples). (Kymlicka, 2007: 16)  

This definition points to three key elements of contemporary multiculturalism: 1) 

policy-based actions; 2) the non-dominant character of the groups looking for inclusion; 

and 3) the differentiation between ‘old’ and ‘new’ minorities
22

. Still, Kymlicka’s 

definition omits mention of the range of impacts of multicultural policies. This oversight, 

as I discuss below, constitutes a point of controversy as far as the effects of 

multiculturalism in particular social and cultural contexts are concerned.  

There are many ways to characterize multiculturalism—e.g., transformative 

multiculturalism (Dietz, 2003), liberal multiculturalism (Kymlicka, 2007) or post-

                                                        
22

 It is important to point out that the challenges of multiculturalism in the majority of Latin American 

countries deals only with ‘old’ minorities and tends to refer only, or mainly, to indigenous peoples and 

Afro-descendants. The challenges posed by ‘new’ minorities and ‘old’ minorities in the version of 

“historically settled national minorities”, seems to be the dominant case in many of the Western liberal 

democracies (Kymlicka, 2007). 
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multiculturalism (Postero, 2007). All of these converge in defining multiculturalism as 

discourse and praxis that usually take the shape of public policy, in turn framing a set of 

attitudes to recognize and include cultural minorities in the state. Among these different 

definitions, I am most interested in “state-sponsored multiculturalism,” which refers to 

the kind of multiculturalism adopted and promoted by contemporary liberal democratic 

states (Postero, 2007). This multiculturalism has clear linkages with neoliberalism, and 

for that reason some authors call it “neoliberal multiculturalism” (Hale, 2006).  

Along with the many ways to define multiculturalism, there are interesting critiques 

forged from different political and academic angles. There are two sets that are useful for 

my argument: First, what I call the “normative critiques,” associated with debates in 

political philosophy, and second, what I call the “ethnographically-based critiques,” 

based on anthropological approaches to this question. They diverge in terms of their 

epistemological and methodological character. While the first examines the ontological 

tensions that multiculturalism entails, the second is empirically based and examines the 

empirical effects of multiculturalism on specific societies. 

Kymlicka (2001) discusses the two main critiques inside the normative line. Thus, 

on the one hand, from a liberal individualistic perspective, the state must avoid granting 

collective rights to minorities because it is “unnecessary and dangerous” (2001: 19). This 

follows the classic argument that liberal democracies must grant rights to citizens on an 

individual basis, rather than collectively, if it wants to consolidate a true liberal 

democratic structure. But, as Kymlicka (2001) points out, this critique is based on the 

misconception that minority groups claim collective rights as a strategy to create an 
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alternative system to the liberal democratic state. On the other hand, there are 

contradictory claims for collective rights that are made within the structures of liberal 

democratic states. Kymlicka summarizes this critique with the following question: “If 

groups are indeed liberal, why do their members want minority rights?” (2001: 21). For 

defenders of multiculturalism, or liberal culturalists, claiming collective rights enhances 

“liberal principles of freedom and equality” (Kymlicka, 2001: 21-22). In other words, 

multiculturalism does not constitute a threat to democracy, but serves to expand and 

deepen it (Kymlicka, 2007). 

The normative critiques to multiculturalism are philosophical in character. They 

deal with solving the dilemma of granting collective rights inside a political system 

historically focused on guaranteeing rights to subjects as citizens. It is true that political 

philosophy provides ideological background to contemporary liberal democracies, but it 

is also true that social movements challenge some of these philosophical assumptions in 

unexpected ways. For instance, many scholars have shown how Latin American social 

movements have engaged in identity politics contesting hegemonic views on ethnic 

diversity. Movements have even reshaped the legal understandings on liberal citizenship 

and rights (e.g., Escobar and Alvarez, 1992; Foweraker, 1995; Ramos, 1998; Alvarez et 

al., 1998; Escobar, 2008).  

In order to acknowledge that multiculturalism is also a sociological fact that goes 

beyond the philosophical realm, it is important to consider critiques based on how the 

“targets” of multiculturalism challenge it. These are the ethnographically based critiques 

that are particularly useful for my dissertation. Alcida Ramos’ hyperreal Indian (Ramos, 
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1994) serves to analyze how Western perceptions of indigenous peoples create a 

“simulacrum”—in Baudrillard’s sense—of the real Indian. This simulacrum consists of: 

the fabrication of the perfect Indian whose virtues, sufferings and untiring stoicism 

have won for him the right to be defended by the professionals of indigenous rights. 

That Indian is more real than the real Indian. He is the hyperreal Indian. (Ramos, 

1994: 161) 

In the same vein, Hale (2004) makes a critique of the neoliberal kind of indigeneity 

that converges with multicultural rhetoric. This he labels the indio permitido or 

“authorized Indian”: a “sociopolitical category” forged under neoliberal politics to 

describe the kind of ethnicity that is particularly convenient for the reproduction of 

capital. Thus, the indio permitido is the type of indigeneity that the state allows because it 

does neither defy state power nor the neoliberal strategies for the reproduction of the 

capital. The opposite of the authorized Indian is the “dysfunctional Indian” who, as a 

result of mobilization against the state, limits the reproduction of capital (Hale, 2004). 

The hyperreal and authorized Indians can be conceived as a critique of 

multiculturalism intended to explore the political economy of ideas on indigeneity that 

shape the rationale behind multicultural policies. These ideas produce essentialized 

understandings about how an Indian should be in contemporary times, and reduce the 

realm of what is legally admitted as indigeneity.  

After almost 20 years of multicultural reforms in Latin America, some researchers 

have suggested that Latin America is experiencing a post-multicultural moment. Postero 

(2007) refers to post-multiculturalism as the moment in which unexpected results of 
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multiculturalism become clear. In particular, she highlights how multiculturalism 

produced a new framework for the ethnic question in Bolivia. The effects of 

multiculturalism there are ambiguous and partial and contradict the promise of structural 

democratization, leaving the vast majority of the Bolivian indigenous populations 

frustrated. Two main conclusions arise from the Bolivian post-multicultural era: First, 

racism still pervades social relations because it was not removed, just re-contextualized. 

Second, unlike the de facto actions used during multiculturalism, during post-

multiculturalist indigenous claims take place through legal channels. Moreover, 

indigenous peoples use sanctioned “tropes” of the state, such as citizenship, law, rights, 

and democracy (Postero 2007).  

Along the same lines, Hale raises his critique of the late phase of neoliberal 

multiculturalism, or post-multiculturalism in Postero’s terms, by arguing that it is not a 

definitive solution to “past societal ills”; on the contrary, it “has a menacing potential to 

perpetuate the problem in a new guise” (Hale, 2006: 12). The value of Hale’s critique is 

that he consistently places race and racism at the core of multicultural reforms. He argues 

that in the Guatemalan context, for example, the ladinos or mestizos—who are at the top 

of the social hierarchy—experience “racial ambivalence” toward the Indians. 

Discursively, they celebrate the fact that multicultural reforms tend to erase racial 

discrimination against Indians by including them in a “truly” democratic society, but in 

practice, they lack the impetus to break down the racial hierarchy, because it is the very 

source of their social privilege (Hale 2006).  
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To summarize, the second set of critiques identify state multiculturalism as the 

cultural face of neoliberalism that produces convenient ethnicities for the state (Hale, 

2004; Ramos, 1994), reduces the agency of local communities to the terms acknowledged 

by the state (Postero, 2007), and/or hides colonial racial hierarchies in ambivalent 

discourses about racial democratization (Hale, 2006). I concur with the general 

commitment of post-multiculturalism as a way to critically approach the contextual and 

ambiguous impacts of multiculturalism. In that sense, post-multiculturalism should be 

seen as a theoretical framework for identifying new modes of governance among cultural 

minorities who have produced new racial sensibilities, impacting local social hierarchies 

all over Latin America and introducing new struggles to the field of identity politics. Hale 

(1997) defines identity politics as the: 

collective sensibilities and actions that come from a particular location within 

society, in direct defiance of universal categories that tend to subsume, erase, or 

suppress this particularity. Location, in this sense, implies a distinctive social 

memory, consciousness, and practice, as well as place within the social structure. 

(Hale 1997: 568) 

Since multicultural reforms prescribe hegemonic understandings of indigeneity, 

many indigenous and social movements resist them in unexpected ways (e.g., Findji, 

1992; Alvarez et al. 1998; Jackson, 2009; Morrisey, 2009). Thus, when adopting a post-

multicultural point of view, we need to acknowledge four key factors. First, local people 

(individual or collective) deploy critical agency when reproducing or challenging 

multicultural prescriptions for how minority identities should be constructed; second, the 
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state plays a central role in shaping these prescriptions; third, new criteria emerge among 

local people to properly fit into these prescriptions; and finally, instead of a fixed or 

primordial essence, identity is contextual and relational.  

Interestingly, the normative and ethnographically-based critiques not only diverge, 

but oppose one another. While Taylor’s (1992) normative position dismisses the kind of 

critiques he calls “neo-Nietzschean theories” that reduce “the entire issue [of 

multiculturalism] into one of power and counterpower” (1992: 70), the ethnographically-

based critique not only refuses to enter into the ontological discussion of the liberal 

subject, but also questions multiculturalism by locating hegemony and power at the 

center of its analysis. My dissertation follows the latter tendency. It undertakes the double 

task of, on the one hand, analyzing the genealogy of essentialized representations of 

indigenousness in the Colombian Amazon, and, on the other hand, assessing the impacts 

of multicultural policies on ethnic hierarchies in San José del Guaviare.  

With this perspective in mind, my research and analysis focus on explaining how 

Amazonian indigenous peoples are subjected to an identity politics that make them 

environmental stewards, providing an immediate justification for the concession of vast 

areas of forested territories. I also analyze how ethnic hierarchies rooted in a colonial past 

defy the multicultural assumption that ethnic groups are social equals. While there has 

been considerable research on this topic (cf. Gow, 1991; Wade, 1993, 1997; Warren, 

2001; Chaves, 2002, 2007; French, 2004, 2006; Antrosio, 2005; Ng’weno, 2007; 

Hoffmann, 2007), this case study further explores how ethnic hierarchies have been also 
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shaped by different constructions and interpretations of regional identity (being 

“guaviarense”).
23

 

 

Indigeneity and Tropical Forest Management 

When carefully assessing the history of indigenous movements and indigenista 

(indigenous) policy in Colombia, it becomes clear that the 1980s were the turning point 

in state-indigenous relations. Most researchers acknowledge that the multicultural 

reforms of 1991 reconfigured the political space for indigenous minorities in Colombia. 

However, they do not pay enough attention to the political processes that took place 

throughout the 1980s, when the state introduced a new environmental agenda framing its 

understanding of indigenous peoples as environmental allies. It is only recently that this 

issue has received attention from anthropologists working in Colombia. Astrid Ulloa’s 

“The Ecological Native” (2005) stands out as one of the most outstanding analysis of the 

rhetorical and symbolic production of the ecological native in national and transnational 

spaces. Following the Foucauldian concept of governmentality, Ulloa’s work establishes 

analytical bonds between notions of indigeneity and indigenous ecological narratives in 

the Colombian context. For Ulloa, the current conception of the ecological native, which 

refers to the idea of indigenous peoples living in harmony with their surroundings, is the 

result of the dialectical relationship between the “self” (Western modern subject) and the 

“other” (native subjects) framed by global debates on environmental preservation (Ulloa, 

2005). Ulloa traces the genealogy of the ecological native using the notion of 
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 Since the 1990s there have been three tendencies of conceiving Guaviare’s regional identity. These 

visions tend to perceive indigenous peoples as marginal populations (see Chapter 5). 
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ecogovernmentality in which the “global environmental discourse” becomes part of the 

same “discursive formation” of environment, which requires a “special technical 

governance” (2005: 5). In such terms, ecogovernmentality refers to: 

all environmental policies, discourses, representations, knowledges and practices 

(local, national and transnational) that interact with the purpose of directing social 

actors (green bodies) to think and behave in particular manners towards specific 

environmental ends (sustainable development, access to genetic resources, 

conservation strategies and environmental security, among others). (Ulloa, 2005: 6) 

However, Ulloa’s ethnographic study does not provide an in depth analysis of how 

ethnic hierarchies operate in everyday life, or of how indigenous peoples/non indigenous 

peoples —apart from NGOs staff and some state officials— are intertwined through the 

production of stereotypes on ethnic groups in multiethnic contexts. In other words, 

Ulloa’s ethnographic context of analysis, the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, in 

Colombia’s northern coast, poses different analytical challenges from those of the 

Guaviare region for understanding essentialized notions of indigeneity and forest 

management. My dissertation takes into account other dynamics and social processes and 

tries to address them through historical analysis and comparative ethnography. 

Ulloa’s study emphasizes the idea that multiculturalism in Colombia is closely 

attached to an environmental agenda. She in fact argues that ideologies on natural 

resource management have been at the core of the production of indigenous identity and 

territorial rights. In other words, the main justification for granting multicultural rights –

mainly those referred to territorial management– lies in their “ecological virtues” for 
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managing their environments. For that reason, in spite of the differences that each 

ethnographic context poses, it is necessary to consider the production of particular spaces 

(sensu Lefebvre, 1991; Harvey, 1996) to properly assess the extent to which and the 

means through which multicultural reforms enhance state governmentality (see Chapter 

2). This, as I intend to do through my dissertation, opens a promising agenda to critically 

explore multiculturalism by linking the realms of indigeneity and environmental 

management. 

As domains of governance, both indigeneity and environmental management have 

deep roots in Western thought. Ideas on how to deal with indigenous peoples and manage 

the forest have been continuously reshaped at the margins of Western expansion since the 

notions of savagery and impenetrable forested areas first developed in medieval Europe 

(Bartra, 1994). Such ideas progressed during colonial expansion in the Americas 

(Todorov, 1984) until the rise of scientific forestry in colonial Africa, India and Southeast 

Asia (Sivaramakrishnan, 1999). Critical analysis of the realms of indigeneity (e.g., 

Niezen, 2003; Martínez, 2006) and environmentalism (e.g., Grove, 1995; Crosby, 1986) 

converge in highlighting the specific meanings of these categories across different social 

contexts and times. The history of Western expansion reveals how notions of indigeneity 

are closely related to notions of place and environment. Given its colonial roots, 

indigeneity was portrayed as “authentic” by scholars—particularly anthropologists—

when referring to populations occupying what they considered marginal or peripheral 

positions in space (Weaver, 2004). By extension, these peoples were represented as 

vestiges of an Edenic past (Slater, 2002), configuring what Fabian (1983) defined as the 
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denial of coevalness. However, an important change in traditional assumptions about 

indigeneity was introduced following Fredrik Barth’s discussion of the permeability and 

fluidness of ethnic boundaries (Barth, 1969). Since then, indigeneity became a matter of 

dialectical recognition and movement across changeable social boundaries rather than a 

fixed category. The influence of Barth’s ideas generated a new approach to understanding 

indigeneity, emphasizing how it is contextually shaped. Since then, many scholars 

opened new paths to understanding indigeneity in relational and constructivist 

approaches, detaching it from particular places (e.g., Taussig, 1987; Trouillot, 1991; 

Gupta and Ferguson, 1992; Forte, 2005).  

 Notions of environmental management are also closely related to Western 

colonialism. As Argyrou (2005) states, Western ideas about nature were greatly impacted 

by colonial experiences, reinforcing notions of the subjugation of Nature by Man. 

Consequently, systematic ideas about how and why to manage the environment began 

after colonial efforts to control over-exploitation of natural resources (Sivaramakrishnan, 

1999). Actions to protect the environment were taken in many colonial contexts starting 

in the late 18
th

 century; and later in the 19
th

 century, these were formally linked to a 

scientific body of knowledge. At that moment, the main cause of environmental 

degradation was attributed to population growth, as stated by Malthus (Van Wey et al., 

2005). The scientific approach to forest management was also accompanied by a new 

system of classification of forests and by a detailed description of how people living in 

forested areas could obtain a profit from their exploitation, encouraging the use of 

modern technologies that guaranteed efficient, intensive, and long-term use 
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(Sivaramakrishnan, 1999). Hence, colonies became ideal spaces to recreate new 

rationalities for forest management and indigenous subjugation. A brief look at the 

transformation of forest and indigenous peoples management regimes in three tropical 

forests contexts —India, Indonesia, and Papua New Guinea— offer interesting points of 

comparison with Amazonian experiences.  

In the case of India, as early as 1767 the East India Company identified potential 

tree species to be commercialized. At the same time, it started to regulate the peasant 

inhabitants of forested regions by forcing them to pay a tax and by controlling the local 

labor force (Sivarakakrishnan, 1999: 39-40). Later, the appointment of the first Inspector 

General of Forests in 1862 inaugurated a systematic approach to forest management 

based on expert knowledge, primarily statistics (Agrawal, 2005: 34-35). This scientific 

approach promoted the use of “adequate” techniques of forestry to replace the native ones 

(Sivaramakrishnan, 1999: 212, 225), revealing a characteristic feature of the colonial 

period: local knowledge was formally disregarded. Nevertheless, in practice, the 

production of knowledge at the frontiers of the empire was inextricably linked to 

traditional knowledge “converted” into modern scientific knowledge (Sivaramakrishnan, 

1999: 213-216). In 1878, the Forests Act was established to improve, in the sense of 

Murray (2007), the governance of forests. Three categories of conservation were 

established: “reserved forests, protected forests, and village forests” (Agrawal, 2005: 72). 

Local people had free access to village forests, although the access to the other two kinds 

of forests was restricted. 
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In many localities, people reacted against the implementation of forestry 

technologies based on individualized strategies in order to preserve traditional models 

based on collective networks of cooperation. Later, in 1931, the Forest Council Rules 

defined the participation of local communities in forest management. Nonetheless, those 

councils had no true autonomy since their actions depended on the general interests of 

provincial governments. This model functioned in such regions as Kumaon until 1976 

when the model was partially modified, keeping a key characteristic: “the forest 

department protected its major interests by not decentralizing its commercial rights on 

Kumaon forests” (Agrawal, 2005: 116). In the early 1970s strong peasant movements, 

such as the Chipko
24

, started to claim access to forested areas to serve their collective 

interests and keep their control. During the 1980s international conservation networks 

enhanced many of these movements, and since then the Indian state has made alliances 

with local communities in order to increase its hold over environmental regulations and 

protection (Jeffery and Sundar, 2003: 80). 

In the case of Indonesia, the history of forest management is divided into three 

periods (Peluso, 1992; 2003). The first starts in 1870 when the Dutch regime approved 

the Domeinverklaring, a law through which the state declared its dominance over the land 

(2003: 238). This law recognized three different kinds of land property: the “native land” 

under cultivation by local communities and subjected to customary law; the land formally 

leased to foreign entrepreneurs; and the rest or “free land” which was under the complete 

control of the state. Though small variations in land properties occurred in the following 
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 Interestingly, the Chipko movement has roots in dhandak, a traditional form of peasant resistance during 

colonial times (Guha, 1989: Chapter 7). 
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decades across Indonesian regions, this model lasted until the postcolonial period 

(beginning in 1949). The second moment started in the early1960s when the colonial 

regime to manage forests began to be modified. In fact, the Basic Agrarian Law of 1960 

eliminated the distinction between private and native lands, making the acquisition of 

land titles accessible to small producers. When President Suharto took control of the 

country in 1966, the ideology of top-down development ruled the administration of 

forested lands, and the following year, an act regulating timber concessions was passed, 

giving private investors the opportunity to obtain these concessions. 

Having these legal tools at hand, government planners started mapping forested 

territories to improve their control. The planning era was partially promoted by 

multilateral organizations such as the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) and the 

World Bank (Peluso, 2003: 239-240), but planners ignored communities living in 

forested areas. Also, private interests violated local communities’ traditional and 

customary land rights. These practices associated with planning comprised what Peluso 

calls “territorialization” that created “‘empty’ or ‘abstract’ spaces on maps and in textual 

plans [and] ignored local people’s management activities and territorial claims” (Peluso, 

2003: 241).  

The third moment started in the early 1980s when local communities began to 

establish communication with international NGOs, and new values for conservation were 

incorporated into local strategies (Zerner, 2003). In fact, even if the government tried to 

enact local initiatives for forest management in order to impose a logic of capital and 

private management, local communities—such as the Bagak of Western Borneo analyzed 
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by Peluso—maintained their traditional ways of relating to forests and exploiting their 

resources. Their alliances with NGOs since the 1980s introduced new rhetoric on 

conservation and traditional knowledge, producing an alternative means of 

territorialization. 

In the case of Papua New Guinea, the successive waves of colonial domination 

over partial areas of the country—first the British and Germans at the end of 19
th

 century, 

then the Dutch and Australians, later the Japanese and again the Australians after World 

War II (Leedom, 1997)—made for highly fragmented forest management projects during 

colonial rule until independence in 1975. Unlike India and Indonesia, in Papua New 

Guinea the use of forests during colonial times was made possible by mobilizing 

important contingents of population from the seacoasts toward the inlands, presumably 

scarcely inhabited (Leedom, 1997: 41). The agency of local communities to keep some 

access to natural resources and activate traditional exchange networks during the colonial 

period is exemplified by the rise of cargo cults in the 1950s, through which some 

indigenous communities legitimized their access to valuable local resources (Kirsch, 

2006: 98). Forests were subjected to private interests —mainly through foreign 

companies based in Malaysia— right after Australia took control of the country again 

after WWII (Leedom, 1997). Also, as West (2006) describes for the Eastern Highlands 

Provinces, in the different stages of colonial rule, authorities started to send patrol 

officers to formally recognize parts of the territory that were not mapped. Through their 

“spatial practices”, they produced a “representational space” based on new “images and 

symbols” that served to constantly make and remake space (West, 2006: 229). 
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Colonial powers in Papua New Guinea could not develop highly systematic forest 

management, unlike in India and Indonesia. The reasons are related to the short periods 

of dominance that each colonial power had in that country. However, post-WWII, 

Australians encouraged local communities to enter into broader circuits of intensive 

agriculture production for commercial exchange. Many communities nonetheless 

maintained their traditional systems of production after 1975. In recent times, Papua New 

Guinea has been a place of indiscriminate overexploitation of natural resources; 

indigenous peoples have been expelled from their lands because of the pressure of 

important contingents of non-indigenous Indonesian immigrants (Kirsch, 2006: 13). 

Similar to those in India and Indonesia, local communities in Papua New Guinea began 

to enhance their efforts for autonomy in forest management when environmental 

institutions started advocating for the creation of ecological reserves in the late 1970s. 

This helped them confront transnational companies interested in exploiting local natural 

resources (West, 2006: Chapter 2, Kirsch, 2006: 204).  

These three cases reveal how the transition to independence did not imply a drastic 

rupture with the model of forest management originated under colonial rule. Instead, after 

independence most colonial strategies for forest management continued, but other factors, 

such as the intervention of transnational corporations and NGOs, began to play a central 

role in shaping environmental governance. To some degree, the incorporation of these 

new actors impacted the emergence of new peasant and indigenous movements and 

reactivated other social movements with colonial roots. This tendency continues 

nowadays, and according to some scholars, conservation alliances among local 
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communities, NGOs and states involve plenty of ambiguities and challenges (Büscher 

and Dressler, 2007; Agrawal and Wilson, 2001).  

These cases show how colonial powers merged three objectives in the governance 

of forested areas and their inhabitants: exploitation of resources, political control over 

local populations and their labor force, and new laws to enforce the payment of taxes to 

increase governmental revenues. To achieve these objectives, colonial powers acted 

following a legal rationale that was continually reframed. This rationale was soon 

complemented by developments in natural science, shaping a new kind of forestry: 

scientific forestry. Also colonial powers’ awareness of forest conservation was closely 

related to the diminishing timber supply (Grove, 1995: 309), placing conservation and 

marketing into “an uneasy relationship” (Agrawal, 2005: 102). To some degree, 

traditional knowledge was central to the consolidation of scientific forestry because local 

communities shared their generations-old experience with the new forest managers. This 

was possible because even if local knowledge was rhetorically disregarded by colonial 

powers, a complex and informal merging of scientific ideas and native knowledge took 

place at the margins of the empire (Sivaramakrishnan, 1999: 213-219; Grove, 1995). 

These cases also expose how the colonial classificatory systems of forested areas 

recognized at least one level at which local communities were able to access resources 

and profit from them. Levels where access of local populations was partially or totally 

restricted were justified by portraying locals as enemies of the forests, or even 
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criminals
25

. Interestingly, only India’s government—through the “Forest Council Rules” 

—acknowledged some participation of local communities in making decisions about 

forest management at a de jure level, even if these councils were subjected to 

governmental authorities’ de facto regulatory interests. In addition, in some of these 

contexts, but not all, the vindication of ethnic identities was a way to empower local 

struggles for access and control over forested areas. As Tsing (2003) argues, the idea of 

the countryside in India was historically related to the configuration of a generic—non-

ethnic—peasantry, and for that reason, local populations did not make ethnic claims to 

gain control over forests. But in Southeast Asia, including Indonesia, and also in Papua 

New Guinea, the tribal discourse of minorities played a crucial role in fueling 

environmental movements, and this continues to empower “environmental mobilizations” 

today. In fact, following Tsing’s arguments, in  

Southeast Asia, unlike India, tribal is not a legal identity separate from the caste-

organized majority and adherent to persons even out of their native environment. 

Instead, the division between tribal and peasant is oriented toward the organization 

of landscapes and communities. (Tsing, 2003: 128)  

Finally, the role played by nationalist rhetoric in environmental movements also 

differs in these contexts. In the case of Southeast Asia, after independence an 

“environmental populism” arose in which there was continuity between old populist 

nationalisms and new local groups (usually labeled as ethnic) that included a new set of 

political arguments drawing upon such issues as local knowledge and biodiversity 
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 According to Dove (2006: 196), the intellectual roots of local people as enemies of the forests are related 

to neo-Malthusian perspectives on population growth and resource exploitation.  
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(Peluso, 1992: 236). In India there are no such environmental claims acting under ethnic 

features; instead, there is a convergence of discourses and strategies framed as peasant 

rights. 

The Amazonian context reveals its own particular set of linkages in the relationship 

between forest management and local peoples during and after colonial times. 

Historically, visions of the Amazon justified the actions of colonial powers on 

Amazonian environments and people. Amazonia has been portrayed as a counterfeit 

paradise (Meggers, 1971), a land of visions (Slater, 2002), a frontier in constant 

expansion (Schmink and Wood, 1992), or a land of desires (Hecht and Cockburn, 1989). 

From the very beginning of the colonial period, the vibrancy of the Amazonian forest 

encouraged Western imaginaries. El Dorado, a place of incalculable wealth, was one of 

the first images to nourish the expectations of Iberian colonizers looking to penetrate it 

(Slater, 2002). The interesting point here is that the richness of the landscape also shaped 

the stereotypes about its inhabitants. 

Traditionally, Amazonian indigenous peoples were portrayed as incarnating the 

lowest level of ethnic hierarchies in South America because of their lack of objective 

signs of “complexity”, particularly when compared to indigenous people of the Andean 

world (cf. Steward, 1943). For many, animality and savagery became key 

characterizations of the indigeneity of the former and justified the extractive system of 

natural resources as well as the slavery that accompanied it. The case of rubber 

exploitation starting in the second half of the 19
th

 century and ending in the first decades 

of the 20
th

 century is the clearest example of how Amazonian Indians were enslaved by 
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white bosses to be used as a labor force under a system of terror (Taussig, 1987). Besides 

rubber, successive waves of extractive industries since colonial times have exploited the 

assumed infinite richness of this “green ocean,” from timber and exotic fur to gold 

(Schmink and Wood, 1992). Along with the exploitation of natural resources these 

extractive economies involved the appropriation of indigenous knowledge (Nugent, 

2006). The common feature of these successive extractive economies in Amazonia has 

been the lack of a permanent local infrastructure for production after each subsequent 

economic boom. This is because local resources have been exported as raw materials 

directly to metropolitan centers in Europe and North America (Hecht and Cockburn, 

1989).  

 Among the Amazonian states, Brazil was the only one with a clear policy from 

the first half of 20
th

 century to integrate its Amazon area to the core political and 

economic processes of the rest of the country. As early as the 1930s, Brazil implemented 

a set of actions to incorporate the Amazon to the dynamics of national development. The 

Amazon was inexorably linked to national dynamics after the Getúlio Vargas 

administration (1937-1945) promoted the “March to the West”, to encourage new 

colonos to settle the region’s lowlands. As in the case of the other countries in the region, 

the post-WWII period inaugurated a new paradigm in Brazil whereby development 

became the strategy to consolidate the nationalization of Amazonia (Schmink and Wood, 

1992; Garfield, 2004). Since then, the military regimes that ruled the country during most 

of the second half of 20
th

 century designed an ambitious plan of development, building 

emblematic and controversial highways such as the Transamazônica, and dams in many 
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rivers of the region. This strategy was accompanied by aggressive methods to expand the 

agricultural frontier in the wake of the green revolution, to clear forests for timber 

production, and to promote cattle ranching to make the Amazon a land of progress 

(Moran, 1993; Silvius, 2004). Since then, deforestation caused by timber exploitation has 

been considered the most serious threat to the Amazonian forests; in fact, Latin America 

has the largest rate of deforestation in the world and an important part of it takes place in 

the Brazilian Amazon (Grainger, 2005).  

Indians were seen as an obstacle for the Amazonian development project because 

they were portrayed as vestiges of a wild past. It was believed that the Brazilian state 

should domesticate them and convert them into hard-working citizens and that the forest, 

through management, could be “civilized.” The national populist rhetoric of modern 

politicians during the early 20
th

 century viewed the Amazonian forest as Brazil’s 

economic future (Hecht and Cockburn, 1989). 

Simultaneously with the design of massive development projects, a transnational 

network of First World activists began to advocate for protection of indigenous lands and 

forests. The convergence of concerns about rich tropical rainforests and local indigenous 

communities looking for international allies to empower their local claims gave birth to a 

particular but powerful understanding of indigeneity: the “ecologically noble savage” 

(Redford, 1991; Hames, 2007), which I explore below. Since then, the ecologically noble 

savage has become a symbolic counterpoint to the extractive industries in the Amazon, 

which has also acquired a symbolic global significance as the “lungs of the World” 

(Moran, 1993). 
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 Just as the historical processes occurring in the tropical areas of India, Indonesia, 

and Papua New Guinea, the Brazilian context also reveals how indigeneity and 

environmental management are two dynamic categories that at times have been placed 

together and at other times have been situated as separate domains for administrative 

purposes. The transformation of indigeneity from the matrix of savagery to the 

contemporary version of the ecologically noble savage, expresses the importance of 

considering the paradigms of representation that end up imposing these ideas (see 

Chapter 3).  

It was not until the mid-20
th

 century that a series of global environmental laws and 

principles promoted by multilateral organizations and led by the United Nations started to 

compel so called “Third World” states to take environmental protection measures. This 

was done first through international conferences and later through environmental 

agreements (Mitchell, 2003; Stevis, 2005). At these meetings and in these texts, 

indigenous peoples and traditional knowledge were portrayed as sources of legitimacy 

and inspiration for environmentalists. When large-scale development projects 

proliferated, menacing the ecological stability of strategic environments, new waves of 

advocates started to claim the value of environmental preservation. The idea of the 

environment as a domain to be protected through global efforts started in the 1960s and 

1970s. During this time emerged “a globalist environmental discourse that challenged all 

countries to protect their environments to save the planet as an ethical concern external to 

the development of national economies, and to be judged by the same standards” 

(Grainger, 2005: 340). The “environmental globalization” was influenced by many 
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factors, such as the acquisition of the consciousness that the Earth was a whole planet 

(Graigner, 2005), and by the publication of such influential books as Silent Spring 

(Carson, 1962).  

Since then, a wide range of political tendencies inside what came to be known as 

the green movement emerged and provided new strategies and ideological justifications 

for protecting the environment; groups included radical, moderate, and ecofeminist 

branches, for example. This also sparked the rise of an environmental bureaucracy 

formed by personnel working in multilateral environmental organizations and 

environmental NGOs (ENGOs). The logic of environmentalism reframed Nature from an 

externality to be mastered by Man to “a system of immense complexity and delicate 

balance” (Argyrou, 2005: 37). Keeping the balance of nature became the core target of 

environmental management, and indigenous peoples played a key role in inspiring 

innovative ways to find that balance. To impact any part of the natural system could be a 

potential cause of tension and chaos, disturbing nature’s equilibrium. However, even if 

these intellectual changes acknowledged the responsibility of humans in maintaining a 

“natural equilibrium,” Nature continued to be seen as a domain to be managed. A new 

epistemology was required to replace the nature/culture division with the metaphor of a 

continuum between them. This transition is what Descola and Palsson (1996) described 

as the movement from a dualist to a monist perspective, creating new possibilities to 

understand the entangled relations of humans and environments across the globe (see 

Chapter 3).  
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As I will show in the case of the Colombian Amazon, indigenous peoples are seen 

as part of that equilibrium; but the very idea of equilibrium constricts the manner in 

which indigeneity must be experienced and it also hampers environmental management, 

essentializing and dehistoricizing “Nature.” Proper indigenous peoples must follow 

hegemonic prescriptions about what is an adequate indigeneity and how to manage 

indigenous territories. In fact, according to Colombian law, indigenous peoples must 

manage their resources “sustainably” in order to fit into what the law calls “the ecological 

function of the property”
26

. These ideas open an analytical path for my dissertation, as I 

show how notions of indigeneity in the state’s multicultural rhetoric are defied by 

indigenous peoples’ internal dynamics in a context where control over natural resources 

and land form the core of ethnic struggles.  

 

Ecologically Noble Savages and Environmentality 

In the case of the Colombian Amazon, where local environmental governance 

collides with a strong development agenda imposed by the state, as in other parts of the 

country (Escobar, 1995, 2008), and with the presence of new external actors (e.g., NGOs) 

who represent global (as opposed to local) environmental conservation concerns, political 

ecology provides a useful frame of analysis. Political ecology offers a wide range of 

perspectives and methods that highlight issues of power and nature and the tensions 
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 According to Colombian law, the land must fulfill two functions: the ecological function, or the función 

ecológica de la propiedad, and the social function, or función social de la propiedad. Both are designed to 

contribute to national welfare, but in the case of indigenous communities, the Ministry of Environment 

must directly supervise that there is compliance with the ecological function (Londoño et al., 2004). In 

practice, local Ministry officials do not enforce the law, nor are indigenous people aware of its existence, as 

I will demonstrate in Chapter 4.  
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resulting from different perspectives in the management, access, and control over natural 

resources.  

  The roots of political ecology lie in Western thought and range from the 

Enlightenment to the Frankfurt School, from classical political economy to cultural 

ecology and dependency theory (cf. Biersack, 2006; Paulson et al., 2004). One of the 

aims of political ecology is to explore how economic processes influence the production 

of nature. In this regard, Harvey (1996) offers key arguments for understanding the 

production of nature in a similar way to the production of space. He traces Western views 

of nature to the Enlightenment period, offering a detailed account of how nature was first 

conceived as a realm separate from human beings and society and, following an 

anthropocentric and, later, rationalist view, nature became a domain that needed to be 

mastered for the benefit of human society. That process is the trademark of the 

“disenchantment of the world,” which operates at the core of capitalism (Harvey, 1996: 

127). Following Harvey’s account, it becomes clear that tracing the genealogy of Nature 

in Western thought is parallel to tracing the history of Science: 

The beginning point of inquiry is phenomenal experience—observation—and the 

method applied to the data so acquired is analysis with the objective of 

uncovering the universal principles and laws embedded in the facts without 

recourse to any kind of transcendental explanation (Harvey, 1996: 123, emphasis 

in the original).  

Observation, universal principles and laws became paradigmatic perspectives to 

incorporate Nature into Western experience; in other words, scientific paradigms were 
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recreated, refined and reinforced by taking their logic from abstract philosophical thought 

and applying it to the natural world.  

But the challenges of political ecology regarding power and nature nowadays are 

slightly different: Biersack describes the “five provocative theoretical reorientations” 

operating in contemporary political ecology (Biersack, 2006: 4-5). These reorientations 

include the following: the discursive nature of reality, the humanization of nature, the 

emphasis on global/local links, the focus on practice theory, and finally, the recognition 

of other kinds of social inequalities beyond class (i.e., gender, nationality, and race). 

These reorientations occur in the dialogue between political ecology and other fields of 

inquiry. This dialogue implies deep epistemological and ontological discussions about, 

for example, reframing the place of nature vis-à-vis society (Biersack, 2006: 27).  

Another discussion taking place in political ecology and relevant to the case of the 

Colombian Amazon relates to the reframing of space and time scales that allows the 

analysis of local scales as embedded in larger processes. After the influence of 

Wallerstein’s neo-Marxian world systems model (1979), the re-conceptualization of how 

local populations control natural resources becomes intimately connected to a wide web 

of political, economic, and social sets of relations:  

By locating their environmental studies in the context of political economic systems 

and relations, political ecologists opened the possibility of bringing into the 

analysis social relations and places that are not necessarily proximal to the 

ecological phenomena of interest. (Paulson et al., 2004: 24)  
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The interconnection of processes occurring at local, regional and global scales 

challenges the idea that localities are inherently isolated, autonomous and self-contained, 

as some human and cultural ecologists portray it (Paulson et al., 2004: 24). Attention to 

scale also involves a severe critique of classic anthropological approaches that treated 

culture as determined by place, and vice versa, a kind of isomorphism as Gupta and 

Ferguson (1992) call it. Also, this shift encompasses a methodological challenge: 

Biersack mentions that an ethnography that considers peoples and cultures as 

“geographically bounded” is a kind of “now-obsolete ethnography” (Biersack, 2006: 19). 

Thus, the reconsideration of local ethnic processes from a constructivist point of view 

allows for identifying the regional and global forces that shape them
27

. This approach 

requires a particular set of methodological tools to properly assess those regional and 

global influences, becoming an important challenge for contemporary political ecology.  

The connection of different levels of analysis takes a central place in my study of 

the production of indigenous peoples as environmental stewards in San José del Guaviare 

and the tensions this process provokes. These connections are exemplified by an analysis 

of the Colombian state’s understanding of indigeneity during the 1980s. As discussed in 

Chapters 3 and 5, indigeneity was reduced to an essence so that any reference to 

indigenous peoples evoked romantic images of sustainable environmental behavior. 

According to Redford (1991) this kind of reduction reflects the paradigmatic conception 

of indigenous peoples as “ecologically noble savages.” For some scholars, this idea is the 

“reincarnation” of the classic notion of the noble savage (Ellingson, 2001). In recent 
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 However, this approach can obscure cultural ecology’s focus on how local populations adapt to and 

transform and mutually constitute local environments. 
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decades this has become one of the most powerful archetypes in Western thought to 

frame public understandings of cultural difference. According to this archetype, 

indigeneity is frozen inside a virtual, continuous and unchangeable present where 

supposedly indigenous peoples can live in a state of nature. Thus, indigenous 

communities live in harmony, maintaining egalitarian social systems and a spiritual 

relationship with their surrounding environment. Presumably, this allows them to 

experience a frugal life, free of worries and larger concerns (Elligson, 2001). In short, as 

Redford pointed out, there is a core assumption about indigenous peoples that they “live 

in ‘balance’ with their environment” (1991: 2). Redford, however, disagrees with that 

statement, considering it a superficial and inaccurate assumption because there is a wide 

literature that “refutes this concept of ecological nobility” (1991: 3). For example, Alvard 

(1993) and Kay (1994) offer ethnographic accounts supporting Redford’s argument. 

Alvard (1993), for instance, compares conservation and foraging theories in the case of 

Piro hunters of the Peruvian Amazon. Using statistics, Alvard demonstrates that the Piro 

have “non-conservationist behavior” (1993: 383). Kay (1994), for his part, analyzes 

hunting patterns of Native Americans in Yellowstone. He concludes that, “not only did 

Native Americans have no effective practices to conserve ungulates, but the manner in 

which those peoples harvested ungulates was, in most instances, the exact opposite of any 

predicted conservation strategy” (1994: 385).  

The notion of the ecologically noble savage also produces collateral effects; for 

Redford (1991) this particular kind of nobility restricts indigenous agency. The 

representation allows symbolic, economic and political gains for researchers and 
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multilateral agencies interested in promoting the ideal of the essential eco-Indian, but it 

constrains how indigenous peoples can use natural resources. For that reason, Redford 

contests the perception of indigenous nobility, by emphasizing the right that indigenous 

peoples have of profiting from natural resources in the way they want, even against the 

Western expectations: 

There is no cultural barrier to the Indians’ adoption of means to “improve” their 

lives (i.e., make them more like Western lives), even if the long-term sustainability 

of the resource base is threatened. These means can include the sale of timber and 

mining rights to indigenous lands, commercial exploitation of flora and fauna, and 

invitations to tourists to observe “traditional lifestyles.” Indians should not be 

blamed for engaging in these activities. They can hardly be faulted for failing to 

live up to Western expectations of the noble savage. They have the same capacities, 

desires, and, perhaps, needs to overexploit their environment as did our European 

ancestors. Why shouldn’t Indians have the same right to dispose of the timber on 

their land, as the international timber companies have to sell theirs? (Redford, 

1991: 2)
28

 

To some extent, Redford’s critique allows me to consider the ecologically noble 

savage an analogous notion to Said’s notion of Orientalism (Said, 1978). In fact, both are 

rhetorical artifacts dealing with cultural diversity and subordinating those others who find 

themselves masked behind stereotypes. However, the notion of the ecologically noble 

savage has opened a wide discussion about its empirical foundations and implications 
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 See Redford and Stearman (1993) for an elaboration of this argument. 
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(e.g. Stearman, 1994; Vickers, 1994; Conklin and Graham, 1995; Buege, 1996; Low, 

1996; Krech, 1999; 2007; Ellingson, 2001; Pace, 2004; Hames, 2007; Harkin and Lewis, 

2007). Scholars such as Alcorn (1993) have contradicted the idea of indigenous peoples 

as token conservationists and allies that is used in order to justify the intervention of 

powerful environmental organizations of the so-called First World in tropical forests. In 

fact, Alcorn (1993) argues that Redford and Stearman’s (1993) understanding of 

conservation is quite narrow. Alcorn states that  

Indigenous peoples often find the Western idea of ‘conservation’ as something to 

be separated from the rest of their activities as strange. (…) Indigenous goals are 

different from the conservationists’ goals characterized by Redford and Stearman. 

(Alcorn, 1993: 425).  

Alcorn also disagrees with Redford and Stearman’s argument in relation to how 

“indigenous people have presented themselves as conservationists” as a strategy to 

empower their claims (Alcorn, 1993: 425). In reaction, Alcorn argues,  

When indigenous people enter into discussions with powerful outsiders, they must 

meet on outsiders’ terms and use their vocabulary. New use of the outsiders’ 

concept of conservation coincides with the rise of international conservationists as 

a new player among powerful outsiders; this does not mean that conservation is 

new to indigenous peoples (Alcorn, 1993: 425).  

To some extent, these ideas critiquing or supporting what Redford labeled as the 

ecologically noble savage, seem to overlook the complex identity politics surrounding the 

multiple manner in which indigenous peoples appropriate that category. In turn, when 
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indigenous peoples use the trope of ecological nobility as a political argument, they are 

not merely instrumentalizing its identity. In fact, Nadasdy (2005) critiques those 

researchers maintaining that indigenous peoples follow the ecologically noble savage 

script “as a result of false consciousness or as an opportunistic political strategy” (2005: 

312). In so doing, Nadasdy (2005) brings the debate into the field of identity politics by 

stating that the ecological nobility argument oversimplifies the agency of indigenous 

peoples. Based on his ethnographic experience, Nadasdy makes the following argument 

to dispute the supposedly false consciousness taken up by indigenous peoples:  

most Yukon First Nation people with whom I have spoken invoke the image of 

ecological nobility at least in part because they really do feel that some of their 

beliefs and practices are more appropriate and environmentally benign than those of 

Euro–North Americans. In such cases, it would be inaccurate to claim that they are 

either acting opportunistically or being duped by a false consciousness (2005: 313-

314).  

Therefore, Nadasdy highlights the importance of framing the discussions on 

ecological nobility in specific social contexts where identity politics and forest 

management are closely related. Following Nadasdy’s suggestion, I pay particular 

attention to the need to understand the Colombian government’s portrayal of 

essentialized Indians by focusing on the specific context of San José del Guaviare. 

Foucauldian ideas on governmentality are useful in explaining the ideologies, 

frameworks and impacts of the ecologically noble savage ideology on the role that 

indigenous “communities” play in forest management in the Colombian Amazon. In 
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particular, I am interested in adopting Foucault’s ideas on governmentality to forest 

management and local communities in tropical forests, particularly through the 

environmentality perspective (Luke 1995; Agrawal, 2005).  

Luke (1995) first defined environmentality as the kind of environmental actions 

that embedded “instrumental rationalities in the policing of ecological spaces” (1995: 65). 

