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Abstract  
 
In 1993, 30,000 Ecuadorians filed a class-action lawsuit against Chevron Oil Company for extensive 
damage to ancestral lands as a result of petroleum extraction in the Amazon. More than 20 years 
later the lawsuit continues. This study considers the trajectory of the case through interviews with 
lawyers, activists, Indigenous peoples, and others in order to understand how and why the plaintiffs 
prevailed in the highest court in Sucumbíos, Ecuador. Additionally, this study also pushes back on a 
common narrative of passive, submissive communities affected by extractive industries using 
ethnographic exploration to understand perspectives and emotions of people in Lago Agrio, 
Ecuador that experienced setbacks, sabotage, and success during the trial. This work is centered with 
a political ecology framework to understand the relationship between state structures, multinational 
oil corporations, and marginalized communities in the Ecuadorian Amazon. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

  
I am standing in a desolate, deserted area, looking upon an open clearing full of fragmented 

tree branches fallen from dead trees. I feel the immense heath coming off of an enormous steam 

stack aptly titled “El Dragon”. I look on the ground and see the dried-up carcass of beetles that 

literally burned up inside of the soil due to the heat coming from the smoke stalks connected to 

PetroAmazona’s petroleum plant. This scene may seem like something out of a post-apocalyptic 

movie, but in reality, it is summer 2016, and I am in Lago Agrio, Ecuador, the capital city of the 

Northeastern province of Sucumbíos, in the heart of the Ecuadorian Amazon. This area all used to 

belong to Texaco Oil Corporation, which was at one time the primary extractor and exporter of oil 

in Ecuador.  

Ecuador is constructed into three regions: The Coast, the Highlands, and the Amazon, 

commonly known as El Oriente (Figure 1). El Oriente is an area that is roughly the size of Rhode 

Island and it consists of more than 40 million hectares of tropical rainforest lying on the headwaters 

of the Amazon river. This region is one of the most biodiverse on the planet, home to unique 

collections of plants and animal life in the world, including a significant number of endangered 

species. It is estimated that there are between 9,000 and 12,000 different species of plants in the 

Oriente region, many of which are endemic to this zone. There are also more than 600 species of 

birds, 500 species of fish, and 120 different species of mammals (Kimmerling, 1993; D. Neill and W. 

Palacios, 1989, p.17). Aside from this ecological diversity, El Oriente is home to seven different 

Indigenous groups: Achuar, Cofán, Huaorani, Secoya, Shuar, Siona, and Quichua (Figure 2). The 

largest groups are Quichua and Shuar. The Indigenous population in El Oriente is 25 percent of the 

country’s overall population. 

Additionally, El Oriente also sits atop a rich field of oil, a commodity that is highly desirable 

around the world (Center for Economic and Social Rights, 1994). It is unknown exactly how much 
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oil resides underneath El Oriente, but Yasuni National Park, a nature reserve in the Ecuadorian 

Amazon, is estimated to contain 40% of the country’s overall oil reserve – 1.7 billion barrels of oil 

(Vidal, 2011). Ecuador exports 21 million gallons of crude oil per day, making this commodity the 

number one export for the country (Guzman-Gallegos, 2012). To this day, about 65% of the area in 

El Oriente is zoned for petroleum extraction. In 1964, a Texaco consortium called Texaco de 

Petroleros de Ecuador discovered this oil. Texaco established themselves in Lago Agrio and began 

drilling in El Oriente. While most of the natural resources in Ecuador are controlled by the state, oil 

has primarily been operated by private corporations who control the oil infrastructure. During their 

operations, Texaco cleared large areas of the Amazon, constructing vast network or roads, pipelines, 

oil facilities, and service stations that permanently reshaped the country. They displaced Indigenous 

communities