More recently and based on the analysis of Kumaon—an administrative district in 

northern India—Agrawal (2005) redefined environmentality as an approach containing a 

set of subsidiary concepts useful for understanding the interactions between local 

communities and forest management. According to Agrawal, environmentality is “an 

approach to studying environmental politics that takes seriously the conceptual building 

blocks of power/knowledges, institutions, and subjectivities” (2005: 8). According to 

Agrawal, environmentality entails three dimensions: First, the creation of 

governmentalized localities, where norms for regulating the relationships between the 

central government and local communities are applied. These localities act as instruments 

for state governmentality at local levels. In Agrawal’s words,  

Although individual localities and the state are fixed in a structurally unequal 

relationship, the antagonisms between them have been radically reconfigured 

through decentralized conservation. Under the new system of governing forests, 

state power is more deeply entrenched and localized authority is stronger. The two 

reinforce rather than oppose each other (2005: 122)  

Second, the emergence of regulatory communities, understood as a set of social 

relations influenced by environmental policies at a local level that generate new alliances 
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among social factions and, consequently, determine local hierarchies. As Agrawal states, 

regulatory communities operate within a system of incentives and sanctions; communities 

struggle to take advantage of incentives and avoid sanctions, creating a field of 

differentiation based on defining how well each community or social faction incorporates 

official prescriptions of forest management (2005: 94-96). 

Third, the creation of environmental subjects, referring to those “who have come to 

think and act in new ways in relation to the environmental domain being governed, 

forests” (Agrawal, 2005: 7). This creation occurs through a complex system of 

‘government at a distance’, in which “intimate government” arises. This is the kind of 

government “in which villagers themselves try to shape their conduct in forests” (2005: 

196) and which produces the illusion of autonomy. As Agrawal points out, 

Villagers may protect forests and control illegal practices of harvesting and 

extraction. They may also use the language of regulation and many of the same 

idioms of protection that state officials deploy. But they do so in pursuit of goals 

that they imagine as their own and in which they often construct state officials as 

inefficient, unsupportive, or corrupt. This imagined autonomy, stemming from 

precisely those practices of conservation encouraged by state officials, is crucial to 

the success of decentralized protection. (Agrawal, 2005: 197) 

In sum, environmentality focuses on the heterogeneous, contradictory and 

discontinuous character of global connections and local processes that historically have 

influenced tropical forest management. It also highlights the advantages of pursuing a 

fine-grained analysis of how local communities and subjects get involved in strategies 
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aimed at managing the environment. Along with political ecology, environmentality 

acknowledges that the control and management of natural resources emphasizes or 

reformulates social asymmetries.  

In this sense, the environmentality approach is critical to the objectives of this 

dissertation on the case of San José del Guaviare in the Colombian Amazon. Diverse 

literature has shown how forest management has been a central dimension of 

governmentality in modern states (Tsing, 2005; Greenough and Tsing, 2003; Graigner, 

2005; Dove, 2006; Kirsch, 2006; Lemos and Agrawal, 2006; McDermott, 2006; West, 

2006; Carter and Hill, 2007; Colchester, 2007; Murray, 2007). However, the state is not 

the only actor in forest management. There is a wide set of actors, from global to local 

scales, who bring a series of struggles, tensions, hegemonies and counter-hegemonies to 

the field of forest management. In fact, as local communities become “forest managers,” 

a multitude of “agencies of power” arise. These “are involved in complex relations of 

sociality and reciprocity that are only inadequately described by unidirectional mappings 

of domination and resistance” (Agrawal, 2005: 90). This assertion requires that I take into 

account the diverse forces shaping environmental actions in my area of study. Through an 

ethnographic description of the regulation of forest management and the essentialized 

understandings of indigeneity in San José del Guaviare, my dissertation will explore how 

resguardos become governmentalized localities as long as indigenous communities 

become regulatory communities, in Agrawal’s sense. At the same time, I suggest that the 

most controversial and least useful category of the environmentality approach for my 
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own research is the production of what Agrawal calls “environmental subjects” (see 

Chapter 4).  

The discussions that I have explored in this chapter frame this dissertation at the 

intersection of political ecology, multiculturalism, identity politics and environmental 

processes as domains entailing social tensions (Brosius, 2007; Beirsack, 2006). This 

dissertation attempts to critically assess topics related to those discussions by focusing 

on: a) the ways the official goverment mechanisms in Guaviare illuminate how policy 

and capital have produced particular senses of space there (Chapter 2); b); the ways in 

which colonial imaginaries of indigenous peoples were reframed by new sensibilities of 

indigeneity promoted through national law and transnational environmental and ethnic 

rights networks (Chapter 3); c) the extent to which governmentalized localities, 

regulatory communities, and environmental subjectivities explain the ethnic dynamics in 

San José del Guaviare, as seen through the lens of the environmentality approach 

(Chapter 4); and d) the configuration of San José del Guaviare as a colonization frontier, 

focusing on how ethnic hierarchies challenge essentialized notions of indigeneity 

introduced after the 1991 multicultural turn (Chapter 5). The original contribution of this 

dissertation is twofold: First, to critically assess identity politics in a multiethnic context 

such as San José del Guaviare after the multicultural turn, and second, to review how 

ecological nobility operates in a context where indigenous communities are inexorably 

linked to the market economy and their lands are subject to a wide variety of pressures. 
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CHAPTER 2. COLONIZATION AND THE PRODUCTION OF SPACE  

 

 

In this chapter, I argue that the creation of Guaviare as a state-ruled space has 

responded to different junctures involving other actors (institutions, international 

development, capital, etc.) that, along with the state, affect the representations of nature 

and its inhabitants (indigenous people and White settlers). In my argument, I will apply 

the analytical strategy of historically framing the processes associated with the particular 

assessment of cultural differences, focused on public policy (whether state, multilateral 

development or international cooperation). As such, the aim of this chapter is to analyze 

those changes in public policy that seek to “manage” the spaces, resources and people of 

Guaviare. 

As Shore and Wright (2011: 1) argue, policy “creates new social and semantic 

spaces, new sets of relations, new political subjects and webs of meaning”. Hence public 

policy is a privileged domain for exploring governmentality’s aims and strategies which 

seek to involve local communities and nature. A detailed analysis of institutional 

interventions will reveal some key aspects in understanding the configuration of Guaviare 

as a state-dominated space. Lefebvre (1991) and Harvey (1996) have extensively 

highlighted the contingent, contradictory and fluctuating character of the production of 

space, as well as explaining how capitalist forms are crucial in it. 

Guaviare’s configuration is a complex history of production of space where 

different territorial policies overlap as they dangle between colonization, conservation, 
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capital reproduction or military domination. Thus, in this chapter I will describe the main 

strategies of governance that were implemented from the early 20
th

 century to the present 

in order to articulate Guaviare’s spaces and peoples according to capital and state 

dynamics. Among other aspects, I will analyze how expert knowledge reassessed the 

privileged place given to colonization as a way to “civilize” the Amazonian land and its 

peoples. I will explore the appearance of the category “tierra baldía”, or empty land, 

which turned the Amazon into an empty space subject to state control.  

I will describe the central role that international development played in 

introducing environmental discourse for the Amazon’s development planning, and how it 

promoted educating colonos on the “adequate” ways to intervene in the Amazonian 

environment, such as agroforestry systems. Meanwhile, indigenous peoples were valued 

for their knowledge of managing the Amazonian environment but were encouraged to 

increase crop production, generate a surplus, and join the market economy within the 

framework of planned processes of cultural transformation. Finally, I will examine how, 

since the early 2000s, alternative development gave way to Seguridad Democrática 

(Democratic Security), a model of government based on security and policing the 

Amazonian social processes in order to enhance the inflow of private capital and the 

exploitation of natural resources.  

I describe how public policy has shaped the production of space for the 

reproduction of capital and, by extension, very specific ways of perceiving Guaviare’s 

indigenous peoples and colonos. I use Lefebvre (1991) and Harvey’s (1996) concept of 

production of space. These two authors agree on the importance of analyzing the mutual 
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determination and dependence relation between space and other dimensions (e.g. subject, 

society, state, capital, etc.) from a dynamic perspective that avoids approaching these as 

isolated substances (Lefebvre, 1991: 401). In the same venue, Harvey argues that the 

analysis must be approached from a “dialectical/relational” perspective (1996: 333). 

Thus, I am interested in the ways in which institutional interventions have turned 

Guaviare into a space where various and sometimes contradictory strategies for managing 

its resources and its people have been tested. 

Regarding public policy, it must be said that it has become a powerful object of 

ethnographic inquiry in recent decades. Shore and Wright (2011: 20) state “policy offers 

a useful diagnostic for understanding how systems of governance come into existence 

and how they construct subjects as objects of power”. Based on this principle, I will 

formulate one of the core arguments of my dissertation: the environmentalization of 

indigeneity promoted by state multiculturalism is not propagated in a legal vacuum, it is 

also not independent from the global discourse of indigenous “otherness”, it is not 

immune to the hierarchies of local ethnic scenarios, and it can not be subtracted from 

institutional perceptions of nature and indigenous peoples and colonos. In other words, 

the environmentalization of indigeneity cannot be subtracted from institutional 

perceptions of place, nature and region because all of them become the final goals of state 

policies. 

At a regional level, the literature on the role of public policy and its impact on the 

territorial administration of the Colombian Amazon have become more relevant in recent 

years. Except for notable exceptions (Van Vliet, 1997; Fajardo, 1993, 1994, 1996), it was 
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a poorly addressed topic during the 1980s and 1990s, but recently has become a key 

reference for most of the social researchers interested in the region (Chaves and Del 

Cairo, 2010). Some of the conceptual alternatives used to analyze the state’s management 

strategy of the Colombian Amazon biocultural diversity include: governance (Palacio, 

2010), governmentality (Franky and Mahecha, 2010), governability (Fontaine, 2007), the 

institutional framework (Beaufort, 2010) and “association” (Berman and Ros-Tonen, 

2009). These perspectives coincide in the processual and contingent character of state 

intervention in these frontier regions that also have become privileged areas for the 

expansion of capital. At the same time, they question the autonomy and omnipotence of 

the state as the exclusive source of governmental power. In addition, they replace state 

unidirectional power with the hegemony/resistance dialectic, which enables 

understanding of the unexpected effects of public policy.  

On a broader theoretical perspective, governmentality has become one of the most 

useful frameworks for understanding the shape of institutional interventions in fields such 

as land and resource management. Governmentality offers a multidimensional approach 

to deal with the production of new meanings, tactics and strategies of governance by 

combining issues of power, subjectivity and regulation. According to the first 

Foucauldian definition of governmentality, it refers to the 

ensemble formed by institutions, procedures, analyses and reflections, 

calculations, and tactics that allow the exercise of this very specific, albeit very 

complex, power that has the population as its target, political economy as its 
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major form of knowledge, and apparatuses of security as its essential technical 

instrument. (Foucault, 2007: 108).
29

  

Likewise, governmentality involves the intentionality of governmental power’s to 

regulate subjects on a fine-grained, omnipresent, and constant basis
30

. This theoretical 

framework has been widely used to study the governance of the environment and peoples 

in tropical forests around the world (e.g. Peluso 1992, 2003; Agrawal, 2005; Leedom, 

1997; West, 2006; Kirsch, 2006; Tsing, 2003).  

When shaping the meanings of the Amazonian forests, relocating the place of 

settlers in the colonization process, or demanding expert knowledge to define what to do 

with Amazonian resources, public institutions in Guaviare attempt to create new fields 

and strategies of governance. This highlights the importance of analyzing the main shifts 

in policy rationale during the last decades and to evaluate to what extend these policies 

were able to produce new subjectivities in the population. However, the state is not the 

only source of power and governmental rationale in Guaviare. In this context, there are 

other key actors who also deploy powerful strategies of governance –mainly based on 

violence and terror-, such as leftist guerrillas and paramilitary groups. To some degree, 

they shape the subjectivities of peasants, settlers and indigenous peoples by imposing 

alternative judicial and political systems in the areas they control. The singularities of 

these processes in the south of the country remained understudied until recent years (i.e., 

                                                        
29

 The second definition refers to the Western tendency to highlight government (its apparatuses and their 

knowledge) as the main kind of power. And the third, more historically constrained, refers to the gradual 

governmentalization of state during the Middle Ages (Foucault, 2007: 108-109). 
30

 In relation to this, Foucault points out how government mechanisms tend to discipline people in “the 

most homogeneous, continuous, and exhaustive way possible” (2007: 66). The objective of this mechanism 

is to achieve the ideal of the panopticon (2007: 66). 
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Ramírez, 2011; Espinosa, 2010). However, I do not analyze them because these 

alternative sources of governmentality act in the rural areas, but not in an urban setting 

such as San José del Guaviare. 

 

Colonization and Cultural Difference 

Until a couple of decades ago, literature concerning the colonization of the 

Colombian Amazon tended to reduce the understanding of colonization to a merely 

economic process consisting of the expansion of the agricultural frontier. This approach 

disregarded the analysis of complex symbolic constructions of natural and cultural 

otherness that settlers developed during that same process (e.g., Acosta, 1993). However, 

in recent decades, diversification of disciplinary and methodological approaches to 

Amazonian colonization offer a better understanding of the political and symbolic 

denseness surrounding the colonization process. Some of the methodological and 

analytical alternatives that transcend the reductionism of economic studies with regards 

to the colonization frontiers in the Colombian Amazon include: a) the exploration of the 

life stories of settlers as a strategy for approaching their political and social 

representations (Molano, 1987, 1989, 1992); b) the symbolic economy of terror (Taussig, 

1987); c) the link between the economy and the differential geographies settlers and 

indigenous people have to deal with (Gómez and Domínguez, 1994); and d) the origin of 

civilian communities as shown through the cycles behind the constant migration of 

settlers (Fajardo, 1993, 1996; González, 1994, 1998a). Therefore, in this section I 

consider it relevant to inquire into how perceptions of Amazonian indigenous 

populations converge with the representation of tropical forests as exotic, yet dangerous, 
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places that should be civilized, as well as their transformations over time (Serje, 2005). 

Despite constituting about 1/3 of the Colombian territory, unlike other regions of 

the country, the Amazon was late in being included on the structuring of a fledgling 

republican state. This was because it was not until the mid-19
th

 century that the first 

information-gathering efforts on natural resources and the populations of the Eastern 

tropical forests occurred, and because the historic focus was on the Andean and Northern 

regions of the country. The way Italian geographer Agustín Codazzi described the 

Amazon in 1857 is a good indicator of the rationale that has reigned in the formation of 

the Colombian region since then:  

Time, a lot of time, is needed so that man can exploit the immense treasures that 

the [Amazonian] land offers with such abundant wealth. The Indian race will not 

be the one that travels these solitary spaces, the one that, by progressing and 

multiplying can uproot secular trees (...) [A] time will come when the 

immigrations from North America, which is overflowing with population, will go 

the route that provides them with the most prosperity and the means to become 

richer, faster. At that time, settlers from Nueva Granada
31

 and foreigners will 

come down from the high mountain ranges to these colossal forests and will 

break through Caquetá and Putumayo to the Amazon. (Codazzi, 1996 [1857]: 

197-199) 

Codazzi presents colonization as the right strategy to ensure that Amazonian 

resources are not wasted because of the inability of the “savage hordes” populating these 
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 Nueva Granada was the name of the Viceroyalty that included what is today Colombia in 19
th

 century. 
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lands to profit from its wealth, tied as they are to lives of “deprivation” and “danger” 

(Codazzi, 1996 [1857]: 198). These ideas that reinforce the inability of the Amazonian 

indigenous peoples to take advantage of the exuberant riches of the Amazon continue 

even into the early 20
th

 century, as evidenced by the writings of the Colombian diplomat 

Demetrio Salamanca (1910). Widely known among experts as the first Colombian 

specialist in the Amazon, Salamanca argued that selective colonization should be in the 

hands of foreign immigrants as it was the ideal way to enforce national sovereignty in the 

Amazonian territories, given the inability of the natives to undertake such a task. The 

colonization of the central Amazon area, labeled unhealthy and flooded, should be in the 

hands of “individuals of Mongolian or yellow race with a restless constitution, with small 

and oblique eyes” (Salamanca, 1910: 96). The “sterile” high area would require 

immigrants from the “European White race,” especially  

Spaniards, and among them Galicians, Asturians and Aragonese, for all these 

peoples are renowned as good farmers in irregular or mountainous land; also, 

Belgians, Austro-Hungarian, Danes, Italians, Greeks and Turks. Mountain people 

from the interior of Independent Tartary and China would easily get accustomed 

to the mountainous declines of Amazonia.” (Salamanca, 1910: 96-97) 

However, Salamanca acknowledged that attracting foreign immigrants was a very 

difficult matter and therefore drew up a possible alternative in which the state would 

search for immigrants in the interior of the country as long as they were 

young, in good health, vigorous and have a sanguine temperament [...] peasants 

with good moral habits who are accustomed to work, because the vicious and lazy 
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that stroll the streets of town do not get used to those regions nor do they undergo 

long workdays, and they will not change from the status of slackers and parasites, 

who would unnecessarily consume the resources of good workers. (Salamanca, 

1910: 106, emphasis in the original) 

Supported by a strong geographical determinism, colonization since then has 

become an economic, cultural and moral project because of which natural wealth had to 

be exploited, local populations had to be subdued and, at the same time, a society had to 

be shaped by Eurocentric cultural values: hard work, discipline and decency. Such a 

complex perception of the Amazon in the eyes of the illustrious intellectual elite 

representatives of the country’s interior turned the region into an interior boundary 

requiring internal colonialism. According to Levinson (1994), this is defined as  

a form of majority group-minority group relations in which the minority group is 

treated much the same as a colonized group under exploitation colonialism. Thus, 

internally colonized groups perform at disproportionately high share of low-paid, 

unskilled work, are subject to control by the majority, are viewed and treated 

ethnocentrically in accord with dominant culture values, and are the victims of 

racist ideology. (Levinson, 1994: 44) 

Like colonial regimes implemented by North Atlantic powers in overseas 

territories, the Colombian Amazon region was a “colonial setting” shaped by the 

imposition of an axiological system in which the indigenous populations lacked values 

and incarnated “not only the absence of values, but also the negation of values. [The 

colonized man] is, let us dare to admit, the enemy of values, and in this sense he is the 
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absolute evil” (Fanon, 1968: 41). These approaches allow us to define colonization as a 

complex process to establish a new “political order that registers in the social world a 

new conceptualization of space, new forms of personhood, and a new means of 

manufacturing the experience of the real” (Mitchell, 1988 quoted in Cole, 1998: 610).  

 Anthropological and historical literature on the Amazonian region has analyzed 

the symbolic order that was structured in said colonial setting (cf. Taussig, 1987; Serje, 

2005; Pineda, 2000), as well as the characteristics used to justify the exploitation of 

indigenous labor through the endeude, or debt peonage. The endeude was characterized 

as a form of perpetual slavery that was remarkably prevalent in rubber exploitation
32

 (cf. 

Domínguez and Gómez, 1990; Gómez and Domínguez, 1994; Gómez et al., 1995). This 

system was established through a regime of terror (Taussig, 1987), with both symbolic 

and material effects: the degradation of indigenous people justified an unusual, 

systematic and widespread use of violence that in only one decade (1901-1910) killed 

about forty thousand Amazonian Indians in Colombia (República de Colombia, 1990). 

With the implementation of new meanings about Amazonian natives, what were 

the negative values that constituted the Guaviare natives’ savagery? A review of 

historical documents reveals that their nomadism and lust were among the most recurring 

external stereotypes. For example, the Dominican priest José de Calasanz Vela, who 

toured eastern Colombia in the late 19
th

 century, described in his chronicle that the 

Mituas or Guayaberos—today known as Jiw—from the banks of the Guaviare River were 
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 The system of debt “consists of traders supplying goods to a ‘client’ which are to be paid for in the future 

with the fruits of his labor and not in cash. It is a form of credit, which implies both production and 

consumption. The creditor controls the transactions and manipulates the prices of both the product received 

and the goods supplied, so that he is able to maintain a client in debt for an indefinite period of time” 

(República de Colombia, 1990: 63). 
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“ill-fated Indians, the most ignorant in the eastern region [...] they live along the streams, 

rivers and forests where they feed off fish and game, which are abundant on these areas; 

perhaps this is what makes them such vagrants, because the effort they have to make to 

get food is almost non-existent” (Calasanz, 1988 [1889]: 45-46). Another Catholic priest 

argued in the mid-18
th

 century that the lust of the Guayabero was “the most common 

habit among them” (Rivero, 1956 [1736]: 428). The naturalization of these negative 

values as representative of populations, such as the Jiw, constitutes a long-lasting 

expressive structure (sensu Braudel, 1976), that is, as a way of perceiving cultural 

otherness that, when naturalized as a scheme of representation, can be traced over a 

considerable period of time.  

To illustrate the persistence of this type of structure, let us compare one of the first 

definitions of savagery in a French language dictionary, as well as the assessment of the 

Guayabero or Jiw that a settler shared with me in the mid-1990s (cf. Del Cairo, 1998a; 

2003a). According to the Universal Dictionary of Antoine Furetière, published in 1694: 

“[A savage is] said also [to describe] roving males, who do not have regulated rooms, nor 

religion, nor law, nor police. Almost all the Americas are populated with savages. Most 

savages are naked and hairy, covered with hair” (quoted in Bartra, 1994: 7). These ideas 

have a long genealogy in Western thought; as Bartra (1994) indicates, the notion of homo 

sylvestris arrived in the Americas along with the Europeans and their notion became 

related to the new setting, producing a series of contradictory images of indigenous 

communities that ranged from savage to barbarians. What is interesting is that the 

perception of the Jiw, shared with me by a settler who lives near San José del Guaviare, 
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coincides in the central aspects of that Renaissance definition of the wildman. When he 

described his perception of Jiw from Barrancón, he told me, 

I arrived in Barrancón around six or seven a.m., and all those indigenous people 

[are] sitting in a row, like this: delousing each other’s heads and eating the lice. 

They eat lice [...], without washing their faces [...], like, delousing themselves 

while the sun hits down up them, like that with that laziness, as if in a desert 

without anything: I found them like that [...]. They really are predators, bad with 

the trees. They do not kill fish with poison because we, the settlers don’t let them; 

and if it weren’t for that, they would come [to the river], crush venom and throw it 

in the pond so that tomorrow there aren’t any [fish]. They do not care about 

anything. This is the indigenous person, particularly the Guayabero. The 

indigenous man is worse with nature [...]. The indigenous man is bad for the Earth 

[...]. And they have no qualms about anything: you can bathe naked in front of a 

girl, in front of everyone and nothing happens, among them nothing happens. 

Among us, yes, but among them no: for example, your son can sleep with the 

daughter of another, and another, and another [...], but since they belong to the 

same [family] there is no problem [...] between them they always cover each 

other’s back. (José Gómez, Bocas de Aguabonita, March 28, 1997)  

According to this account, the wildeness the settler attributes to the Jiw is 

determined by negative values such as nudity, filth, promiscuity, laziness and immorality. 

In essence, these values converge with the negative values that constitute wild character 

in the dictionary definition cited above. Albert (1993) argues that Amazonian 
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colonization contexts involve the cultural intertextuality of contact, a process in which 

decades-long popular notions of otherness suffer slight transformations and are structured 

so that, as claimed by Gow (1991, 1993), they inevitably intersect with colonial 

preconceptions. So, these meanings do not emerge from nothing but rather “coexist with 

historical and cultural elements that preceded the newly established social relations and 

have a meaning outside of them” (Juteau, 1999: 181). It is for this reason that 

contemporary perceptions of indigenous people do not escape the historical processes 

that are part of relationship between Whites and indigenous people in colonial settings. 

These perceptions do not remain untouched by the passage of time, either. On the 

contrary, the intensification of indigenous-White relations in the region and the 

penetration of various discourses and processes in the region (see below) produce 

sensibilities regarding ethnic difference that dissolve the generic characterization of 

indigenous people as savages. There is a gradual change that also makes room for 

civilized indigenous people and those that Whites consider genuinely ethnic. Before 

considering the above, it is necessary to describe the general outline of the colonization 

of Guaviare. 

 
Paths of Colonization and the State’s Arrival 

 

As far as the administration of the Amazonian territories is concerned, the first 

decisive action of the central government in the 20
th

 century was the creation of the 

Reserva Forestal de la Amazonia (Amazonian Forest Reserve) through Ley (Act) 2 of 

1959. The act decreed that the entirety of the geographical region known as the 

Colombian Amazon (i.e., nearly 45 million hectares) would become a zona baldía 
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(vacant zone), placing forestry and hydrological work under the tutelage of the state. The 

zona baldía was a category of spatial and symbolic domination, consisting of declaring 

state ownership rather than private ownership of the entirety of the Amazonian rainforest. 

This fact openly violated the territorial rights of indigenous populations who, for 

generations, were settled in that part of the country. The label of zona baldía underpinned 

the space perception of the Amazonian region as a no man’s land, an empty space that 

should be managed by the central government through directed colonization programs. 

This category of vacant territory resembles the rationale implicit in the label terra nullius 

or “empty land”, which became a legal concept to justify the acquisition of land in 

European colonial expansion in countries such as Australia (Mercer, 1993; Watson, 

2002) and Canada (Asch, 2002). This categorization ignores the territorial rights of the 

natives that preceded the de facto appropriation by the colonial powers. As Whatmore 

argues: 

Inscribed in the still inchoate body of eighteenth-century international law, terra 

nullius legitimized the annexation of ‘uninhabited lands’ by settlement as an 

acknowledged means, alongside secession, for the proper conduct of colonization 

and conquest by ‘civilized’ nations. Articulated here are two allied but different 

moments of possession: dominium, which vests absolute jurisdiction over a territory 

in the political authority of sovereign nation states, and ius, which accords property 

rights of various kinds to the sovereign subjects of those states (Whatmore, 2002: 

63-64. Emphasis in the original).  
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The concept of “empty land” originates from the same premise of terra nullius: land 

without people, available to be possessed by state power and capital. Therefore, it soon 

became a legal act that prescribed the Colombian state’s public domain on those lands 

and infringed upon the de facto territorial rights of the indigenous peoples. Since then, 

resguardos became the only opportunity indigenous people had for legal ownership, after 

their historical rights to their traditional territories were violated.  

The creation of the Amazonian Forest Reserve did not mean that the state wanted 

all these lands to be made untouchable and reserved strictly for conservation, given that 

the same law established that the government had to obtain detailed studies on these lands 

in order to define which areas should be earmarked for colonization and which should be 

protected. Even today land ownership legalization for colonos in Guaviare depends on 

the removal of part of the Reserve via a legal act.  

Far from selective immigration plans for the Amazon suggested by thinkers such 

as Codazzi or Salamanca, colonization was unstoppable and skipped ahead to state 

planning. The intensification of colonizing waves that permanently changed the natural 

and social landscape of the Guaviare region was due mainly to peasants from the interior 

of the country who were forcefully displaced by wealthy landowners who took lands 

from peasant producers to consolidated large estates (see below). This process of 

violence and seizure of land was exacerbated in the middle of the 20
th

 century because 

many people saw in the colonization of the Amazon an alternative means to solve their 

economic, social and political problems.  
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According to Molano (1987), the colonization of the Guaviare began in the 1930s 

and was characterized as rapacious, because it responded to interests in the large-scale 

exploitation of natural resources through extractive methods. The distinctive feature of 

this type of extractive economy was that, while based on the exploitation of raw 

materials, most products were exported and processed elsewhere, not allowing for the 

emergence of any type of value added industry that would benefit local entrepreneurs and 

communities. As in other Amazonian countries, this created boom and bust economies 

based on external demand and with little long-lasting benefit for the region. Rubber 

exploitation is the most illustrative of the extractive economies established in the 

Amazon, but quinine, balata, timber and furs were also products exploited following this 

same model (Domínguez and Gómez, 1990). Molano (1987) argues that during the 

1950s, two other prominent types of colonization were identified: the armed colonization 

and the spontaneous peasant colonization. The first has a clear political character that 

dates back to the experience of the Colonia Agrícola del Sumapaz (Sumapaz Agricultural 

Colony), a colonization front made up of poverty-stricken peasants that started in 1929 in 

the Andean region and that demanded rights to land. This group of peasants founded the 

liberally-inspired Sociedad Agrícola de la Colonia Sumapaz (The Agricultural 

Association of the Sumapaz Colony), which began to be violently suppressed by 

conservatives during the 1950s. In the political history of Colombia, the period of La 

Violencia (The Violence), which started with the assassination of popular political leader 

Jorge Eliecer Gaitan in 1948, is paradigmatic as a particularly convoluted period in which 

hundreds of thousands were killed in civil riots between supporters of the Colombian 
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Liberal Party and supporters of the Colombian Conservative Party throughout the 

country, but particularly in the countryside. In many places, especially in the Andean 

region, the actual motivations of violence were linked to the control of fertile land after a 

failed agrarian reform policy that never materialized in the 20
th

 century, and that instead 

led to the increasing usurpation of fertile lands by an ever more powerful landowning 

elite.  

Fleeing violence and persecution and forced to leave their lands in the fertile 

valleys and mountains of the Andean region, and to look for safe refuge in other parts of 

the country, the members of the Sumapaz Colony formed columnas de marcha (marching 

columns) in order to facilitate the migration of thousands of peasant families to the Duda 

and Guayabero River valleys in eastern Colombia. Subsequently, waves of migration 

originating in these locations ended up in Guaviare. The columnas de marcha offered 

armed protection to peasant migrants and are linked to the formation of liberal guerilla 

fighters in the Llanos Orientales (Eastern Plains), which later gave rise to the 

Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, or FARC (Molano, 1987)
33

. 

In contrast to the armed colonization, there was a second type of colonization that 

did not correspond to any planned political mobilization. This was a spontaneous peasant 

colonization that headed towards Guaviare along the slope of the Ariari River and 

responded more to individual or family-related circumstances that were also linked to the 

desire to overcome conditions of poverty and violence suffered by peasants in the 

                                                        
33

 González and Marulanda (1992) analyze in detail the configuration of Sumapaz Agricultural Colony. 

Also, Molano and Reyes (1978) describe another destination of one of the marching columns that headed 

towards El Pato, in the Departamento of Caquetá. 
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country’s interior. The story of José Gómez, a settler living in the district of Bocas de 

Aguabonita, near San José del Guaviare, appropriately reflects the motivations that led to 

these “spontaneous” settlers from the interior of the country to dare colonize Guaviare:  

I came here because of the violence in Tolima [in the Colombian highlands]. My 

dad had a well-stocked [cattle] herd. He had a well-set up estate when violence 

broke out in the 1950s. My father and all his children had to flee because of the 

politics of reds and blues: liberals against conservatives. He belonged to a liberal 

district but conservatives won the elections and the old man had to escape. He 

went to Caquetá. The only things he managed to carry with him were three little 

mules; we wandered about with the mules as gypsies: with three mules and a 

basin. We were there for three years and the old man carried sacks of rice for 

merchants. But the old man was not able to improve our lives [...]. At that time, 

my older brother visited from Los Llanos and told us that here it was very good, 

that there was work and that there was fish […] and we were looking forward to 

eating, because it’s eating! The old man gave away his small farm and we came 

here. We lived in Puerto López for three years [...] but we were still in bad 

conditions. On a holiday, I went to work and didn’t continue studying. I went to 

wander about without knowing how to work, without knowing how to carry a 

machete, without knowing anything! What does a kid from the streets know? My 

God! A month and a half later, I came back because I was not able to work and I 

found that the old man was about to head out for Guaviare. Someone had told him 

Guaviare was a good spot, that there was land to be found. He said: What can I do 
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with eight children, without land, with nothing? I’m going to find a piece of land 

to establish myself! We arrived in Guaviare in 1963. (José Gómez, Bocas 

Aguabonita, March 28, 1997) 

 Added to the challenge of creating social networks with people coming from 

different parts of the country, colonos also had to adapt their systems of production to a 

land significantly different from the Andean region. Towards the end of the 1970s there 

was another important colonization wave, this time driven by the coca boom. The boom 

lasted until the mid 1980s when the price of coca plummeted. This short-lived boom, as 

others in the past, led to a large inmigration that lasted a few years. Many migrants 

looked for opportunities to make quick money, but with little desire or tools to settle 

permanently. Some of these migrants were adventurers, while others were families 

looking for stable opportunities. The highly volatile nature of this migrant population 

resulted in the rapit abandonment on the region when the boom ended and families and 

adventurers returned to the highlands to look for ways to survive. 

 An element consistently found in the perceptions of these settlers is the 

representation of the forest as an exuberant yet dangerous environment that offers myriad 

resources. This perception coincides with paradisiacal stories that have been a constant 

representation of the Amazon in Western thought (Slater, 2002). The following story 

appropriately describes the type of representation that was structured by colonos who 

arrived in the vicinity of San José during waves of colonization during the middle of the 

last century: 
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The forest was our market. I killed around 26 tapirs
34

 with a dog we had. Each 

tapir weighed between ten and twelve arrobas.
35

 When we finished eating a tapir, 

we went looking for another. We killed one and spent 8 or 15 days eating its meat 

[...]. I used to go out before breakfast and hunt three large white pavas.
36

 I also 

brought paujíl,
37

 which is the largest bird that sings in the morning. At that time, 

wherever one sang, there were five or six more. The paujíl was like a rooster, a 

fine tasting animal. Hunting and fishing was a wonderful experience for us, quite 

wonderful. My father’s house was on the riverbank. No, Sir! At three o’clock in 

the afternoon, one would stand on the edge of the river and twenty, thirty 

valentones
38

 jumped out of the water, they jumped about a meter out of the water, 

and it could be a fish weighing up to ten arrobas. You would see a fish coming out 

and when it was falling back into the water, another would jump higher and yet 

another would jump lower. We went out to admire all of nature’s beauty. When 

the summer came, you could not pass from one side of the River to the other 

because a fish might weigh too much and sink your boat My God! We crossed the 

river with my brother, and while I was rowing he was smacking the fish that was 

jumping around inside the canoe with a stick. By just putting the canoe on the 

river it would fill up with fish (...) We lived very well there, very well. (José 

Gómez, Bocas Aguabonita, March 28, 1997) 

                                                        
34

 Tapirus terrestris. 
35

 An arroba is a unit of measurement. One arroba is equal to 26 pounds. 
36

 Pava albipennis. 
37

 Crax alberti. 
38

 A species of siluriform fish. 



 

 

108 

Perceiving nature as prodigious made many early settlers see the need to take 

advantage of its riches, to labor in order to civilize it. However, at the same time, the 

persistence of the forests’ wealth reveals another important perception: if the rainforest 

remained “pristine” until the first waves of colonization, it was because of the indigenous 

people who had lived there for generations, who did not know how to exploit its 

resources. This conviction reinforces the idea that indigenous people are lazy and have 

squandered the wealth offered by the forest to anyone who takes the initiative and has the 

courage to exploit it.  

 The colonos’ negative perceptions of indigenous peoples are countered by the 

perception that indigenous peoples’ only hope to be redeemed is by becoming civilized. 

In the same way, tropical forests, as uncivilized spaces, must become civilized through 

exploitation. The notions are rooted in the historic period of the nationalization of the 

Amazon. Today, San José del Guaviare is a town where the majority of the population 

defines itself as White, with very strong beliefs in colonization as a legacy that glorifies 

the settler as the courageous architect of the colonization process. It is a town in which 

the perception of indigenous people as savages has been generalized. As I will argue in 

Chapter 5, this is due to various processes that have become part and parcel of the 

production of identities, in tension with new, regional processes. 

Another key process in the production of Guaviare as a frontier space is related to 

the state’s arrival in that region. Abrams (1988) emphasized the state’s ideological 

character in such a way that it is not an objectified entity that is “out there” in reality; 

rather, it is a set of processes articulated around the perspective of the institutionalized 
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exercise of power. However, on an ethnographic level, people in a town like San José 

materialize the state. They think of the state as a “thing” that is indeed out there and that 

is palpable through the institutions, officials and the actions being undertaken in its name. 

Thus, many say “ the state doesn’t show up”, “the state doesn’t come around here” or 

“when the state comes, it abuses people”, as I was told by an inhabitant of Tomachipán, a 

peripheral town located in Southern Guaviare, in an area usually under the control of the 

FARC guerrillas. 

When the material aspect attributed to the state is recognized, it can be said that 

for many, the state timidly “came” to Guaviare with the first waves of organized 

colonization that coincided with voluntary migrations of impoverished colonos from the 

interior of the country. Indeed, the colonization of Guaviare increased significantly at the 

end of the 1970s. As discussed above, most of the colonos that arrived migrated 

spontaneously in response to the widespread violence in the rural areas of the Andes and 

the failure of the agrarian reform that sought to democratize land ownership in that part 

of the country.
39

 

Since 1970, the state applied in a haphazard manner the Integrated Rural 

Development–IRD
40

 model to Colombian rural areas. IRD was the rural development 

paradigm in other Third World countries, such as India or Mexico (Ruttan, 1984) and 

sought to modernize peasants and increase productivity through strategies such as 

                                                        
39

 The impact of this migration caused by violence that was headed towards the lowlands of the country had 

an impact that was measured at an annual average clearing rate of 6000 square kilometers per year (Martin, 

1996). 
40

 The IRD is a complex strategy for rural intervention promoted by multilateral institutions such as FAO 

and the World Bank that started on the early 1970s. These institutions incorporated the paradigm of “basic 

needs” to implement the development strategies and goals in rural areas of Third World countries (Ruttan, 

1984). 
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transfer of technology, consolidation of technical assistance, and financial credit for 

production. Despite their intentions, the effects of IRD “were very modest in terms of 

population served, increased production and productivity, and overcoming poverty and 

‘technological gaps’” (Fajardo, 2009: 87). In addition to IRD’s ambiguous results, the 

colonization of the country’s tierras baldías grew immensely after 1973, when the Pacto 

de Chicoral (Chicoral Pact) took place. It was an agreement between landowners and 

political elites of the country to institutionally stimulate colonization and, thus, curb the 

processes of agrarian reform and land “recovery” carried out by many peasants and 

indigenous peoples of the Andes and inter-Andean valleys
41

.  

Some of the colonizing waves that reached Guaviare received timid state 

incentives
42

. In the case of Guaviare, from 1967, the national government supported the 

colonization of El Retorno, known then as Caño Grande, a village located 30 km south of 

San José. To publicize this program, the slogan “a land without men for men without 

land” was instituted. This was also used in the colonization of the Brazilian Amazon 

propelled by the military dictatorships in the second half of the 20
th

 century (Hecht and 

Cockburn, 1989). The colonization of Caño Grande was also promoted by radio programs 

such as “El retorno al campo” (Return to the land) in Radio Sutatenza, a radio station that 

                                                        
41

 I describe in Chapter 3 how indigenous peoples of the Andean part of the country carried out an 

alternative land reform by taking lands from haciendas. Actions like these generated a repressive response 

from the state. 
42

 Unlike other national contexts such as Brazil, the presence of the Colombian state in the Amazon has 

been sporadic and very fragmented. The strategies for managing territories and indigenous communities 

developed by the Brazilian state were sustained over time and reached levels of ideological penetration that 

cannot be compared with other Amazonian countries (Hecht and Cockburn, 1989). This strategy of 

nationalizing the Amazon also operated through continuous and systematic paternalistic devices such as the 

accompaniment of officials of the Serviço de Proteção aos Índios (SPI) who moved in to live directly 

among the indigenous communities, demonstrating the scope of this state intervention strategy in the 

regulation of their daily lives (Oliveira, 2004; Ramos, 1998). 
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at that time was very popular among peasants in the Highlands (Meertens, 1988; López 

and Rincón, 1999). However, state support for this type of colonization did not 

materialize in a convincing manner; some people remember that the only thing they 

received was free air transportation from the Colombian Air Force, given to those 

families from the interior of the country who wanted to colonize Guaviare
43

. 

Many of the colonos interested in owning lands to produce and to support their 

families, had to return to the interior because of the difficult conditions of the Amazonian 

forests and the state’s failure to comply with its promise to provide technical and 

logistical support to the newcomers. Other colonos, however, cleared the forest and tried 

to establish their portions of land, but it became clear that they could not make a living 

out of it —due to factors such as low yield due to the fragility of the soil
44

, lack of 

knowledge of the Amazonian productive cycles, and the high cost of transportation. 

These colonos found themselves forced to sell any gains they had made, and, once again, 

join the colonization front and clear even more forests, thus postponing their dream of 

economic progress. The colonos’ lack of stability in frontier regions has led many to 

consider colonization as a selfless and grueling activity. During fieldwork, I attended a 

photography exhibition on the history of Guaviare. One of the picture cards stated:  

                                                        
43

 A similar experience was the focused colonization of Caquetá, in the foothills of the Andes. Despite 

being financed with World Bank resources, the actual accompaniment of state institutions was also not 

guaranteed (cf. Van Vliet, 1997: 220). 
44

 In this area of the Amazon, the soil has a thin layer able to produce. It does not hold enough nutrients to 

withstand more than three agricultural cycles in a row. For that reason, the indigenous peoples of the area 

developed a system of agricultural rotation in which, if they hold enough land, they use a plot of land for 

one or two agricole cycles and then move to a new plot while the previous start to recover. It use the first 

plot after three or four years of recovery.  
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The colono is a product and a victim of his culture, as he plays the role of a clash 

army of capital, under the permanent illusion of one day becoming a capitalist or 

at least a peasant landowner. Sometimes this can be achieved, as an exception, but 

the rule is permanent failure and having to rejoin the fronts of colonization 

without managing to reach the Promised Land (see Figure 5). 

Figure 5. Sheet “What does being a colono mean?” from the exhibition “Between the 

track and the word: A brief history of San José del Guaviare,” organized by San José City 

Hall and exhibited on the central square during the event “Hacer memoria” 

(Remembering). San José, August 2010. 
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The argument expressed by the picture cards highlights the two faces of the 

colono’s duty: on the one hand, it stresses the courage and bravery of serving the 

expansion of the agricultural frontier, but on the other hand, the reward is usually 

unrewarding: more poverty. This forces colonos to continue colonizing indefinitely, 

trying to one day amass a small amount of capital that could take them out of poverty. In 

addition to poverty, there is the violence that has historically been associated with the 

colonization processes in the countryside. Fajardo (1993; 1996) argues that the migration 

– colonization – conflict – migration cycle can be found recurrently in agricultural 

frontiers. This cycle is similar to the one proposed by González (1994) that consists of 

sociability – rupture – sociability. Both models suggest that the conditions achieved by 

colonos in frontier areas are temporary because poverty generates new conflicts that force 

them to migrate, once more looking for land.  

Pressure from colonos who felt abandoned by the state led to the first important 

subtraction from the Forest Reserve in 1971: 142,739 hectares were allocated for 

colonization purposes in Guaviare (Ideam, 2005). After its relative disengagement, 

beginning in 1975, the state attempted to improve its involvement in directed 

colonization programs in Guaviare by streamlining the legalization of land titles for 

colonos and by offering credit for agricultural production (Acosta, 1993; Pinzon, 1997). 

Thus, the institutions that had an emerging presence in San José sought to comply with 

the state’s responsibility of promoting the colonization of this region of the country. 

Decree 1926 of 1975 established the government’s responsibilities in Comisarías [an 
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administrative figure referring to marginal areas] and claimed that one of the state’s 

obligations in these territories was to “encourage colonization; to promote the 

construction, maintenance and improvement of roads and of public services; to stimulate 

the foundation and establishment of new towns, and to guide the development of existing 

ones” (República de Colombia, 1975). New programs came with new staff; state offices 

were created: the Caja Agraria (Bank for Peasants), the Telephone Communications 

Office, and the hospital. Slowly, a budding state bureaucracy emerged, which was later 

invigorated when San José became the capital city of the nascent special Comisaría of 

Guaviare in 1977. An indication of this situation is that in 1979, Guaviare’s staff of state 

officials had only 114 employees (Proradam, 1979: 384). However, before Guaviare 

became a Comisaría, the Catholic missionaries in charge of education and some members 

of the public armed forces were the few institutional agents who had a consistent and 

significant presence in the area (cf. Restrepo, 2009).  

 

Planned Development: the Beginning of International Aid 

Guaviare’s population dynamics were deeply transformed in the late 1970s. 

Several factors contributed to this process: among others, the proliferation of illicit crops, 

Guaviare’s change of status from municipality to Comisaría, the intensification of state 

presence, and the consolidation of San José as the main commercial center on the 

Guaviare River. From this point on, institutional actions began to show new nuances.  

Guaviare’s change of status from municipality to Comisaría responded to a 

strategy from the central state to optimize the political and management operation of the 
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Amazonian territories, and to implement an “ambitious” development plan to serve as an 

example for the rest of the Territorios Nacionales
45

: central government technocrats 

designed a plan that would turn San José into a town with a strong infrastructure, urban 

equipment, effective administrative operations, and efficiently connected to the Andean 

region by a paved road (cf. Tarazona, 2007: 41-42). Much of this plan never became a 

reality, because, even today, San José’s urban infrastructure is still deficient, 

administrative corruption is a problem that has spread out to many local public 

institutions, and, although there has been progress, the paved road has not been finished 

after 30 years (see Figure 6).  

Figure 6. The route connecting San José del Guaviare and Bogotá during rainy season. 

Early 1980s. The picture was taken by an unidentified photographer and was exhibited at 

the public event “Hacer memoria” (Remembering). San José, August 2010. 

 

                                                        
45

 Territorios nacionales (National territories) was the name given to those territorial units known as 

Comisarías or Intendencias, referring to islands and frontier regions of the country where, historically, the 

presence of the state has been marginal and sporadic. 
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Ironically, the intention behind this institutional intervention responds to what 

Van Vliet called the “technocratic illusion” of the state’s planning in the Amazonian 

region, as it was not aware of the density of social conflict in the region, and assumed 

that “in order for the region to develop, it was enough to build bridges and roads, airports, 

schools and hospitals” (Van Vliet, 1997: 221).  

In 1974 the central government created the Departamento Administrativo de 

Intendencias y Comisarías-Dainco (Administrative Department of Intendencias and 

Comisarías), a high-level government institution, responsible for coordinating the 

institutional actions in the territorios nacionales. In contrast to Departamentos (equivalent 

to states in the US), which enjoyed relative autonomy from the state, the central 

government exercised tutelage over those territories via Dainco. Even comisarios 

(governors of Comisarías, or more peripheral and less populated territories) were 

expressly appointed by the President, instead of being democratically elected by the 

inhabitants of the region, as in the case of governors of Departamentos of the interior of 

the country. This control allowed the central government to “test” alternative forms of 

spatial governance designed directly in Bogotá without having to meet the bureaucratic 

interests of local politicians. And indeed, in the late 1970s, two initiatives designed to 

strengthen state governance in the Amazon territories were officially proposed: firstly, 

Proyecto Radargramétrico del Amazonas-Proradam, financed jointly by the 

governments of Colombia and the Netherlands (Proradam, 1979), was conducted between 

1974 and 1979. Secondly, in 1977, Dainco, in association with the Dutch government, 

created Corporación Araracuara-COA which began functioning in San José del 
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Guaviare around 1979. Both initiatives represented a significant shift in state intervention 

in the Amazon, particularly in Guaviare, as they attempted to develop programs and 

policy purely on technocratic and scientific criteria in order to protect natural resources, 

direct colonization, and identify sustainable forms of production that could be taught to 

colonos to improve their conditions and deliver progress to them. This confirms the 

particular interest national government had at that time in giving top priority to research, 

sustainable development, and governance in the marginal regions of the country that also 

corresponded with environmentally sensitive areas
46

. 

The two initiatives received Dutch technical support and resources because that 

government expressed a particular interest in concentrating their aid in geographically 

strategic and marginal areas of Colombia; as could be expected, along with its support 

came its search for its “own economic interest”
47

 (Zewuster, 2010).  

In the case of the Amazon, Proradam tried to propose alternatives to the needs 

raised by Ley 2 of 1959 of the Forest Reserve, related to developing a detailed 

understanding of the natural resources located within forest reserves. That is the only way 

of figuring out the appropriate way of managing, intervening in, and protecting resources, 

in accordance with the law. At the time, Proradam was, without doubt, the biggest project 

                                                        
46

 At the time, Proradam and COA started working in the Amazon, the Dutch government also financed the 

project Desarrollo Integral Agrícola Rural (Rural Agricultural Comprehensive Development, or DIAR) in 

the Pacific region. It lasted from 1979 to 1989 (Wijbenga, 2008). Despite its intervention in ecologically 

sensitive regions, only until 1991 the Dutch cooperation developed an environmental policy under the 

framework of the UN Millennium Development Goals (Zewuster, 2010: 56). In the case of Colombia, the 

Dutch government environmental cooperation is still focused on the Pacific and Amazonian regions, where 

the “socio-economic and environmental goals” are intertwined. “Thus, environmental efforts are combined 

with goals of poverty reduction and conflict management, including humanitarian and global agenda-

related concerns” (Zewuster, 2010: 57). 
47

 This motivation still dominates cooperation, but currently it is accompanied with more altruistic goals 

such as humanitarianism, and others that are in tune with the global agenda, such as peace and 

environmental conservation initiatives (Zewuster, 2010: 48-49). 
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seeking to take inventory of “the main physical and human resources of the Colombian 

Amazon. It was [oriented] to provide the basic information required for planning and 

directing the gradual integration of the Amazon region into the development process of 

Colombia” (Proradam, 1979: xv). 

Proradam’s research aimed to set the foundation for the development policy that 

the government would implement in the future on the 380,200 km
2
 of the Colombian 

Amazon that at the moment were virtually unknown –both in depth and extension. The 

interdisciplinary team that carried out the research used innovative methodologies for the 

area of study, based on photo-interpretation of radar images, samples of large areas of 

land, and numerous visits to terrain (Proradam, 1979). The team came to conclusions that 

reformulated the prevailing Amazon regional development policy hitherto focused on 

colonization and expanding the agricultural frontier. The study established that the 

predominant vocation of the Amazonian regions was forestry instead of agriculture or 

livestock, in contrast with what was advocated in the interior of the country to justify 

colonization: only 18.4 percent of the Amazonian land was “moderately” suitable for 

pasture and intensive crop production. The rest were forest vocation lands (Proradam, 

1979: 550-551). The technical basis of this position was clear to the technocrats in charge 

of regional planning:  

In the Amazon, vegetable nutrition depends mainly on the soil’s organic phase 

while in the Andean region, for example, plants feed off substances available in 

the organic-mineral phase, the A horizon of soil or arable land layers (1979: 546).  
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This “scientific” argument intended to dissolve the dominant stereotype among 

many colonos and politicians who saw the exuberant Amazonian forests as proof of the 

richness and fertility of its soils. It also intended to convert the colonization of these 

wasted lands into the perfect solution for the concentration of rural property in the Andes. 

Proradam coincided with the forest vocation of the Amazon hinted at in the 

Declaration of the Forest Reserve of 1959 and established a central distinction between 

the ability of colonos and indigenous peoples to adapt to the Amazonian environment: “A 

colono who comes to the Amazonian forest finds a different soil, a difficult climate and a 

hostile environment. His practices, which come from his experience, are ineffective in the 

new surroundings”; thus “the only ones that have been able to survive successfully in 

tropical forest conditions have been the indigenous nuclei that for many years, perhaps 

centuries, learned to coexist with nature and to extract what is necessary for their 

subsistence” (Proradam, 1979: XIX). The study concludes: 

Indigenous culture remains the most important in terms of its knowledge and 

management of natural resources and the way it coexists with them; as a result, 

pro-indigenous programs seeking to establish harmonious relations between the 

two cultures, not only improve the native’s life conditions, but also are the main 

source of information for knowing how to rationally manage the Amazonian 

environment. (Proradam, 1979: 561) 

Therefore, the reassessment of colonization as the main strategy of the connecting 

the Amazon was also accompanied by a differentiation between colonos and indigenous 

“characters”. The Proradam report portrayed colonos as migrants from the interior of the 
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country, mostly poor, vulnerable, with low levels of education and little technical 

training. Arguing some sort of cultural determinism, Proradam concluded that colonos’ 

low social status stimulated conflict relations between them and indigenous people 

through acculturation processes that affected the latter (Proradam, 1979: 375-376). Thus, 

in the new institutional rhetoric introduced by Proradam regarding social and 

environmental processes in the Amazon, colonos were not only disturbing the fragile 

environment; they were also responsible for the conflicts affecting the cultural integrity 

of indigenous peoples. In addition, the cultural differences between the two marked its 

degree of openness towards new production strategies. According to Proradam’s logic, 

colonos tended to duplicate the Andean production schemes. Also, because of their way 

of perceiving natural resources as a commodity to be exploited, they did not adapt easily 

to the contingencies of the Amazonian environment. Proradam synthesized these cultural 

differences as consigned in Table 1.  

Under the logic that opposed colonos to indigenous peoples, the cultural 

differences between them allowed experts to assume that the former saw nature as a 

commodity to be transformed, while the latter had environmentally sustainable patterns 

for resource use. The type of technical rationale behind these approaches helped reassess 

the idea of colonos as courageous homeland builders in frontier regions, as they were 

perceived in some circles of the central government since the 1960s. So the argument that 

colonization was the most appropriate strategy to nationalize these frontiers became 

increasingly unpopular among experts and technocrats from the central government, but  
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Table 1. Comparison of cultural values colonos-indigenous people
48

 

White core values Indigenous core values 

Analytical thought Synthetic thought 

Profitable technology Environmental technology 

Trade value Use value 

Transforms nature Adapts to nature 

Consumer society Non accumulative society 

Importer of species Knowledge of what is native 

Individualism Communal – clans 

Socio-economic division of labor Division of labor by sex and age 

Written language Non-written language 

Solar calendar Constelation and phenologic Calendar 

Sweet cassava is part of their diet 
Yuca Brava [Hard cassava] is the basis of 

their diet 

Shepherd of cattle and pigs Hunter, fisherman 

Permanent agriculture Itinerant cultivation 

Terrestrial conception of transportation and 

productive activity 

Aquatic conception of the [transportation 

and] of [productive] activity 

Individual notion of property Concept of [collective] territory 

Gain based conjugal society Food based conjugal society 

Houses divided by physical marks [e.g. 

walls] 

Houses divided by cultural principles [e.g. 

according to mythical prescriptions] 

Agricultural knowledge associated with 

males 

Agricultural knowledge associated with 

females 

Spherical and political conception of the 

world 

Energy-based and circular conception of 

the world 

Single-family structure Maloca, poli-family structure 

 

was still being used in political circles with populist objectives to perpetuate the promise 

of new lands for impoverished peasants from the interior of the country. 

Proradam recommended discouraging colonization of certain areas of the Amazon 

until detailed scientific research was carried out in order to identify the most appropriate 
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 Source: Proradam (1979: 374). 
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multistrata agroforestry systems to deal with the contingencies of the Amazonian 

environment and to preserve its natural resources
49

. But experts’ opinions did not affect 

the imagination of the people of Guaviare, since colonization is still recognized as the 

most important feature in the construction of regional Guaviare identity discourses, as I 

explained in the first part of this chapter. Proradam also introduced a new strategy for 

state intervention: replace the usual mode of production among colonos that was 

“imported” from the Andes —based on intensive farming and agriculture— with new 

agroforestry models specially adapted to the environmental characteristics and the 

fragility of the Amazonian environment (Proradam, 1979: 563)
50

. 

In summary, the importance of Proradam consisted of being the first great state 

effort in the region’s recent history, also supported financially and technically by foreign 

governments. Its objective was to produce a “scientific” diagnosis of the physical, 

ecological, political, administrative, and social conditions of a mostly unknown region 

like the Amazon. The scientific approach led specialized officials to turn natural resource 

use and exploitation into the paradigm that guides state intervention, both in the medium 
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 It is interesting to note how in various parts of the world, the colonial administration of tropical forests in 

the 19
th

 century, ruled out local knowledge for its management and instead promoted the adoption of 

scientific techniques. This scientific approach promoted the use of “adequate” forestry techniques to 

replace the native ones (Sivaramakrishnan, 1999: 212, 225), revealing a characteristic feature of the 

colonial period: local knowledge was formally disregarded. Nevertheless, the production of knowledge at 

the frontiers of the empire was in practice inextricably linked to traditional knowledge that was “converted” 

into modern scientific knowledge (Sivaramakrishnan, 1999: 213-216). 
50

 One agroforestry model that was promoted between colonos and indigenous people in the 1980s was 

called the “Paitán model,” in honor of the expert who designed it. This model consisted of “the 

simultaneous or sequential association of native or naturalized diversified species adapted to the prevailing 

socio-economic ecological conditions in the lower forests [...] The model’s flexibility allows for managing 

short cycle components, according to the criterion of the colono or indigenous farmer. The diversity of 

components and their density may also vary according to the preference of the farmer, as long as he keeps 

density and a minimum spatial distribution of three components, which make it multistrata and ensure the 

economic output of the system” (Flores, 1989: 24). 
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and long terms. Therefore, according to the technocrats from the central government, at 

the end of the 1970s, agricultural colonization ceased being the main strategy for 

nationalizing the Amazon. It went from agricultural colonization to “scientific 

colonization,” an unprecedented form of institutional intervention in Guaviare (Franco, 

2006), seeing how other institutions after Proradam invested many efforts and resources 

in the region. 

The work of Proradam responded to Dainco’s interest in optimizing state actions 

and interventions in frontier areas. In this regard, the creation of the Corporación 

Araracuar-COA by Dainco was an attempt to move from Proradam’s diagnostic phase to 

an applied research phase. According to its statutes, COA’s institutional mission was 

“carrying out the research, the dissemination of techniques of use, and the exploitation of 

vegetable and animal species in the Amazon seeking its development while avoiding 

damaging and disrupting the environmental system” (statutes of the Corporación 

Araracuara, quoted in Franco, 1986: 4).  

Initially the COA was not intended to work with indigenous communities but to 

concentrate on working with colonos from Guaviare’s colonization area that went from 

San José to El Retorno and the bank of the Guaviare River. However, an international 

assessment mission recommended in 1981 that COA extend its institutional action to 

indigenous communities (Rojas, 1989). From there, COA attempted to introduce a 

paradigm shift in the paternalistic strategies used by other State institutions that, at the 

time, had begun working with indigenous peoples in San José. These strategies had 

constantly failed with regard to their development objectives (Chaves, 1987: 40-41).  
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COA marked a rupture in the type of institutional intervention upon indigenous 

peoples of Guaviare because the officials responsible for the matter were experts in 

contrast with most of the local government staff working with indigenous communities. 

This explains why the local government staff saw indigenous people—particularly the 

Jiw—as “uninterested in their own selves” and “short of spirit,” (cortos de espíritu) and 

as people who should be integrated into the cultural patterns of Whites in order for them 

to “produce like the rest” (state official quoted in Chaves, 1987: 40). On the contrary, and 

despite the fact that until 1985 COA did not have an explicit policy guiding its 

interventions in indigenous communities (Medellín, 1989), the institution experts agreed 

on the need to adjust institutional actions to the cultural characteristics of the indigenous 

peoples working with them. In fact, they argued that to improve their quality of life, they 

had to encourage development without infringing upon their traditions but rather by 

strengthening their cultural identity (Medellín, 1989: 25) and respecting their ethnic 

identity (Chaves, 1987: 1).  

There, the perception of cultural change is substantial: one of these experts 

argued: “COA’s work seeks to strengthen indigenous culture through a general process of 

planned change” (Medellín, 1989: 30). This approach welcomed the idea that “culture is 

not a monolithic or static phenomenon, but rather a continuous process of creation— 

transformation—destruction of collectively learned and shared symbolic systems” 

(Medellín, 1989: 12). This perception questions the most essentialized perceptions of 

indigenous culture that were behind regional public policy such as Política Amazónica, 
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that I will analyse in Chapter 3, after which the essentialization of indigeneity in 

Colombia started at the policy level.  

Among other fields, COA concentrated its efforts in working with indigenous 

communities in diversifying indigenous systems of production. In order to do that, COA 

hired recognized experts in Amazonian agroforestry systems (e.g., Flores, 1989) and in 

the Amazonian colonization processes (e.g., Hecht, 1986) to develop strategies for 

managing natural resources among colonos and indigenous people that would benefit 

forest conservation. After the steps of Proradam (1979), COA’s overall strategy to 

achieve that objective was the promotion of multistrata agroforestry systems to be used 

by local residents (cf. Flores, 1989; COA, 1989).  

There were different motivations behind the implementation of agroforestry 

systems by colonos and indigenous peoples. In the case of colonos, it was teaching them 

how to adapt their production systems to the Amazonian environment and inspire a shift 

in the way they perceived the environment in order for them to recognize its fragility and 

low productivity. In the case of indigenous people, it was strengthening and diversifying 

their chagras (or small plots of cultivated land), so that they would not only serve their 

family needs, but also produce surplus to be sold in the marketplace. As such, they could 

participate more effectively in the regional economy (Flores, 1989).  

While the colonos’ rationale behind intensive resource exploitation had to be 

modified, indigenous peoples had to be introduced to the capitalist economic rationale. 

The impact of COA’s technology transfer programs among colonos is ambiguous: some 

farmers located in Guaviare’s first colonized areas who benefited from the production 



 

 

126 

recommendations given by experts from the COA timidly incorporated part of the 

agroforestry models. However, a later assessment of the types of farms colonos had in 

Guaviare’s area of colonization, where COA implemented its programs, revealed that one 

could not find (systematic and planned) agroforestry systems but agroforestry practices, 

which “are an accidental consequence, rather than the result of conscious planning” 

(López and Rincón, 1999: 83).
51

 This evidence shows the low impact of this program 

among peasants in the colonization area.  

With regard to the impact COA’s experts had among indigenous communities, it 

is very revealing that the majority of indigenous people I spoke with about the issue said 

that none of the technological packages COA tried to introduce brought a substantial 

change in their management of the environment, nor increased their income. As one of 

them told me: “No one can teach an indigenous person how to take care of or what to do 

with the forests, much less when you have not lived there for years without damaging it, 

like indigenous peoples have done” (Fernando López, San José del Guaviare, January 

2010). Their traditional production system is, in fact, based on agroforestry models 

(Vélez and Vélez, 1999).  

In sum, agroforestry technology transfer programs were not very effective. This 

also allows one to put into perspective the usefulness of the governmentality approach to 

explain the impact of institutional intervention in generating new environmental subjects 
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 This does not mean that all colonos have the same criteria for using natural resources. On the contrary, 

Quejada et al. (1989) and Acosta (1993) established typologies of the different ways colono families use 

those resources. Also Andrade and Etter (1987) describe the transformation of colonos’ system of 

production through time. A dominant characteristic in all of them is the tendency to produce surpluses for 

trading, as opposed to indigenous systems characterized mainly by orientation to household livelihood. 
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in Guaviare, which is the ultimate goal of government environmental strategies that fall 

within the category of environmentality (cf. Agrawal, 2005). 

 

Regional Rehabilitation and Alternative Development 

In the early 1980s the state opted for the strategy of establishing an era of 

governance in the Amazon where environmental protection values prevailed (cf. El 

Tiempo, 1988: 8A). The state, however, was not able to solve the social inequalities of 

the colonization frontier, nor offer decent conditions to the population. Likewise, the state 

was unable to consolidate effective alternatives to counter the spread of coca crops 

through numerous new and “spontaneous” settlement fronts created during times of coca 

bonanza.  

In the mid-1980s, COA acknowledged that the expansion of coca crops was 

pivotal in shaping regional socio-economic and environmental dynamics
52

. Therefore, it 

focused part of its institutional efforts on influencing the structural factors that fueled the 

problem. However, its geographical scope of action was too restricted for it to deal with 

the rate at which coca crops were growing and deforesting the forests since new fronts of 

colonization increasingly moved away from the San José-El Retorno axis that, along with 

the banks of the Guaviare River, was COA’s main area of institutional action.  

The impact of coca in the tropical forests of Guaviare was devastating: by the late 

1990s, Martínez et al. (1997: 97) pointed out that “the influence of illicit crops has caused 

a substantial increase in the rate of deforestation. Thus, while in the period between 1980 
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 Coca arrived to the area at the end of 1970s, when some drug trafikkers coming from the Andean region, 

and gave coca seeds to some colonos of the area to start the coca production and offered to buy it. 
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and 1986 [in Guaviare], 36,000 hectares were felled, from 1986 to 1989 an average of 

67,000 hectares [per year] were felled.” Between 1990 and 2009 the number of hectares 

planted with coca in Guaviare went from 11,551 in 1990 to 8,339 in 2009, after a peak of 

27,119 in 2002 (UNODC, 2010). The decline in coca cultivation during the mid-2000s in 

this period is attributed to two main factors: a decline in profits as a result of lower prices, 

and the impact of manual eradication and aerial spraying policies. The manual 

eradication and the aerial spraying were introduced by Plan Colombia as part of the set of 

measures against drug traffic and the leftist guerrillas who used it to finance their 

insurgent activities. This plan was a controversial initiative financed by the Colombian 

government and the US government; the latter financed this initiative giving more than 4 

billion dollars since 1999 (Dion and Russler, 2008: 400). Despite the multimillionary 

effort, the Plan Colombia was not as effective as expected; consequently, the eradication 

strategy produced “a balloon-effect, where production squeezed off in one locale simply 

forces illicit coca production into new geographic areas” (Dion and Russler, 2008: 400-

401). 

Coca crops are just one of the deforestation factors in the region. In fact, coca 

crops only caused the 18% of the total of deforested surface in Guaviare between 1990 

and 2009 (UNODC, 2010). Its influence at a national level is more drastic because some 

estimate that the expansion of coca crops was responsible for more than half of the areas 

cleared in Colombia during the 1990s (Dávalos and Bejarano, 2008). However, the 

negative environmental impact of coca is not limited to deforestation; chemical waste left 
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from producing coca base from coca leaves also contributes to environmental degradation 

(Álvarez, 2003, 2007, Dávalos et al., 2009).  

According to Dávalos et al. (2011), high rates of deforestation associated with 

coca are due to several factors:  

(1) armed conflict associated with coca production and trafficking may drive 

growers away from existing crops promoting further deforestation, (2) higher 

income from coca cultivation attracts new growers and drives existing growers to 

expand their production, (3) eradication and law enforcement force growers to 

relocate promoting further deforestation, and (4) eradication may drive 

deforestation directly. (2011: 1224)  

According to farmers, the main reason for cultivating coca is profit, since it 

greatly exceeds the most profitable legal crops, such as corn, rice, bananas, and cassava. 

These crops are more vulnerable than coca to tropical epidemics; also, marketing is 

hampered by the poor condition of roads and high transportation costs. These factors 

reduce the legal crops’ profit margins, while coca has a secure market by means of illicit 

networks. Thus, colonos cultivate coca because it is the only way of ensuring an income, 

something that no legal agricultural product in the region can guarantee (Mueller, 1986).  

The emergence of the coca economy exacerbated social tensions and dramatically 

increased levels of violence in Guaviare. The Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de 

Colombia– (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, or FARC), who arrived in 
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Guaviare in the early 1980s, were also involved in the cocaine business
53

 by charging 

“gramaje” (weight) —a tax farmers had to pay for each hectare containing coca crops. 

The growing interest of FARC in monopolizing coca transactions in the region caused 

clashes between its members and other actors in the coca economy such as chichipatos or 

small cocaine traders (González, 1998b). The increase in violence and social instability 

led the central government to catalogue Guaviare as a “red zone,” making it the perfect 

setting to implement a new government program: the Plan Nacional de Rehabilitación 

(National Plan for Rehabilitation, or PNR)
54

. 

PNR was a program that sought to solve the structural problems that promoted 

violence in the country’s most remote regions: poverty, marginalization, economic 

inequality, low education, poor public infrastructure, etc. This program arose in the mid-

1980s when the government and left-wing guerilla groups engaged in peace talks. 

Fajardo argues: “PNR was seen by some sectors as an ‘offer’ from the government in 

response to the demands of its armed adversary. When the political solution failed to 

overcome the conflict, the government resumed the full military treatment” (Fajardo, 

2009: 92). But like so many other programs, PNR could not resolve the deep economic 

and social inequalities in Guaviare that forced many settlers to see in coca the only 

chance of achieving economic prosperity. While PNR acquired a relative regional 

prominence and became a strategic ally of COA, in 1989 it began to experience financial 
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 After the first crisis in the coca economy, by 1984, the FARC were pushing farmers to diversify the crops 

in their plots to at least cover subsistance needs in case of new crises (see, among others Molano, 1989, 

1992; García, 1994).  
54

 The idea of “rehabilitation” has a long history in state policy. Indeed, the government defined as 

“rehabilitation zones” certain regions of the country that had been particularly affected by bipartisan 

violence during the mid-20
th

 century conflict. In these areas, the state allocated special budgets to invest in 

development programs that would counteract the structural causes of violence (Jaramillo, 2011). 
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problems due to the expiration of the cooperation agreement with the Netherlands. The 

crisis led the central government to make radical decisions about the fund’s future, to the 

extent that COA was restructured and in 1994 became the Instituto Amazónico de 

Investigaciones Científicas (Amazonian Institute of Scientific Research, or Sinchi) 

(Fajardo, 2006). 

While COA was being restructured, other changes that reformulated institutional 

action among indigenous people occurred in Guaviare. One of the most important was the 

implementation of administrative decentralization, which meant Guaviare became a “new 

departamento.” Another change was that civilian authorities were democratically elected, 

which helped consolidate the regional political class. The end of COA implied that the 

emerging government had to assume new responsibilities that were neglected by the 

former Comisaría. Among others, COA took a wide set of responsibilities in rural areas 

of Guaviare such as road construction and maintenance, technical assistance for 

agricultural production, and community organization for agricultural production. Also, 

COA created community stores, collection centers, and exchange networks to stimulate 

markets in colonization areas. As it took over these functions, COA replaced an 

important part of the state’s role in the region. Dutch aid officials were aware of this shift, 

and felt some apprehension about it, since they felt that their actions served more as 

“political tranquilizers” for acute regional conflicts than as structural solutions to local 

problems in the Amazon (Zewuster, 2010: 77).  

Moreover, administrative decentralization implied the empowerment of a White-

by-definition emerging political class in the departamento. The change was significant 
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because White regional elites did not usually have a particular sensitivity for the 

inclusion of indigenous people who converged in the village. Since Guaviare is a 

colonization frontier, throughout the colonization process indigenous peoples have been 

conceptualized as marginalized and discriminated against subjects, as I explained at the 

beginning of this chapter. As such, the local political class now in power prioritized 

implementing local and regional investment projects following more political and 

bureaucratic—rather than strictly technical or scientific—criteria, unlike when COA was 

active. Local politicians emphasized the consolidation of infrastructure and basic urban 

equipment, since those are the public budget items that require more investment of 

resources, while social development and indigenous issues were relegated to continuing 

with some paternalistic programs. They also planned a series of very important projects 

to consolidate the physical interconnection of Guaviare with the interior of the country 

(electric power networks, building bridges and paving access roads, etc.).  

But poverty and marginalization continued in rural areas of Guaviare. This made 

it a breeding ground for coca crop expansion. It was not long until the intensification of 

coca crops put Guaviare under the scrutiny of international and multilateral cooperation 

agencies. Thus, in the early 1990s, a new phase of international cooperation in the 

departamento began, this time under the paradigm of “alternative” development. Using 

resources from the Colombian government and the United Nations International Drug 

Control Program (UNDCP), the Proyecto de Desarrollo Alternativo del Guaviare 

(Project for Alternative Development for Guaviare, or PDA) was created. It was intended 

to generate conditions for colonos from Guaviare to voluntarily eradicate their coca 
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crops. The strategy sought to replace coca with “alternative” and legal crops that have a 

low impact on the forest and a significant likelihood of profitability. According to an 

institutional newspaper that circulated among families using PDA, this project “has been 

conceived within a framework of protecting the Amazonian ecosystems, and therefore its 

priorities are in the field of agroforestry, agrosilviculture, the livestock management in 

plots combined with trees or forestry or silviculture and environmental education” (PDA, 

1993: 3). 

Similar to COA’s recommendations, PDA insisted that agroforestry crops were 

the solution to incorporate colonos within the paradigm of alternative development. This 

time agroforestry crops were promoted with the slogan “the integral farm.” The 

program’s advertisement sought to produce a change in the colono’s mentality:  

Users in the different veredas (small villages), inspecciones (group of veredas), 

and corregimientos (group of inspecciones) of [Guaviare] in which the Project has 

presence have understood that this is a disinterested cooperation that can only be 

materialized when peasants and colonos are willing to work for themselves. This 

is why that have welcomed with enthusiasm and dedication the opportunity 

offered by the international community. (PDA, 1993: 3) 

It is clear that PDA’s intention was to participate in changing coca growers’ 

subjectivities. In fact, one of the core PDA’s goals was to make colonos stop planting 

coca crops. PDA rationale stated that colonos would achieve this goal through self-

discipline and personal commitment. However, the results in terms of generating a 

consciousness among colonos about the risks of producing coca were very precarious.  
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The voluntary eradication strategy of PDA occurred simultaneously with 

repressive strategies that mainly consisted of the spraying of glyphosate—known 

commercially as Roundup. Despite the fact that sprayings intensified over time, these 

strategies did not significantly reduce the spread of coca crops during the 1980s and 

1990s, nor did they eliminate the structural conditions that enabled the problem.  

There were also major demonstrations by colonos in those decades. The first took 

place in 1986 and mainly aimed at the legalization of ownership by colonos of the land 

they occupied, and a more effective presence of state institutions (cf. Martínez et al. 

1997: 197). In 1987, after tense negotiations, the government was forced to cede 221,000 

hectares of the forest reserve to legalize colono ownership (Cárdenas et al. 2008). The 

second mobilization of colonos occurred in 1996 and it went further both in terms of the 

demands set forth and the methods used: they essentially blocked the exchange of goods 

and persons in the main towns of Guaviare and other departamentos such as Caquetá and 

Putumayo, for several weeks. Colonos who participated in the mobilization identified 

themselves as the “cocalero movement” and demonstrated the state’s inability to offer 

real solutions to structural problems in the Amazon related to the marginalization, illegal 

activities, and poverty levels of colonos coming from the interior of the country (cf. 

Ramírez, 2011).  

The government responded to demands made by the cocalero movement by 

criminalizing colonos, labeling them as drug traffickers and members or, at least, 

supporters of the guerrilla. The dispute between the movement and the government, then, 

was also a symbolic one: mobilized colonos demanded the central government to 
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recognize them as peasants and were treated as criminals. This is confirmed by a letter 

from December 14, 1994, signed by the leaders of the movement, addressed to the 

Governor of Guaviare, which says: “We reassert that we will not sit at the negotiating 

table until the government reinstates the real status of our movement and recognizes us as 

what we are: displaced peasants ruined by fumigation and not members of the guerrilla 

and drug traffickers as we have been portrayed” (Comité Coordinador, 1994a). As argued 

by Alvarez et al. (1998), social movements’ sttruggles in Latin America imply the 

emergence of a politics of culture oriented towards resignifying public categories such as 

citizenship and democracy. By extrapolating that assertion to the context of the cocalero 

social movement in Guaviare, their discourse contains an interest in reformulating the 

negative values which the government attributed to them in order to gain legitimacy as 

valid interlocutors of the state; this strategy included redefining the meaning of coca 

peasants as people inhabiting areas historically abandoned by the Colombian state who 

were forced to cultivate illegal crops because of their lack of opportunities to integrate 

efficiently, and legally, into the national market.  

Instead of seeking to be isolated from the action of state institutions, growers 

claimed an effective presence in the veredas they inhabited; they even welcomed the 

environmentalist rhetoric to enhance their demands. In a statement dated December 12, 

1994, the Organizing Committee of the peasant mobilization argued: “Peasants who are 

involved in this March are also sons of Colombia, which we love and have in our hearts” 

and ended the statement with the following sentence: “For a glyphosate-free Guaviare, no 

to fumigation! Yes to replacement! United for the defense of the environment, life, and 
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human rights” (Comité Coordinador, 1994b). Instead of classifying themselves as a threat 

to the Amazon environment, as the national government wanted, cocaleros attributed 

environmental damage to the state, and even more so, embraced an environmental 

discourse to bring about the end of fumigations. 

The coexistence of conciliation policies (voluntary substitution) and repression 

policies (fumigation and criminalization of peasant growers) generated strong tensions 

between state institutions that promoted protecting the Amazon’s natural resources and 

focused on guiding efforts to suppress illicit crops at all costs. While the voluntary crop 

substitution was in line with state policies for protecting Amazonian biodiversity and 

researching sustainable agroforestry alternatives, prevalent in the official discourse since 

the end of the 1970s, glyphosate fumigation contributed to the degradation of the 

environment
55

. However, tensions were addressed using repression tactics, and 

fumigation grew during the 2000s. Even indigenous reservations were fumigated on the 

grounds that they were not out of reach for the military and police action against narco-

terrorism, a recurring argument during Álvaro Uribe’s government (2002-2010).  

 

Democratic Security and the Decline of the Environmental Agenda 

Álvaro Uribe’s election as Colombia’s President for the period 2002-2010, 

implied a strategic repositioning of state action in the Colombian Amazon. Following the 

directions of Plan Colombia, Uribe’s government created some social programs to 
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There is no consensus between experts on estimating which of the two factors (deforestation or 

fumigation) is more damaging to the environment. For example, while Dávalos et al. (2009: 385) argue that 

the intensification of fumigation has at least one correlation with the expansion of coca colonization, 

Solomon et al. (2007: 11) consider that fumigation discourages the expansion of crops and avoids the major 

deforestation caused by the use of glyphosate. 
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weaken the structural causes leading peasants into coca production, but as the history of 

this kind of policies suggests, the results were insignificant. Although institutional 

budgets were increased and the state’s coverage in San José del Guaviare improved, 

programs like Familias en acción (Families in Action), Familias guardabosques (Forest 

Ranger Families) or Red Juntos (Together Network)
56

 had a strong taint of paternalism 

and, above all, of a patronage system. Local politicians used these programs to pay for 

electoral favors, and at the same time many peasant and indigenous families increasingly 

depended on state handouts. These families expected their modest subsidies in exchange 

for getting involved in patron-client networks that had been created around these 

programs.  

However, social programs were not Uribe’s government forte. It was a right-wing 

presidency that turned Seguridad Democrática into its main government policy. It 

consisted of a blatant militarization of the country and combat actions in frontier areas, 

especially those considered as the strategic rearguard of FARC—an organization 

catalogued as narco-terrorist according to the post 9/11 geopolitical language. His 

administration relied on fumigation as its main eradication strategy, even to eliminate 

coca crops located within indigenous resguardos and national parks. Other strategies used 

by Uribe’s government to solve coca crop expansion were criminalizing peasants who 

grew them and militarizing areas of production.  
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 These are some of the government’s major paternalistic programs from the past eight years, in which the 

families who met certain conditions (i.e., living under the poverty line) and behaved “properly” in certain 

aspects of their lives (i.e., not clearing forests to plant coca) periodically received subsidies. 
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The convoluted context of Guaviare in the last decade resulted, among other 

things, in increased pressure on natural resources, FARC’s strategic retreat and an 

onslaught of violence between armed forces and illegal armed groups (guerrillas and 

paramilitaries) that did not discriminate between armed groups and civilians. The 

escalation of the conflict led to the forced displacement of thousands of peasants and 

indigenous people who had to leave their land to save their lives and move to San José or 

the interior of the country.  

Then, Uribe’s administration imposed the military agenda as the main strategy for 

territorial control in the Amazon. That meant leaving behind the environmentalist agenda 

that had begun to be taken into account in state politics in the late 1970s and that became 

more relevant in the late 1980s and early 1990s (as I will describe in Chapter 3). During 

the presidencies of Barco (1986-1990) and Gaviria (1990-1994) the environmental 

agenda became a strategy to legitimize the state in peripheral regions. The Samper (1994-

1998) and Pastrana (1998-2002) administrations followed the same script, even if the 

latter designed the Plan Colombia as a tool to enhance state power in marginal areas 

controlled by drug traffickers and leftist guerrillas. Uribe’s government (2002-2010), 

however, decreed the unequivocal termination of the previous environmental agenda 

(Mance, 2008; Rodríguez, 2008; Beaufort, 2010). In fact, Uribe eliminated the Ministry 

of the Environment (MMA) and merged it with other ministries under a neoliberal 

restructuring aimed at cutting state bureaucracy and making it more efficient. Such 

actions responded to Uribe’s anti-institutional position and his open hostility towards 
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civilians, who played a key role in empowering an environmental agenda in the country 

(Mance, 2008).  

The interest of the government in putting Seguridad Democrática in place at all 

costs and increasing “investment confidence” meant it openly favored actions that were 

detrimental to the environment and indigenous territorial rights: it granted numerous 

mining concessions without compliance with legal requirements, authorized oil 

exploration and exploitation licenses in indigenous territories, and carried out 

fumigations of coca crops within natural parks. These actions demonstrate that the 

government tipped the scale of sustainable development in favor of extractive 

development. The most dramatic cases were mining and oil concessions (see Figures 7, 8, 

and 9). In fact, some development and environmental initiatives, such as Ley General 

Forestal (General Forestry Act) of 2006, the Estatuto de Desarrollo Rural (Rural 

Development Statute) of 2007 and 2010’s Código Minero (Mining Code), were declared 

unconstitutional by the Constitutional Court, on the basis that the government failed to 

consult with indigenous organizations about these standards, as stipulated in Convention 

on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries169 of the International Labor 

Organization, referred to hereafter as ILO C 169 ratified by Colombia (cf. Observatorio 

Indígena, 2008; Grupo Semillas, 2009; see Chapter 3).  

Uribe’s government strategy to increase the “confianza inversionista” (investor 

confidence) was achieved by launching huge military operations to generate “security” 

conditions in marginal regions of the state, and making conditions—such as permits, 

taxes, etc.—flexible, to ensure that private companies would exploit natural resources in 
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Figure 7. “Indigenous territories and leased oil blocks, 2011”.
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 Source: http://geographiando.hrev.org/geographias/atlas-tp2/hidrocarburos/en/ 
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Figure 8. “Indigenous territories and mining licenses. Licenses in force in 2010.”
58
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 Source: http://geographiando.files.wordpress.com/2011/06/ti_titmin10en.png 
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Figure 9. “Indigenous territories and Mining Applications. ‘The Mining Piñata’, 2010 

applications (under review).”
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 Souce: http://geographiando.files.wordpress.com/2011/06/ti_solmin10en.png 
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the Amazon. The majority of these permits were granted ignoring the right of indigenous 

communities to be consulted on these resource exploitation projects; thus, the Colombian 

Amazon region became a good example of what David Harvey calls “accumulation by 

dispossession,” which is nothing more than a way of labeling Marx’s classical concept of 

“primitive accumulation” (Harvey, 2003: 144). For Harvey, 

All the features of primitive accumulation that Marx mentions have remained 

powerfully present within capitalism’s historical geography up until now. 

Displacement of peasant populations and the formation of a landless proletariat has 

accelerated in countries such as Mexico and India in the last three decades, many 

formerly common property resources, such as water, have been privatized (often at 

World Bank insistence) and brought within the capitalist logic of accumulation, 

alternative (indigenous and even, in the case of the United States, petty commodity) 

forms of production and consumption have been suppressed. Nationalized 

industries have been privatized. Family farming has been taken over by 

agribusiness. (Harvey, 2003: 145-146) 

Uribe aimed to reverse the extensive territorial rights granted by previous 

governments to Amazonian indigenous communities under the guise of resguardos. His 

strategy was to make it easier for multinational companies to participate in direct 

negotiation processes with indigenous communities
60

. To some extent, the “Seguridad 

Democrática” policy served to reinforce the “accumulation by dispossession” by securing 
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 A good example of this situation are the tensions generated by the arrival of the multinational Cosygo to 

exploit gold located within Yaigojé-Apaporis indigenous resguardo, which I mentioned in the prologue. 
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vast territories, and making them the main target of transnational companies interested in 

profitting from natural and mining resources (timber, gas, gold, etc.). By doing this, the 

central government started to portray indigenous peoples as unproductive owners of land. 

This position gained media attention in national newspapers when Uribe repeatedly 

labeled Indians as “the country’s largest landlords” in order to discredit the claims of land 

leaders of the indigenous movement of Cauca made in October 2008. Uribe’s 

administration strengthened the process of state decentralization by using the rhetoric of 

the very international agreements on indigenous rights. In particular, by enhancing the 

rights of the indigenous population to “free, prior and informed consent”
61

 as stated in 

ILO C 169 and the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples of 

2007, the Colombian state generated the conditions for direct negotiation between the 

local indigenous communities and multinationals, portraying them as equal partners.  

In spite of the legal opportunities that prior consent concedes to indigenous 

communities, what the Uribe administration approved was a simulacrum of prior 

consultation. In fact, the Colombian government signed both ILO C 169 and the UN 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples of 2007, but the government refused to 

admit any possibility of the veto right that indigenous communities would have during 

the prior consultation process (cf. Galvis, 2010). The Colombian government elaborated a 

law of prior consultation that has not been approved yet, but in the event of its approval, 

it clearly states its position of this legal mechanism on behalf of indigenous peoples: 

                                                        
61

 This legal mechanism seeks to guarantee the autonomy of local indigenous communities by requiring all 

external people interested in carrying out any activity inside the resguardo to ask for permission from the 

local population through a process of negotiation that provides indigenous peoples with legal tools 

(Irigoyen, 2009). For a review of the implications of the prior consent in the US, see Ryser (2011). 
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According to the most recent draft of the law that I had access to, the parties (private 

capital and local indigenous communities) must try to achieve an agreement by any 

means. If an agreement is not reached, however, the government will create an ad hoc 

committee—formed by officials of the very government!—who will make the final 

decision “free of arbiters and authoritarianism” on the convenience of allowing actions 

inside the resguardos, such as extracting a natural resource (cf. Proyecto de Ley, 2010). 

The government also began to emphasize the importance of finding more 

effective ways of integrating the Amazon region, to move the project to implement agro-

industrial crops forward and to encourage the exploitation of minerals and oil. This 

switch in strategy can be seen in the strategic plans signed by Uribe administration, such 

as the Iniciativa para la Integración de la Infraestructura Regional Suramericana 

(Initiative for the Integration of the South American Regional Infrastructure, or IIRSA). 

Using the scheme of multimodal axes, IIRSA aimed to integrate the Amazon region into 

the global economy by enabling waterways, roads, airports, and tax-free areas to establish 

a strategic economic and industrial corridor between the Atlantic and the Pacific that 

would effectively articulate the countries that control the Amazon River basin (Dijck and 

Haak, 2006). Why is such a major infrastructure development project necessary for the 

Amazon? David Harvey proposes a crucial argument in this regard:  

The tension between place-bound fixity and spatial mobility of capital erupts into 

generalized crisis, however, when landscape shaped in relation to a certain phase 

of development (capitalist or pre-capitalist) becomes a barrier to further 

accumulation. The geographical configuration of places must then be reshaped 
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around new transport and communications systems and physical infrastructures, 

new centers and styles of production and consumption, new agglomerations of 

labor power and modified social infrastructures. (Harvey, 1996: 296)  

Judging by the interests that can be inferred from projects such as IIRSA, it is 

clear that, according to the central government planners, the current configuration of the 

Amazon is a barrier to the mobility of capital. Thus, as Harvey suggests, there is the need 

for a profound redefinition that includes infrastructure design and the modification of 

certain regional social structures. 

In sum, the discourses on the production of Guaviare as a space subjected to state 

power have varied considerably over time. During most part of the 20
th

 century, the 

Colombian state encouraged colonization under the assumption that the rainforest was 

unproductive and that the only way to produce value out of the forest is through tree 

felling for agriculture and cattle ranching. In this regard, Lefebvre argues that the spaces 

are to be consumed (Lefebvre, 1991: 403), and colonization became the main strategy to 

consume forests and convert them in productive land. When this idea is applied to the 

case of Guaviare, one realizes that the production of the natural space operated on the 

basis of incorporating forests and resources into the market capitalist economy. In order 

to do so, state domination over these spaces had to be legitimized. The Amazon region 

became a Terra Nullius under the tutelage of the state and by doing this it claims the right 

to define what to do in those lands.  

With the arrival of planned development and international cooperation, experts 

transformed the state discourse of colonization, although it continued to be promoted. It 
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became a populist strategy to promise land to impoverished farmers in the Andes. They 

also transformed the perception of the forests as areas void of productivity into areas of 

biodiversity. However, the creation of natural reserves came into conflict with other 

forms of spatial intervention, such as national security and geopolitical perspectives 

which were reevaluated on a global level after 9/11 and rhetorically supported by what 

has been known as the “war on terror,” a doctrine Uribe’s government subscribed to 

under the label Seguridad Democrática. Indeed, much of the forests in southern Colombia 

are now understood by the state as a refuge for narco-terrorist organizations, like FARC. 

This justified the incorporation of the Seguridad Democrática doctrine, to secure 

territories and put them at the disposal of transnational capital.  

Without a doubt, this process falls under what Trouillot (2003) calls the 

“respatialization” of state power. In the case analyzed here, the state sought to 

reinvigorate its presence in marginal areas it disputes with agents cataloged as narco-

terrorists, to eliminate them and put their resources at the disposal of transnational 

capital. Although all of these intervention models began to criminalize colonos by 

considering them prone to drug trafficking and sympathizers of the guerrillas, in the 

regional imaginaries about Guaviare identity, the idea that this is a colono society still 

remains (see Chapter 5). 
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CHAPTER 3. ENVIRONMENTALIZING INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 

 

The objective of this chapter is to examine in detail how state policies toward 

indigenous peoples changed in the last century and, especially how there is a very 

particular moment in the late 1980s where the Colombian state radically switched its 

policies to protect the territorial and cultural rights of indigenous peoples. That radical 

switch produced the greening of Amazonian indigenous peoples and generated new 

sensibilities that ended in the multicultural turn of the early 1990s. Even if it seems that 

the state policies of radical neoliberalization of natural resources in the last eight years, 

discussed in the previous chapter, are reconsidering indigenous rights to facilitate the 

entrance of private capital to exploit natural resourced inside resguardos, the multicultural 

turn meant a radically different agenda of the Colombian state towards indigenous 

peoples that must be deeply understood. Also, the multicultural rights are still valid and 

since their approval they became a tool for many indigenous peoples to defend their 

rights and interests even if for others they imply a legal essentialization of the way 

indigenous peoples can live. The greening of Amazonian indigenous peoples whereby 

they become paradigmatic symbols of environmental protection for the rest of the world 

is the result of a complex process linking local and global actors, discourses and settings, 

including indigenous movements, NGOs, indigenous rights advocates, states, multilateral 

organizations, global forums and environmentalists of the First World. In the case of 

Colombia, the impact of these discourses has meant an ideological rupture with state 
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policies of indigenismo
62

 which prevailed from the origins of the republic until the 1980s. 

In that decade, the state reformulated its perception of natives, no longer characterizing 

them as a burden on the nation or a threat to institutional order. Instead, state rhetoric 

equated them with “accomplished environmental scientists.” Anthropological expert 

knowledge was instrumental in building this new perception. In fact, some of the same 

officials who designed the 1989 Política Amazónica played a prominent role in the 

negotiation of indigenous rights at the ILO C 169 in Geneva. Their involvement 

constitutes a striking local-to-global juncture, since the ILO C 169 remains the most 

important international, multilateral indigenous rights agreement portraying indigenous 

people as environmentalists. 

 Representations of indigenous peoples at the core of Política Amazónica were 

incorporated wholesale into Colombia’s 1991 multicultural Constitution. However, the 

opening of this multicultural space generated a deep tension for indigenous dynamics in 

many local settings insofar as it relied on an essentialist reproduction of cultural values. It 

also encapsulates valid ethnic identities in indigenous “traditional” territories and at the 

same time narrows the possibilities for economic transformation, spatial mobility and 

cultural change for indigenous communities. In this way, the representation of the 

indigenous peoples as environmentalists produced a script that many indigenous leaders 

had to adhere to even if it contradicted the reality facing their communities.  

 This chapter explores two main ideas: First, the paradox contained in Colombia’s 

policy of creating indigenous resguardos which, on the one hand, aims at guaranteeing 
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 This word refers to the set of policies addressed to indigenous peoples that usually aim to culturally and 

economically assimilate indigenous peoples in the national dominant values and economic practices.  
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land rights for indigenous peoples but, on the other hand, essentializes what an 

indigenous person should be to justify the transfer of lands to authentic indigenous 

communities. And second, the Colombian state used the policy of creating resguardos in 

an attempt to enhance its governance in peripheral and marginalized regions where, 

moreover, hotspots of biological diversity are located. 

 The chapter uses a historical framework to discuss the transformation of policies 

for administering indigenous lands and peoples. Then, it explores the case of the Política 

Amazónica of 1989, a turning point in the logic of the state in relation to indigenous 

peoples, and a significant precursor to the multicultural turn of 1991. The last part of the 

chapter explores the place of indigenous rights in international law and how 

anthropological expert knowledge intervened in the transformation of public 

understandings of indigeneity in Colombia. 

 

 

State Indigenismo, the Dissolution of Resguardos and Cultural Assimilation 

In Colombia granting special rights to indigenous minorities presented significant 

difficulties, above all because the 1991 multicultural turn overturned a legacy of policies 

aimed at integrating indigenous peoples into the nation and dissolving their communal 

lands. In fact, a few years before the multicultural turn, the legislation at the time 

expressed the need to overcome the “dead-weight” that indigenous peoples represented to 

the progress of the Colombian nation. As I discuss below, the multicultural turn happened 

only a few years after the state defined the Colombian indigenous movement as a threat 

to Constitutional order and private property. During the 1980s indigenismo experienced 
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an important paradigm shift, or what Gros (2010) has labeled an “ideological rupture.” 

Over the course of that decade, indigenous peoples went from being regarded as an 

obstacle to development and a threat to the social and economic order to being 

rhetorically valued as “accomplished environmental scientists” (Barco, 1990a: 184). But 

how did this rupture take place? To answer this question I must first address 

developments in the Colombian state’s indigenous legislation from the beginning of the 

republic. I will not present a detailed account of it here, a task others have addressed in 

very insightful ways (cf. Jimeno and Triana, 1985; Safford, 1991; Pineda, 1997; Avirama 

and Márquez, 1994; Rappaport, 1994; Gros, 1991; 2000; 2010). Rather, I examine the 

rationale behind, and judicial cornerstones of, state dissolution of resguardos, as well as 

the reactions this agenda inspired among indigenous peoples. The dissolution agenda 

remained strong until the late 1980s, when discourses about indigenous peoples as 

environmental stewards were introduced and resguardos started to be seen as an 

appropriate tool to enhance state governmentality and protect the biocultural diversity of 

ecological hotspots, as I will analyse in this chapter. 

Amazonian indigenous peoples have played a key role in the changes of how 

indigenous peoples are represented by the state. However, in order to understand how 

they have done so, we must consider the key influence of Andean indigenous activists. In 

fact, a good part of the social, economic and political tensions that generated the 

indigenous mobilizations in Colombia occurred in the Andean region first. Andean and 

Amazonian indigenous communities have experienced historical processes quite 

differently. For example, landownership pressures have been much greater in the Andean 
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region than in the Amazonian lowlands. Andean indigenous organizations have also 

maintained political alliances with other oppressed and marginalized sectors such as 

peasants and workers, who have helped empower indigenous struggles.  

Both differences have influenced the scope and demands of their respective 

indigenous struggles. In contrast with the Andean indigenous organizations, the main 

demand of the Amazonian indigenous organizations has focused on obtaining control 

over internal colonization processes, to prevent destruction of their ancestral lands and 

the environment (Avirama and Márquez, 1994: 87). The social mobilizations and 

struggles for indigenous rights have been led by Andean indigenous organizations, while 

Amazonian indigenous peoples have provided these fights with symbolic capital for these 

struggles. In fact, the ethnic alterities that the Colombian state wished to vindicate after 

1991 were largely defined by the symbolic weight of Amazonian indigenous experiences 

rather than Andean ones. 

The paradigms of state policies for managing indigenous affairs did not change 

greatly between the colonial and early republican periods in the late 18
th

 and early 19
th

 

centuries. Both the colonial and the postcolonial elites saw indigenous peoples as 

marginal and inferior, as subjects to be dominated and as obstacles to the nation’s 

wellbeing (Safford, 1991). The image of Indians as lazy, with a tendency for alcoholism, 

was common during the colonial period and was used to justify various domination 

technologies seeking to turn them into working and disciplined individuals. And though 

the common perception of indigenous peoples did not change between the two periods, 

the segregationist model, which was prevalent under the colonial regime and separated 
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Whites spatially and socially from indigenous peoples, was in fact dissolved. In its place, 

the state developed an integrationist model inspired by liberal values. According to this 

model, indigenous peoples were to be freed to become the labor force for the budding 

networks of production. Simultaneously, the resguardo land would become a commodity 

in the real estate market.  

 In colonial times, the Catholic Church’s spiritual redemption was the prevailing 

strategy for disciplining Indians. In the early republic, however, liberalism was the 

ideological paradigm that inspired strategies to morally redeem lustful and lazy Indians. 

In particular, liberal ideology deemed that the colonial regime had hampered the 

individual initiatives of indigenous peoples. According to the liberals, the spatial 

segregation and the communal ownership of resguardos that prevailed in colonial 

indigenismo ended up neutralizing the economic progress of the indigenous peoples and 

their productive insertion into the market. Thus, during the republic, dissolving 

indigenous resguardos became the prevailing policy to turn indigenous peoples into good 

citizens who could serve the economic and moral progress of the budding nation. Liberal 

intellectuals of the period claimed that economic transformation was the main mechanism 

in civilizing indigenous peoples; to these intellectuals:  

there was a circular and mutually reinforcing relationship between industriousness 

and consumption. Consumption was good because it required the lower classes to 

work; hard work was good because it expanded the possibility of consumption. In 

their writings it was not clear which of these goals -consumption or cultivating 
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industriousness- had primacy. Both were essential hallmarks of ‘civilization’. 

(Safford, 1991: 23-24) 

In sum, the dissolution of communal lands was understood to mean the dissolving 

of communal bonds and, therefore, the release of indigenous peoples’ entrepreneurial 

spirit. According to Marxist philosophy, this is a paradigmatic move to enhance the 

development of capitalism.  

Accordingly, 19
th

 century state officials took for granted their obligation to 

integrate indigenous peoples into the nation through cultural and economic strategies. 

Under this ideological framework, Law 89 was implemented in 1890 and became the 

most important legal precursor to Colombia’s 1991 multicultural turn. The law instituted 

“the means by which savages must be governed in order to bring them into civilized life.” 

Echoing the rhetoric of social Darwinism so popular in the late 19
th

 century, Law 89 

aligned to an ideology that proclaimed the preeminence of civilized societies over 

savages and asserted their duty in “civilizing” the latter (Triana, 1990: 285).  

The law differentiated indigenous communities who were “already part of civil 

life” (i.e., those who were already integrated) from those who were in the process of 

being integrated. The latter were located in regions that were not efficiently connected to 

the economic, social and political dynamics at the center of the country, such as the 

Amazon. Thus, the law instituted what Bakhtin (1981) might characterize as a 

chronotope: a relationship between the spatial and the cultural distances that ethnic 

subjects occupy. The further away the indigenous peoples were from urban dynamics, the 

more they were “left behind.”  
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Moreover, Law 89 turned indigenous peoples into objects of the civilizing project 

through cultural assimilation. As the conservative ideology triumphed in the late 19
th

 

century, the Catholic Church reasserted its role as the moral and civil educator in 

extended regions of the country (Jimeno and Triana, 1985). Catholic missionaries 

controlled the educational system in frontier regions and also were in charge of 

assembling and educating indigenous peoples who used to live along the rivers or in the 

forests. These actions were not limited to the Colombian context; on the contrary, they 

followed a model for civilizing indigenous populations common in most Latin American 

countries in the late 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries. According to that model, racial features were 

central determinants in identifying the populations targeted for cultural and economic 

integration. The ideologies underlying these policies employed independent, liberal or 

populist rhetorics, but they shared a common interest in national progress and a common 

viewpoint in seeing indigenous peoples as obstacles to that progress (see Appelbaum et 

al. 2003; Wade, 1993, 1997)
63

.  

Law 89’s most important dispositions can be summarized by the following three 

fundamental aspects: 1) the prohibition that indigenous peoples represent themselves in 

legal processes, since they are considered underage minors; 2) the recognition of the 

traditional authority of the cabildo, an internal institution of authority that originated 

during colonial rule, and its duty to function as the communities’ internal administration 

body; and 3) the validation of resguardo property titles established in colonial times by 
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 Later, in the first decades of the 20
th

 century, this model started to be questioned when some influential 

Latin American thinkers recognized the importance of Indian heritage for national character by means of 

mestizaje, as in México (cf. Gamio, 1916; Vasconcelos, 1925). 



 

 

156 

the Spanish Crown. Law 89 held many parallels with the Ley Lerdo in Mexico. Against 

the will of peasants and indigenous communities, the Ley Lerdo was promulgated in 

1856 to “mandate that the communal properties of pueblos, including all their farmland, 

were to be broken up and divided into individual private holdings” (Hart, 2005: 62). 

According to liberal thinkers at the time, Ley Lerdo “would precipitate the conversion of 

communal land into numerous independently owned small plots” and, as with Law 89, it 

was intended “to increase agricultural productivity while creating a class of small-scale 

farmers” (Hart, 2005: 63). Instead of economically empowering these farmers, however, 

the Ley Lerdo “facilitated the greater concentration of large properties in a few hands, 

and the simultaneous creation of an impoverished mass of landless rural laborers with no 

realistic alternatives to hacienda employment” (Hart, 2005: 64). 

Importantly, Colombia’s Law 89 of 1890 did not actually decree the dissolution of 

indigenous communal lands and in fact became the legal cornerstone by which many 

indigenous peoples tried to stop the dissolution of resguardos that was systematically 

attempted at the time. In response to this unexpected use of the law’s protections, the 

state moved to enact Law 55 of April 29, 1905. Its first article proclaimed, “The Nation 

ratifies and confirms the judicial and legal declaration made regarding vacant extensions 

of land such as resguardos, and also that they will be sold in public auctions and 

recognized as a legal property title bought by their auctioneers” (quoted in Sánchez, 

1997: 345). Thus, the law tried to stop the territorial claims presented by numerous 

indigenous communities based on the recognition of the resguardo titles from colonial 

times.  



 

 

157 

The clear intention of the 1905 law to strip indigenous communities of land and 

rights gave rise to the Lamista
64

 movement in the 1920s. This movement was one of the 

first indigenous mobilizations to resist state policies directed to indigenous peoples. The 

Lamista movement demanded the restoration of indigenous territorial rights through 

resguardos, defended indigenous political autonomy and demanded respect for traditional 

customs and languages. Although the movement’s results were ambiguous, it set a 

fundamental precedent for the Colombia’s indigenous cause of the second half of the 20
th

 

century. From that point on, indigenous organizations promoted familiarity with national 

indigenous legislation as the starting point for political mobilization and organized 

formally into the Consejos Regionales Indígenas (Indigenous Regional Councils); these 

were their primary strategies for achieving specific demands from the Colombian state.  

A series of new indigenous laws over the years invariably repeated the established 

terms of indigenous cultural integration and resguardo dissolution. In the meantime, the 

Colombian state saw an urgent need to create a specialized unit for managing indigenous 

affairs, so in 1960 it created the División de Asuntos Indígenas (Division for Indigenous 

Affairs) as part of the Ministerio de Gobierno (Ministry of Government). Shortly 
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 Manuel Quintín Lame (1880-1967) was the leader of this movement. He was a Nasa indigenous person 

from the Cauca region in the Colombian Andes, who experienced discrimination and labor exploitation 

while working for landowners. In 1938, Lame dictated to his secretary a book titled En defensa de mi raza 

(In Defense of my Race) in which he states the philosophical and cosmological foundations of his thought. 

This book remained a manuscript for a long time and was first published in 1971 (Lame, 1971). Aside from 

the document’s value in and of itself, it is interesting that the Consejo Regional Indígena de Cauca (Cauca 

Regional Indigenous Counsel, or CRIC)—without a doubt, the most important indigenous organization in 

the country’s recent history—used En defensa de mi raza as the ideological platform to reanimate 

indigenous struggle in the 1970s, as well as as the indoctrination source for young indigenous political 

leaders. Moreover, opposition to the structural conditions of discrimination, marginalization and violence 

felt by a group of indigenous peoples from Cauca allowed for the creation of the first indigenous guerrilla 

group in Colombia: the Movimiento Armado Quintín Lame (Armed Movement Quintin Lame, or MAQL), 

which emerged in 1977 and was demobilized in 1991 (Espinosa, 1996).  
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afterward, the Agrarian Reform Law 135 of 1961 gave the Instituto Colombiano de 

Reforma Agraria-Incora (Colombian Institute for Agrarian Reform) the ability to 

subdivide resguardos into small properties at residents’ request. But it also included 

orders to further expand already existing resguardos (Gros, 1991: 221; cf. Del Cairo, 

2003c). In its ambiguity, the law allowed for the creation of new resguardos and offered 

guarantees for existing ones
65

, but at the same time limited access to state credit and 

technical assistance for indigenous peoples who did not have individual property titles. In 

practical terms, therefore, the Agrarian Reform Law stipulated the privatization of 

communal indigenous property.  

Shortly afterward, foreign government advisers designed the country’s first Plan 

Nacional Indigenista (Indigenist National Program), which, among other objectives, 

sought to “provide the indigenous peoples with a new type of land ownership that both 

protects and expands production and also stimulates income and consumption” (Burgos 

and Pesántez, 1967: 779). At the same time, the state promoted the integration of 

indigenous communities by slowly inducing cultural change through education programs 

(Valencia, 1972: 1293). With the creation of the Consejo Nacional de Política 

Indigenista (National Counsel for Indigenist Policy) in 1971, the need to protect 

communities from disintegration began to be identified as a priority, as well as the 

imperatives of connecting them to processes of national development and resolving the 

“central” problem affecting them: limited access to land (González, n.d.: 8). Protecting 
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 Article 29 of Law 185, 1961 states: “Properties that are occupied by indigenous communities or that they 

use as their habitat cannot be adjudicated as vacant terrains, except for the particular case in which the land 

will be used in constituting a resguardo.” And article 94 states: “The Instituto de Reforma Agraria [Institute 

for Agrarian Reform] will constitute, after consulting the Ministry of Government, resguardos benefiting 

indigenous groups or tribes that do not have them” (Sánchez, 1997: 348). 
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these “poor and uneducated” societies had to operate “within the clear lines of respecting 

their cultural, social and economic self-determination” since “the Indian […] represents 

the most authentic national values; values that entail beautiful examples of artistic 

production and the conservation of a culture that needs to be studied when aiming to find 

the country’s definition of its own values” (González, n.d.: 8). Thus, it was not until the 

1970s that some groups within state institutions started to vindicate, albeit timidly, 

indigenous peoples’ right to self-determination. Nevertheless, the reasoning behind said 

demands was the same used by the americanistas in the 19
th

 century: nostalgia for 

indigenous communities who had left reminders of their glorious past through artistic 

legacies (goldsmith pieces, sculpture on stones or monumental constructions, etc.) (cf. 

Pineda, 1997).  

 

Indigenous Mobilizations and State Repression 

 Ethnic social movements in Colombia had a marginal place in the context of 

collective actions in the second half of the 20
th

 century and were usually encompassed by 

wider movements linked to, for example, class struggles (Archila, 2008). Nevertheless, 

the Colombian indigenous organizations’ struggle started to get national attention in the 

1970s when theirs and the Colombian state’s positions radicalized because of the 

impossibility of solving the “central problem” that fueled indigenous mobilizations in the 

Andean region, namely limited access to productive lands. In that decade, the Colombian 

indigenous movement started a second phase after the mobilizations led by Manuel 

Quintín Lame during the first decades of the 20
th

 century. The state tried to appease the 
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growing demands of indigenous peoples for land titles by enacting Decreto 2117 of 1969, 

which created the institution of reservas indígenas (indigenous reservations). On these 

reservations, indigenous peoples had the right to profit from working the land, but the 

state kept property rights to it, in contrast with the resguardo, which allowed indigenous 

peoples to keep their own property rights.  

The reservations were established as a temporary measure to protect indigenous 

collective territories while looking forward to their voluntary dissolution by fully and 

successfully integrating indigenous peoples (Sánchez, 1997: 348-349). Perhaps not 

surprisingly, the reservation decree was not well received by the indigenous peoples—

among other things, because it went against Law 31 of 1967, which ratified the ILO 107 

Convention concerning the Protection and Integration of Indigenous and Other Tribal and 

Semi-Tribal Populations in Independent Countries of 1957, hereafter ILO C 107. In 

article 11, the Convention bestowed “collective and individual property rights over 

ancestral land to the members of the community” (ILO, 1957). According to indigenous 

leaders, the resguardo, and not the indigenous reservation, was the only appropriate legal 

recognition of that right. Land pressures in the Andes and inter-Andean valleys in the 

mid-20
th

 century, combined with agrarian reform on behalf of campesinos (peasants) and 

indigenous peoples who needed land, caused many communities to believe that forceful 

recuperación (recovery) or reoccupation of land from big haciendas was the only 

effective way to vindicate their territorial rights.  
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 The pressure for land, the predominance of colonial models for exploiting 

indigenous labor such as “terrajería”
66

, and the infringement of the rights of indigenous 

populations motivated an unprecedented form of political organization in February 1971: 

the Consejo Regional Indígena del Cauca (Cauca Regional Indigenous Counsel, hereafter 

CRIC). As the first indigenous council in the country, CRIC became the model for 

indigenous organizations throughout Colombia. It stimulated the formation of similar 

indigenous organizations in other regions of the country, opposed the integration 

strategies of the Colombian state,
67

 and focused its struggle on three main axes, namely 

territory, autonomy and culture.
68

 From that moment forward, indigenous peoples located 

in the Andean region, mainly in the Departamento of Cauca, carried out an aggressive 

land reoccupation campaign.
69

 

 The government was quick to label land reoccupations as revolutionary strategies 

promoted by communist guerrillas to incite indigenous peoples against state and private 
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 Lorenzo Muelas, one of the most recognized Colombian indigenous leaders in recent decades, defines 

“terrajería” as “a particularly oppressive type of lease contract imposed in Indigenous people that 

demanded labor as a means of payment or its equivalent in cash in exchange for being able to stay on the 

lands that have belonged to their ancestors. If people do not pay, punishment could be expulsion, insults 

and all kinds of physical pain” (Muelas, 2005: 118). 
67

 CRIC’s position regarding the integration strategies was summarized in one of the items included in its 

“Documento de discusión sobre el marco ideológico del movimiento indígena” (Document to Discuss the 

Ideological Framework of the Indigenous Movement), an internal document of the organization that claims 

that the “ruling classes’ argument that proposes the integration of indigenous peoples to national life as 

necessary […] is absolutely destructive to indigenous communities, seeking political, economic and 

cultural domination, promoting dispossession, expropriation and the dissolution of the resguardo, disdain 

for the cultural and indigenous values and the complete subjugation of our people. Against it, we, the 

indigenous people, organize and fight” (quoted in Gros and Morales, 2009: 271). 
68

 In fact, between 1971 and 1986, 15 new indigenous organizations were constituted with different levels 

of organizational development and local and regional character (Avirama and Márquez, 1994: 84). 
69

 The indigenous movement took back important portions of land from haciendas belonging to big 

landowners in the region. Around 1974, they amounted to 10,000 hectares. Twenty years later, the amount 

was 70,000 hectares, producing a true agrarian reform, the one that Incora never implemented (Gros, 1991: 

189 and 2010: 77). Obviously, these recuperation processes generated several violent confrontations 

producing dozens of casualties.  
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property. Some factions in the central government started promoting the idea that 

indigenous organizations were turning into a destabilizing factor for social order. 

Evidently, CRIC was influenced to some degree by the revolutionary discourse of the 

time but soon distanced itself from the ideological direction taken by the Asociación 

Nacional de Usuarios Campesinos (National Peasant Association, or ANUC), an 

organization CRIC was close to at the beginning. Some saw in that strategy a justification 

to force the conversion of indigenous peoples into peasants (cf. Archila, 2008: 403). 

Making the most of their supposedly close relationship with leftist guerrillas such as 

FARC, Movimiento 19 de Abril-M19 (April 19
th

 Movement) or Ejército de Liberación 

Nacional-ELN (National Liberation Army), CRIC and other indigenous organizations 

demanded respect for their independence and autonomy, using the association as political 

leverage to achieve their goals. Eventually, armed actors forced indigenous peoples to 

“take sides” and many of those who insisted on maintaining ideological independence 

were declared military targets. Violence against indigenous peoples got worse, causing 

the formation of the Movimiento Armado Quintín Lame (Armed Movement Quintín 

Lame) in 1977, a “self-defense” indigenous guerrilla movement seeking to protect the 

indigenous population from the abuse of armed forces like the military, the leftist 

guerrillas, and the paramilitary groups serving private interests (Espinosa, 1996).  

 Indigenous resistance to state dissolution of resguardos, the use of direct action in 

retaking land, and the suspicious proximity to leftist guerrillas that some state agents 

attributed to selected indigenous factions caused the Colombian government to try to pass 

the Estatuto Nacional Indígena (National Indigenous Statute) in 1979. It was not 
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implemented because it generated strong opposition from the indigenous movement. In 

fact, although it had the intention of promoting bilingual education and respect for 

indigenous cultures, the statute also gave the government the ability to define who was an 

indigenous person, supervise their authorities and decide whether an indigenous 

organization was legal or illegal according to its supposed ties to leftist movements. Also, 

it only recognized the “presumption” that indigenous peoples owned their lands; thus, the 

statute “[could] be considered a war machine for a government set on resolving as soon 

as possible the indigenous problem that infuriates it more every day” (Gros, 1991: 222). 

 But the thinking behind the failed National Indigenous Statute was that 

indigenous peoples had become dangerous in the eyes of a state unconditionally aligned 

with the “national security” hemispheric doctrine promoted by the United States 

government. Thus, the state found it necessary to take measures to stop social 

mobilizations that threatened the internal legal order. In order to do so, some government 

groups saw the need to develop legal mechanisms to legitimize the repression of the 

indigenous movement. Still, the state failed to coopt “Indigenous affairs” using such a 

strategy and generated the opposite effect, sparking unity and strengthening the 

indigenous movement at a regional and also national level. This process culminated in 

February 1982 with the foundation of the Organización Nacional Indígena de Colombia 

(National Indigenous Organization of Colombia, hereafter ONIC). ONIC’s political 

agenda specifically aimed to reformulate formal aspects of Law 89 of 1890 and demand 

its implementation in relation to territorial and autonomy rights.  
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The ‘Política Amazónica’  

After the repression of the indigenous movement implemented during the presidency 

of Julio César Turbay (1978-1982), the government of conservative Belisario Betancur 

(1982-1986) introduced sensible changes to the indigenous policy; among other 

measures, it recognized ONIC as the state’s mediator for indigenous affairs and a 

legitimate representative of indigenous communities (Rappaport, 1994: 16). The strategy 

of confrontation between state and indigenous organizations started to be replaced by one 

based on negotiation. Some analysts see this change of paradigm as a response to the 

convergence of two significant developments: indigenous organizations’ ideological and 

political rupture with revolutionary movements and the state’s reassessment of its 

perception of indigenous peoples (Peñaranda, 2009). A detailed analysis of what 

happened in the second half of the 1980s reveals that, although Betancur’s administration 

chose a strategy of dialogue over confrontation with the indigenous movement, it was 

Virgilio Barco’s (1986-1990) government that enacted a true transformation in the legal 

and symbolic conceptualization of indigenous peoples in Colombia. In fact, liberal 

president Barco saw the development of an integral policy for the Amazon as the central 

strategy of his administration regarding ethnic and environmental affairs.  

In April 1988, he declared, “we Colombians need to revalue the image we have of 

the indigenous population” (Barco, 1990b: 22). This was an explicit reference to 

overcoming the paternalistic and discriminatory perceptions of indigenous peoples, based 

on their alleged moral and racial inferiority and popular among the elites since colonial 
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times. The journalistic photos of the event captured commonplace scenes of a Colombian 

president visiting Amazonian Indigenous Peoples’ territory (see Figure 10). 

  Figure 10. President Barco visiting the Amazon in 1988. 

 

Front page photo from El 

Tiempo on April 25
th
, 1988, 

under the title “Indigenous 

President.” On the bottom, it 

reads: “President Virgilio Barco 

had a useful interview with his 

Peruvian colleague Alan García. 

Accompanied by his wife 

Carolina, the Colombian 

president visited “La Chorrera” 

in the Amazonian jungle on the 

border with Perú. There, he 

granted land to Indigenous 

peoples, who gave [Barco] 

feathered ornaments distinctive 

of the tribes from the region”. 

Barco formulated the discursive reevaluation of indigenous peoples on a carefully 

chosen symbolic stage. He declared the transfer of Predio Putumayo lands under 

indigenous control in order to convert it into the “World’s largest Indian reserve” (Barco, 

1990a: 185). The Predio Putumayo comprised more than 6 million hectares; its control 

was disputed for decades by the Colombian and Peruvian governments. In fact, it was the 

area in which the infamous Peruvian rubber company Casa Arana had created a forced 

labor and terror regime in the early 20
th

 century, leaving thousands of indigenous people 

dead (Taussig, 1987; Pineda, 2000). In the 1980s, the Colombian government paid for 

these lands to end Peruvian claims to it, and to create a resguardo.  
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 In essence, Barco’s administration established the legal criteria to turn 

environmental management into the primary node of connection between the Colombian 

state and indigenous communities. This strategy started to surface in promotional 

documents for the Amazonian region, such as the compilation titled Colombia Amazónica 

(Amazonian Colombia), a coffee-table book published in 1987. But this trend was made 

official a couple of years later, with the publication of a policy entitled “Policy of the 

National Government in Defense of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and the Ecological 

Conservation of the Amazon Basin”, briefly known as Política Amazónica. Said policy 

comprised a set of actions by state institutions headed by the Departamento Nacional de 

Planeación (National Department of Planning) to “convert the Colombian Amazon into a 

great territory legally protected by establishing of Reservations [resguardos], Parks and 

Nature Reserves, so as to turn into reality the preservation of the immeasurable cultural 

and ecological riches which are found there” (República de Colombia, 1990: 65).  

 Política Amazónica represents the first time a government program has ever 

presented a set of principles and institutional actions aimed at compensating the historic 

debt the Colombian state owes the indigenous communities. Notably, indigenous people 

were portrayed positively because they were believed to hold a deep knowledge of the 

environment they inhabit, and also have a set of skillful techniques for making sure 

resource use remain sustainable. As former President Barco stated: “The forest and the 

indigenous inhabitants constitute a biotic-cultural structure of marvelously subtle 

integration. The traditional forms of life matches nature.” (Barco, 1990a: 184). This 

essentialized, traditionalized perception was useful for legitimizing and naturalizing the 
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way in which the Colombian state had to relate to indigenous peoples from that point 

forward, as well as for managing their affairs and intervening in their territories. At the 

time, the Colombian indigenous state policy experienced a historic breaking point that 

left behind the strategies of extinction that for almost two centuries tried to dissolve 

resguardos and integrate indigenous peoples with the nation. The government also 

effectively gave up on criminalizing indigenous organizations that prevailed in the late 

1970s, a de facto recognition of the inefficacy of this strategy to counteract the 

indigenous mobilizations intensifying in the highlands. 

 Política Amazónica openly states why Amazonian indigenous knowledge 

coincides with the Colombian government’s environmental agenda: 

The dynamic basis of supply and redistribution [of the Amazonian 

Indigenous Peoples] is founded in the cosmic vision they have of resources 

(vital energy), as well as their limited supply which neither increases or 

decreases. […] This vision of the recycling of energy between the owners of 

men, the maloqueros
70

 and animal implies a control of social demand over 

environmental supply and consequently a long term type of administration of 

natural resources and the fairest community distribution possible, 

reaffirming social cohesion which ensures unity of the group for its own 

reproduction. (República de Colombia, 1990: 61) 

 According to the Política Amazónica, indigenous systems of production 

conformed to balanced principles that regulated a system formed by indigenous peoples 
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 This refers to the shamans who own a maloca or traditional longhouse. 
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themselves, animals, and supernatural entities, following a “mythology which establishes 

standards for the management of [the] resources” (República de Colombia, 1990: 144). 

As a result, this system of production guarantees the balance of their components, 

assuring the availability of products and their sustainability over significant periods of 

time. 

 The environmental values attributed by Política Amazónica to indigenous peoples 

contradict the basic principles of the capitalist market, as the latter are focused on 

regulating supply and demand, and maximizing profit. Through state rhetoric, though, a 

radical indigenous alterity is produced, one that emphasizes the state of nature and non-

civilization of the Amazonian indigenous peoples—characteristic also of pre-capitalist 

formations. But this essentialized conceptualization of the indigenous peoples turns out to 

be a requisite for justifying the special rights granted by the government; it must first 

establish a radical difference between indigenous peoples and the rest of the Colombian 

society. The image of “accomplished environmental scientists” is, then, the type of 

Western conceptualization of indigenous peoples that reduces them to natural life alone, 

as if they were thoroughly and incontrovertibly “immersed in the laws of Nature” (Serje, 

2005: 233). Therefore, Política Amazónica introduced into state discourse a profoundly 

efficient equation that prevailed in the environmentalist movement of the last quarter of 

the 20
th

 century. According to this logic, sustainability is guaranteed if indigenous 

populations manage their fragile ecosystems. Said equation crystallizes the globally 

transcendent desire to protect environmentally strategic areas while establishing a strong 

ideological paradigm for the cultural difference of Amazonian indigenous peoples, 



 

 

169 

turning them into models of environmental virtue to be defended and imitated. All of this 

stems from the fact that native models of nature intervention converge with the principles 

and values of environmentalists. That convergence produces symbolic terrain for 

negotiation, communication and political action (Conklin and Graham, 1995) that can 

even produce a kind of “conceptual symbiosis” between the discourses and practices of 

environmental activists and indigenous peoples (Hornborg, 1994). 

 Política Amazónica rationale on indigeneity is based on anthropological expert 

knowledge. The document itself explicitly expresses this:  

In the case of the cultures of the Colombian Amazon, Gerardo Reichel-Dolmatoff 

showed fifteen years ago how the cosmology, mythology and ritual of the distinct 

groups show a precise ecological vision, which expresses itself in social and 

economic regulation, which maintains the equilibrium between their necessities and 

the capacity of their natural surroundings. (Barco, 1990a: 184-185) 

 In fact, Gerardo Reichel-Dolmatoff
71

 published a series of studies on the 

environmental perceptions of the Tucano Indians from the Amazon that became a 

template for repositioning indigenous peoples within Colombia’s social imaginaries 

(Langebaeck, 2005). In his famous essay Cosmology as Ecological Analysis: A view from 

the Rain Forest (1976), he described the paradigm shift he had begun to notice in popular 

perceptions of indigenous peoples from the Americas:  

                                                        
71

 Reichel-Dolmatoff (1912-1994) was an influential, self-taught Austrian anthropologist and naturalized 

Colombian citizen. He also founded Colombia’s first Department of Anthropology. For decades he did 

anthropological studies of Colombian indigenous communities, focusing on areas such as Sierra Nevada de 

Santa Marta and the Amazon. 
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It seems that the old stereotypes are disappearing at last; and instead we are 

presented with a new image: the Indian, not only as a highly pragmatic thinker 

and an individual with a sound sense of reality, but also, the Indian as an abstract 

philosopher, a builder of intricate cosmic models, and a planner of sweeping 

moral designs. Also at the same period, in view of current interest in natural 

resources, many scientists and technologists who have turned their attention to the 

tropical rain forest areas of the world, have become concerned with the many 

problems of ecological adaptation which traditional societies have had to solve in 

these environments. In the case of the Amazon Basin it takes a healthy and 

energetic society to cope with the rigorous climatic conditions and with the 

management of easily depleted natural resources, a society that would develop not 

only a set of highly adaptive behavioral rules for survival-framed within effective 

institutional bodies-but, more important still, a society with a coherent belief 

system, with a foundation of strongly motivating values which would make 

endurable the problems of man’s existence in an unpredictable World. (Reichel-

Dolmatoff, 1976: 307-308) 

 Working from the relationship between environment and cosmology, Reichel-

Dolmatoff introduced a framework to analyze and explain the high adaptability 

indigenous communities achieved in the wild and complex environment of the Amazon. 

According to the principles of this relationship, cosmological prescriptions determine a 

“should be” imperative for every individual, preventing him or her from altering the 

natural order of things. This order is characterized by maintaining equilibrium between 
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the different material and spiritual components of the system. And it is precisely the 

notion of system that best characterizes the cosmological thought of these communities:  

In terms of ecological theory, the Tukano thus conceive the world as a system in 

which the amount of energy output is directly related to the amount of input the 

system receives. According to the Tukano, the system handles these inputs in two 

ways: sexual energy which has been repressed in the individual, returns directly to 

the capital of total energy in which the biotic components of the system 

participates; mere health and well-being, resulting from controlled food 

consumption, represent an input which energises also the abiotic components of 

the system, for example, the movements of the stars or meteorological 

phenomena. The individual should never cause a disturbance in this general 

equilibrium, that is, he should never use energy without restoring it as soon as 

possible. (Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1976: 310) 

The shaman is the axis of the knowledge around which strategies for maintaining 

the system’s equilibrium are prescribed to the rest of the community. The shaman’s deep 

knowledge of cosmology is achieved through systematic observation of the natural world, 

while the endurance of his wisdom rests with the natives’ constant dedication and efforts 

on behalf of an ordered, ever-balanced world:  

Among the Indians there is usually little interest in new knowledge that might be 

used for exploiting the environment more effectively and there is little concern for 

maximizing short-term gains or for obtaining more food or raw-materials than are 

actually needed. But there is always a great deal of interest in accumulating more 
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factual knowledge about biological reality and, above all, about what the physical 

world requires from man. This knowledge, the Indians believe, is essential for 

survival because man must bring himself into conformity with nature if he wants 

to exist as part of nature’s unity, and must fit his demands to nature’s 

availabilities. (Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1976: 310-311) 

 Illness holds great explanatory power within this context, specifically when trying 

to understand why people follow strict rules on resource use even when these restrictions 

tend to contravene individual needs and desires. According to Reichel-Dolmatoff, illness 

is explained culturally as an imbalance in the bigger system that includes human, animal 

and supernatural entities. Thus, the therapeutic function of the shaman becomes vital to 

seeing the community as an integrated and compact whole:  

It might be said then that a Tukano shaman does not have individual patients; his 

task is to cure a social malfunctioning. The diseased organism of the patient is 

secondary in importance and will be treated eventually, both empirically and 

ritually, but what really counts is the re-establishment of the rules that will avoid 

overhunting, the depletion of certain plant resources, and unchecked population 

increase. The shaman becomes thus a truly powerful force in the control and 

management of resources. (Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1976: 315) 

In a conclusive manner, Reichel-Dolmatoff argues that the natural and cultural 

domains are not complementary but co-constitutive. By so asserting, he anticipates what 

Descola and Palsson (1996) later characterized as the transition from a dual epistemology 

on the culture-nature relationship to a monist view in which the ontology of nature is co-
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constitutive of the human experience and no domain is reducible to the other (Descola 

and Palsson, 1996: 18). Others have characterized this transition as going from 

compositionalism, in which nature and culture are mutually exclusive domains, to 

functionalism, in which culture is incorporated in nature (Callicott et al., 1999: 24).  

Finally, for Reichel-Dolmatoff, the necessary integration of the natural and the 

cultural demands that environmental models for human intervention in the Amazonian 

ecosystems need to be tightly regulated by the cosmology:  

The cosmological myths which express the Tukano world-view do not describe 

Man’s Place in Nature in terms of dominion, of mastery over a subordinate 

environment, nor do they in any way express the notion of what some of us might 

call a sense of ‘harmony with nature.’ Nature, in their view, is not a physical 

entity apart from man and, therefore, he cannot confront it or oppose it or 

harmonise with it as a separate entity. Occasionally man can unbalance it by his 

personal malfunctioning as a component, but he never stands apart from it. Man is 

taken to be a part of a set of supra-individual systems which-be they biological or 

cultural-transcend our individual lives and within which survival and the 

maintenance of a certain quality of life are possible only if all other life forms too 

are allowed to evolve according to their specific needs, as stated in cosmological 

myths and traditions. (Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1976: 318) 
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Indigenous Peoples as Environmentalists in International Law 

 

Ideas like Reichel-Dolmatoff’s exemplify a broader perception of Amazonian 

indigenous peoples as caretakers of the environment, presumably because their cultural 

prescriptions compel them to do so. This argument has been reframed in places beyond 

the Amazonian localities to shape global discourses on indigeneity. These places are 

virtual as well as physical: multilateral agreements, UN meetings, NGOs, indigenous and 

indigenous rights advocates, in addition to mass media. But, why are Amazonian 

indigenous peoples portrayed as environmentalists in these global contexts? Conklin and 

Graham (1995) have introduced the main variables to answer this question. According to 

them, “the middle ground of Amazonian eco-politics” is the symbolic arena that connects 

first world environmental activists and Amazonian indigenous peoples. Both parties 

believe they can take advantage of such alliances to consolidate and promote their own 

political goals. On the one hand, activists provide indigenous peoples with networks, 

lobbying and support in decision-making circles in government and transnational 

industries. On the other hand, indigenous peoples provide activists with the symbolic 

capital that reinforces and authenticates their demands (Conklin and Graham, 1995). It is 

necessary to set in motion Western social imaginaries about the eco-indigenous peoples 

in the mass media because direct contact between activists and indigenous people are not 

that common. In this sense, such media portrayals boost the political support networks of 

these communities and empower their struggle against those interested in taking 

advantage of the natural resources in their territories at all cost.  
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Making indigenous communities visible in the global arena of human rights and 

identity politics therefore cannot be treated as isolated and localized efforts. Instead, these 

are complex transnational endeavors, and their history can be traced to the early 1970s, 

when indigenous communities and their political organizations converged with states, 

NGOs and multilateral institutions (Brysk, 2000).  

The structuring of the “middle ground of eco-politics” that has made Amazonian 

natives strategic allies of the transnational environmental movement did not happen 

within a judicial void, either. On the contrary, a legal framework produced over decades 

and through innumerable local, national and international struggles informed these 

politics. Indigenous peoples, their political organizations and their allies generated a 

transnational network that, among other achievements, promoted the inclusion of 

indigenous peoples’ rights within the broader framework of human rights. For decades, 

international law has provided a stage for analyzing the connections and disconnections 

of local, national and global ideas on indigeneity (Tsing, 2007). Following World War I, 

the League of Nations—the organization that preceded the United Nations and its 

subsidiary ILO—started to address topics related to indigenous minorities’ rights. From 

then on, the most significant advances in terms of indigenous law have belonged to the 

field of international law (cf. Brysk 2000; Niezen 2003). 

 In the second half of the 20
th

 century, a consensus emerged among some liberal 

democratic states, multilateral organizations and human rights NGOs regarding the 

importance of granting rights for ethnic minorities (Anaya, 2004). Nevertheless, there is 

no agreement as to the scope of indigenous peoples’ rights in such areas as communities’ 
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self-determination, territorial autonomy and the exploitation of natural resources located 

inside indigenous territories.  

Partly, the consensus has justified the recognition of these communities’ rights, as 

it understood indigenous peoples to be skilled environmentalists. The cultural precepts 

that guide indigenous peoples’ community life are also seen as establishing strict ways of 

using and managing natural resources that guarantee their sustainability. This principle 

converges with the logics and ethics demanded by the transnational environmental 

movement. In a paper analyzing the implications of the new Colombian state policy on 

indigenous peoples, Bunyard articulates the core view as to why indigenous peoples are 

environmentalists, based on their culture: “The Indians are not ecologists by having 

studied science, but through their culture. That understanding prevents traditional 

communities from committing excesses against the forest and trying to extract more than 

it can give” (Bunyard, 1992: 119). 

 Amidst the worsening global environmental crisis, the growing consensus 

promoted the powerful idea that indigenous peoples have a cultural disposition towards 

environmentalism, thereby closely linking indigenous rights to environmental rights. In 

fact, UNESCO’s 1971 program “Man and the Biosphere” is still considered the starting 

point for alliances between indigenous and environmental rights. For the first time at a 

global, institutional level, preservation of indigenous communities’ “traditional” 

knowledge was promoted as a crucial means for positively affecting the environment. 

Then, in 1972, the Convention for the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural 

Heritage effectively formalized the perception of indigenous people as culturally 
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disposed toward environmentalism. This idea continued to grow through international 

forums and meetings, reaching its peak, according to some analysts, with the 1992 Earth 

Summit, held in Río de Janeiro (Ulloa, 2005).  

But, it was the 1989 ILO C 169 that provided a legal framework with the strength 

of a binding multilateral treaty for treating indigenous people as having a cultural 

disposition toward environmentalism. Its foundations can be traced to revision sessions at 

the core of the 1957 C107. This Convention was the first agreement for indigenous rights 

to come from within the UN system, and it was an attempt to protect millions of 

indigenous laborers in the so-called “Third World” as they left their traditional territories 

and migrated to cities to look for jobs. However, the ILO C107 also followed an 

integrationist approach that would facilitate the incorporation of indigenous and tribal 

populations by the wider society. During the 1980s some indigenous organizations and 

indigenous rights advocates started to feel uncomfortable with the integrationist approach 

of ILO C 107. For that reason, some countries called on the UN to revise the convention, 

a process that led to the ILO C 169. When comparing both conventions, a fundamental 

difference arises: while ILO C 107 was designed to guarantee the rights of indigenous 

minorities in their integration into national societies, ILO C 169 includes rules to 

guarantee the cultural independence of indigenous minorities with regard to the national 

societies that surround them (cf. ILO, 1957; 1989a). In fact, the ILO C 169 introduced a 

set of four principles that deeply impacted how indigenous minorities were to be treated 

in the countries that subscribed to it: a) self-determination was to become a fundamental 

standard by which to define ethnic identity; b) special rights for indigenous communities 
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could not infringe upon their access to citizenship rights; c) policies and actions affecting 

indigenous populations or their territories were to be subject to a prior consultation 

process; and d) development plans were to be reconciled with the communities’ own 

priorities and desires regarding their welfare while respecting their social and cultural 

specificity. The principles that reinforced the perception of indigenous peoples as 

environmentalists can be found in the chapter on land of the ILO C 169. That chapter 

recognizes the spiritual bonds indigenous communities have with the territories in which 

they live, thus establishing the need for guaranteeing indigenous communities’ special 

access rights and control over their traditional territories. At the same time, it recognizes 

the need to protect the natural resources located on those territories (ILO, 1989a).  

It is important to point out that this type of argument belies a particularly risky 

aspect of linking indigenous rights and environmental protection. As described in the 

convention, the idea that cultural “traditions” must be recreated in “traditional” territories 

served ultimately to essentialize indigenous identity. “Traditional” needs to be 

understood as a polysemic term, even though its textual/legal use reduces indigenous 

communities’ specific, variable, quotidian experiences to blanket, “essential categories.” 

Such categories refer to “the discourses of enduring commonalities—common ethnic 

roots and historical pasts, cultural essences, and experiences that are seen as naturally 

binding people together” (Warren and Jackson, 2002: 8). Essentialization thus has 

become a popular framework for dealing with cultural difference in the West, 

conditioning popular ideas of what an indigenous person should be. In fact, Niezen 

(2003) claims that during the 1980s the concept of indigenous was reinvigorated due to 



 

 

179 

the actions of multilateral organizations such as the UN and UNESCO, among others, 

and that it acquired a particular meaning to describe “a primordial identity, to people with 

primary attachments to land and culture, ‘traditional’ people with lasting connections to 

ways of life that have survived ‘from time immemorial’” (2003: 3). Ideas about 

indigenous “culture” ended up resorting to restrictive and essentialized perceptions of 

what individuals from these communities have in common with each other and of what 

sets them far apart from the surrounding West.  

 Paradoxically, current and critical anthropological theory has presented detailed 

analyses of outdated perceptions of categories such as “culture” that tie its purest 

manifestation to a particular geographical stage (Gupta and Ferguson, 1992), but public 

discourses on culture—in legal forms and even those used by indigenous leaders—

rebuild its organic, essentialist and highly cohesive character (Warren and Jackson, 

2002). Therefore, ILO C 169 prescribes for the first time in international law the central 

role of territories in configuring the identity of indigenous communities. At the same 

time, it emphasizes these populations’ concern for taking care of surrounding ecological 

environments.  

It is important to study how the essentialization of cultural difference forms the 

foundation of perceptions and treatment of indigenous people in international law. This 

essentialization operates through restrictive uses of categories such as culture, ethnicity or 

identity, which are appropriated not only by lawyers but also by indigenous 

spokespersons and leaders. But, it is because of this essentialization, and not in spite of it, 

that indigenous minorities have received a set of special rights in defense of those same 
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cultural differences. Ultimately, Western desires around cultural alterity drive perceptions 

of indigenous peoples as culturally disposed to environmentalism and shape legal, 

political and social interactions between ethnic (indigenous organizations, leaders and 

communities) and non-ethnic actors (states, multilateral organizations, NGOs, 

institutions, etc.). Essentialized biases pervade these interactions, forcing indigenous 

representatives to adjust the form and the content of their discourses to legitimize their 

demands (Graham, 2002). As Hecht and Cockburn argued more than 20 years ago: 

native peoples of the [Amazon] region now have a voice and speak with passion 

in a language that most people understand better than the patois of the 

environmentalists, developers or technocrats (…) They make arguments that 

anyone can understand, and this makes their voices in the end more powerful and 

moving. (1989: 219) 

Still, attempting to enact the pre-written script of an honest, simple and direct 

indigenous person means many spokespersons and the communities they represent fall 

short of their aspirations for economic liberation and social mobility; if they were to 

express the true extent of their demands, they would transgress the arbitrary limits of the 

“traditional,” as I will show in Chapter 5. 

 

Anthropological Knowledge and Public Policy 

As mentioned, Política Amazónica was inspired by anthropological accounts of 

how Amazonian indigenous people managed their lands in a sustainable way and 

specifically because their cultural patterns compelled them to do so. But, how did 



 

 

181 

anthropological knowledge permeate the perception of indigenous peoples found in 

Política Amazónica? The explanation lies with the government experts who were in 

charge of developing this policy. Indeed, the División de Asuntos Indígenas (Division for 

Indigenous Affairs) of the Ministry of Government was in charge of its design. At the 

time, it was headed by Martin Von Hildebrand, an anthropologist of Irish and German 

descent born in the United States and naturalized as a Colombian citizen. Von Hildebrand 

received his Ph.D. in France after working for several years among Amazonian 

indigenous peoples. In addition to the family ties that connected him to Reichel-

Dolmatoff (Von Hildebrand was married to his daughter), he had significant intellectual 

affinity with the Austrian anthropologist. In an interview about his interpretation of the 

political and institutional framework in which Política Amazónica was created, Von 

Hildebrand explained to me the role Reichel-Dolmatoff played in his perception of the 

Amazonian natives: 

Firstly, Reichel-Dolmatoff was self-taught. He did not study anthropology. He 

studied medicine first, then art [...]. Reichel was an ethnographer. Reichel learned 

by reading books and writing. There he really influenced me, indisputably [...]. I 

went to the Amazon because of Reichel. He told me: ‘Go there to the Tanimukas 

because nobody has been with them’ [...]. So, Reichel unquestionably influenced 

me. The books I read also, from Counterfeit Paradise by Betty Meggers, which was 

one of the first readings I did about the forests, to Desana by Reichel that began to 

open my perspectives, to help me ask questions, to find things [...], his work on 
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Sierra Nevada also influenced me, all his articles about the Kogui temples and ‘the 

loom of life’. (Von Hildebrand, June 21, 2011)
72

 

 Martin Von Hildebrand’s position as director of the Division for Indigenous 

Affairs of the Ministry of Government was preceded by his work as head of the 

Secretaría de Asuntos Indígenas (Secretary for Indigenous Affairs) in the presidential 

campaing of liberal candidate Alfonso López in early 1980s.
73

 At that time Von 

Hildebrand produced a short but influential document, entitled “Bases for Defining a 

Liberal Party policy on Indigenous Peoples” (Von Hildebrand, n.d.).
74

 There, he 

described what the government had to do on indigenous matters in order to consolidate a 

socio-democratic model in Colombia. The document covered twenty-one principles and 

objectives aimed at ensuring respect, autonomy and the self-determination of indigenous 

peoples in the framework of the international conventions Colombia had already ratified 

at the time.  

Although López lost the election, the Von Hildebrand’s text continued circulating 

within the Liberal Party. When Virgilio Barco, the Liberal candidate in the 1986 

elections, won the presidential race, he called upon Von Hildebrand to discuss 

government strategies to support the Amazonian communities, subsequently appointing 
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 In this case I use the actual name to refer the interviewee because he has public recognition at a national 

level.  
73

 Alfonso López was a former liberal President (1974-1978), who ran again for the Presidency in the early 

1980s but was not reelected. 
74

 After he resigned from his position in the government, Von Hildebrand founded Fundación Gaia, an 

NGO focused on supporting indigenous, cultural and environmental processes in the Colombian Amazon. 

Since then, he has received international recognizement for his work, including the Right Livelihood 

Award (Alternative Nobel Prize), and the Skoll Prize (See: www.gaiaamazonas.org). 
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him director of the Division for Indigenous Affairs of the Ministry of Government, the 

highest authority in the country’s indigenista policy. In Von Hilderband’s words: 

Barco wanted me to help him make a two-page document for a Deluxe Edition 

book [on the Amazon]
75

. Barco and I wrote the introduction to that book. The 

Minister of Agriculture told [Barco] I knew the Amazon, and that he should call 

me. [He did], and I started to discuss the issue with Barco, and we spent at least a 

month or more in which he called me every second and we talked about topics 

related to indigenous peoples. And he said, “Include, include things, include what 

you want, and put what you want.” And he encouraged me and I included things. 

And once it was published and he read it, he said, “Now come here: Let’s 

accomplish this!” Then, he said, “We are going to give them [the Indigenous 

peoples] that land.” I even remember he said to me, “How much land is it?” I 

panicked because there were six million hectares, and I had not told him how many 

hectares [...]. I timidly told him, “Mister President, there are about three million 

hectares.” He said, “How much is the Predio Putumayo in its entirety?” I said, “Six 

million hectares.” And [he] said, “Why are you taking away three million hectares 

from the indigenous peoples?” I told him, “No, mister President, no, no. I thought I 

should go step by step, but this is perfect. Let us go once and for all with the six 

(million hectares).”  

The President was enthusiastic [about it] and honestly, unless we try to give another 

explanation, it is not easy, but he had an emotional relationship with the Motilones 
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 He refers to a coffee-table book on the Colombian Amazon where President Barco wrote a short 

introductory article (see Barco, 1987). 
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because the Concesión Barco [Barco Concession] apparently was tough on 

indigenous peoples. And I cannot confirm that because he never talked to me about 

it. (Von Hildebrand, June 21, 2011) 

The Concesión Barco was one of the first oil deposits conceded to private parties in 

the history of the country. It was located in the northeast of Colombia, in the forests of 

Catatumbo on the border with Venezuela. In 1905, Virgilio Barco’s grandfather, General 

Virgilio Barco Martínez, was given this controversial concession.
76

 Although, as Von 

Hildebrand himself recognizes, it is very difficult to corroborate that Barco implemented 

this indigenista strategy as a way to compensate for the disastrous impact caused by that 

concession on the Bari Indigenous peoples,
77

 it is a plausible partial explanation: 

I do not have another explanation; except that [Barco] was a hardcore liberal [...]. I 

would say that, above all, it was part of his liberal attitude [...]. There was a liberal 

team and Barco was very clear, he understood very clearly that forests were to be 

protected and that the best protectors are the indigenous peoples. So you have to 

give land to the indigenous peoples and they have rights as any other group of 

people. I do not have another explanation. And that would have never happened 

before Barco or after Barco. I was fortunate to be in the government; I met with 

Barco and we understood each other. But after Barco it would have been 
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 Although General Barco did not comply with certain requirements of the contract, he unilaterally gave 

the concession to U.S. Oil Companies. For decades, his family received significant income in exchange for 

giving up their rights to these multinationals, priced at nearly 22 million dollars (cf. Concha, 1981: 139). 
77

 As is usually the case in this type of extractive economy, the impact of oil exploitation was very negative 

for the population in the region, and particularly for the indigenous peoples in the area known as Motilones 

or Bari, who fought against the oil companies to defend their territories. The government practically 

declared war on the Bari (Roldán quoted in Salazar, 2005) as it was in charge of providing security for the 

oil companies and pledged to “repel hostility or attacks of tribes or savages who dwell in the regions that 

are part of the territories mentioned in this contract” (Ley 80 of 1931 quoted in Salazar, 2005: 31). 
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impossible to give half of the Amazon to indigenous peoples; half of the Amazon 

and the National Parks. [...] Barco had a more open liberal attitude of wanting to 

see through other people’s eyes. (Von Hildebrand, June 21, 2011) 

It is clear that the origin of Política Amazónica was not simply President Barco’s 

intention of redeeming per se a moral family or national debt owed to communities who 

had been demographically decimated, and whose territories had been systematically 

threatened from the time of the colonial period until the second half of the 20
th

 century. 

This policy originated above all from the need to consolidate the state’s strategic position 

vis-à-vis the indigenous communities so the latter would support state policy along 

frontier territories.  

Política Amazónica operated within a logic of “state spatialization” (Ferguson and 

Gupta, 2002) that established a hierarchy between the Amazonian area and other regions 

of the country serving state interests. Amazonian areas accrued differential value as 

natural settings in which indigenous peoples lived in stereotyped harmony with their 

surroundings. The state’s interests were further served and legitimized insofar as the 

Indian-as-environmentalist trope also crystallized global environmentalist rhetoric. In 

fact, the state’s focus on the Colombian Amazon made regional problems globally 

relevant, and highlighted universal human responsibility for its problems (Barco, 1990a). 

Von Hildebrand rightly points out how Política Amazónica served Barco’s administration 

by simultaneously addressing an international negotiation agenda and strengthening 

governance in frontier territories. As to the first, he says: 
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Barco opted for an anti-drug and environmental policy. Barco also sought 

advantages [in] lowering rates for exporting Colombian products to the European 

Union and succeeded. He managed to promote the trade of Colombian products in 

exchange for adopting environmental policies and fighting against drugs [...]. But 

anyway, the rights of indigenous peoples were in the air; in the ILO, there were 

discussions on the environment, anti-drug policies on the environment, there was 

the Brundtland Commission, ‘Our common future’, anyway [...], we had a good 

atmosphere with a President [like Barco], and I was there after having lived in the 

Amazon, and convinced of the autonomy of indigenous peoples. (Von Hildebrand, 

June 21, 2011) 

Política Amazónica was carefully connected with a strategy to make visible at a 

global scale the achievements of the Colombian government in protecting ethnic and 

environmental diversity. Indeed, the Division for Indigenous Affairs of the Ministry of 

Government had a very active role in the Colombian mission to the ILO meetings in 

Geneva in 1988. The objective was to revise the ILO C 107 of 1957, and Von Hildebrand 

attended as a member of the Colombian delegation. There, the Colombian delegation 

proposed progressive approaches aimed at broadening the base and scope of indigenous 

peoples’ rights in international law. Colombia, sometimes in association with 

representatives from other (mainly Latin American) countries, headed the discussion to 

(a) denominate indigenous communities as Peoples; (b) legally recognize forms of self-

government; (c) call their traditional living spaces territories; (d) recognize the holistic 

dimension of indigenous traditional medicine; (e) ensure that the institutions in charge of 
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indigenous affairs had enough resources to carry out their duties; (f) recognize the 

collective legal personhood of indigenous communities; and (g) guarantee the right of 

indigenous communities to be consulted before implementing education programs for 

their members (see ILO, 1989b, 1989c, 1989d). Some of these proposals were rejected 

while others were included in the official text of the Convention. However, when meeting 

transcripts are analyzed, one realizes that the main strategy of the Colombian mission was 

to emphasize the connection between the ecological and cultural dimensions to justify the 

new scope of indigenous peoples’ rights in international law. The head of the Colombian 

government mission to ILO negotiations summarized their strategy this way: 

When the ILO decided to revise the Indigenous and Tribal Populations 

Convention, 1957 (No. 107), it was of great significance: on the one hand, it 

demonstrated that its scope of influence covered all human groups who make the 

effort of working towards building their life, and on the other hand, it recognized 

that 32 years after the Convention was introduced, it was necessary to make 

adjustments in order to update it with developments in people’s rights, human 

rights, the understanding of others and the awareness of the importance of 

ecosystems. Colombia participated in that meeting in that spirit, based on the fact 

that 22 years ago it ratified Convention No. 107. Since then, it had developed a 

comprehensive policy for indigenous peoples that was conducive to coexistence 

and to the recognition of their fundamental rights. In fact, Colombia has respected 

the right of ownership, and, by virtue of that, more than 12 million hectares of the 

Colombian Amazon region has been recognized as the territory of these peoples. 
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Similarly, it has made great efforts to provide basic services, protect their 

fundamental rights, particularly their social and cultural integrity, and develop 

participatory mechanisms with them that allow them to decide on the policies, 

plans and actions that affect them. This policy is closely linked to environmental 

policy which aims to manage, protect, recover and make a sustainable use of 

natural resources, especially in the fragile ecosystems of the Amazonian 

environment, where my Government considers indigenous peoples to be the key 

protectors of those resources. (ILO, 1989d: 18) 

It is clear that the conservation agenda outlined in Política Amazónica aligned 

with the growing rhetoric of international law regarding indigenous peoples and equating 

them with environmental protectors.  

Despite the prominence acquired by the Colombian mission to the Geneva 

negotiations over Convention 169 of the ILO, and despite its presumed progressive 

position in defense of collective indigenous rights, the outcome was not satisfactory. 

According to the assessment made by the head of the Colombian diplomatic mission,  

At the end of the revision of Convention No. 107, there is no doubt that it 

achieved significant progress in the recognition of the authenticity of indigenous 

peoples, their customs and cultures, as well as their health and education. The 

integrationist and paternalistic approach from the past has been overcome. In 

these areas, Convention No. 107 has been enriched. On the contrary, in other 

areas, we have serious concerns. While trying to produce a comprehensive and 

flexible document, it has left room for free interpretation of terms and concepts 



 

 

189 

that, although they may be treated differently according to each country’s 

constitutional framework, must be provided with a special definition to ensure 

accuracy in subsequent interpretations. Expressions such as land, territory and 

environment, for example, which were not defined, create confusion once the 

Convention is applied. On the other hand, issues related to subsoil were 

mentioned in the draft Convention for the first time, but without delving into 

indigenous peoples rights, not even the protection of their habitat, their cultures 

and the community against the impact of exploitation. Finally, we must regret that 

the opportunity to revise Convention No. 107 and introduce vital issues regarding 

the development of Indigenous peoples was squandered. We wish to emphasize, 

as examples, customary law, its study and structuring, and the protection of 

ecosystems. We consider, therefore, that the resulting text only partially satisfies 

the expectations we had at the start of this process. Colombia, if approved, will 

present the Convention for the consideration of indigenous communities and their 

representative organizations before its ratification by Congress. In any case, 

[Colombia] will continue to enforce policies with a progressive spirit and seeking 

rights recognition on behalf of indigenous people. (ILO, 1989d: 18-19) 

 What is surprising about this conclusion that “regrets” having “wasted” a unique 

historical juncture to empower indigenous peoples rights is that only a few years before, 

the Colombian government had debated how to dismantle the indigenous organizations it 

considered illegal and belligerent. So, Política Amazónica preceded the official position 

of the Colombian government at the ILO C 169 negotiations in Geneva, and it served to 
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fulfill a dual purpose: a) to strengthen its international alliances with governments and 

multilateral agencies who praised their efforts to implement an agenda of protecting 

biological and cultural diversity; and b) to consolidate its governance in peripheral 

regions locked in dispute with illegal armed groups, like drug traffickers and guerrillas. 

The Colombian government also anticipated that the results of Política Amazónica, a plan 

for conservation based on “Amazonian indigenous cultures,” would contribute to the 

“formulation of a model of sustainable development for the Amazon region to be 

presented at the Convention of the Environment and Development in April 1992” (DNP, 

1991: 33). Moreover, under this policy, President Barco states:  

This Government has been emphatic in pointing out that there should be 

guarant[ies] [for] indigenous persons [to] the enjoyment of their rights (…) The 

multiethnic character of the Nation should be recognized and support given to the 

indigenous communities so that they may fully assume their rights as a necessary 

condition for strengthening of democracy (Barco, 1990b: 20).  

A couple of years later, the principle of the “multiethnic character of the Nation” 

will be placed at the node of the multicultural turn with the political Constitution of 1991.  

Regarding the usefulness of Política Amazónica to strengthen internal governance 

in frontier territories, Von Hildebrand argues: 

The important thing is to generate options for Colombians and say, ‘I do not believe 

in private property, I do not believe in individualism.’ Somehow, the moment you 

have a territory as a resguardo or a peasant reservation, you can create your own 

government. The lack of authority over a territory is what creates a lot of conflicts 
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and also, even environmental management [problems]. With the resguardo you say, 

‘We have a large territory here, we have one million hectares and we are going to 

organize them: administrative centers will be saved, we do this, we do that, and we 

make decisions.’ But when they do not have that [the resguardo], there is much 

more conflict, there is no government that can get there. [Creating resguardos] is a 

way of setting up government opportunities and improving governance. I even see 

resguardos as an invention. Yes, it comes from the colonial time, but today in 

Colombia nearly 40 percent of the country is outside of the market, between 

national natural reserves and resguardos […] that produce environmental options, 

that produce collective options, that offer a set of interesting options [...]. It is a 

Colombian invention to look for alternative governance that is interesting to many 

twenty-first century people, it is an option. (Von Hildebrand, June 21, 2011). 

His words make a lot of sense when placed in the historical context of the 

implementation of Política Amazónica. Indeed, the 1980s were dominated by 

unsuccessful peace talks between the government and the FARC, which had historically 

used the Amazon as its strategic region of refuge. In the mid-1980s, FARC’s attempt to 

participate in electoral politics ended with the political genocide
78

 of the militants of 

Unión Patriótica (Patriotic Union), the political party that represented their interests. 

Also at that time, local claims to strengthen democracy and decentralize political power 

began to be increasingly felt. In 1986, one of the most important achievements of these 
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 In Colombia, the media and some scholars opt to call what happened to Unión Patriótica militants 

“genocide” because military and paramilitary forces killed more than 5,000 members of this party in the 

mid-1980s and early 1990s (see Gómez, 2011).  
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efforts came to fruition: the right to elect mayors by popular vote. It was also a moment 

of systematic expansion of coca crops in regions such as the Amazon, the emergence of 

the frontal war against narco-terrorism and international pressure for the protection of 

strategic ecosystems and the defense of the minority rights within the framework of 

human rights. 

 For the Colombian state, the confluence of these factors presented the challenge 

of addressing multidimensional problems and finding structural solutions. Política 

Amazónica used the new way of representing indigenous peoples as culturally disposed 

to environmentalism to strategically intervene in a historically marginal zone, ensuring 

the protection of fragile ecosystems through the certification of resguardos. Resguardos 

and national nature reserves became the main legal ways to manage and administer 

territories in ecological hotspots by virtue of their environmental frailty, cultural diversity 

and socio-economic positioning. Interestingly, resguardos created in peripheral areas of 

the country became territorial spheres of governance, and the cabildos, or authoritative 

bodies that oversaw the resguardos, acted as local guarantors of a new territorial 

management rhetoric within the framework of environmentalism. This strategy was 

further refined in the political Constitution of 1991 (Jackson, 1998; Gros, 2000, 2010).  

In this regard, Política Amazónica should be understood as a strategy to directly 

strengthen state governance in this region historically seen as peripheral and marginal. 

Actions stemming from Política Amazónica were evident: the national government 

pledged to counter-balance the resguardo-liquidation era (1810-1958) by creating more 

than half of the recognized resguardos in the history of Colombia in just three years 
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(1986-1989) (República de Colombia, 1990). Interestingly, it is evident that most areas 

constituted as indigenous resguardos nowadays are located at the periphery of the 

country; particularly in Amazonia and Orinoquia (see Figure 11).  

Figure 11. Location of the indigenous resguardos in Colombia, 2011.
79

 

 

In addition to strengthening the governance in the peripheral territories that became 

resguardos, by equating indigenous peoples with “accomplished environmental 

scientists,” Política Amazónica sought to crystallize some achievements in the sphere of 

transnational support networks for indigenous and ecological initiatives: “The Colombian 

government is convinced that the problem of the tropical rainforests is a global one. Like 
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the problem of drugs, in whose solution all the inhabitant of the planet are involved” 

(Barco, 1990a: 184). Von Hildebrand expresses his perspective on the matter:  

My experience, with the exception of some cases that were successful because of 

an international and national struggle, in general, the ones making political and, 

therefore, economic decisions are not interested in indigenous peoples. The issue of 

fundamental rights, the right to remain different, is not problematic, but what about 

making tough decisions? In my experience, in Europe people are much more 

interested in supporting ecosystem conservation than supporting indigenous 

peoples’ rights. And indeed, we can say that many indigenous peoples’ rights were 

recognized in association with ecosystems because ultimately, they are contributing 

their taxes. And if you go to Europe there are small funds to support cultural 

diversity but there are environmental funds that, in general, are more active. Then, 

one ends up asking environmental funds for money [with the justification that] 

indigenous peoples defend the environment. There is inarguably such a connection. 

But the conservation of the environment goes hand in hand with the [rights] of 

indigenous peoples because [in any other way] I don’t think it would have been 

very easy to grant 25 million hectares to 50,000 or 60,000 natives of 55 different 

ethnic groups. We must justify it as part of the wellbeing of the nation. It is not that 

indigenous peoples have a lot of land, but if they take care of the environment and 

help build the state, man, it is justified! (Von Hildebrand, June 21, 2011) 

 Política Amazónica then became a sophisticated government planning instrument 

that balanced global interests and local challenges, and saw in the environment-culture 
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continuum a convincing argument to justify the creation of resguardos in the Amazon, to 

revitalize “traditional” indigenous culture, to attract international financial support, and to 

create ideological affiliations among indigenous peoples for them to support state 

governance in peripheral regions
80

. Anthropological expert knowledge was the basis of 

an essentialized representation of Amazonian indigenous peoples, supported in two main 

ways: the extolling of their cultural disposition to environmentalism; and the perception 

of indigenous communities as aggregates irreducible to smaller sociological units, tightly 

bound by cosmological values seeking to achieve a permanent balance between the 

cultural and the natural.  

Two years after Política Amazónica, Colombia adopted a new Constitution with a 

multicultural vision toward indigenous minorities. The content of the new indigenous 

rights can be summarized into three categories: a) those that assure rights to territory and 

make the resguardo the exclusive collective, non-forfeitable and imprescriptible 

indigenous land; b) those that promote the political and legislative autonomy of 

indigenous communities; and c) those that guarantee ethnic and cultural diversity, 

according to which the state was defined as multi-ethnic and multicultural. These last 

measures ensured the protection of ethnic and cultural diversity through the protection of 

languages and traditional customs, as well as the development of forms of education. 
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 In a brief article promoting the benefits of Política Amazónica, Bunyard (1989) suggests that the creation 

of resguardos that followed, sparked the “resurgence of the traditional way of life. In the 1950s the number 

of malocas among known indigenous communities in the Colombian Amazon was estimated at five. Today 

there are about 40 and the number is growing fast. Gradually too, traditional leaders are regaining their 

authority, an authority that is now recognized by the state itself. In a bold and farsighted manner, the 

Colombian government is encouraging the indigenous communities of the Amazon to return to their 

traditions and cultures and has given them the space and authority to do so. Moreover, it expects that the 

return to a traditional way of life will lead to the protection of the rainforest” (Bunyard, 1989: 41). 
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Since ratification of the 1991 Constitution, indigenous communities have had access to 

new rights oriented to empower their autonomy, according to the state’s understanding of 

it. 

In sum, Colombia’s indigenous policies in the 1980s experienced a shift because 

official understandings of indigeneity were reframed to portray native peoples in an 

essentialized manner. According to that new viewpoint, indigenous peoples were 

conceived as environmental stewards while, at the same time, resguardos were assigned 

to them, along with the responsibility to behave and manage the land’s resources in a 

sustainable manner. Finally, the Colombian state also used indigenous lands an 

instrument to enhance its govermentality—an argument I explore further in the following 

chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4. RESGUARDOS AND STRUGGLES FOR LAND 

 

 

This chapter is aimed at exploring the historical, economic and social conditions 

that affect the live of the indigenous peoples that live in the resguardos of Barrancón, 

Panuré, El Refugio and Nukak. By doing so, I expect to put in question some of the 

assumptions that underlie the essentialized understandings of indigeneity after the 

Colombian multicultural turn, that I explored in the previous chapter. Also, I want to 

highlight how the Colombian state attempts to link multicultural rights and environmental 

management may make legal sense but dismisses the real conditions that indigenous 

peoples experience in the “real world”. This chapter first presents the results of a survey I 

conducted in each of the households located in the three resguardos I researched in this 

dissertation, in order to investigate socio-demographic and economic variables. The 

statistical information I obtained allows me to more accurately characterize the 

configuration of the resguardos as well as the pressures they face. Secondly, I describe 

the conditions in which those resguardos were founded, the pressure on natural resources 

inside them, and the way in which indigenous peoples who inhabit them conform to the 

regional economy. After analyzing these processes in each resguardo, I proposed a more 

detailed analysis of changes within the principal areas of forest cover as have been 

witnessed in the resguardos throughout the last 25 years. This analysis is based on a 

calculation derived from comparing aerial pictures of the areas of forest cover taken in 

1985, with satellite images taken in 2009. Finally, I explore at what extent the 

environmentality approach (Agrawal, 2005) is useful to interrogate the reasoning behind 
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the linkages between the management of biodiversity and cultural diversity that is the 

core assumption of multicultural reforms in Colombia. 

As I mentioned in the previous chapter, the turn toward multiculturalism in 1991 

established that territory —reduced to the objectified category of resguardo— is the basis 

on which indigenous identity is established. This is due to, among other things, the 

perception that the fundamental parts of the indigenous cosmology are recreated on it. 

According to state logic, this means that the resguardos constitute areas of environmental 

conservation precisely because it considers that indigenous people are excellent, self-

taught environmentalists because traditional culture prescribes environmental protection. 

It is for this reason that reserves are concentrated in the country’s most sensitive 

ecosystems —such as the Amazon, Chocó and Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta— and 

amount to almost 30% of the country’s surface, while indigenous populations amount to 

3.3% of the total national population (Dane, 2007).  

When looking at the environmental practices of indigenous people in resguardos, 

the question that arises is whether or not Jiw, Tucano and Nukak resguardos are bastions 

of biodiversity and if their inhabitants have environmentally sustainable practices aimed 

at ensuring long-term biodiversity. The answer is that although ethnic policy stereotypes 

that turn indigenous people into environmentalists work in theory, they disregard deep 

tensions and pressures faced by indigenous communities –pressures I will analyze here. 

Indeed, Jiw, Tucano and Nükak communities that frequent San José del Guaviare live in 

resguardos with significantly varied expanses, population configurations, historical roots 

and, above all, sets of factors that affect the communities’ territory, the natural resources 
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of the resguardos, and the economy of its inhabitants. Table 2 presents a synthesis of the 

main sociodemographic and economic variables that affect the pressure on the 

resguardo’s natural resources in any way, as will be further explained below. The data in 

the table were obtained through a survey of 57 open and closed questions conducted in 

Panuré, El Refugio and Barrancón resguardos. The survey was conducted between June 

and October 2010. In the case of the Nukak resguardo —where I did not conduct 

surveys—, I inferred data based on the information obtained in open interviews with each 

one of the heads of the households in the town of Cheka müh.
81

 

Table 2. Comparison of the main sociodemographic and economic variables in the 

resguardos, 2011. 

Variables Panuré Barrancón
‡
 El Refugio

†
 Nukak º 

Extension (hectares) calculated 

by photointerpretation 
304.75 2552 336.6 945230 

Extension (hectares) according to 

resolution of the resguardo 

creation
 ◊
 

303 2500 378.9 954480 

Legal year of creation  1978 1975 1998 1993 

Population 312 229 188 115 

Number of households 52 33 30 11 

Average number of people per 

household 
6 6.9 6.3 10.4 

% of men 52.24 56 50 52.1 

% of women 47.76 44 50 47.9 

Dominant ethnic group Desano
∞
 Jiw Desano

∞
 Nükak 

% of displaced population 3.5 16.2 29.3 0 

% of monolingual speakers in 

Spanish 
45.19 12.6 43.61 0 

% of monolingual speakers in 

indigenous language 
4.1 33.62 6.3 100 

% completed primary studies 24.12 10.9 38.8 0 

% completed secondary studies 12.73 0 8.5 0 

% completed technical studies 1.9 0 1.1 0 

% completed university studies 2.8 1 0 0 

                                                        
81

 I was not able to apply the survey in Cheka müh, for the reasons explained in the Introduction (see p. 42). 

Therefore, I conducted open interviews with the heads of all the households. Interviews took place between 

December 31, 2009 and January 26, 2010. 
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Variables Panuré Barrancón
‡
 El Refugio

†
 Nukak º 

% of households that did not 

report or did not have permanent 

income 

25 43.75 33.3 100 

% of households that receive less 

than 1 SMMLV* 
55.76 56.25 43.3 0 

% of households that receive 

more than one 1 SMMLV * 
19.24 0 23.4 0 

% of home ownership 88.9 90.9 83.3 100 

% of households with sewerage 29.6 0 3.3 0 

% of houses with water service 70.4 51.5 53.3 0 

% of households that uses wood 

for cooking 
25 78.8 90 100 

% of households with small 

crops around the house 
74.1 69 66.7 100 

% of households that have less 

than one hectare or no land to 

cultivate 

40.38 25 16.6 0 

Gini Coefficient of land 

concentration
∂
 

0.85 0.51 0.54 N.A. 

‡ 
Includes the sectors of Capitanía, Escuela and Morichera sectors. Does not include Palmeras.  

† 
Includes the sector of Villa Leonor. 

ºExcept for data regarding extension and year of creation, the other information in this column corresponds 

to the Cheka müh settlement, which is one of the thirteen local groups that compose the Nükak people 

(Mahecha et al., 2011).  
◊ 
Data was obtained from the database of Incora, referenced in Houghton (2008: 131). 

∞
 Desano is one of the ethnic groups that are part of the Eastern Tucano linguistic family. 

* Salario Mínimo Mensual Legal Vigente [Current Minimum Monthly Legal Wage] (Year 2011: $535.500 

equivalent to approx. U$ 280 pesos). 
∂
 The coefficient was calculated online with the Free Statistics Software, v. 1.1.23-r7 (Wessa, 2011). 

 

 

The statistics suggest significant differences between resguardos in economic and 

social issues. These differences are due to particular characteristics that people have 

experienced in the process of being inserted into the regional economy since the 

resguardos were established. Next, I will give a historical context to these figures, 

tracking the milestones in the configuration of each of the resguardos, as well as 

describing the factors that put pressure on natural resources located in each reservation. 
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The Jiw people of Barrancón  

Barrancón was initially created as an “indigenous reservation”
82

 of 2500 ha in 

1975 in response to public demand. It was a period in which colonization in Guaviare 

intensified and the Instituto Colombiano de Reforma Agraria-Incora (Colombian 

Institute for Agrarian Reform) began generating deeds of property for the colonos of San 

José and its surrounding areas (Resolución Incora, 1975). The creation of the Barrancón 

Reservation was a strategy used to protect the land rights of the Jiw —known as the 

guayabero at the time— living on the land.  

Upon the establishment of new laws for indigenous peoples in 1991, the 

Barrancón Reservation became a resguardo in 1998. Research carried out to justify its 

creation states that “no improvements
83

 were made by colonos within the resguardo area 

and no privately owned land was found” (Resolución Incora, 1998). Thus, the original 

limits of the Indigenous Reservation were preserved.  

The Jiw taking possession of their land is not only done through property deeds 

like in the case of resguardos; they also produce a discourse that gives legitimacy to their 

occupying the land. During the first Asamblea General de los Guayaberos [General 

Assembly of the Guayaberos], i.e., the first “official” Assembly of this ethnic group 

which took place in the longhouse of the Barrancón resguardo on October 14
th

, 1996, the 
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 As discussed in the previous chapter, indigenous reservation was one of the types of territorial 

recognition that the Colombian state demonstrated towards indigenous communities before 1991. Unlike 

resguardos, a reservation implied that these communities could live on their land and exploit resources, but 

the state maintained ownership of the land. 
83

Mejoras [Improvements] is the name given to improvements made by colonos in areas they adapted for 

agriculture or cattle ranching. In case mejoras are found within a resguardo, Incora must calculate the cost 

of work that had been invested in making them, but also must subtract the cost of the land because the state 

owns forest reserves or indigenous reservations. Once the cost of the improvements is estimated, the colono 

gets paid to move elsewhere.  
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leaders declared: “We, the Guayaberos, are Guaviare natives. We were born here, we 

identify with this place and we have always lived in the Guaviare River Valley. We did 

not come from another region or from other places. We have always been on the banks of 

the Guaviare River” (Acta Asamblea, 1996: 2). The affirmation of the Jiw’s belonging to 

this territory should be understood as a means of legitimizing their rule over the 

territories they occupy. It also calls into question the empty land argument – and the 

underlying Terra Nullius -, that played a central role in state construction of the Amazon 

in the middle of the 20
th

 century (see Chapter 2). Indeed, the 1975 resolution that 

constitutes the Reservation gives no justification as to why the area was granted to the 

Jiw. Nevertheless, as an example of the change in the official stance regarding the 

administration of indigenous lands, the Act that creates the resguardo in 1998 —years 

after the multicultural turn— stated that the Jiw had held possession of the land “since 

time immemorial” and that the same statement was the reason for creating the resguardo 

(Resolución Incora, 1998a).  

Some Jiw spoke of how the foundation of San José forced them to move to the 

East, since they wanted to move away from the problems that being close to the Whites 

brought them. This situation was exploited by early colonos in order to seize the lands 

that are now a part of the urban perimeter of San José, and force the Jiw to reduce their 

traditional spaces of mobility. This strategy impacted the supply of resources and their 

household economy. As a result, many Jiw were forced to sell their manual labor 

sporadically as peones for livestock and agriculture on colono farms, as described in 

Chaves (1987). “Patronage” was the system used by settlers to reel in Jiw people as 
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workers. In this system, the Jiw were overexploited not by physical coercion —as in the 

rubber exploitation system, which was modeled after a system of slaveholding— but 

through the use of strategies that established close ties between the Jiw and the Whites. 

For example, it was usual that, as landlord, a colono would serve as godfather to the 

children of his indigenous workers and give them his name (cf. Chaves, 1987: 31). 

Since then, many Jiw have maintained sporadic labor relations with Whites. 

Currently, very few Jiw work as day laborers because the vast majority of Jiw families 

depend economically on the land they cultivate. Part of production is used for self-

consumption, and if there is a surplus, it is sold in the village.
84

 To a lesser extent, they 

also derive part of their subsistence from hunting game, fishing, gathering resources they 

occasionally manage to acquire outside of the resguardo, and provisional government aid.  

A variety of factors, including the pressure colonization has put on natural 

resources, the poor quality of resguardo lands for agriculture, as well as felling and over-

exploitation of resources such as fisheries, have seriously affected the capability of the 

Jiw to feed themselves. In addition, since the beginning of the 2000s many displaced Jiw 

families from other parts of Guaviare set up temporariy residence in the Barrancón 

resguardo, further increasing pressure over resources. Some of these families have been 

living under conditions of forced displacement for several years
85

. Together, these factors 

are partially responsible for conditions of extreme poverty for a large number of families 
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 By the end of 2010, only 1.7% of heads of household were economically dependent on working as 

laborers, while the rest live off agriculture and crafts. Workers’ wages per day are close to 20,000 pesos 

(U$ 10). 
85

 It is necessary to clarify that the survey applied in three of the four sectors of Barrancón, showed that 

16.2% of the population has been forcefully displaced. However, this percentage would have increased 

significantly if I had quantified the Palmeras sector projections, around which most displaced Jiw families 

are concentrated. 
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in the resguardo. It is because of this that they rely on provisional aid that is regularly 

distributed by public and international agencies to supplement their diet.  

Other Jiw have found economic alternatives to ensure at least minimal income
86

. 

One family is renting their land; this alternative originated in the previous decade when 

Whites wanted to rent land in the resguardo, in order to cultivate rice. The Whites did this 

because they believed that the Jiw had a lot of land that they were not exploiting, and that 

they did not know how to cultivate it. There is a saying in the area that says that “la tierra 

es para el que la trabaja” (the land is for those who work it). Laziness is a widely 

disseminated stereotype among Whites concerning the Jiw.  

Over time, some Jiw who initially supported renting land began to become 

disillusioned with this practice. Carlos Díaz, a man approximately 25 years old, told me 

that renting land was no longer a good deal for the Jiw. The reason he argued was the 

following: the colonos paid a very low price for renting each hectare used to produce rice. 

In 2011 the amount paid for renting a hectare for eight months was $150,000 pesos 

(US$75). Moreover, on many occasions the Whites did not want to pay the amount 

agreed upon, or they used more land that initially pacted without paying additional rent
87

. 

Although rent generates some revenue, it also weakens the Jiw food autonomy 

because Whites tend to choose the best land for agriculture available in Barrancón. 
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 During fieldwork and after talking to many indigenous and non-indigenous peoples in the area, it was 

clear that some Jiw have practices of profiting from natural resources that contradict the states expectations 

of a “sustainable” use. In fact, some sell timber while others sell the leaves of some palms that are used to 

build the roof of some constructions. These palms are in serious danger in the area of Barrancón.  
87

 Someone from the resguardo told me that on one occasion a White person wanted to charge the lessor for 

the investment of resources that he made in resguardo lands to produce rice (machinery, agricultural inputs, 

etc.). After many discussions, the colono declined from charging the indigenous landowner for the 

improvements. 
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Therefore, renting diminishes the chance of obtaining a good yield of yuca brava 

[cassava]
88

, a key crop in the Jiw diet. 

The renting of land to Whites is an issue the Jiw do not like to discuss publicly for 

many reasons. First of all, legally resguardo lands are for community use, and no 

individual should benefit financially from them unless they meet certain requirements, 

such as a prior consent of the community. Secondly, because some factions inside the 

community support the renting of lands while other factions are against it. As I pointed 

out earlier, not every Jiw agrees with leasing property since some of them consider that 

this only benefits a small number of families inside the resguardo. For other members of 

the resguardo, renting lands has become an excuse used by Whites to interfere in the 

internal affairs of the community. Finally, many government officials frown upon 

commercial and intensive agriculture within the resguardos since it is not a “traditional” 

production system that ensures the sustainable profit from natural resources, something 

that hinders the “ecological function of resguardos,”
89

 which is a principle that —at least 

in theory— must be applied to make sure that in the resguardos people “take care” of the 

environment as the state expects. Moreover, the state awarded land to indigenous people 

in order for them to live according to their “uses and customs.” Clearly, the cultivation of 

rice is not a part of the Jiw’s agricultural traditions. 

Extreme poverty and insufficient amounts of aid coming from the state have 

forced many residents of the resguardo to procure provisions in town. This reinforces the 
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 Manihot sculenta. 
89

 I will analyze the implications of the environmental function of the resguardo later in this chapter.  
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common stereotype of wandering beggar that the majority of Whites have concerning the 

Jiw. It is also the main reason why their portrayal as savage, lazy, thieves and drunks is 

emphasized (see Chapter 5). When I discussed this topic with some adult Jiw, I perceived 

that to them begging is for kids not under their control because “they are their own 

bosses,” as one mother explained. In reality, children are not the only ones begging in the 

streets of the town; it is also common to see adults —especially women— who walk 

around surrounded by their children. The number of complaints about Jiw beggars forced 

San José authorities to deal with this problem in several meetings in the Alcaldía [City 

Hall] (Alcaldía Municipal, 2008a, 2008b, 2010). In one of these meetings it was decided 

that they would threaten to shut down chicherías
90

 that sell alcohol to young Jiw, since 

many people believe that is the real reason why many Jiw beg for money in the streets
91

. 

Don Enrique Flor, a man in his forties, told me: “I make ends meet, but I do not 

starve. But there are many [in the Barrancón resguardo] that do endure hunger. They 

plant cassava, and if they can harvest it, the zainos
92

 eat it. That is why people starve” 

(Barrancón, August 21, 2010). Don Enrique was emphatic in stating that the poverty 

suffered by many Jiw families is not because of laziness but because of poor production 

conditions in resguardo lands. But for him, begging “does not work because people give 
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 Chicherías are places where chicha, a fermented drink made of corn, cassava and sugar cane is sold. 

Many Whites think of chicha as “dumb, indigenous people”. This has been a very powerful idea in the 

historical construction of racial stereotypes about indigenous people all over Colombia. For example, in the 

first half of the 20
th

 century the national government decided to close chicherías in cities like Bogotá, with 

the intention to stop the degredation of indigenous people (cf. Llano and Campuzano, 1994). 
91

 The issue of alcoholism has also been a concern for the resguardo’s local authorities. The plan de vida 

[Life plan] 2005-2015 of the resguardo, which is the document in which the community states its vision of 

the future, mentions that: “there are relatives who drink too much, they do not control chicha and are they 

degenerate. Part of our culture consists of drinking chicha, but not abusing it and being out of control” 

(Plan de Vida, 2005: 48-49. Emphasis added). 
92

 Tayassu pecari. 
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out nothing and you are ashamed of doing it. Instead of begging, you have to work”. 

Neverthless, he stated: “you should ask for beef, but [only] from time to time” 

(Barrancón, August 21, 2010). And, precisely, meat is a basic component of their diet. 

Although practically all men older than 12 years of age regularly go hunting and 

fishing, animal protein intake is very low and sporadic. The species that they were 

accustomed to searching for in hunting reserves inside the resguardo have been exploited 

to the point of becoming endangered, while fishing-nets of colono fishermen in the 

Guaviare River has led to a dramatic decline of fishery resources. The Jiw get very little 

fish from the river, and to hunt enough prey they must walk for long, strenuous days to 

get to the hunting reserves where they might be successful. As a result, part of 

government aid programs is aimed at periodically providing the Jiw with meat. The 

government’s contribution consists of a few pounds per family, every two or three weeks, 

when it arrives. However, meat from aid is not sufficient, and many families are forced to 

beg in the town’s market square until a butcher gives them some bones or discarded, poor 

quality meat.  

Another factor that directly affects the resguardo territory is a military base built 

along the western margin of Barrancón. This base was established in the early 1990s. It is 

the training center for the army’s special, anti-guerrilla forces. A significant portion —

about eight hectares of the military base— overlaps with Barrancón’s resguardo area. The 

military base generates very strong tensions in the Jiw population because of various 

reasons ranging from fear of military men harassing girls and young women from the 

resguardo, to the fear of dying in the crossfire between guerrillas and the army.  
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In 1997, Incora, the institute responsible for overseeing legal tenure in the 

resguardos, paid a visit in order to obtain a firsthand look at the impact of the military 

base in Barrancón. In its report, Incora officials indicated that, among other things: 

We could see continuous detonations being carried out during the training of the 

[military] base’s personnel. This added to the shooting practice and daily patrols 

are the factors that affect the indigenous community peace (...) We learned that 

recently (on December 30, 1997) an indigenous child was killed because he 

accidently activated a mine; a case that is still under investigation (...) It is 

important to point out the distress experienced by members of the indigenous 

community, to the extent that some have built holes or trenches inside their 

houses in preparation for an eventual military confrontation with armed, illegal 

groups. (Moreno et al., 1997)
93

 

The area shared by the base and the resguardo remains an unresolved issue. In 

2010, I had the opportunity to witness a discussion between military and Jiw authorities 

and civil government officials, a discussion set within the framework of the Mesa 

Indígena Municipal (Municipal Indigenous Bureau)
94

, with the goal of finding a solution 

to this situation. According to the Colombian Constitution, the resguardo has an 

indispensable and non-forfeitable nature. It is because of this that there is no legal 
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 Since then, there have been several cases in which indigenous Jiw were maimed or killed because they 

manipulated abandoned ammunition on the military base’s perimeter. Although I was not able to obtain 

concrete data regarding the inhabitants of the Barrancón resguardo, the frequency with which accidents due 

to the manipulation of abandoned ammunition occur in Guaviare is alarming: 37 civilians were wounded 

and two were killed in the period between 2003 and 2007 (Observatorio de Derechos Humanos, 2008). 
94

 This is an inter-agency coordination created by the Mayor’s office in 2008 to streamline institutional 

action among indigenous communities in San José del Guaviare, where there was a situation of forced 

displacement. 
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argument that backs up the army’s overlay resolution. During the negotiations, it was 

evident that the military was aware of the problem, so it proposed two alternatives to 

overcome it: clearing and removing the facilities built in the overlapping area, or buying 

alternate land for the Jiw to compensate for the damage caused. Though so far a final 

decision has not been reached, the resguardo authorities were in favor of this last option. 

Thus, the word on the street was that the army and the Jiw were planning to sign a 

contract in which they would rent the land to the army for a significant (50 years) time 

period —and that, in return, the army would buy them another site near the resguardo 

where the Jiw could plant, hunt, fish and harvest. 

In summary, the presence of a military base inside the resguardo’s perimeter 

greatly affected the use of land in the area, as indigenous people feared an accident with 

an abandoned, explosive weapon. But some Jiw expect that the land offered by the 

military will be located in places with good hunting and fishing reserves that fulfill the 

immediate needs of their families. 

 

The Tucano people of Panuré and El Refugio 

 

The Tucano’s situation of economic and territorial vulnerability in Panuré and El 

Refugio is different from the Jiw’s situation in Barrancón. The Tucano are not originally 

from San José or its surrounding areas. Their territory is traditionally located on the 

Colombian-Brazilian border, where the Tucano are the demographic majority. In fact, on 

the Colombian side of the border live more than 5,000 Tucano. The first Tucano families 

arrived in San José in 1966, when they migrated for various reasons: some were tired of 

strict social, economic and moral discipline exercised by the Catholic missionaries who 
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arrived in that part of the country in the early 20
th

 century (cf. Santoyo, 2010). Others 

wanted to find new job opportunities and work in the construction of the San José-

Calamar route, which at the time was starting to be built in order to transport rubber 

extracted in Southern Guaviare.  

In a conversation with María Hernández, one of the first Tucano women who 

arrived in San José, I was told how the Panuré resguardo was founded. Doña María 

remembers that the first Tucano families who came to this region were the Suárez, 

Crespo, Acosta and Lemos families. The Suárez were led by Don Siriaco Suárez, a man 

respected among the natives of Vaupés. Priests offered newcomers accommodation at a 

missionary boarding school, and three months later gave them some land in an area 

known as “20 de Julio”
95

, which is near the city’s main square. The priests offered lands 

that were reserved “exclusively for indigenous people.” Soon after, Don Siriaco and José 

Crespo, the patriarch of another of the founding families, occupied the lands which are 

now Panuré. Doña María recalls that those lands belonged to a Venezuelan who lived in 

the region for several years, but abandoned it when he decided to return to his country of 

origin. It is because of this the Panuré were known by the name of Venezuela for many 

years. 

When the Venezuelan left, priests claimed the land and Don Siriaco Suárez paid 

them $5,000 pesos of that time for it (U$2.50). Since the land bought from the priests was 

not big enough, the Crespo and Suárez families began to take possession of the 

surrounding areas even though they belonged to some of the founding colonos of the city 
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 “20 de Julio” or July 20
th

 is the Colombian Independence day. 
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and their heirs: Puno González, Diomedes Rey, Hernando González and Carlos 

Sarmiento. The first three had no problem with indigenous people taking over these lands 

since “there were many of them, they were landowners” Doña María says. However, 

Sarmiento did not agree because indigenous peoples had chopped down rainforest in 

order to make their chagras.
96

 María narrates that, one night, Sarmiento was furious and 

when he arrived in Panuré settlement accompanied by his men, he threatened to kill them 

all if they did not leave his property immediately. Fortunately, claims María, at that time 

the village priest and other important colonos were there, and they calmed Sarmiento. 

When everyone had calmed down, they explained to Don Siriaco how to legalize his 

property in order to avoid problems in the future. This story is relevant to understanding 

internal land possession struggles within the resguardo that I will analyze later.  

In 1978, when 112 people lived in Panuré, the government legally recognized it as 

a reserve, under the name of Venezuela, with an extension of 803 hectares. An example 

of absolute institutional neglect, the resolution that legally gave birth to Venezuela stated 

that this reserve belonged the Guayabero (now known as Jiw) and not to the Tucano. In 

fact, the resolution noted that:  

The Guayabero population is native to Vaupés [...] the indigenous Guayabero by 

nature peaceful, and a friend of community life through small family groups that 

make social life around the malocas. The nomadic tendency that once 

characterized them has disappeared almost in its entirety, perhaps due to the 

experience that colonizing actions have left them. (Resolución Incora, 1978) 
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In 1993, Panuré became a resguardo but this time its boundaries were redefined 

and its expanses were significantly reduced. The reason for this was that some powerful 

colonos of the region invaded the lands assigned to the Venezuela reserve. The resolution 

states that:  

The land occupied by the indigenous community of Panuré or Venezuela that also 

becomes a resguardo with the present order, belongs to the reserve constituted 

through resolution No. 112, on April 26, 1978, over an area of approximately 803 

hectares. However, due to the fact that within the above-mentioned territory’s 

reserves, allocations were made to individuals in favor of Gumersindo Arenas, 

Oscar de Jesús López, and María Liznarda Ulloa, widow of Herrera [...] the 

reserve limits had to be revised, decreasing its area by 500 hectares, with the 

acquiescence of the affected community. (Resolución Incora, 1993) 

The “acquiescence” mentioned in the resolution was not, however, a completely 

free one. The inhabitants of Panuré were in the middle of the following dilemma: they 

had to choose between losing 500 hectares in order to obtain a legal title of property or 

reaffirming their rights to the 500 hectares, but confront powerful Whites from the region 

that could hamper the obtention of the legal title of the resguardo. Ultimately, indigenous 

people agreed to give up 500 hectares and ensure the establishment of the resguardo, 

which now consisted of 303 hectares.  

As one can easily see, tensions around the land’s ownership have been a constant 

since the resguardo’s early days. At the time of its foundation, there was friction between 

colonos and indigenous people because the latter were taking land that belonged to the 
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city’s White founders. In fact, some Tucano from Panuré still utilize the situation as proof 

of their being civilized, indigenous people or, more precisely, of being indigenous-

colonos, placing themselves above the Jiw and the Nükak. But this type of situation also 

reveals that colonos have a very different perception of the Tucano: they consider them 

indigenous but civilized, very different to the Jiw and the Nükak (Chapter 5).  

In the 1980s, tensions between the inhabitants of Panuré began to grow. In fact, 

since the settlement was founded in the early 1960s, there was a permanent rotation of 

inhabitants between Panuré and the neighborhood 20 de Julio, located in downtown San 

José. Pressures for land increased while new Tucano from Vaupés came to live in Panuré. 

Thus, many residents of the resguardo accused the 20 de Julio Tucano of wanting to still 

grow crops there but still continue living in San José. This situation began to show a 

degree of change between those who considered themselves the most legitimate 

inhabitants of the resguardo and those who were regarded as spurious. This led to friction 

between many families who refused to leave their homes in 20 de Julio even if they 

owned agricultural land in Panuré. The motivation of such friction owes itself to the 

inhabitants of Panuré thinking that people in 20 de Julio were ashamed to be indigenous 

among the Whites, but claimed their ethnic identity so that resguardo authorities would 

legitimize their access to land fit for cultivation (cf. Del Cairo, 1998b). From the point of 

view the inhabitants of Panuré, it meant that a distinction would be drawn between them 
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and those from 20 de Julio, which attributed to them the condition of being “real 

Indians”.
97

 

Marcos Rodríguez, one of the founders of Panuré, decided in the early 1980s to 

move out because disputes over land between the inhabitants of Panuré were 

unsustainable. Therefore, he bought nine hectares from Carlos Sarmiento near Panuré; 

Sarmiento was the same colono whom he had problems with during the foundation of 

Panuré. The land bought by Rodríguez is now known as El Refugio (Plan de Vida, 2005). 

But shortly after it was founded, new frictions arose because there was only a small 

amount of land that could be cultivated. Consequently, the population demanded that the 

region’s government expand their property. In 1998, El Refugio was created as a 

resguardo and, in addition to the reserve area; it also included the piece of land bought by 

Don Marcos Rodríguez plus about 370 hectares in a sector known as Villa Leonor that 

borders the Jiw resguardo in Barrancón (Resolución Incora, 1998b).  

But dividing El Refugio and Panuré did not bring an end to the differences among 

their inhabitants. Today, tensions still exist because of, among other things, their common 

boundaries. An inhabitant of El Refugio once told me: “The people from Panuré are petty 

with regards to boundaries. They do not lend any land despite the fact that we are from 

the same ethnic group, and are in need of the land” (Heriberto Ramírez, El Refugio, July 

31, 2010). Differences are also disputed on a symbolic level: in 2010 the inhabitants of El 

Refugio built the first maloca (traditional longhouse) of the resguardo making use of 
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 This characterization between true or false indigenous people is reminiscent of Wade’s analysis (1997), 

which speaks of perceptions among Blacks coming from the Colombian Atlantic Coast and those Blacks 

from the Pacific Coast. The first group considered the ones in the second group “more Black” or “true 

Blacks,” “in the sense that being black is equivalent to being less civilized” (Wade, 1997: 19). 
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financial support coming from the national government and a religious grant. The new 

maloca became a source of pride for its inhabitants as they found it more “traditional” 

than the one in Panuré, because they had the guidance of the few men who still remember 

how to build them like their ancestors from Vaupés. Inevitably, some residents of Panuré 

said they had to improve or rebuild their maloca, and make it as “traditional” as the one 

in El Refugio (see Figures 12, 13, 14, and 15). 

 

Figure 12. Exterior view of the new maloca in El Refugio, 2010. 
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Figure 13. Interior view of the maloca in El Refugio during the opening dance, 2010. 

 

 
 

Figure 14. Exterior view of the maloca in Panuré, 2010. 
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Figure 15. Inside view of the maloca in Panuré during a visit by the Governor of 

Guaviare, 2010. 

 

 

Although differences do exist, the inhabitants of El Refugio and Panuré frequently 

hold cultural and sporting events. The two resguardos’ authorities have combined efforts 

to promote joint initiatives and to try to maintain cordial relations despite the inevitable 

differences that arise from mutual accusations of crop damage or theft, witchcraft, and 

other problems.  

Nevertheless, the most complex, significant friction occurs within each resguardo. 

Indeed, in El Refugio pressure over land and resources has worsened in recent times 

because of families who have being forcefully displaced and now live in San Jose’s 

outskirts (i.e. in Panuré and El Refugio resguardos). Currently, 3.5% of Panuré’s 

population is displaced and 29.3% of El Refugio’s. These families can hardly obtain any 

land inside the resguardo, thereby compelling them to lease or negotiate access to land in 
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order to plant yuca brava. There are families that use their limited resources to rent small 

pieces of land —no bigger than 20 square meters— to guarantee they obtain a minimal 

amount of cassava. Therefore, the central problem facing the Panuré and El Refugio 

reserves is still land. The difference is that now it is not a dispute between indigenous 

people and colonos, but rather an internal dispute between families on how to distribute 

it. In fact, the Gini Coefficient of land concentration in Panuré is 0.85
98

 and in El Refugio 

is 0.54
99

. The highly unequal distribution of land is an issue that generates deep tension 

within both populations. 

This is a forbidden subject, not widely discussed in public because, among other 

reasons, the law prescribes that land property in the resguardos is collective. However, in 

these resguardos collective ownership is far from a reality. Instead, the type of possession 

found in Panuré and El Refugio corresponds to the resguardos’s creation since they were 

not established over “traditional territories” but were settled on lands that were disputed 

over for decades by some families and that, in some cases, were bought in order to 

guarantee ownership.  

In Panuré, the discontent felt by those who do not own land was clearly explained 

by Fernando Rodríguez, an elder Wanano
100

 man in his seventies. He arrived in Guaviare 

at a young age, but lived in La Fuga, another Tucano resguardo located to the east of San 

José, for many years. Don Fernando decided to move to Panuré in 1987. According to 

him, what was “messing up” the situation in Panuré was that the founding families had 

                                                        
98

 For example, a singlefamily controls 100 hectares of land —a third part of the resguardo—, while 21 

families have no land to cultivate. 
99

 Regarding this issue, I found a family controlled 16 hectares while five families had no land to cultivate. 
100

 Wanano is one of the ethnic groups of the Eastern Tucano linguistic family (see footnote 5). 
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absolute control of the land and took the majority for themselves, leaving very little for 

the others. In fact, Don Fernando’s wife Adelina, told me with a sense of irony that the 

problem was not as much because of a lack of land as the local authorities argue. In her 

opinion, the real problem was that those in control did not share the land: “those who 

have more land are the ones who ‘do not fell but do not lend the axe, either’
101

: they do 

not cultivate the land, but they do not want to give to those who need it, nor to those who 

have very little” (Panuré, September 6, 2010). Fernando corroborated his wife’s 

perception, arguing that “there is land in Panuré but they do not let you work on it. The 

first inhabitants of the resguardo say that they will not give up their lands. Even if we 

have been living in the resguardo for 20 years, we will always be treated as newcomers” 

(Panuré, September 6, 2010). As Don Fernando explains, the first inhabitants argue that 

they believe that as founders they have earned the land with great effort, which gives 

them the right to provide and distribute it, as they want. 

Shortly after talking with Fernando and his wife, I was able to discuss this 

controversial issue with Don Roberto, the head of the family that ‘owns’ about 33 percent 

of Panuré’s land. I wanted to learn his view of the tensions between the resguardo 

inhabitants over access to land. Don Roberto defended his family’s monopoly over the 

land, arguing that Panuré started out as an invasion of land won by two families who 

risked their lives for the land. He even recalled Carlos Sarmiento was about to kill him 

the night he and his men came to Panuré—see above—to confront him about invading 

Sarmiento’s land. For that reason, Don Roberto considers it ‘unfair’ for newcomers to 
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 Original expression in Spanish: “Ni raja ni presta el hacha”. 
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expect to have the same amount of land as the founding families. For him, “in Panuré you 

definitely cannot have land distribution” because it would mean ignoring the resguardo 

origin history: “People think that Panuré was founded because the government came and 

said, ‘This land is for the Indians, Take it!’ But that was not the case. It was a struggle, a 

fight. That has always being our allegation in Panuré” (Panuré, September 28, 2010).  

Don Roberto justified the amount of land he has two ways. First, he stated that the 

resguardo was planned for only ten families. If over time new families were accepted to 

live there it was a generous act of the founders and not because newcomers had rights 

over that land. Second, he said he has to guarantee land so his children and grandchildren 

can survive in the future. However, he is aware that a solution is needed to appease the 

spirits of the inhabitants of Panuré: “The solution is that we ask for an expansion of the 

resguardo and those who want to go, move there” (Panuré, September 28, 2010). 

The economic tensions experienced by the Tucano are significantly different from 

those affecting the Jiw. Indeed, most Tucano families have land which, though small, can 

provide for most of their basic needs. Those who do not have land rent it from other 

families in the resguardo or seek alternatives as day laborers on nearby farms or as 

workers in the town. Their chances for city employment are greater than those of the 

Jiw’s since all Tucanos of working age are also bilingual; the younger generation tends to 

speak only Spanish. Many workers have finished primary school, fewer have completed 

high school and some are even some trained professionals. Although elders point out that 

young people are “losing their culture,” the truth is that these tools give them a 
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comparative advantage over other indigenous groups in order to get employed in San 

José.  

Most families in Panuré depend on land to get yuca brava—the basis of their 

diet—and other subsistence products. Although some men fish frequently in the Guaviare 

River or lakes of the region, fishing and hunting are not important activities within the 

family economy since most of the families buy proteins and other goods at the town 

markets. They pay for these products with salaries earned in the city or the money they 

receive for selling fariña
102

 or handicrafts. There is even a significant percentage of 

families who report revenues that exceed the minimum wage
103

: 19.24 percent in Panuré 

and 23.4 percent in El Refugio. 

In addition to the land monopoly some families have within the resguardos, one of 

the main issues threatening Panuré and El Refugio is their proximity to the town. Panuré 

has practically become a neighborhood of San José del Guaviare and is surrounded by 

many neighborhoods that continue to expand, pressuring their lands. It is common to hear 

complaints from many Tucanos about Whites coming to steal their chagras’ production at 

night. Regarding the pressure exerted on Panuré by urban expansion, Don Fernando told 

me: 

Ten or 15 years ago that was not a problem. Now it is. La Esmeralda 

neighborhood has locked us up. They are stealing our crops. All we get are losses. 

Before you worked and left produce ready to ripen, but if you do that now, when 
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 Fariña is flour made from yuca brava that is highly appreciated by the Whites of San José. 
103

 The minimum wage in Colombia is calculated not per day (as in the US), but as the payment for an 

entire month of work (eight hours of work per day).  
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you are going to reap them there is nothing. Even now there has been the case of a 

dead White man getting dumped in our resguardo. And the problem is that they 

say we, the indigenous people, are killing Whites
104

. (Fernando Rodríguez, 

Panuré, September 6, 2010) 

In summary, the cases of Panuré and El Refugio reveal two communities with 

acute internal problems, with processes of inclusion into the economic dynamics of San 

José that greatly differ from those of the Jiw. Although the stigma of being indigenous 

still weighs on them, they are considered “civilized Indians,” even among themselves 

(see Chapter 5). And although some families live in poverty, this is not as widespread or 

as acute as the suffering experienced by the Jiw in Barrancón. The land monopoly 

enforced by some families—that they justify with the story of the resguardo creation—

undermine many conventional perceptions about indigenous communities that prevail in 

the Colombian legislation, according to which they are coherent and compact units 

devoid of internal cracks. 

 

The Nükak of Cheka müh 

A year after the Nükak “appeared” in 1988 (see below), the Nukak National Park 

was created south of the Inírida River as an emergency measure to protect their territory. 

However, the area covered by the Park did not correspond to the Nükak traditional 

territory; even now the presence of local Nükak groups there has not been confirmed. It 
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 The issue of dead bodies being dropped on the perimeter of the resguardos is a matter of great concern 

to the indigenous authorities. For example, in three months in 2010, seven bodies were found within the 

perimeter of the Barrancón and El Refugio reserves. In meetings and public documents, the murders were 

described as “colonos killing other colonos” (Alcaldía Municipal, 2010). 
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was a measure taken “in response to the lack of information on the Nükak, their territorial 

limits and the urgent need to protect them” (Cabrera et al., 1999: 338).  

Since 1991, several state institutions such as the Instituto Colombiano de la 

Reforma Agraria (Colombian Institute for the Agrarian Reform), the Dirección de 

Asuntos Indígenas del Ministerio de Gobierno (Direction of Indigenous Affairs of the 

Ministry of Government) and the Organización Nacional Indígena de Colombia 

(National Indigenous Organization of Colombia), financed research to define the limits 

suitable for the resguardo, and to make sure that they in fact corresponded with territories 

the Nükak usually dwelled upon (Cabrera et al. 1999: 338). After obtaining the research 

results and proposals on limits, the Nukak resguardo was created in 1993 with an initial 

extension of 632,160 hectares. It was expanded in 1997 to include traditional territories 

that had not been considered within the original perimeter of the resguardo. Finally, the 

Nukak resguardo was established in an area that extended for about 955,000 hectares 

between the Guaviare River to the north and the Inírida River to the south. 

The creation of the resguardo was a reaction to the colonization fronts penetrating 

the Nükak territory over the course of many years. The expansion of these fronts reduced 

Nükak mobility and limited their supply of resources as a result of logging and the 

establishment of pastures for cattle. The White settlements inside the resguardo 

stimulated a wide range of relations between them and the Nükak; these relations ranged 

from physical violence to evangelization. At some point during these exchanges, a 

devastating flu epidemic occurred, forcing some families to seek medical help in the 

locality known as Calamar, in April 1988 (Cabrera et al., 1999: 79). That event sparked 



 

 

224 

national media attention as it spread to various locations in Guaviare, effectively 

registering the “appearance” of the “last green nomads,” as the Nükak were known after 

an influential ethnographic documentary recounted their “discovery” in Colombia (see 

Chapter 5).  

As Cabrera et al. (1999: 339) describe, even in 1992—prior to the creation of the 

resguardo—there was significant mobilization by institutions to stop an oil company 

which began explorations in Nükak traditional territory from going into that area. The 

National Indigenous Organization of Colombia, the Instituto Colombiano de 

Antropología (Colombian Institute of Anthropology) and the General Direction for 

Indigenous Affairs joined efforts to file a writ for protection of fundamental rights 

(acción de tutela) in defense of the Nükak traditional territory. The judge ordered a halt 

to the activities of the company; but the company ignored the court order on the grounds 

that Instituto Nacional de Recursos Naturales (National Institute of Natural Resources), a 

state agency in charge of natural resources management, had informed it that the Nükak 

were located south of the Inírida River and not to the north, where it was carrying out 

explorations. The writ for protection of fundamental rights triggered angry reactions from 

certain social sectors of Guaviare: 

Some regional politicians point to “the writ for protection scandal” as the reason 

for the termination of seismic exploration for oil [...] calling the Nükak “a real 

obstacle for the progress of the region” and fostering among certain colonos from 

the livestock trail expectations about the end of the Forest Reserve of the 

colonized areas. (Cabrera et al., 1999: 340) 
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The dominant imagery in Guaviare’s area of colonization highlighted how 

indigenous people, the Nükak on this occasion, were an obstacle to development. Judicial 

actions continued as the best and fastest mechanism to protect the rights of the Nükak “on 

paper.” Indeed, in 1994 a decision of the Constitutional Court protected Nükak cultural 

rights and forced New Tribes missionaries to halt the religious proselytism they had 

carried out since the 1970s and leave the region (Corte Constitucional, 1994). This order 

triggered a migratory flow of several local Nükak groups towards towns populated by 

colonos, since the missionaries exchanged goods and provided health care to the Nükak, 

all of which were suspended once they were expelled from the region (cf. Mahecha et al. 

2011). In conversations with a former New Tribes missionary about this episode, he said 

the expulsion from the place called Laguna Pavón II—strategically located in the center 

of the Nükak traditional territory—triggered the massive displacement of the majority of 

local groups towards colono towns and settlements at the perimeter of their territory 

because the state never took effective measures to ensure health services within the 

protected area. 

Despite the success of legal actions defending cultural or territorial rights from 

missionaries and oil companies, respectively, the law did very little to contain the 

expansion of colonization and the presence of illegal armed groups in the Nükak territory. 

Indeed, social order started to be menaced when in the late 1990s paramilitary groups 

arrived in the region to fight against FARC in the rural areas of Guaviare to prevent them 

from taking control of the coca crops and illegal traffic routes of cocaine. The 2000s saw 

the armed conflict escalate into a humanitarian tragedy. There was an avalanche of 



 

 

226 

actions against the population, including civilian massacres and the forced recruitment of 

children into illegal armies. During that decade, the Nükak were forcefully displaced on 

several occasions by the armed confrontation. The first one occurred in 2002, and since 

then, many local groups have been forced to live for some time in refugee camps 

precariously established for displaced persons in San José del Guaviare. They suffer from 

appalling living conditions—no water, overcrowded, hunger, etc. —and they are totally 

dependent on humanitarian aid provided by the state and international agencies (Mahecha 

et al., 2011). An indicator of the impact of violence in the interior of the Nukak resguardo 

is that there is no evidence that any local Nükak group now lives permanently within the 

perimeter of the resguardo. 

In addition to the strategic interests of FARC and the paramilitaries, the Nukak 

resguardo has been threatened by the expansion of illicit crops at its margins. Most of the 

colonization fronts that are advancing on the resguardo’s perimeter are the result of new 

coca plots inside the forests, away from the control of policing authorities. This is one of 

the perverse effects of the repressive strategy against illicit crops that include aerial 

spraying and criminalizing coca growers. Against the governmental effort to control the 

expansion of illicit crops, growers have an incentive to plant coca inside indigenous 

resguardos and national parks. In fact, they know that is difficult for the government to 

spray them without generating a political and media controversy over using glyphosate in 

“protected areas.” In the same vein, an independent report on the cultivation of illicit 

crops inside indigenous resguardos in Colombia in 2006 reached the following 

conclusion: 
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It is estimated that in 2006 nearly 5,000 hectares of coca have been cultivated in 

indigenous resguardos. This figure could be bigger, given that resguardos, which 

are often difficult to access and control, are the perfect location for this type of 

illegal crops. Antinarcotics policies have made the picture worse, since coca crops 

have shown an extraordinary mobility against aerial spraying, by moving into new 

areas that have not yet been planted. (Mignorance, 2008: 39) 

According to official statistics, the number of coca hectares in the Nukak 

resguardo is not very significant
105

, but this number could increase in the near future if 

the pressure on coca crops continues on the borders of the area of colonization, forcing 

coca producers to move towards the interior of the resguardo. The impact of illicit crops 

on the Nukak resguardo not only affects the natural resources; it has also produced a 

humanitarian drama for those Nükak families whose heads of household have opted to 

participate in the coca economy as raspachines—the local name for people who gather 

coca leaves.  

In early 2010, I was able to closely observe the dynamics of a few Nükaks’ 

incorporation into the regional coca economy in the Cheka müh settlement. In fact, this 

tiny settlement (of a little more than 100 people) is located about four hours on foot away 

from Tomachipán, a very small town that has historically relied on the production and 

marketing of coca to the point that for certain periods the circulation of money is 

restricted because there is a physical lack of paper currency and inflation can be so high 
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Official aggregate data of the Colombia government and United Nations Office on drugs and crime-

UNODC indicate that in 2007, 20 hectares planted with coca crops were reported in the Nukak resguardo 

and in 2008 the number increased to 40 hectares (UNODC, 2009: 104). Although this is not a significant 

area, the trend of 100-percent growth in a single year generates concern. 
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that people use grams of cocaine for their transactions. Some Nükak from Cheka müh 

have been occasionally employed as raspachines and are highly valued by the owners of 

the coca crops because of their discipline and physical strength. In addition, the crisis 

caused by aerial spraying and controls on population mobility enforced by the army on 

the rivers of the region in recent years, have hampered the arrival of raspachines from the 

interior of the country as they move across the region following work on coca 

plantations. In the absence of a labor force, farm owners manage to attract Nükak men 

(women do not work as raspachines) and hire them for short periods of time to make the 

most of the coca leaf production.  

According to conversations I had with some women in Chek’a’muj, Nükak men 

working as raspachines have generated a huge problem for their families. If a man goes to 

work, he will take his wife and children, but they live in huts set up along the perimeter 

of the farm. The man receives food daily as part of his salary, but this does not include 

food for his family. So while men are employed and being fed, women and their children 

must depend on their own abilities to get food. This represents a dramatic contradiction to 

their hunter-gatherer subsistence pattern since men are supposed to provide protein and 

an important portion of the collected food. Therefore, many women in Cheka müh 

complained about how “bad” it was for them to have their husbands work as raspachines 

on farms, since that meant that they and their children had very little food while men 

were securing food sources. 

In addition, the payment received by men for working on coca farms can be 

extremely low because on many of these farms, landlords also set up bars for their 
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workers. In many occasions, after several weeks of collecting coca leaves and drinking 

several beers every day after work, the Nükak raspachín can end up owing money to the 

landlord because the cost of the beers he bought is greater than his salary. I also heard 

cases in which employers paid Nükak men with ridiculous objects such as toy cell phones 

or flashlights and batteries of little value. In response to this situation, many Nükak ask 

Cheka müh missionaries to teach them to read, write and do basic mathematics operations 

in order to take control of their accounts and not be exploited by their occasional bosses. 

Some years ago, the FARC battlefront that operated in the region had also intervened by 

warning owners of coca crops that if they hired Nükak as raspachines, they had to give 

them the same guarantees as the White raspachines and stop taking advantage of the 

vulnerability attributed to being indigenous. 

In short, the Nükak situation on the resguardo reveals that the intrusion of legal 

(army, police) and illegal (FARC, narco-traffickers and paramilitary) armed groups has 

triggered an escalation of violence in the region whereby the civil society, including of 

course the Nükak, has been the most affected population. Their rights have been violated, 

and they have been forced to leave their traditional territories, suffering forced 

displacement under sub-human conditions in San José del Guaviare. Also, some Nükak 

have been killed
106

.  

The growth of coca crops has also encouraged deforestation within the resguardo, 

expanded and energized the colonization fronts and generated very complex socio-

economic conditions in which some Nükak feel particularly attracted to enroll in the coca 
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 According to Observatorio de Derechos Humanos (2009: 12) in 2005 two Nükak were killed due to 

armed confrontations between the FARC and paramilitary groups.  
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economy as a way to assure income. By working there, they will earn money and secure 

material goods that several years ago became indispensable to everyday life: radios, 

batteries, fish hooks, panela, rice, flashlights, shotguns, ammunition, hammocks, etc. 

Evangelical missionaries have promoted strategies to stimulate the Cheka müh Nükaks’ 

food sufficiency, such as the creation of diversified chagras where each family has a 

possibility of complementing their characteristic hunting, fishing and gathering economy. 

In addition to religious proselytizing, the literacy strategy advanced periodically by 

missionaries is seen as an opportunity to empower the Nükak in their commercial and 

labor negotiations with the colonos in the area.  

Nükak traditional mobility circuits have been clearly disturbed by these dynamics, 

and have inevitably accelerated the process of becoming sedentary. Natural resources 

inside the resguardo are threatened by the complex factors I have described; deforestation 

is accentuated, and the return of these local groups to their traditional territory in the 

immediate future is seen as a remote chance even by the same state authorities 

responsible for ensuring the conditions for the return of the Nükak to their traditional 

territory. Among other things, this is because doing so depends on resolving objective 

factors such as the presence of illegal armed groups in the region and stopping 

colonization and the expansion of illegal crops. But doing so would also mean the Nükak 

have to reflect internally on the kind of future they want: the intense process of cultural 

transformation they have experienced in recent years has led to generational conflicts 

between young people and adults. The former express the need to be more closely 

involved in urban dynamics, which for some means living in towns such as San José del 
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Guaviare, and the latter speak of the importance of solving their lives by returning to their 

traditional territories. 

 

Land Cover Changes and Environmentality in the Resguardos 

In the previous sections I analyzed how different processes affect the social and 

economic dynamics in each of the resguardos I am focused on. The set of processes 

affecting the resguardos worsen the marginality and poverty that indigenous population 

experience. A real indigenous autonomy is continuously under threat in Guaviare making 

it imperative to point out the fallacies inherent in significant ideas forged in national as 

well as transnational spheres which state that all indigenous people are environmental 

stewards (see Chapter 3). The ecological nobility of indigenous peoples is not universally 

applicable due to the fact that indigenous communities like the ones living in the 

resguardos I am interested in, are immersed in a system of economic and political 

relations that hinder the possibility of individuals and families inside each resguardo to 

live the life they expect —whatever it is—, and that has forced them to use natural 

resources in ways that do not always conform to the script of the environmentally noble 

savage (Redford, 1991). 

The situation of each resguardo reveals that the pristine state of natural resources 

can hardly be preserved there, according to the script attributed to their indigenous 

nobility. According to the description above, it is clear that Jiw, Tucano and Nükak 

indigenous people do not live in places with adequate conditions for subsistence or stable 

socio-economic activities; this situation leads them to face enormous challenges when 
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trying to participate in the regional economy and to ensure their survival. Although 

poverty in some communities is more dramatic than in others, all experience economic 

vulnerability that usually translates into an increase in pressure on natural resources.  

In order to gain more specific indicators of the management of forest areas in 

three of the surveyed resguardos, I engaged an expert in GIS to measure the changes in 

land use over a span of 25 years. During archive research in San José, I was able to 

access maps of an unpublished but very complete study on the land use in the area of 

colonization of San José del Guaviare (Andrade and Etter; 1987). Aerial photographs 

from 1985 were the basis for that research, and those were compared with 2009 satellite 

photographs. In the case of the Nukak resguardo the comparison could not be made as it 

lies outside the area of colonization of San José del Guaviare and therefore was not 

included in Andrade and Etter’s study (1987). Comparing the three other resguardos 

provided the variations consigned in Table 3. Here, it was necessary to establish 

equivalences between two different types of coverage methodologies in order to make the 

comparison. Indeed, Andrade and Etter (1987) developed their own methodology based 

on the general criteria established by the ITC (Gils et al., 1987; Andrés Etter, personal 

communication, 2011). By contrast, the 2010 classification corresponds to the CORINE 

Land Cover System, or CLC, methodology developed by the European Environmental 

Agency and adopted by the Colombian government for analyzing coverage and land use 

in the country. In this case, Andrade and Etter’s (1987) categories were “updated” to 

align with the CLC methodology, in the ways consigned in Table 4. 
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Table 3. Variation of the main types of coverage in three resguardos between 1985 and 

2010. 

 Panuré Barrancón El Refugio 

Type of 

coverage 
1985 2010 Var.* 1985 2010 Var.* 1985 2010 Var.* 

% of hectares of 

dense natural 

forest 

26.21 26.39 0.18 70.64 58.87 -11.77 24.81 16.72 -8.10 

% of hectares 

used for pastures 
4.99 21.46 16.47 3.70 2.40 -1.30 10.25 9.75 -0.51 

% of hectares 

with fragmented 

natural forest 

0.00 0.00 0.00 1.99 4.30 2.31 0.00 15.71 15.71 

% of hectares of 

natural 

grasslands and 

savannas 

11.11 0.00 -11.11 0.95 0.00 -0.95 0.00 5.37 5.37 

% of hectares 

with shrubs and 

bushes 

57.69 12.97 -44.72 22.72 4.88 -17.84 0.00 6.96 6.96 

* Variation. 

 

Table 4. Correspondence of land use categories in Andrade and Etter (1987) and CLC 

(2005). 

Andrade and Etter (1987) CORINE Land Cover System CLC (2005) 

Code Type of coverage Code Type of coverage 

R Stubble 322 Shrubs and bushes 

(C) Forests and crops 312 Fragmented natural forest 

S Natural savannahs 321 Pastures and natural savannah 

P Pastures 23 Pastures 

(B) Natural forest 311 Dense natural forest 

 

Of the changes of coverage suggested by Table 3, I want to highlight the one that 

corresponds to the category of “dense natural forest.” According to the CLC 

classification adapted to Colombia, this category corresponds to the continuous coverage 

formed by trees taller than five meters in height that have not been “intervened [with] or 

the intervention has been selective and has not [affected] their original structure and 

functional characteristics” (Murcia, 2009: 27). In other words, this type of cover is what 
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indigenous people know as “mountain/forest” or “monte” in local Spanish, and would 

constitute the most prized areas for hunting and harvesting, where the forest is considered 

to be in its “original” state.  

Comparative analysis shows that in Panuré this coverage has for all intents and 

purposes been maintained over the past 25 years (with a slight positive variation of 

0.18%), while in the reserves of Barrancón and El Refugio it has decreased by 11.77% 

and 8.10%, respectively. These figures reveal the pressure for resources in these areas 

and indicate that the primary forests in Barrancón and El Refugio have been significantly 

affected to create land for agriculture.
107

 Why have figures in the case of Panuré not 

changed significantly unlike for El Refugio and Barrancón? The Tucano use a system of 

swidden-fallow agroforestry, where chagras rotate every year. When speaking with 

several Tucano farmers, they told me that ideally a family would live with four hectares 

of land: every year they use one hectare while the other three are left to “rest” and “weed 

up.” However, in Panuré many families cannot rotate fields because they do not have 

enough—or any—land at all. As mentioned, there are several families who do not have 

even a small plot of land to cultivate; thus, a good part of the forest fields are actually 

part of the “untouchable” land belonging to the family that controls 33 percent of the 

resguardo. And they are not saving those areas for environmental conservation, but to 

leave them to their sons and grandsons when they form their own families and need land 

to cultivate. 

                                                        
107

 These results are consistent with the tendency in the rates of loss of biodiversity and vegetation cover in 

the Colombian Amazon, which, in turn, are higher than in other rainforest regions in South America 

(Armenteras et al., 2006: 365). 
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Several conclusions can be derived from this data. I consider that the conceptual 

perspective of environmentality (Agrawal, 2005) allows for a critical understanding of 

some of the assumptions of state law on resguardos and the challenges facing indigenous 

peoples at the local level. Regarding the first category of environmentality (that consists 

in the creation of governmentalized localities), it can be argued that resguardos became 

governmentalized localities through the multicultural reforms of 1991. These reforms 

unified, as never before, the protection of biological and cultural diversity in a single 

territorial unit known as resguardo. In this context, resguardos became highly intervened 

spaces by logics of government aimed at establishing mechanisms to regulate sustainable 

management of its resources. This is because Colombian state multiculturalism was 

structured on the basis of an environmental agenda that, as already stated, saw indigenous 

peoples as strategic allies, equating and reducing them conceptually to a few ecologically 

noble savages. Otherwise, the transfer of large amounts of land to indigenous minorities 

would not have been easily justified.  

In theory, the creation of resguardos meets the objective of preserving 

environmentally sensitive and culturally diverse regions such as the Amazon. In addition, 

indigenous authorities in frontiers have ended up acting as appendages of state 

governance when they assume the administrative functions that legally correspond to 

them according to resguardos law (for example, managing public resources, budget 

planning, the preparation of investment projects or generating demographic censuses, 

etc.). The possibility of finding allies among indigenous peoples is of strategic 

importance for the state in a place like Guaviare, where territories have historically been 
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in dispute between the Colombian state and illegal armed groups, such as the FARC 

guerrillas, traffickers and, more recently, paramilitary groups. . From that point of view, 

it is not strange to think of the resguardos as a device which, while they claim territorial 

rights for indigenous communities, also strengthens the state presence in frontier areas, 

incidentally guaranteeing biodiversity conservation. As argued by Martín von 

Hildebrand, the person who managed the creation of huge reserves in the Amazon as 

head of the Direction for Indigenous Affairs in the 1980s: “[Creating resguardos] is a way 

for government to consolidate opportunities to govern and enhance governance” (Bogotá, 

June 21, 2011; see also Chapter 3).  

Using this logic, the state pretends to penetrate directly into the daily lives of 

indigenous communities to demand from them the structuring of specific forms of 

government within the resguardos—namely, through cabildos and traditional council 

authorities. This is accomplished, moreover, by giving them limited autonomy and 

encouraging their bureaucratic participation in public administration. Also, it establishes 

that those indigenous strategies for natural resource management that are based on the 

“uses and customs” of the community are proper only because they are “traditional”. 

Indeed, the Ministry of the Environment has to ensure that the resguardos comply with 

the “environmental function of property,” i.e., because they use resources “in accordance 

with the uses, customs and culture that belong to themselves” (Art. 61 of Ley 160 of 

1994). The rationale behind the implementation of this function is closely associated with 

global environmental rhetoric. In fact, the environmental role of property seeks to 

“recognize respect for nature as a legal right to be protected and a new form of solidarity, 
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intergenerational equity, the basic idea of sustainable development” (Londoño et al., 

2004: 20). This formulation constitutes a device used to assess how well indigenous 

people handle resources and how closely their environmental management practices 

follow the cultural guidelines of the population living on the resguardo. Obviously, this 

mechanism provides an “ought to be” proposition for indigenous communities that is 

nothing but attachment to the cultural script inherited from their ancestors. Buttressing 

the argument, there is the legal instantiation of the ecological nobility of indigenous 

people. However, despite the law, follow-up on the environmental management of the 

resguardos is a neglected matter, even among indigenous peoples themselves (see Table 

5, below). This reflects, among other things, that the Ministry lacks the resources to carry 

out that follow-up in many areas of the country. But its mere existence as law allows for 

a glimpse into government rationality and intervention measures represented by the 

establishment of resguardos to protect biocultural diversity. 

 Regarding the second category of environmentality, Agrawal (2005) proposes the 

emergence of regulatory communities as a set of social relations influenced by 

environmental policies at a local level that shape new alliances among social factions 

and, consequently, determine local hierarchies. In that sense, regulatory communities 

allow for an analysis of the “environmental consciousness” that indigenous organizations 

have deployed as a marker of their political distinctiveness. As I mentioned in Chapter 3, 

the expert knowledge that shaped the incorporation of Guaviare to the 1970s paradigm of 

development turned indigenous production systems into the ideal type of human 
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intervention in the Amazon. From this rationality, colonos became the antithesis of 

indigenous peoples, their knowledge about nature and their production systems. 

The Consejo Regional Indígena del Guaviare (Guaviare Regional Indigenous 

Council, or CRIGUA II) has placed that difference at the center of its demands for state 

policy and in public debates over the creation of Guaviare identity. Their leaders 

constantly reaffirm that their ethnicity makes them the only social actors in the region 

who know how to take care of the forest without the “experts” teaching them how to do 

it. That symbolic capital for negotiation strengthens their position in dialogue with 

government officials, activists from human rights or environmental NGOs and other 

social organizations. The dialogue between a Ministry of the Environment official and a 

few Tucano political leaders in September 2010 clearly illustrates this point. This was the 

first meeting in San José to train the indigenous leaders in the Reducing Emissions from 

Deforestation and Forest Degradation Program (REDD), and the Ministry official tried to 

convince the natives of the virtues of their traditional production system. At one point, he 

told them,  

It is important that you keep one thing: this relationship with the chagra that first 

you cut down but eventually it becomes a forest again. This stubble-in-recovery 

process serves to capture much more [carbon]. And I am talking about a process 

that can take 5, 10, 12 or 20 years. Keep this traditional way and do not change it! 

(Officer of the Ministry of the Environment, San José, September 22, 2010) 

 This statement infuriated most of the indigenous people attending the training 

session. Some complained that the Ministry of Environment demanded appropriate 
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environmental behaviors to indigenous people but not to colonos. A Tucano leader 

intervened and told the officer:  

I don’t know whether I am misunderstanding, but we, the indigenous people, have 

spent many years in the forest, our grandfathers and grandfathers lived in the 

forest and the forest remains the same. Thirtyfive years ago, before the 

colonization arrived in San José del Guaviare, you went to El Retorno
108

 and that 

was pure forest. Now, when you go there and you look at the sides of the road all 

you see are pastures. Can you see the difference between indigenous peoples and 

colonos? Can you see? If, for example, I am given 10 hectares of forest and a 

colono gets the same 10 hectares, surely after 10 years I have recovered what I cut 

down before and the colono has no forest left. Here the institutions that monitor 

and control [the use of natural resources], such as the CDA
109

, Incoder
110

, 

Sinchi
111

, Natural Parks, the Ministry of the Environment itself, take control 

measures when it suits them. Here in San José del Guaviare you carry seven 

cumare
112

 leaves to make a room at home [and] immediately the CDA controls 

you, fines you and you end up in jail. But, what if a private entity comes? If a 

multinational company comes, it can take what it wants, or it takes trucks full of 

timber and nobody says a word. Where are those in charge? Where is the CDA? 

                                                        
108

 This is a village located 30 km south of San José. 
109

 “Corporación para el Desarrollo Sostenible del Norte y el Oriente Amazonico” (Corporation for the 

Sustainable Development of Northern and Western Amazon). 
110

 “Instituto Colombiano de Desarrollo Rural” (Colombian Institute for Rural Development).  
111

 “Instituto Amazónico de Investigaciones Científicas” (Amazonian Institute for Scientific Research). 
112

 Cumare (Astrocaryoum chambira) is a palm tree whose leaves are used to built the roof of indigenous 

houses. Cumare palms were very common on the flooded areas of Guaviare, but its overexploitation has 

limited its accesibility.  
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Where is the Ministry of the Environment? Forgive me but the Ministry of the 

Environment is the one that has to demand control from the other institutions and 

teach others to care for the environment. Because otherwise, what is the benefit, 

doctor, of training us, the indigenous peoples? Before you started training 

sessions, we already knew how to care for nature. We are still living as we have 

always lived. (Ramiro González, Tucano leader of Panuré, San José del Guaviare, 

September 22, 2010) 

The main ideas of Ramiro’s words were repeated by many indigenous leaders—

mainly Tucano—in public venues where environmental issues were discussed in 

Guaviare. The central strand of his argument was that indigenous communities remain 

the appropriate determiners of proper environmental behavior. In other words, indigenous 

communities have become regulatory models for measuring how well other segments of 

the local and regional populations approximate the environmental ideal prescribed by the 

state in these ecologically sensitive regions.  

Finally, the third category of environmentality —the generation of environmental 

subjectivities— puts in question the efficacy of state’s environmental agenda in a fine-

grained level. In fact, in the survey that I conducted with the heads of each household, I 

presented some questions targeted at their perceptions of environmental issues. The 

results were as follows: 
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Table 5. Perceptions of the heads of the households of the resguardos’ environmental 

issues  

Variables Panuré Barrancón
‡
 El Refugio

†
 Nukak º 

% of Heads of household who are 

familiar with FEDR* 
24.1 6.1 10 0 

% of Heads of household who believe 

that natural resources are adequately 

protected in the resguardo  

59.3 63.6 80 100 

% of heads who are greatly concerned 

with losing the resguardo territory in 

the immediate future 

77.78 51.5 73.3 0 

‡ 
Includes Capitanía, Escuela and Morichera sectors. It excludes the Palmeras sector.  

† 
Includes the sector of Villa Leonor. 

ºData from this column corresponds to the Cheka müh settlement. 

* FEDR: Ecological function of the resguardos. This is one category that, according to the law, must be 

fulfilled by the resguardos of the country. 

 

These figures indicate that there is a tendency among the heads of each household 

to positively assess certain practices for protecting resources and to identify the threats 

that loom over the resguardos. However, very few people know about legal categories 

such as the Environmental Function in the Resguardos (FEDR), which is one of the 

formal mechanisms to regulate the implementation of “traditional” customs and resource 

management practices, as I mentioned earlier. According to Colombian law, the 

indigenous population of each resguardo must guarantee a sustainable use of natural 

resources located inside it. This task should be accomplished by applying traditional 

systems of production regulated through the “usos, costumbres y cultura” [traditions, 

customes, and culture] of each community. What remains unclear in the law is the 

definition of what the accomplishment of the environmental function is. In general, it is 

vaguely defined as the type of management of natural resources in which they are not 

depleted nor degraded. Otherwise, the law presupposes that all indigenous traditional 

systems of production are sustainable by themselves —disregarding the changes they 
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could experience with the contact with major society— and, simultaneously, imposes an 

agenda on indigenous communities to remain “traditional” and avoid cultural change. 

However, in the conversations that I had with several local level public officials, I was 

able to confirm that many of them also do not have information on this regulation. Even 

at a national level, the central government recognized that this law was not adequately 

enforced (Londoño et al. 2004: 42). 

The widespread ignorance among survey respondents of a central institutional 

category like the FEDR signals the need to critically assess the effectiveness of the 

government in generating the kind of environmental subjectivities it is interested in 

creating among indigenous populations. The lack of knowledge on FEDR is a key 

dimension to assess the state’s effectiveness in converting resguardos into 

governmentalized localities. Resguardos make sense in state rhetoric as long as they stick 

to the script of having an environmental function.  

With regard to environmental subjectivities, Agrawal (2005) has written that their 

constitution refers to the type of subjects “who have come to think and act in new ways in 

relation to the environmental domain being governed, forests” (Agrawal, 2005: 7). 

However, it is clear that none of the indigenous people I interacted with thinks about or 

acts on the environment differently than before state multiculturalism discourses and 

rhetoric. Otherwise, even if Jiw, Nükak, and Tucano peoples have an intimate knowledge 

of natural cycles, cosmic calendars, reproduction of species and, in general an integrated 

perspective of nature and culture domains in which humans are simply a part of a broader 
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system, as insightful ethnographies have shown
113

, these communities in the resguardos 

they inhabit cannot follow the “traditional” script of managing natural resources 

sustainably as the Colombian state expects. There is, in many cases, a new awareness 

about the strategic importance of highlighting that their ethnic status makes them 

excellent environmental guardians. But this does not mean that they have some 

innovative environmental sensitivities or practices. Moreover, many of them are 

beginning to consider that the values others attribute to them as ecologically noble 

savages are increasingly becoming a straitjacket, stifling their hopes for economic 

security and social mobility.  

At the training workshop on REDD and natural resources conservation that I had 

the opportunity to assist in San José, an indigenous leader argued:  

We indigenous peoples want to work, we want to contribute, we want to improve 

our living conditions because there are no industries in these territories, no 

companies where people can work or provide services [...]. How can you find 

alternatives and economic guarantees for indigenous communities to take care of 

the environment? Indigenous people have lived in their territories for millennia 

and have devoted themselves to taking care of it and to live off nature, but now it 

is not only about taking care and being there in the forests [...]. What payment is 

there to help the indigenous people that care for nature? (Alberto Perdomo, San 

José del Guaviare, September 22, 2010) 

                                                        
113

 See Cabrera et al. (1999) and Politis (2007) in the case of the Nükak. See Garzón (1986) and Chaves 

(1987) in the case of the Jiw. See Hugh-Jones (1979), Jackson (1983), and Reichel-Dolmatoff (1976, 1986) 

in the case of the Tucano.  
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Another leader made a similar argument: 

We have to start breaking away from the idea that indigenous people live off the 

forests. That is not true! Also that we are the best conservationists, we know the 

chagra cycle and all that. Yes, that’s true, but it is also true that indigenous 

peoples need money. Already an indigenous person does not live off his 

guayuco,
114

 off his hook, his things [...]. There is a development model which is 

planned for the Amazon but it is not for indigenous peoples or for colonos, it is 

for people with money. So, to save the forest we need to generate business in our 

communities, businesses that have a minimum of capital to create jobs. I do not 

know what we are going to sell, but there is no other way out, because if we 

continue in this direction, the forests will either be destroyed by coca or mining. 

(Gonzalo Munévar, September 22, 2010) 

These ideas have become increasingly stronger among indigenous leaders and 

clearly contradict preconceptions of the type of environmental subjectivities that the 

Colombian state designed to promote among indigenous peoples after the multicultural 

turn, when indigeneity became a matter of cultural essentialism intimaly linked to an 

environmental agenda of protecting ecological hotspots.  

In other words, indigenous peoples’ concerns about the environment and natural 

resources in the area of study have not been drastically and homogeneously shaped by 

new logics of forest management oriented at enhancing their sustainable management. On 

the contrary, some indigenous leaders, as discussed above, assume a critical posture vis-

                                                        
114

 Guayuco refers to a traditional indigenous small cloth used to cover the lower parts of the body. 
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à-vis those state officials or NGO personnel attempting to teach them how to 

“appropriately” manage the forests. Other leaders, on the contrary, see the reproduction 

of their ecological nobility as a powerful symbolic capital that opens new spaces for 

identity politics in local and national institutions and audiences.  

The case of those indigenous leaders’ critical positions mentioned above allow for 

interesting comparisons with the critical perspective that Cepek (2008; 2011) has 

described, based on his experience with the Cofán in the Ecuadorian Amazon. For Cepek 

(2008), the inclusion of the Cofán as managers of conservation areas on behalf of the 

Ecuadorian Ministry of the Environment is far from co-optation or subordination to 

global logics regarding indigenous people and environmental conservation. Rather, these 

processes are based on Cofán agency and their creative interaction with logics and 

discourses that include them; such a stance “reflects a social, political, and practical act of 

self-constitution” (Cepek, 2008: 217). In other words, the modeling of subjectivities 

proposed by environmentality is not replicated in the Cofán context: 

Cofán people’s long-term involvement with collaborative conservation initiatives 

does not make their environmental perspectives the simplistic subject effects of 

environmentality. Even though they perform a set of governmental technics with 

precision, they continue to maintain a critical consciousness of their practice. 

Indeed, Cofán participants in ECP
115

 projects view their action in terms of their 

political agendas and their cultural perspectives rather than the rationales of CCA 

agents. (Cepek, 2011: 505) 

                                                        
115

 ECP refers to Environmental and Conservation Programs that for almost ten years the Field Museum of 

Natural History develops with the Cofán (Cepek, 2011: 502). 
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These ideas suggest the possibility of thinking of the Tucano leaders’ criticism of 

the model of the ecologically noble savage as a strategy for structuring new meanings of 

what is “strictly indigenous.” Far from reproducing essentialized and ahistorical ideas, 

this possibility links procedural situations such as cultural change and social mobility, for 

example, as inherent to current indigenous ethnicity in San José del Guaviare.  

This case allows to point out that the Colombian state has not been successful in 

generating new homogenous environmental subjectivities in the case the Amazonian 

indigenous populations I am concerned with here. In the same way, the analytical 

framework of environmentality is put into question because the production of 

environmental subjectivities is not as successful as Agrawal describes in the case of 

Kumaon in India (2005). Despite this limitation, I believe that environmentality is helpful 

to explain the institutional mechanisms for creating discursive fields structured around 

key concepts that define the possibility for action and reaction by the subjects involved in 

environmental initiatives (e.g. natural resources, colonization, collective ownership, 

sustainable development, etc.).  

To conclude, the process of resguardo establishment and delimitation I compared 

in this chapter have allowed me to identify the common traits and the differences in 

living conditions of the Jiw, Tucano and Nükak. These differences, in turn, allow me to 

question the assumptions related to an ecologically noble savage that underlie the 

rationality of multicultural reforms in Colombia. This particular type of native can only 

be realized in very particular conditions that are far from being crystalized in the 

resguardos around San José. On a conceptual level, I explored the usefulness of 
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Agrawal’s (2005) environmentality to explain the link between processes of economic 

and social marginalization of indigenous Jiw, Tucano and Nükak communities and the 

state devices that turn cultural protection into a goal consistent with environmental 

protection. The approach of environmentality is useful for considering resguardos as 

governmentalized localities and indigenous communities as reference points for what 

constitutes a regulatory community in San José. However, the production of 

environmental subjectivities is not evident in the ethnographic context of my research. In 

this regard, and in line with Cepek’s analysis of the Cofán in the Ecuadorian forests 

(2008; 2011), the ethnographic context of San José helps me study without reductionisms 

what it means for a community, and its leaders, to be subject to the environment as a 

central reference point for performing ethnic identity.  

These elements allow me to determine that the ethnic identity that is built around 

the eco-native promoted by the Colombian state legislation can hardly be pigeonholed as 

the independent result of one of the two following processes: (a) from the global and state 

spheres where indigenous ethnic identity is prescribed as an essence, a foolproof 

environmental vocation is bestowed upon “traditional” territories; or (b) indigenous 

communities exercise their agency and seek an alternative to enhance their cultural and 

territorial rights by politicizing their particular sensitivity to ecological processes in the 

environment they inhabit.  

If choosing is not an option, then the focus of the analysis of ethnic processes in 

the Colombian multicultural era must not be placed exclusively on the production of a 

hegemonic discourse (global-state) about indigenous peoples or on how this discourse is 
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introduced into the perceptions of indigenous identity (local). Instead, it should focus on 

the friction (sensu Tsing, 2005) and mutual questioning that occurs when the two logics 

come into in contact. 
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CHAPTER 5. LOCAL CHALLENGES TO STATE MULTICULTURALISM 

 

 I have argued throughout the dissertation that the state’s multicultural reforms 

of 1991 reproduced an essentialized image of indigeneity that served it to gain legitimacy 

in both environmental and cultural diversity protection at local, regional and global 

levels. However, indigenous peoples do not lack agency. Even if their image as 

environmental stewards poses significant challenges for indigenous populations because 

it establishes an idealistic model of how “proper” indigenous communities should behave 

and manage forest resources, they try to question that image in very different ways.  

 It is possible to find interesting challenges to state multiculturalism through 

the adoption of a different type of analysis that focuses on multilateral agreements and 

global stereotypes of indigeneity. Following an ethnographic approach to ethnic 

dynamics in San José del Guaviare, this chapter analyzes how certain regional processes 

have impacted indigenous social structures and produced unprecedented ethnic 

hierarchies in San José del Guaviare.  

I will hereby point out the different ethnic hierarchies as well as the dynamic 

linking the Jiw, Nükak, and Tucano peoples with the White population of San José del 

Guaviare. These hierarchies allow me to question three reductionist ideas that can be 

found in the rhetoric of the Colombian state’ conception of multiculturalism: 

  First, the notion that ethnic hierarchies dissolve the ideal of unity in the ethnic 

diversity that underpins multicultural policies (cf. Wade, 2004). Far from constituting a 

unified and consistent ethnic otherness, indigenous groups living near San José think of 
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themselves and are thought of as different despite the efforts of certain political 

indigenous leaders interested in establishing a discourse of pan-ethnic equality, and a lack 

of sensitivity towards cultural difference that typifies public policies for minorities. It has 

only been in recent years that these policies have been addressed, principally through a 

differential approach to the individuality of each ethnic group. Furthermore, the analysis 

of ethnic hierarchies existing within the communities themselves serve to understand how 

indigenous peoples question the legitimacy of those who claim responsibility for ethnic 

political organizations and draws attention to the relevance of exploring the political, 

economic and symbolic resources that are at stake in specific settings.  

Secondly, the essentialization of cultural difference –as a way to guarantee certain 

rights of indigenous peoples– is highly problematic because it is hard to find indigenous 

communities that completely fit into the essentialized stereotype of how an indigenous 

subject should look like in contemporary times. Essentialization produces contradictory 

effects, for instance, the communities that best fit essentialized perceptions in the area of 

research, such as the Nükak, are the ones that face more difficulties in gaining access to 

multicultural rights. In fact, I will develop the idea of how Nükak “modernize” in order to 

be “traditional”; by doing this, they have to transform some social and cultural traits to 

properly obtain multicultural, indigenous rights. This is one of the key examples of the 

paradoxical effect of multiculturalism at the local level. Hence the essentialization of 

indigenous peoples as environmental stewards operates on a discursive level, converting 

the performativity of ethnic identities into a strategic resource that certain communities 

should appeal to in order to get closer to the pertaining state expectations.  
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Third, the argument about romantic perceptions of indigenous communities as 

compact, consistent and coherent as a whole rarely has a counterpart in the real world 

since the processes of internal dissent, cultural change and fractionalization are very 

common. This consideration is exacerbated when government officials reduce the ethnic 

group populating a resguardo to a community or when they do not even know that in 

some cases various ethnic groups live in a single resguardo. These processes indicate the 

usefulness of characterizing adjustments that take place between ethnic hierarchies and 

rhetoric on cultural diversity in specific contexts, such as that of San José del Guaviare. 

This approach allows one to understand how ethnic hierarchies are mediated by historical 

ties, symbolic and material capitals at play, and restricted access to basic rights that in 

turn reformulate the political meaning of belonging to an ethnic minority. By these 

means, ethnicity becomes part of a field of struggles and tensions that subvert romantic 

statements concerning indigenous peoples that state multiculturalism claims 

responsibility for. 

 To further develop the latter argument, I will examine the differential positions 

that the Jiw, Nükak and Tucano peoples occupy from three perspectives: that of the city’s 

White population, that of the Tucanos, as well as that of the public officials.
116

 The 

coexistence of these hierarchies reveal the ethnic distinction made between savage and 

civilized, passing through what is considered genuinely ethnic, whilst also dissolving the 

stereotype of pan-ethnic equality that many ethnic actors and institutional promoters 

                                                        
116

 Here, it is important to note that there are many other perspectives to structure ethnic hierarchies –

including those of the Jiw and the Nükak- but I choose to analyze the three I mentioned, because they 

contrast significantly to one another, as I explained in the introduction.  
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vindicate. Finally, I will argue the importance of linking analysis of multicultural effects 

in particular places to broader local and regional processes that are related to regional 

history, institutional actions, or discourses on regional identity. 

 

 

Ethnicity and Hierarchy
117

 

 

Indigenous peoples who regularly converge in San José del Guaviare are not 

categorized in the same way by the region’s White population, since for them some 

indigenous peoples are “more” indigenous than others. Indeed, although Whites
118

 

occupy positions of privilege and indigenous people occupy the lowest positions of the 

social structure, not everyone sees them as a marginal and homogeneous mass. Instead, 

they apply certain qualifying criteria that underpin ethnic hierarchies in which the Jiw, 

Nükak and Tucano hold different positions. Even though some indigenous political 

leaders reproduce the idea of pan-ethnicity in public forums, indigenous people do not 

think of themselves as a unit, instead, these communities also apply certain criteria to 

establish whether some indigenous peoples are more civilized than others, as I will show 

further in the chapter.  

                                                        
117

 Some of the following ideas were summarized in an article that was published in Spanish in late 2011 

(Del Cairo, 2011) in a special issue of the Revista Colombiana de Antropología, dedicated to the 

ethnographic critiques of multiculturalism in Colombia (see Bocarejo and Restrepo, eds. 2011). 
118

 As previously discussed, Whites are not a category suggesting racial pureness, but it reflects the local 

distinction between indigenous and non-indigenous populations. All non indigenous people are considered 

generically as Whites. 
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Here it is important to clarify that the hierarchies that I am interested in are those 

between the three ethnic groups and not within each one of these groups.
119

 This allows 

me to highlight how multiculturalism assumes that every ethnic group is equal to any 

other ethnic group, which is far from the reality of the situation. I would also like to 

acknowledge that there are important social and mythological differences within each of 

these groups. For example, in the case of the Jiw people, there are social divisions that 

correspond to the clan system that regulates the alliances, marriages and, in general, the 

system of kinship (Garzón, 1986). In the case of the Tucano something similar occurs. 

They have mythical principles that differentiate each ethnic group of the Eastern Tucano 

linguistic family within a clan hierarchy that regulate the marriage and the transmission 

of the language that each individual should learn (Hugh-Jones, 1979; Jackson, 1983). The 

Nükak are segmented into local groups according to the location where they used to live 

in their traditional territory. Thus, the members of one group do not necessarily see the 

rest of the local groups as equal (Cabrera et al., 1999; also, see the Introduction).  

In spite of the hierarchies that correspond to mythological prescriptions that 

dominate clan relations or the social factions inside each of the three ethnic groups, 

indigenous families share the same system of production unique to each ethnic group. In 

that sense, mythological hierarchies do not imply an equivalent hierarchy in terms of 

social class. Nevertheless, in recent decades a significant differentiation has appeared 

amongst the Tucano of Panuré and El Refugio due to the specialization in indigenous 

                                                        
119

 In Chapter 4, I have explored some of the tensions that the access and control over land produce in each 

resguardo. Far from being communities living in a “primitive communism”, there are frictions, 

segmentations and in some of them, as in the case of the Tucano, there is posible to find even the 

acentuation of socio-economic differentiations inside the communities, that for some of them constitutes a 

kind of social class differentiation, as I will expose below. 
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leadership of some individuals or because of education. The fact that some of them are 

professional allows them to work in better-paid jobs in San José, to the extent that there is 

a tendency in most of these people to leave behind their jobs in crop cultivation or in 

making handcrafts for selling. Instead, they purchase all the supplies and food their 

families require from the markets in town. This is not the case with the Jiw and the 

Nükak.  

 In general, indigenous peoples occupy the lowest position in San José’s social 

order. The White population’s privileged position over indigenous people is rooted in the 

complex historical process through which Guaviare became a geographical and, most 

importantly, cultural frontier in relation with the interior of the country. At some point in 

the region’s history, this turned indigenous populations—its “traditional” population—

into marginalized and underappreciated “savages.” However, in recent decades, political 

and social processes have broken these generic views, making Whites place the various 

indigenous communities that converge in San José in different positions. 

 These processes place the issue of hierarchy at the core of the analysis in regards 

to ethnic dynamics in San José del Guaviare. In fact, hierarchy and differentiation are 

nodal aspects of ethnicity, since they do not occur outside the historical processes marked 

by dissent and power struggles between social factions (Barth, 1969; Comaroff and 

Comaroff, 1992; Cardoso de Oliveira, 2007). As McCormack points out based on the 

experiences of Maori:  

Struggle is a defining feature of indigeneity. This is manifested both in conflicts 

with the dominant other, normally a unifying mechanism, and in internal 
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altercations as members compete for access to the potential recompense on offer 

to settle indigenous claims. (McCormack, 2011: 281) 

This perspective points out the importance of contextualizing the trajectories, the 

political and symbolic resources involved, as well as the stereotypical assessments of 

cultural difference in contexts where different social groups appeal to the diacritics of 

identity to establish exclusionary borders and spheres of inclusion. This way, one of the 

most interesting challenges facing the analysis of ethnicity-related experiences is to 

identify how ethnic hierarchies are reconfigured in multi-ethnic settings defined by 

asymmetry, and how the basis of these hierarchies is impacted when new discourses and 

legal resources pertaining to cultural difference are made available. Even in places like 

San José del Guaviare, the multicultural rhetoric that portrays indigenous peoples as a 

homogenous mass of people fails to dissolve ethnic hierarchies. On the contrary, that 

multicultural rhetoric coexists, stimulates and creates new hierarchies that I will touch on 

later. Thus, the non-discriminative treatment of ethnic minorities that the multicultural 

reforms of 1991 promote, confronts the subordinate position that indigenous populations 

occupy according to local and regional social representations that have been forged 

throughout the years in colonization settings. Therefore, this analysis contributes to the 

growing ethnographic literature that characterizes the multiplicity of contingencies facing 

the dissemination of state multiculturalist rhetoric in different local contexts in Colombia 

(e.g., Losonczy, 1997; Jackson, 1998, Chaves, 2002; Laurent, 2005; Chaves and 

Zambrano, 2006; Rappaport, 2005). 
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 Ethnic hierarchies in San José del Guaviare are constructed from various angles, 

demonstrating that in a social space an indigenous community can simultaneously have a 

privileged position and also a subordinated one (Bourdieu, 2003). This position within a 

given community’s social order depends on the hierarchy’s criteria, symbolic and 

material capital, the economic resources involved, as well as the rules governing the 

ethnic field. This makes it a stage in which ethnicity operates as a means of social 

distinction, in which the “logic of difference” reigns supreme (Bourdieu, 2003: 237). To 

illustrate the configuration of ethnic hierarchies from the perspectives of the city’s White 

population, the Tucano and public officials—something that does not diminish the 

multiple ways of thinking and classifying the region’s ethnic diversity—it is necessary to 

start by stating that currently in San José de Guaviare, White perceptions of indigenous 

populations stem from the fact that Whites are the majority and hold privileged positions 

–such as the vas majority of bureaucratic positions and also control the local commerce– 

in the region’s social hierarchy. This perception affects the insertion of indigenous people 

into a system of power in which the investment of public resources and development 

plans for indigenous communities are defined by White politicians or in which these 

politicians can fulfill the promise of a job in a public institution, amongst many other 

things.  

 Currently, a good portion of Whites in San José recognize the Jiw as the original 

population, and identify the Nükak as a “displaced people,” while they consider the 
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Tucano migrants from Vaupés
120

. However, these perceptions have not always been the 

same. Indeed, the preconceptions that the White population holds in regard to indigenous 

populations are clearly influenced by Guaviare’s historical status as a colonization 

frontier, as well as by more recent processes such as the need to create a persuasive 

discourse about an identity for the people from the Guaviare region.  

 

The Whites and what is Genuinely Ethnic 

It is clear that since the mid-20
th

 century Guaviare has been subjected to economic 

and social strategies to link this largely isolated region to the rest of the country defined 

by colonization. These processes retain continuity through degrading portrayals of 

indigenous people that have prevailed since colonial times (see Chapter 2). That is, 

insofar as settlers classify indigenous peoples as savages, the latter remain at the margin 

of a project of civilization. Since the establishment of preliminary social networks in 

colonization fronts in the middle of the 20
th

 century, the idea that this newly formed 

societies of settlers in the Amazon was composed of “colonies” prevailed although 

settlers coincided in reproducing a common means of living in Guaviare. Historically, the 

territories located in the geographical periphery of the country were classified as 

“national territories” and therefore maintained a relationship of political tutelage and 

economic dependence on Colombia’s central government through the Departamento 

Administrativo de Intendencias y Comisarías (Administrative Department of 

                                                        
120

 In fact, several Tucano families arrived in San José del Guaviare starting in the mid-1960s. Some were 

trying to distance themselves from the tutelage of the Catholic missionaries in their ancestral lands of 

Vaupés (Santoyo, 2010). Others were trying to become workers in the construction of the Granada-San 

José-Calamar road that was planned to facilitate exporting rubber during the boom of this product in the 

second half of the 20
th

 century. 



 

 

258 

Intendencias and Comisarías, or Dainco). In fact, regional authorities were not elected by 

the popular vote of the inhabitants of the region, as is the case in the country’s interior, 

but rather they were appointed directly by the president, who selected them from amongst 

his personal confidants. Usually, they were outsiders to the region they were going to 

govern.  

The reforms that were aimed at achieving regional autonomy and political and 

administrative decentralization were incorporated into the 1991 Constitution. These 

reforms included, among other elements, the dissolution of Dainco, and the election by 

popular vote of governors and members of parliament to these “new departments,” 

paving the way for the consolidation of a local political elite. With the autonomy that the 

1991 Constitution granted, the former “national territory” elites and local officials saw, 

now more than ever, the need for structuring a persuasive discourse concerning the 

regional identity of its inhabitants. They hoped thereby to pinpoint the guaviarense 

(Guaviare identity) in the national imagination. Furthermore, the Constitution of 1991 set 

out to leave behind the stereotypes that people from the country’s interior had associated 

with Guaviare, seeing it as a faraway, marginal, difficult land full of indigenous peoples, 

guerrillas and drug traffickers intertwined with historical violence (see Chapter 2). An 

editorial in the local newspaper El Guaviarense, stated that: 

Because of the Department of Guaviare’s late territorial consolidation, its 

population process and its physical characteristics, making it multi-ethnic and 

multicultural, given the confluence of indigenous cultures and settlers from 

different regions of the country who arrived with different interests—and for 
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different reasons—most of them attracted by the extractive economies, generated 

depletion and mismanagement of the department’s ethnic and natural wealth. The 

last decade has been characterized by an awakening of interest in what is ours, 

largely generated by the demographic growth of Guaviare. This is reflected in the 

emergence of cultural processes that have been shaping and empowering 

communities in four municipalities, in the interest on making investments and 

improving their living conditions. (El Guaviarense, 2002: 2) 

This interest in “what is ours” resulted in an effort to produce a coherent discourse 

on regional identity. I must clarify that although the necessity of this discourse is not the 

exclusive or direct result of multicultural reforms, the sensitivities regarding cultural 

diversity that these reforms generated contributed, at least on a formal level, to the 

reassessment of the place of indigenous people in the construction of regional identity. In 

fact, the editorial column refers to the transformation of Guaviare into a multi-ethnic and 

multicultural territory, categories that are part of the new language of diversity introduced 

by the 1991 Constitution. Going from talking about savages to claiming pluri-ethnicity is 

highly significant because, until recently, the marginal place of indigenous heritage was 

the common denominator in the different disputes over regional identity. Said projects 

could be traced in initiatives promoted by institutions as diverse as the former Instituto 

Colombiano de Cultura (Colombian Cultural Institute, or Colcultura), the Ministry of 

Education or the work of some activists and cultural researchers who crowded public 

spaces to celebrate Guaviare’s regional identity with “cultural shows.” 



 

 

260 

 These spaces include departmental festivals, municipal fairs, and school cultural 

assemblies where discourses on Guaviare identity can follow three different directions: 

first, by claiming the diacritics associated with “Llanero culture”, as is characteristic of 

the Guaviare identity and as is the case with the celebration of the Festival Internacional 

Yuruparí de Oro (Golden Yuruparí International Festival])
121

; second, by maintaining the 

idea that this is a society composed of communities of different origin and that their 

differences must be permanently highlighted through the idea of coexistence between 

“colonies,” adequately exemplified in the annual celebration of the Festival de Colonias 

(Festival of Colonies) (see Figure 16); and finally, by recognizing that Guaviare’s 

identity is the ambiguous result of the cultural legacies that characterize the colonies of 

origin of its current inhabitants. Many of the people with whom I discussed these issues 

considered cultural promoters to have a responsibility to create those new discourses on 

Guaviare regional identity. Furthermore, they believed that those same researchers had 

the responsibility of producing compelling accounts about the blending of all the cultural 

traditions that converge in San José.  

 This perception is properly illustrated by the clothing designed by a cultural 

promoter after several months of research funded by the Ministry of Culture. Said 

clothing was presented at a local cultural event and was proposed as part of “the typical 

dance” of the Guaviare. The dancers wore a skirt that, similar to a collage, was made of 

bits and pieces of typical dresses from other parts of the country, a skirt that emulated a 

guayuco decorated with indigenous pictographs, an inverted vueltiao hat—a national 
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 The name Yuruparí, interestingly, appeals to a ritual practice very important to indigenous groups of 

Northwest Amazonia. 
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symbol from the Northern coast of the country—crowned with fruit of various origins, a 

shirt with ribbons alluding to the traditional dress from other regions and a pair of 

alpargatas (espadrilles) representing llaneros (Figure 17). Dancers moved to the rhythm 

of a set of musical fragments of guabina, joropo, sanjuanero, salsa and other rhythms 

typical of different areas of the country.  

What are the characteristic features of people from Guaviare? Is it necessary, on 

the one hand, to invent a new, never-before-seen icon to reflect the character of 

Guaviare’s population? Or, on the other hand, does the sum of the fragments that 

represent culture from other regions produce a mixed result that properly reflects what 

Guaviare is today? These questions summarize the dilemmas that cultural promoters deal 

with as they seek unity in diversity. These questions also highlight the marginal 

importance of indigenous culture in the construction of the diacritics in Guaviare’s 

regional identity, projected as indelible markers of what is native. As I was told in an 

interview with a cultural promoter from the country’s interior and with over 30 years of 

experience planning activities in public institutions from Guaviare, “The failure of 

Guaviare’s typical dress or typical dance contests corresponds to the difficulty of 

reducing everything into one object. It is not easy. The truth is that there is still diversity 

here. And that makes us different, different from others” (Hernando Zárate, August 23, 

2010). The new sensitivities regarding culture and cultural diversity coming from 

multicultural reforms foster local discussions about the place of indigenous people in 

such identity based projects. As Ochoa (2003) argues, despite the risk of  
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Figure 16. Play depicting the encounter of settlers and indigenous people in Guaviare. 

San José del Guaviare, Festival de las Colonias, 2010. 

 

 

Figure 17. The proposal for the typical dress of Guaviare was made by a local cultural 

activist and researcher. Cultural event in San José del Guaviare’s central Park, 2010.  
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bureaucratization, one of the most prominent effects of the institutionalization of culture 

introduced in the 1991 Constitution was that it gave “culture a political platform,” 

specifically upon the creation of a Ministry of Culture in 1997. Furthermore, it relocated 

culture within government policy in its scope and budget, and it pluralized cultural policy 

discussions among various social sectors (Ochoa, 2003: 18-19). 

At a local level, such as in San José del Guaviare, the relocation of “culture” in 

public institutions led to the creation of the Instituto Departamental de Cultura y Turismo 

(Departmental Institute of Culture and Tourism) in 1993, which a few years later became 

the Secretaría Departamental de Cultura y Turismo (Departmental Secretary of Culture 

and Tourism). One of the public officials in the cultural sector pointed out that this 

institutionalization of culture prompted him, as well as the few others who were in charge 

of cultural activities in the Department to begin thinking about culture as a dimension 

associated with tourism. He argued that the main challenge arose from thinking that 

tourism and culture could be interconnected, since he saw them as two completely 

separate dimensions. However, training workshops from the now defunct Colcultura 

taught them about how culture—here understood as the folk traditions of a place—served 

to promote tourism:  

Previously, culture was for me like playing a cuatro
122

, or singing and dancing. 

But then I realized that culture is much more than that. The experience, the time, 

the work, the academia, the contact with different cultures and various people 

have made me change what I had previously thought of culture. But what really 
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 Cuatro is a musical instrument smaller than a guitar, which is used to play Llanera music. 
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made me change my thinking were the projects of continuous education offered 

by Colcultura such as a workshop, a meeting, a symposium, a forum, and 

regional, national and international meetings. (San José del Guaviare, Felipe 

Ordoñez, August 20, 2010) 

Upon the institutionalization of culture, the central government began to fund 

initiatives that consolidated the “culture” of Guaviare and therefore began to generate 

initiatives that would fill Guaviare’s identity with substance. Soon there was an event 

called “Festival Departamental de la Familia Guaviarense: Un encuentro de todos” 

(Department of Guaviare Family Festival: A meeting for all) that took place in San José 

in 1993 and became the first outreach program to all of Guaviare’s different 

communities, including indigenous people and peasants from rural areas to encourage 

their participation in “cultural shows” as well as in the construction of a discourse 

regarding Guaviare’s identity. Thus, the conception and representation forms that operate 

in the festivals became an area of dispute, a deployment setting for cultural policies. As a 

public official from the cultural sector well put it: “There are people who do not stop to 

think what it means to have festival of colonies. They only see the party and the fun, but 

others do see in them the opportunity to change things” (Carolina Esguerra, February 12, 

2010). For some, the Guaviare Family Festival signified a turning point in the 

representation of previous preconceptions of indigenous peoples in White populations:  

Here in Guaviare, indigenous people were treated as you treat people with whom 

you do not want to share anything. Someone of another race, of another language 

or another system, the other kind of people, who must stay far away. Someone 
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that repels us must be kept far away, someone that creates problems. No kind of 

dialogue or meeting was ever held with them. We believed that, beginning with 

the cultural aspects, we could initiate that process [...] so, the festival allowed us 

to recognize that indigenous peoples were people who possessed a great wealth of 

knowledge. And it was necessary to show that. Nevertheless, for some Whites it 

was ridiculous to see an indigenous person in guayuco on stage [...]. But [their 

participation] served to give indigenous peoples a certain value, so they stopped 

being seen as what some call ‘indios’ (Indians). We see them as people who have 

rights; people who have values and form part of our culture, and who share our 

cultural expressions. We have to contribute to their preservation, so that they 

remain with us from generation to generation, so that they form part of our 

cultural wealth. (Felipe Gaona, August 23, 2010) 

Since then and with more intensity than before, cultural promoters and activists 

from San José raised discussions regarding the definition of what was “really 

guaviarense.” El Festival de la Familia that Gaona helped establish was reorganized a 

few years later as El Festival de las Colonias. However, this led to extensive discussions 

among cultural activists and some local politicians since not everyone agreed with the 

strategy of emphasizing the idea of the colonies as a point of reference for regional 

identity:  

To what extent is it good or bad to keep the name of colonies if we have already 

started generating changes, processes, and if Guaviare now has children? Colonial 

issues are still being used, but we find it negative to keep talking about them. [It is 
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true] that the word ‘settler’ was part of a process that had reason for being. In 

other words, those who actually settled. However, others are already emerging 

and this diversity must be recognized. We must ensure that every individual feels 

like a daughter of Guaviare, like a guaviarense, and feels the love that comes with 

it. For that person to say: ‘I am not from a colonization process, I am actually 

from Guaviare; I feel bound to this land’. [But] when we say that we are settlers 

and that we are from a region of colonization, what tends to happen is that each 

group closes itself off to the other. Those who dance guabina go to their side, and 

those who dance cumbia go to theirs.
123

 But there is nothing in common and that 

has to be built. We are all beginning to achieve a regional identity through certain 

behaviors, but also through research. It is the people’s, as well as the state’s, 

responsibility. (Felipe Gaona, August 23, 2010) 

El Festival de las Colonias was redesigned starting with a name change. Later, 

however, it became a symbolic dispute:  

There are people who are very attached to their regions and who do not want to 

change that at all. Since they were born in their region, they believe that everyone 

around them should be just like them. There are some people who are rooted in 

the colonies movement. A lot of debate came about when I proposed changing the 

name of the festival to the Festival de Colonias in 2001 and 2002. Finally, we 

managed to change the name and it was called ‘Festival Municipal de la 
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 Guabina and cumbia are musical rythms and traditional dances of other parts of the country. 
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Tonina
124

 por la Diversidad Cultural y la Conviviencia Ciudadana’ (The Tonina 

Municipal Festival for Cultural Diversity and Citizens’ Coexistence) through an 

agreement made with the municipal Council in 2002. Upon seeing that name, the 

people who came from outside of Guaviare, exclaimed: ‘What a beautiful name!’ 

The name has several ways of being described: one is because of identity and 

another is because of respect for the [tonina], an endangered species. (Felipe 

Gaona, August 23, 2010) 

The attachment felt by certain social sectors to the defense of Guaviare as a 

society of colonies has made it so that even common people know this event as ‘Festival 

de las Colonias,’ despite the fact that its name was officially changed. What is true is that 

strategies pertaining to Guaviare’s regional representation have generated interesting 

disputes as to how to project a convincing discourse about the current inhabitants of the 

region.  

So, what is the place of indigenous people in public representations of Guaviare’s 

identity? Historically it was rather marginal, but in recent years some people interested in 

renewing the discourses on regional identity began to highlight the indigenous 

“contribution” to local identity. In fact, many social groups are interested in promoting 

Guaviare’s inclusion in the national economy as a tourist destination. As a result, they 

found it strategic to emphasize the indigenous culture’s contributions to the Department 

instead of minimizing it. Nevertheless, in this process indigenous people have not been 
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 The Tonina is also known as a pink river, or freshwater, dolphin (Inia geofrenssis) that plays an 

important role in the beliefs of the indigenous people who inhabit the region. This is due to the fact that it is 

attributed with supernatural properties. 
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represented as a mosaic composed of various ethnic communities who live there. Instead 

the focus is placed particularly on the strategic projection of the image of the Nükak. 

Without a doubt, the privileged place assigned to the Nükak in new discourses on 

Guaviare’s regional identity is due to the particular ways they have entered the popular 

imagination of Guaviare’s White society. The uproar produced by the “appearance” of 

the Nükak in 1988—a people described by the national press as an “anthropological 

mystery” or a “tribe with an early-stage development, that survived the Paleolithic” 

(Serje, 2005: 241-245)—aroused a very particular sensitivity in the White population’s 

preconceptions concerning Indigenous populations: ideas about innocence, nudity, 

nobility and docility emerged as indelible marks of their radical otherness that were 

implemented as characteristic values of “the last green nomads.” This last expression is 

highly recurrent in the discourse that institutions and White populations have constructed 

around the Nükak. It is evoked as cliché in various settings and was used as the title of an 

influential ethnographic documentary released in 1993 (Rendon and Lamy, 1993). As 

recently as November of 2010, a local White politician filed a writ to secure greater 

protection of fundamental rights (acción de tutela), and to guarantee the rights of the 

local Nükak groups to return to the resguardo after having been displaced. The writ was 

entitled “Nukak Makú, the Americas’ last nomads,” alluding to the title of the 

documentary and emphasizing extinction as a category that encapsulates Western desires 

for authenticity and aboriginality, desires that yearn for and reify minorities (see Forte, 

2006a) (See Figure 18). 
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Figure 18. Promotional poster for the Celebration of International Human Rights Day. 

San José del Guaviare, December 10, 2010.  

 

 

The text reads: “Extinction is forever. 

Communities: Nükak/Jiw. Our Indigenous 

peoples are dying. Our culture is 

extinguishing. International Human Rights 

Day. Join us.” 

In the memory of most of Guaviare’s settlers, the first time they heard about the 

Nükak stands out. Those who had the opportunity to experience the first “encounter” with 

the “last green nomads” vividly remember it. During a stay in the village of Tomachipán, 

I heard tales about the first time the Nükak journeyed to the village; this town lies at the 

headwaters of the Inírida River, at the southern limit of traditional Nükak territory where 

for almost 15 years there has been a Nükak settlement run by Protestant missionaries. 

Later, in San José, I was able to talk to Capitán Rodríguez, one of the pioneers of 

Tomachipán, founded in the 1970s, who shared his version of the first encounter between 

the Nükak and the people of the farmhouse. Indelible marks of docility and radical 
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otherness emerged in his account. The captain, a man in his seventies, described the event 

as such: 

The history of the Nükak is quite nice from any point of view. Let’s see, the Nükak 

reached Inírida River about 15 or 18 years ago, in the year 1993. But they did not 

go near Tomachipán. They feared the people, they feared the White man: ‘Very 

afraid of the White man,’ they thought. Perhaps they were scared of us because of 

the power they saw we possessed. They saw in us technology—the engine, the 

shotgun—and they saw our resolve and our bravado [...] although they always walk 

very erect, very decisively towards the front. In spite of the fact that their weapons 

are the spear and the blowgun, they are very determined to go wherever they want. 

They are like us when we carry our shotguns.  

Their arrival here was quite nice. I was still in Tomachipán, in a big booth located 

there, when Diego Rana came running as the dogs became agitated. I had four 

Dobermans who were the store caretakers as well as my bodyguards [...]. ‘What 

happened, Diego?’ I screamed. ‘Why are you running?’ In Tomachipán, you cannot 

run because one only runs when there is an emergency. It is a quiet village and 

there is no need to run.  

-What, Diego?  

-[Diego responds]: The Nükak Makú are on the soccer field!  

I immediately stopped and I said to my wife: ‘Put the dogs in the basement!’ This 

was because dogs attack indigenous people. They attack them because they smell 
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like the mountain, or their proximity to the tiger. A smell like that causes an 

immediate sensation of panic in the dog. I put on my hat and a poncho, and walked 

upwards to the soccer field. Indeed, upon arriving, I did find a tiny group [of 

Nükak] in a small booth forming a line. There was one there that had a blowgun. I 

turned and stared at them from a distance of about thirty meters. They came with a 

few children and children bounced from one person to another like small monkeys, 

because monkeys pass from one shoulder to another [...], and the one with the 

blowgun was standing like this: [he stands and shakes his knees to indicate fear]. I 

saw the impact I had on him and his initial shock and I thought: ‘How can I enter 

without them getting scared and leaving?’ 

 [There was] no one else on the field, I was alone. […] It was very difficult. And 

indeed, I started to get closer little by little, with mañita a tip of the hat and a smile. 

As I extended my hand, the body [of the Nükak leader] moved away as if to say: 

‘Don’t touch me.’ Then I noticed that they were nervous. But just look at all of 

them. I see a child and I smile gently at him and then I turn to look at another one. I 

see them too and I see a girl... and I turn back and I see all of the people [of 

Tomachipán] behind me [...] there in the back. There were around 15 or 20 people 

looking to see what I was going to do. Then I spoke with Diego Rana, who was the 

one that had told me and I said: Diego! Please go to the store and bring a Coca-Cola 

and cups. Run, my friend! And when I say run, I mean run!! […] Diego Rana came 

back with the Coca-Cola and cups and I opened [the Coca-Cola] and I grabbed a 

cup. I drank a cup of Coca-Cola and I said: Delicious, delicious Coca-Cola! I drank 
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all the Coca-Cola, and then I poured more Coca-Cola into a cup and approached the 

chief [...], or he who appeared to be the Chief since he had the blowgun. I gave the 

cup to him. I wanted to pour it in his mouth. However, he turned his mouth away 

from me and I thought: ‘This just isn’t going to work. He wants nothing.’ I then 

started to pass around the [glass with Coca-Cola] until one of them, an elder, took 

the cup and did the same thing I did: drink and then yell ¡Delicious! This was much 

to the delight of the settlers who had arrived [behind the field] and who had since 

multiplied […]. It was a cry of joy and jubilation, it was everything to us. A union 

of understanding and accepting of all: both them and us. Then everyone laughed. 

The one with the blowgun stopped shaking and also drank Coca-Cola. I kept 

sharing and we all drank, and we drank the Coca-Cola there together. All of them 

tasted it: it was very, very good! And a smile appeared. The one with the blowgun 

had already stopped shaking and also drank Coca-Cola. People had already 

approached them. [The Nükak] were completely naked, just like my grandfather 

Jesus Christ placed them here on Earth. The ladies began giving young, nude girls 

some small shirts. They also gave them to men, other children, to everybody. Then 

the unity came. I wanted to interpret the gesture of Coca-Cola remembering my 

grandfather Christopher Columbus when they say that you presented a mirror to 

them [the Native Americans], I tried to make this possible! (Capitán Rodríguez, 

June 22, 2010) 

The captain’s story is eloquent: the radical otherness embodied by the naked, scared 

Nükak, their fear in the eyes of the civilized White men leaves no room for discussion. 
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Several local Nükak groups came into contact with Colombian society at different times, 

and in different areas of the region’s geography. It is difficult to establish whether the 

encounter related by the Capitán was the first between that particular local Nükak group 

and the White man. Nevertheless, what is certain is that it was the Tomachipán settlers’ 

first encounter with the Nükak. In a regional context, the “appearance” of the Nükak 

since the late 1980s has contributed to the end of generic and, until then, wide spread 

views of indigenous people, whom were mostly called “guahibos” regardless of their 

ethnic affiliation.  

As mentioned in the introduction, guahibo is a derogatory category connected with 

the history of indigenous genocide that at one time characterized interethnic relations in 

the Amazonian and the Eastern Llanos regions. It was there that up until a few decades 

ago many Whites used the verb guahibiar to describe the practice of hunting guahibo 

Indians. This verb is associated with cuibiar, or hunting Cuiba Indians, who were 

dramatically described by Colombian journalist Germán Castro Caycedo in his 

wrenching chronicle documenting the massacre of La Rubiera, a cattle ranch located on 

the plains of Arauca (Castro, 1986). In 1967, eight llaneros killed 16 Cuibas between the 

ages of a few months and 45 years old, using knives, machetes, clubs and firearms. When 

the authorities captured the perpetrators of the massacre, one of them replied in the 

interrogation that they “did not believe [that killing ‘indios’] was bad because [in effect] 

they were indios.” Further, some argued that killing Indians was “a joke” since settlers 

were taught as children to believe that indigenous peoples were “wild animals” (Castro, 

1986: 47-50). Other massacres that have occurred in the region share a common 
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denominator: that of justifying the slaughter of indigenous people due to their animalistic 

behavior or savagery, as in the case of Planas in 1970 against Guahibo people (Pérez, 

1971), and of Charras in 1965, against Nükak people (Cabrera et al., 1999). These events 

serve as the epitome of intercultural violence in the area of los llanos and the northern 

part of the Colombian Amazon
125

.  

What were the processes that moved settlers from genocide to multiculturalism in a 

mere 30 years? The dissolution of generic views of indigenous peoples shared by most of 

the White population and public discourses gave way to stereotypes about particular 

characteristics of different groups which arrived in or were already living in the vicinity 

of San José. These views based themselves on the “genuine” nature of ethnicity that 

began to be attributed to the Nükak. To some extent, the stereotype of the Jiw as savage 

Indian people came to consolidate itself due to their interactions with Whites in formal 

and everyday life settings as well as in economic transactions at local markets. They were 

associated with having a harmful character demonstrated in inappropriate behaviors such 

as their tendency to resort to violence, steal, drink liquor, and beg for money. Likewise, 

Whites associated the Tucano people with a spurious ethnic status often classified as 

“already civilized.” With regard to the Nükak, romanticized views of their culture began 

to portray them as the quintessence of ethnic otherness. Even the “knowledge of nature 

and the oral tradition of the Nükak-Maku” have been declared of National Cultural 

Interest in 2004 (Ministerio de Cultura, 2004), following UNESCO’s labeling it of 
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 Ortiz (2006) explores the representation of Guahibo in literature. Gómez (1991) proposes an analysis of 

inter-ethnic conflicts between settlers and indigenous peoples in this region of the country following a 

materialistic approach. 
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intangible importance.
126

 Thus, patrimonialization became a new device for Nükak’s link 

to the nation through cultural essentialism, which although in theory makes them more 

visible in national and international stages, until now has contributed very little to solving 

the dramatic problems they beset. 

The privileged place that Whites attribute to the Nükak people works similarly to 

the good ethnicities mentioned by Hale (2004, 2006)—in other words, those who help to 

produce capital. Indeed, this perception of the Nükak has been promoted in the 

Department’s media representations of Guaviare as an eco-ethno-tourist destination. In 

these representations, Guaviare is a privileged setting in which natural diversity and 

cultural otherness converge, evoked through slogans such as “tourist destination,” “a safe 

route from the Llanos to tropical forests,” an “ecological paradise,” a “capital of hope” or 

even a “future ecotourism destination” (see Figure 19).  

Here it is necessary to point out that even if the strategic promotion of the Nükak as 

an indelible seal of Guaviare identity vindicates the most essential values associated with 

the members of this ethnic group, the presence of displaced Nükak groups roaming the 

streets or the outskirts of the village has, according to some, resulted in the gradual 

dissolution of this idyllic image. A good example of this situation can be seen through the 

perceptions of settlers who live on the farms surrounding the settlement of Aguabonita, 
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 According to UNESCO, the intangible cultural heritage “means the practices, representations, 

expressions, knowledge, skills —as well as the instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated 

therewith— that communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural 

heritage. This intangible cultural heritage, transmitted from generation to generation, is constantly recreated 

by communities and groups in response to their environment, their interaction with nature and their history, 

and provides them with a sense of identity and continuity, thus promoting respect for cultural diversity and 

human creativity.” (UNESCO, 2003: 2). 
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Figure 19. Welcoming billboard to Guaviare Department, 2010. It reads: “Guaviare. 

Tourist destination. A Safe route from the llanos to tropical forests”. 

 

 where displaced Nükak families are intermittently housed. These settlers have entered 

into conflict with Nükak for the management of resources such as water, and they 

reproach inappropriate behaviors such as thefts, threats and physical attacks
127

. Some 

people in San José have pointed out that the government must do something with the 

Nükak before there is nothing left of them, as is the case with the Jiw people. This would 

indicate that a “good ethnicity” is one that disappears because of an unstoppable process 

of cultural change. A short story that appeared in the local newspaper El Guaviarense in 

2003, stated: “The Nükak-Makú Indians roam the streets of San José as beggars in a 
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 See a detailed description of this situation in Franky and Mahecha (2010: 132-137). 
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constant state of drunkenness. We’re not sure of the reason since as far as we know, there 

are many available resources for the conservation and protection of our ancestors” (El 

Guaviarense, 2003: 2; emphasis added). 

 However, Nükak iconography is evoked in designs that highlight the exoticism 

Guaviare offers to its visitors and is echoed in the name and the decorations placed in 

restaurants, cafés, shops, murals, posters, food products and shoe stores, turning the 

Nükak into a kind of local trademark of an ethnicity that “sells.” Indeed, it sells because it 

folds perfectly into the idyllic and nostalgic views that equate indigeneity with purity, and 

ahistorical character with traditions (see Figures 20 and 21).  

Figure 20. Restaurant advertisement evoking the Nükak.  

Center of San José del Guaviare, 2010. 
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Figure 21. Mural on a departmental government building, 2010. 

 

When White entrepreneurs or official institutions market the image of the Nükak, 

they engage in a “political economy of tradition” (Forte, 2006b: 340). Profitability is 

expected through the promotion of essentialized Nükak identity values, although 

economic profit does not benefit them in turn. This situation is properly illustrated by the 

campaign that took place a couple of years ago, when dishes with decorated Nükak 

motifs were promoted by the French supermarket chain Carrefour, a multinational 

corporation of supermarkets that has branches in major Colombian cities. Tableware 

designs alluded to the exoticism of this community, and an exclusive design was 

promoted that would ostensibly “benefit the Nukak-Makú,” as every plate claimed. 

However, the Nükak have never received any direct benefit from such marketing 

campaigns. A state institution had to intervene to request the withdrawal of merchandise 

from stores, taking into account that the image of the Nükak was being used without 
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compensating them. Eventually, the tableware was recalled (State officer, personal 

communication, 2010). In this respect, a cultural activist of San José argued:  

The concept of the Nükak has been utilized to gain personal profits [...] in a way, 

they want to show the Nükak as something that we only have in Guaviare and that 

must somehow be kept here. This is because the Nükak generate value in every 

respect: a cultural value, an economic value, and value because it is part of the 

image that even helps us gain international recognition. The Nükak have become 

a symbol that we must keep not just for show, but also to sell, because there exists 

a national and international tourist curiosity that wants to own something that 

states: ‘I made contact with the Nükak people who live in Guaviare’, or ‘this is an 

example of their artistic or cultural expression.’ (August 23, 2010) 

The inclusion of the Nükak for reasons associated with the promotion of tourism 

in the narratives of ethnic otherness occurs at a purely discursive level, since the Nükak 

have not undertaken any related initiatives. By contrast, the Jiw and the Tucano are 

planning or have already taken advanced steps in projects aimed at attracting tourists to 

their resguardos by “revitalizing” their culture through actions such as building malocas 

(traditional longhouses), creating tourist routes within their lands, or by making 

“intangible cultural heritage” lists as the UNESCO suggests.
128

 What is striking about 

this whole affair is that, according to the officials and indigenous leaders I spoke to about 

these issues, although the flow of tourists into Guaviare is significantly low now due to 

                                                        
128

 Lists of “intangible cultural heritage” are a central part of the current cultural patrimonialization policies 

promoted by the Ministry of Culture following UNESCO’s policies. In the policies, there is a clear 

connection made between heritage and market competitiveness (Chaves et al., 2010). 
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security concerns, many expect these numbers to increase substantially in the medium 

and long term. Indigenous communities must be prepared for this.  

 

The Tucano as Civilized Indians 

The preconceptions of White populations concerning indigenous people highlight 

the prominent place of the Nükak as the type of ethnicity suitable for the successful 

promotion of tourism. However, from the point of view of the Tucano, the Nükak are 

rather marginal in the region’s ethnic hierarchy. The subordinate position of nomadic 

groups generically classified as Makú, referencing the Eastern Tucano, has been a subject 

of particular attention in ethnological accounts of the Northwest Amazon for decades (cf. 

Koch-Grünberg, 1995 [1909]; Hugh-Jones, 1979; Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1986; Correa, 

1996). Jackson (1983) offers an interesting approach to everyday relations between the 

Tucano and the Makú in Vaupés. In her approach, the Tucano expressed attitudes 

towards the Makú in terms of derision, contempt or fear. Moreover, this suggests that 

symbolic ground is where the most significant distinctions between these groups are 

made. For example, the Tucano used mythological prescriptions to justify their 

superiority over the Makú, in which they indicate that what the Makú do is “what ‘true 

people’ do not do,” that the Makú were the “prototypes of the lowest-ranking in any 

hierarchy,” and that they were the “examples of the servant-master relationship” 

(Jackson, 1983: 159.)
129

 The strategy of affirming Tucano superiority can still be traced 
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 It is necessary to question the relevance of slavery as a category to define the type of intercultural 

relations that the Makú have with other regional actors since “currently there are no servitude relations, 

[although] there is no denying that there is still marginalization by part of the river Indigenous peoples and 
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within San José: several members of the resguardos of Panuré and El Refugio informed 

me that their mythology stipulates that “Makú” exist merely in servitude. Even during 

meetings among Tucano people in which I participated, some members referred to the 

Makú as “macucitos” (little makús), openly expressing the conditions of infantilism, 

innocence and inferiority that they attribute to them, indicating that they must be 

subjugated for their own benefit. In a conversation with two Tucano men, they explained 

what they considered to be the solution to helping the Nükak “move forward”: 

…State officials should plant the Nükak’s chagras [plots of land] with pineapple, 

banana, chontaduro, yam, and appoint a man who... as the priests did a long time 

ago with the indigenous communities there [in Vaupés]… can teach them to 

write, to read, all that, and that spends about fifteen years there with them for [the 

Nükak] to learn how to live like people, meaning they should not be wanderers. 

They are also indigenous people, but they are very different from us. [The other 

person intervened]: What you have to look for is long term accompaniment [...] 

Why not build them a few houses first, some housing for the Nükak so they can 

settle there, and then take a priest to stay there? Build a chapel and bring in a 

Catechist who understands the Nükak language to translate for them. Priests are 

very practical [...] I believe that a priest will speak to them about organization, 

about having faith in God. (El Refugio, July 24, 2010) 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Whites with whom they [the Nükak] share their territories” (Cabrera et al., 1999: 44). In this regard, Van 

Emst (2010 [1966]: 51) argues that notions like submission or voluntary submission better reflect the 

reality of these interactions. In the same vein, Athias (2010) argues that what characterizes this particular 

type of inter-ethnic relations are non-coercive, differentiated exchanges. 
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Invoking the intervention of the Catholic Church as a strategy to redeem the 

backwardness of the Nükak conferred by the Tucano, is based on the experiences of these 

people as subjects to an intense process of religious conversion in Vaupés, their region of 

origin, since the beginning of 20
th

 century (Cabrera, 2002). During this period, Christian 

values of responsibility, morality and hard work were instilled into them. Despite the 

conflicting views I noticed when speaking with Tucano people in regards to what it 

meant for them to live under the tutelage of Catholic missionaries, there is some 

consensus surrounding the fact that, despite the excesses the missionaries committed in 

their teaching, (separating children from parents, physical punishment, prohibition of 

speaking in their own languages, etc.) missionaries prepared them to better face a world 

filled with Whites. For some indigenous people, missionaries became a sort of necessary 

evil that opened them to new possibilities and, in a way, still reaffirm their conviction of 

being civilized Indians. 

 On the other hand, although the Tucano do not have mythical prescriptions in 

regards to the places that Jiw people occupy, since they do not live within the limits of 

their mythical geography, they identify them as having the same cultural characteristics 

that define the Nükak’s inferiority: the absence of a clear agricultural vocation, and a 

recent “nomadic” past. These traits supplement the stereotypes that the migrant Tucano 

people had about the Jiw during the first few years following their arrival in San José in 

the late 1960s. Some referred to the Jiw as dangerous cannibals. Doña Eloisa Mejía, an 

elderly Tucano women of El Refugio, told me that at that time “the guayaberos killed the 
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vaupesinos
130

 and ate them. Then, they became civilized. They wandered as forest 

animals. Then we greeted one another, we introduced ourselves, and made amends [...] at 

that time they were eating raw, half cooked meat. Poor things! But they don’t eat people 

anymore. They’ve become civilized” (El Refugio, June 2010). Interestingly enough, the 

civilized/uncivilized opposition turns out to be one of the key factors in explaining the 

subordination of the Makú, not in a mythological sense, but rather in everyday life. 

Because of this, the Tucano consider themselves the region’s most civilized natives. In 

their sedentary way of life, their homes made of bricks and cement, their schools, their 

agricultural skills and their high cultural and economic integration to San José’s urban 

life
131

, they find clear evidence of their superiority over the Jiw and the Nükak.  

 Some Tucano leaders even claim to be indigenous-settlers in public and private 

conversations. This is very important in this ethnographic context since in Amazonian 

social dynamics, the White migrants from the interior of the country hold a privileged 

position that justifies and legitimizes their work towards civilizing the land as well as the 

Indigenous people (cf. Taussig, 1987; Serje, 2005), as I argued in Chapter 2.
132

   

The privileged position attributed to the Tucano is projected in other settings such 

as political meetings or institutional forums where they are, without a doubt, the 

indigenous group of the region that have best formulated their discourse to accomplish 

external expectations of how “traditional” indigenous discourse should be. The Tucano 
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 This refers to the Tucano regional origin in Vaupés. 
131

 In fact, many of them have graduated from high school, some are professionals, and the vast majority of 

indigenous people working in public institutions are Tucano (cf. Table 2). 
132

 The recurring argument to justify the idea of being indigenous-settlers invokes the immigration status of 

the Tucano that led them to fight for land in Guaviare and to settle there, in a similar sense to the imaginary 

of territorial marking that the colonists recreated in their farms (cf. Del Cairo, 1998a, 1998b). 
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discourse is one that, through its content and, above all, through its form- using formulas 

that seek to highlight their authenticity and purity, and that are aimed at enhancing the 

effectiveness with external audiences, mainly in political and institutional settings (cf. 

Graham, 2002). In fact, historically, the Consejo Regional Indígena del Guaviare 

(Regional Indigenous Council of Guaviare, or Crigua II) has been the political 

organization that takes upon itself the representation of the indigenous people of the 

region, and the Tucano have monopolized it. Many of its leaders are experienced in the 

field of indigenous bureaucracy and have become part of executive bodies of regional 

and national organizations such as the Organización de los Pueblos Indígenas de la 

Amazonia Colombiana-Opiac (Organization of the Indigenous Peoples of the Colombian 

Amazon), while the participation of Jiw representatives in Crigua II has been marginal 

and the Nükak is non-existent. However, taking the attention from the Nükak has proved 

to be crucial for Tucano politicians because they take up substantial media attention and 

institutional efforts. A sort of myth has been created surrounding financial resources that 

have been transferred and accumulated since the creation of the Nükak resguardo in 

1993: in many public instances of San José it is not surprising to hear that there is “a lot 

of money” for the Nükak.
133

 This money represents a real bounty for a lot of different 

parties, such as White political leaders, public officials and some indigenous leaders. 

They speak of these resources with a particular desire, and propose different strategies to 

make its capital available in order to invest it in “improving Nükak’s situation.” 
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 At the beginning of 2011, the amount of money coming from national funds that the Nükak possess was 

close to 1,900 million pesos, equivalent to a little more than one million U.S. Dollars. 
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Without the participation of the Nükak in indigenous, regional political 

organizations, the Tucano claim their own, legitimate voice. Some of their leaders say 

that, unlike White populations, they, as indigenous people, know how to properly 

interpret the feelings and the expectations of the Nükak people. And here is where 

emerges a central paradox: although the Tucano ethnicity is contested by several social 

and institutional groups as being insufficiently ethnic —because they did not equate with 

the essentialized ethnic otherness prescribed by the regional imaginary on the genuinely 

ethnic— they manage and claim their ethnic rights more effectively than the state. 

Conversely, the Nükak are the ones who “fit” better into the ethnic, essentialized 

stereotype that underlies Colombian multicultural legislation.
134

 However, the Nükak 

have the most difficulties in claiming their rights, among other reasons because they do 

not have a centralized political representation that is “democratically” elected (capitanía), 

because none of their customary leaders speak Spanish.
135

 This also could be because 

cultural practices diverge significantly from paradigms established in the Colombian 

state’s multiculturalism centered legal conventions. I will return to this point further in 

the chapter.  
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 And whose cultural characteristics even serve as a radical example to reflect upon the regulatory limits 

of Colombian state multiculturalism (see for example: Bonilla, 2006: 21-22). 
135

 However, some bilingual young people act as leaders, enthroned in that position by many officials who, 

pressed by the need to deal with people who assume the “legitimate” role of representatives for the 

negotiation of institutional action, have seen them as the only possibility in establishing a relatively 

effective link between institutional logic and Nükak world. 
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Public Officials and Ethnic Hierarchies 

Institutional action, i.e., the set of activities that state institutions carry out through 

its officials to comply with its institutional mission, faces the challenge of caring for 

communities that have significant cultural and social differences. An analysis of 

institutional action, the conversations I had with many state officials, as well as the 

perceptions indigenous peoples have of these actions, allow me to claim that one of the 

biggest obstacles for institutional action among indigenous communities are the 

assumptions and value judgments mediating relationships with certain officials. Of 

course, officials are key actors in institutional action. Their perceptions clearly mark a 

horizon of ethnographic inquiry established to maximize learning about the dilemmas 

facing contextual multicultural rhetoric. In San José, institutional action’s scope varies 

between indigenous communities: the Nükak mostly receive humanitarian emergency aid 

because of their displacement condition while institutional programs between the Tucano 

and Jiw cover a wide range of fronts, ranging from productive projects to cultural 

recovery. 

The conversations I had with local and regional officials in charge of 

implementing programs and projects among indigenous communities allowed me to 

identify the gradation of these communities according to parameters displaying the 

degree to which cultural differences either facilitated or hindered institutional action. 

Most officials agree in categorizing work with the Tucano as the simplest, even if they 

have to deal with their bureaucratic desires. Several of them told me that it is usual that 

every project be discussed with their political leaders and face complains about budget 



 

 

287 

control. Yet, at the same time, they demand the hiring of Tucano people. This is an 

unusual challenge for many officials who are not conscious of indigenous people 

“requesting jobs” in such institutions. According to their logic, it seems that patronage 

relations should not operate among indigenous peoples because by virtue of their ethnic 

status—in spite of how “civilized” they seem to be—Tucano people should remain on the 

sidelines of bureaucracy and conform to the paternalistic care of the state, without 

attempting to mimic politicians and White officials through bureaucratic negotiations. 

This is a critical issue in a town like San José, where the vast majority of job offers come 

from the state’s bureaucratic apparatus, and where political culture is marked by 

cronyism and widespread corruption. However, if officials manage to avoid negotiation 

obstacles, they agree in considering that Tucano will be committed to moving forward 

with projects, as well as having active participation in them. 

In the case of the Jiw, on the other hand, one of the most significant challenges 

faced by officials consists of making them effectively commit to the activities and the 

local participation demanded by the official projects. One official argued that generating 

a project with the Jiw would be to “start from scratch,” and that their hostility towards 

developmental and welfare projects was a serious challenge to overcome. Another officer 

mentioned that “with the Jiw, [the institutions] lose money because they never respond at 

all.” In the same way, one could perceive that, in different local and regional offices 

working with the Jiw is frustrating because, among other things, they have a way of life 

that openly conflicts with certain values common in White populations. It is common to 

hear that the Jiw are “dirty,” “smell bad,” “live in misery,” “are drunks” and also 
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“violent.” From a comparative stand point, another official told me: “I must confess 

something: I prefer to work with one hundred Nükak than with ten Guayaberos [Jiw]. It is 

too complicated with the Guayabero. With the Tucano, their vision is much wider. They 

are civilized, but with the Guayaberos it has been too difficult” (María Parrado, San José 

del Guaviare, August 12, 2010). An official working for a multilateral agency argued that 

institutional action with the Jiw was “racialized,” i.e., that government officials simply 

could not see Jiw as equals but as “savages” and that this reinforced their convictions that 

(a) paternalism was the proper way to deal with them, and (b) caution should be observed 

in interacting with them. 

On the other hand, working with the Nükak holds to many officials the challenge 

of translation —since few Nükak are fluent in Spanish and virtually no local official is 

competent in their language. Furthermore, there also exists the difficulty of identifying 

the proper “authority” with whom to coordinate actions, since Nükak representatives do 

not assume the visible form of the Captain, as with the Jiw and the Tucano.
136

 This 

suggests a significant paradox: to access certain rights, the Nükak would have to 

transform their political organization structures, leaving behind their mobility patterns 

and conforming to the normative preconceptions of how indigenous communities must be 
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 Cabrera et al. (1999) state that the traditional political organization of the Nükak consist of local groups 

affiliated with a specific territory, covering several domestic groups forming “the basic unit of production 

and consumption in the Nükak society” and that in turn contains one or several “clusters of campfire”. Each 

local group has a leader and each domestic group has a “group head”; however, autonomy that keeps the 

domestic group with respect to the local group to which it belongs is significant (Cabrera et al., 1999: 101-

103). This type of political organization, coupled with high mobility which is still observed in some 

domestic groups, turns out to be very difficult to consolidate in the short term a political representation of 

all the Nükak in an individual, as the figure of the “leader” would be. The absence of such centralized 

leadership presents a serious challenge to government officials who have to permanently resolve who 

should be the Nükak leader that must conclude the government initiatives that are aimed, not only at the 

domestic group or to a local group, but to all people of this resguardo of more than 950,000 hectares.  
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organized. The Nükak’s situation can be summarized in that they would have to “be 

modern to be different,” a statement that goes in the opposite direction as that of “be 

different to be modern,” with which Christian Gros described the central paradox of what 

he called the Colombian state’s “neo-indigenism” (2000: 114-115). Despite such a 

paradox, the position of the Nükak cannot be compared with that of the Jiw in the 

hierarchy of institutional action because beyond translation difficulties and the absence of 

a visible and unified leadership, many officials see the Nükak as docile people who 

almost never discuss institutional initiatives meant to care for them and that, in general, 

confirm the essentialized perception of a noble, grateful and personable community. This 

perception also translates to the creation of different institutional stages used to address 

the humanitarian situation of the Nükak who, without a doubt, respond largely to external 

pressures (national and international) and generate considerable dialogue among public 

officials and indigenous leaders in San José concerning the “Nükakization” of indigenous 

affairs in Guaviare.
137

 This Nükakization refers to the perception some people have on 

how institutional efforts and programs for indigenous peoples of Guaviare end up 

designed to care mainly for Nükak needs, given the national and international pressures 

for their “conservation.” 

Despite the unique stereotypes surrounding each of these groups, I identified a 

generalized perception in the officials: the reification of “the” indigenous community as a 
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 It is important to clarify that both the Nükak and the Jiw have been subjected to violations of their 

human rights (Codhes, 2011) as well as the Tucano, especially those living in resguardos located in Eastern 

municipalities of the Department; however, the Nükak case receives unique pressure and has a greater 

resonance in national and international media, in part, because is the threat to the “last green nomads” of 

the country. 
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compact and entirely consistent social body, without internal cracks and subdivisions. 

Even this way of perceiving the community amounts to attributing it to an anti-capitalist 

ideal that places it in opposition to the ideas of society (Joseph, 2002: 2). Or, perhaps in 

more general terms, that makes it anti-modern (Warren, 2001: 173). In the same vein, 

Creed (2006) notes that in the neoliberal political economy in which the state is rooted, 

the community’s homogenizing ideas are necessary to empower its governance at the 

local level. This allows the interpretation of how many state officials find it inconvenient 

for a community to have fissures inside it, among other reasons because this significantly 

hinders the state’s work. The perception shared with me by Gabriela Fernández, a public 

official in charge of institutional supervision among Guaviare’s indigenous communities, 

allows me to illustrate this point. She questioned with obvious concern:  

How much of what the Barrancón Captain says represents the entire community? 

In Barrancón there are divisions and if you want to do something, it has to be 

done with every faction of the community. If you tell the leader to make one 

single meeting, he will decline and you will have to arrange a meeting with each 

group. (Gabriela Fernández, San José del Guaviare, April 12
th

, 2010) 

This is perhaps the most fundamental challenge confronting any development or 

conservation project. Meaning that, even when they attempt to do more than pay lip 

service to community involvement, they want and need a homogenous and tractable 

community with which to deal. That is what makes so many of these projects little more 

than shell games manipulated by some NGOs, government, and indigenous 

entrepreneurs. 
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The fact that in a resguardo like Barrancón—that “should” function as one, single 

community—there are internal divisions, makes some officials see its inhabitants as 

being “less” in compliance with the requirements of what is genuinely indigenous, i.e., as 

a community that is not really behaving in a regular and consistent way as a “true” 

indigenous community would. This permits the assertion that the perception of the 

indigenous resguardos as containment spaces for indigenous communities unrestrictedly 

and tightly aligned with the communal principles that—it is worth pointing out—by 

definition should be unitarian. This fact ignores the historical structuring processes of the 

resguardos, the internal dynamics of communities and the change and fractionalization 

many communities go through.
138

 

 These processes suggest that San José del Guaviare is a context marked by very 

singular historical relations between White populations and indigenous peoples, in which 

the generic perception of the latter as “guahibos” only recently began to dissolve, and 

particular stereotypes around the Jiw, Tucano and Nükak started to become naturalized. 

Hence the importance of thinking how multicultural state rhetoric—and the affirmative 

action it vindicates—generates friction with pre-existing sensitivities around the elements 

that Whites value or despise about indigenous peoples. This takes place within a 

hierarchical ethnic system where Whites are in charge of implementing the policies for 
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The case analyzed by Tobón (2010) on the history of the successive fractionalization and relocation of 

settlements experienced by the inhabitants of the multi-ethnic resguardo Kaziya Nairai near Leticia -at the 

south part of the Colombian Amazon-, is an appropriate example of the complex tensions that characterize 

certain resguardos that from outside are presumed as coherent and unified communities. In San José del 

Guaviare, the tensions over access to and control of land caused by the rotation of settlers between the 

Panuré resguardo and the neighborhood 20 de Julio, properly illustrates this situation (cf. Del Cairo, 1998b; 

also see Chapter 4). 
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indigenous communities. However, indigenous communities do not remain passive 

against those stereotypes. While Tucano mythology decrees the marginal place of the 

Nükak, their political leaders achieve certain symbolic capital by exercising the voice of 

the Nükak in institutional settings, and thus, counteract the spurious ethnic condition that 

many attribute them since they viewed Tucano as too “civilized” to be indigenous. For 

the Jiw, on the other hand, strongly rooted stereotypes in the thought of urban Whites 

makes them the subject of surreptitious discrimination, because they equate Jiw people 

with a negative ethnicity which reproduces the most negative traits of the savage: filth, 

lust, violence, and so on. This makes it difficult for actions that are not predicated upon 

emergency, paternalistic or short-term measures. Despite this, the Jiw attempt to 

empower themselves in political and institutional scenarios through the formalization of 

traditional authorities as their representatives. At the same time, they seek to distance 

themselves from the political tutelage the Tucano have exercised over them for the past 

few decades. The Nükak, on the other hand, occupy a strategic place in the discourses 

that promote Guaviare as a paradise of ecotourism. However, these are just “rhetorical 

concessions” (Alonso, 2006: 171), because they do not have a real impact in improving 

their quality of life or in the resolution of the violation of their rights. Meanwhile, some 

social sectors are already beginning to selectively attribute to them negative and harmful 

behaviors. Nükak people face the immediate challenge of both consolidating and 

formalizing their political representation in accordance with the multicultural reforms’ 

requirements or looking for alternate forms of leadership that fit into legal and 

institutional logics. This must be done before other actors—ethnic or non-ethnic—
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position themselves as their legitimate spokesmen and exclude the Nükak from procuring 

their own interests before governmental organizations. 

To sum up the analysis carried out in this chapter, I consider that the 

historicization of the processes surrounding the construction of ethnic hierarchies in a 

colonization frontier such as Guaviare is an analytical strategy that highlights the 

persistence of long-lasting structures in White stereotypes concerning indigenous 

peoples. After all, in social contexts like San José del Guaviare, the colonial situation has 

been thrown into question by new sensibilities on cultural diversity; these have been 

introduced by a wide-range of factors such as multicultural reforms, the 

institutionalization of culture, the entry of Guaviare as an eco-ethno-tourist destination 

into the national market, and the disputes to define Guaviare’s regional identity. 

Together, these factors have produced a set of ethnic hierarchies that dissolve the ideal of 

egalitarian, equivalent indigenous communities that multiculturalism promotes. The 

resulting paradox is that state multiculturalism provides a common and equal ground, on 

the basis of which different indigenous communities participate equitably, but public 

policies do not have a lot of flexibility to deal with the contingencies resulting from the 

conceptualization of indigenous peoples as essential, pure and ahistorical. In short, 

looking ethnographically into the ethnic hierarchies in San José serves to assess how 

multicultural ideals relating to indigeneity are controverted by changing sensibilities 

related to cultural difference.  
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CONCLUSIONS 

  

State multiculturalism is the most influential political discourse on cultural 

diversity in Latin America since the late 1980s. It has been used to justify new political, 

economic and cultural rights for indigenous minorities in the vast majority of Latin 

American countries. However, the manner in which multiculturalism is related to wider 

policies differs from one country to another. For example, multiculturalism enhances 

discourses of racial democratization in some countries; but these discourses can also 

serve to obscure colonial forms of racial discrimination and subjection of communities 

under neoliberal economic regimes, as in the case of Nicaragua (Hale, 2006). By contrast, 

in countries such as Bolivia, Ecuador or Venezuela, multicultural policies have been used 

for some years to align local communities with alternative discourses to neoliberalism 

(Rice, 2011; Escobar, 2010; Ruette, 2011).  

In Colombia, multiculturalism was adopted as a state policy after neoliberal 

structural adjustments in the early 1990s. Since then, multiculturalism has been closely 

related to governmental strategies to manage biocultural diversity in environmental 

hotspots like the Amazon. In order to merge cultural diversity with biological diversity, 

the state multiculturalism produced the environmentalization of indigeneity. Accordingly, 

indigenous peoples have been portrayed as following essential cultural prescriptions on 

forest management and conservation that, in turn, convert them in true environmental 

stewards. This environmentalization was inspired by a wide set of sources such as 
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anthropological literature, international agreements on environmental protection and the 

rights of indigenous peoples in international law. 

Since then, the Colombian state has incorporated the stereotype of indigenous 

peoples as environmental stewards into a legal framework that serves, among other 

things, to justify the transfer of vast amounts of land to indigenous communities. In fact, 

nearly 30 percent of the Colombian territory has been converted into resguardos, while 

the indigenous population makes up only 3.3 percent of the total population. Even though 

most of the land converted into resguardos was previously considered tierras baldías, 

these numbers indicate a multicultural policy with no equivalents in the rest of Latin 

America. Consistent with preconceptions regarding the profile and prescriptive practices 

of the ecologically noble savage, the vast majority of indigenous resguardos are located 

in areas with high levels of biodiversity, such as the Amazon, the Sierra Nevada of Santa 

Marta or the Chocó tropical forests. But they are also located in peripheral areas, 

historically marginal to the interests of mainstream society and to the core of the country. 

 In that context, the main aim of this dissertation was to analyze how ethnic 

hierarchies challenge the environmentalized notions of indigeneity introduced by 

multicultural legal reforms in Colombia. In order to do that, the dissertation focused on 

the case of San José del Guaviare where Jiw, Nükak and Tucano indigenous peoples 

converge. Following an ethnographically-based approach to asses multicultural impacts 

on concrete social settings, this dissertation put forth the following two core ideas: first, 

environmentalized understandings of Amazonian indigenous peoples have created serious 

challenges for these groups in terms of how they can use resources located inside the 



 

 

296 

resguardos and have constituted an obstacle to the social mobility that many of them 

desire. Second, Jiw, Nükak and Tucano are integrated into the market economy, but 

marginally so. Thus, most of them live in poverty and are forced to increase pressure on 

natural resources in order to guarantee at least minimum profits (e.g., lease of lands for 

intensive agriculture, as in the case of the Jiw in Barrancón) to make a living. 

 This creates an important contradiction: the state expects indigenous peoples to 

follow the script of the environmental steward or the ecologically noble savage, but 

indigenous peoples do not live in an ideal world where they can obtain what they need 

from the forests. As the dissertation shows, there are pressures for access to land in the 

resguardos. Some of them—such as Panuré—have lost important parts of their territory; 

others, such as in El Refugio, the population has grown and most of the land is 

inappropriate for cultivation. In the case of el Barrancón, the land is becoming poorer and 

traditional systems of production are no longer viable. Finally, in the Nukak resguardo, 

the indigenous live in the midst of an open war between the military, paramilitary, 

guerrilla, and narcotrafficker. These factors pose serious challenges to state expectations 

for promoting indigenous peoples living in a “traditional” way—meaning a kind of 

primitive, romantic anti-capitalist collective life.  

This research partially followed Arun Agrawal’s (2005) perspective on 

environmentality to approach the governmental strategies to manage biocultural diversity 

that are at the core of Colombian multicultural policy of 1991. After using 

environmentality’s three categories for analysis—governmentalized localities, regulatory 



 

 

297 

communities and environmental subjectivities—the research allows for the following 

conclusions:  

First, according to multicultural policy, indigenous resguardos were designed as 

governmentalized localities. This means that the state attempts to regulate how 

indigenous peoples manage natural resources by evaluating the “ecological function of 

land,” a set of procedures designed to assess how natural resources are managed. 

However, the official institutions in the area of study do not enforce this, nor are 

indigenous peoples aware of this norm. But, even though this norm is not enforced, it 

shows a rationale in which multicultural policy enhances some technologies oriented to 

indigenous auto-regulation, in Foucault’s sense, of the correct way to profit from natural 

resources. At a political level, the creation of resguardos also implies the establishment of 

cabildos (in the highlands) or capitanías (in the lowlands), which are the specific kinds of 

political structures allowed by the state inside resguardos. Among other responsibilities, 

cabildos and capitanías are in charge of receiving and managing federal budgets, 

planning the investments of these budgets, and regulating social dynamics inside the 

resguardos. Thus, cabildos and capitanías become powerful institutions to maintain state 

rationale inside local indigenous dynamics. 

Second, even though indigenous leaders do not have a unified position on the 

ecological nobility rhetoric —in fact, some criticize it while other reproduce it—, those 

indigenous leaders who promote it in public settings in San José differentiate between 

indigenous communities that reproduce the rhetoric from those that do not. Some of the 

ways to materialize the ecologically noble savage rhetoric include the building of 
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malocas, traditional longhouses, or the performance of traditional dances at public 

meetings. In other words, for some indigenous peoples in San José, the ecologically noble 

savage rhetoric serves as a parameter for establishing ethnic hierarchies according to the 

degree to which a particular indigenous community portrays itself as a “traditional” one. 

In this vein, the communities that are closer to the ideal of ecological nobility act as 

regulatory communities. This occurs merely at a symbolic level because even if most of 

the members of the communities seem to maintain “traditional” ways of production, these 

do not fully accomplish the expectations of the government through the ecological 

function of resguardos. 

Third, the discourses on the ecologically noble savage have not drastically 

transformed or shaped the perception of nature held by indigenous persons who relate to 

and manage natural resources on a daily basis. The case analyzed here in San José del 

Guaviare, shows that the technologies for governing the ecological realm do not 

necessarily assure the formation of environmental subjectivities in the terms that state 

policies expect. Moreover, indigenous peoples in the area of study already have a 

particular sensibilities to deal with the natural resources in sustainable ways, but the 

increasing of economic pressures compelled them to profit from resources in manners 

that do not necessarily meets the sustainable paradigm of the state. In other words, the 

modeling of environmental subjectivities of interest to the state is far from 

acknowledging the living conditions of indigenous peoples that are situated as marginal 

agents in a capitalist economy.  
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Twenty years after Colombia adopted a multicultural constitutional charter, the 

country has entered a post-multicultural period (Postero, 2007). As the ethnographic 

context of San José del Guaviare allowed me to analyze, the Colombian post-

multicultural phase includes the following features: 

First, instead of enhancing indigenous organizations, multiculturalism effectively 

fragmented indigenous organizations and also produces their “bureaucratization” (sensu 

Ramos, 1998). This impact has been identified in many Latin American contexts (cf. the 

special issue of Political and Legal Anthropology Review, edited by Speed and Sierra, 

2005). At the local level, the desire of most indigenous communities to be legally 

recognized and included in multicultural policies has generated social tensions among 

factions trying to portray themselves as the “most legitimate” and thereby assure access 

to new rights. 

Second, the struggle to be included in the normative multicultural framework has 

had a generational impact, creating new identity politics among some indigenous 

factions, and particularly among indigenous political leadership, who tend to reproduce 

ethnic essentialisms as a way to empower their own claims. This means that in localities 

such as San José del Guaviare, new ethnic hierarchies start to arise on the basis of “who 

is more genuinely ethnic” than others. These hierarchies, based on the “genuine” 

character of indigeneity, reveal a central paradox: while multicultural law reproduces an 

essentialized understanding of indigeneity, the communities that most profit from the 

multicultural reforms are not necessarily those whose cultural traits fit the legal 

prescriptions. Rather, they are the ones whose leaders are active in producing a political 
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discourse on their own indigeneity, one that reproduces the essential indigenous features 

of multiculturalism. On the contrary, those communities lacking indigenous leadership 

with skills to deal with bureaucracy and official institutes, paperwork, etc., are the ones 

whose autonomy is at risk because they need the help of cultural brokers to represent 

them (e.g., NGOs, indigenous rights advocates, politicians, missionaries, or dominant 

indigenous organizations). In fact, the “identity executives” are the dominant, emergent 

kind of leadership among indigenous communities in Colombia (Agier, 2000), which is 

characterized as being handled by young, formally educated, bureaucratically 

experienced, and bilingual indigenous persons. 

Third, the understanding of “community” in multicultural reforms portrays them 

as “traditional” and fully coherent social systems that must resist cultural change. Their 

traditional character will serve them in connecting with market systems through the 

commodification of their “traditional” culture, using strategies such as the “heritage lists” 

promoted by UNESCO through the Colombian Ministry of Culture (cf. Chaves et al. 

2010).  

Fourth, the perceptions of indigenous peoples that local officials have are central 

to assessing how efficient state multiculturalism is in assuring indigenous rights. Even if 

Colombia formally changed the modern, assimilationist discourse on indigenous peoples 

which has seen them as a “dead-weight” for national progress, many officials at the local 

level still see indigenous peoples as an obstacle to bringing development to the region. 

Fifth, Colombian state multiculturalism is particularly insensitive to the 

differences among ethnic groups. In fact, there is a tendency in public documents and 
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official rhetoric to conceive of each ethnic group as part of a broader, homogeneous mass 

of people labeled as indigenous peoples. This conception overlooks the singularities of 

each ethnic group, its differential position regarding other ethnic groups in multiethnic 

settings, ignores the particular history of connections to national society, and also 

disregards indigenous communities’ own expectations. The strategy of the “differential 

approach” designed in recent years could be a tool to surpass the abovementioned 

reductionism. But even if that approach constitutes an attempt to acknowledge that public 

policies impact indigenous peoples and others differently, it takes the risk of rejecting 

diversity within diversity. This means that it is not enough to acknowledge differences 

between indigenous peoples and non-indigenous peoples but among indigenous peoples. 

As an official working at a local institution told me, “the differential approach must be 

truly differential. Any attempt to standardize the differential approach constitutes a 

paradox” (Enrique Ortega, February, 2010). 

 All these processes that shape the post-multicultural moment in San José also 

occur in a regional context shaped by many sources of violence and the marginal 

presence of state institutions. However, the factors that intervene in the adoption of 

multicultural rights, sensibilities and notions on indigeneity cannot be reduced to a single 

dialogue between indigenous peoples and state officials. On the contrary, there are many 

other actors who have shaped indigenous dynamics to some degree since the 

multicultural policy started: White settlers (colonos), regional elites, international 

cooperation projects, cultural activists, and illegal forces (narcotraffickers, leftist 

guerrillas and right-wing paramilitary) among others.  
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 These processes allow me to argue that an ethnographically comparative 

approach to the connections among multicultural policies and sensibilities on indigeneity 

must acknowledge at least the following aspects: a) the material conditions of life for 

indigenous communities; b) the variety of pressures acting upon natural resources in 

indigenous lands; c) the ways in which indigenous communities are linked to broader, 

capitalist circuits; d) the perceptions of sovereignty handled by regional actors such as the 

state, guerrillas, settlers, and NGOs; and e) the way indigenous communities are 

perceived by those social factions that maintain economic and political power in the area. 

Those perceptions help shape the possibilities indigenous peoples have to materialize 

their desires for welfare, economic emancipation or even social mobility.  

  In methodological terms, the strategy of “follow the metaphor” (Marcus, 1998), 

has allowed me to explore in a comparative way the different experiences of Jiw, Nükak 

and Tucano peoples after the multicultural turn of 1991. The methodological perspective 

I adopted also allowed me to demarcate the boundaries of the ethnographic context 

following the contours where the metaphor of indigenous peoples as ecologically noble 

savages circulated in local, regional and global discourses. These connections suggest 

how ethnic processes in San José del Guaviare are inextricably linked to the transition of 

a society from its colonial-roots, treating ethnic minorities in derogatory terms, towards a 

society that feels “proud” of these minorities and guarantees their rights. This “pride” is 

not a result of a merely symbolic change in the field of sensibilities towards ethnic 

minorities, but is linked to the conceptualization of some indigenous groups as 

trademarks of Guaviare identity, precisely at a moment when regional elites are also 
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trying to empower San José and its surrounding areas as ethno-eco touristic destination 

for people from the highlands. 

  Based on the ethnographic context of San José, the results of this dissertation 

allow for proposing some wider conclusions on the multicultural transformations in 

Colombia. First, in the case of indigenous affairs, state multiculturalism is closely related 

to an environmental agenda where indigeneity serves to enhance forest management in 

ecological hotspots. Second, the national government does not have the political will to 

fully develop multicultural principles contained in the Constitution of 1991. The national 

government is interested in conceding some rights to ethnic minorities, but it refuses to 

develop structural policies for indigenous peoples to overcome the economic and social 

marginality they have suffered in many local settings. After the increased drama of forced 

displacement, it has been the legislative power (the Constitutional Court more precisely), 

which has attempted to take legal measures to enforce the executive power to fully enact 

multicultural rights. Based on this situation, one can ask: What would happen with 

multicultural rights in Colombia if the drama of forced displacement did not occur?  

 Third, the transfer of civil responsibilities to capitanías or local indigenous 

political representation inside each resguardo, as a result of the decentralization measures 

of the neoliberal adjustment policies, has created new social hierarchies among 

indigenous populations based on what social factions control the political leadership and 

public budgets. These leaders are not the same “traditional” leaders of some decades 

ago—powerful shamans, or skilled hunters, for example—but leaders who are close to 

urban dynamics, know the bureaucratic logics of public institutions and are talented in 
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reproducing the essentialist language on indigeneity that interests the state. However, 

communitarian bases see many of these new leaders as lacking legitimacy. By 

participating in official meetings and by staying connected to institutional dynamics, 

these leaders reinforce their privileges
139

. 

Finally, this dissertation opens a set of prospects for further research in San José 

del Guaviare. First among them would be the evaluation of ethnic hierarchies different 

from those I have analyzed here. A second possibility would involve examining the role 

of evangelical missions as cultural brokers between Nükak people and state officials, and 

how this relationship reinforces discourses on cultural protection along with 

evangelization. A third approach would focus on the linking of indigenous communities 

to new market economies related to eco/ethnotourism that transform “culture” and 

“traditions” into commodities. A final possibility would analyze the impacts of new 

environmental discourses of sustainable production on colonos who traditionally live off 

cattle ranches.  

In this sense, recent processes in the Colombian Amazon such as the Yaigojé-

Apaporis conversion into a natural reserve, as I explained in the Prologue, exemplifies 

one of the effects of neoliberal multiculturalism when it looks to produce “good” 

ethnicities useful for reproducing capital. Here, I am thinking specifically of the 

discursive figure of the Indian as environmental steward. However, Colombia is still 

considered one of the Latin American countries with the most progressive multicultural 
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 See Albert (1993), Conklin and Graham (1995), Ramos (1998), Lauer (2006) and Graham (2005, 2011) 

on experiences of indigenous leadership and related processes in other Amazonian contexts.  
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constitutions. Even if there are problems and contradictions with multicultural reforms, 

new rights for indigenous peoples continue to be persuasive for many indigenous leaders 

who see in them a possibility for empowerment.  

 With new strategies for assuring the spatial mobility of capital (Harvey, 1996), 

similar experiences to those portrayed in Avatar will proliferate. And, they will have a 

global audience expecting the victory of the Amazonian environmental stewards 

struggling against the multinational. But that audience is not prepared to understand why 

some indigenous communities might agree with the exploitation of natural resources 

inside their resguardos. Taking these positions means that indigenous peoples dissolve 

the naturalized principles of the ecologically noble savage of yesterday and the Avatar of 

today. In spite of the geopolitics of capital, many people still expect indigenous 

communities to oppose the extraction of natural resources, even if it goes again their own 

interests. 
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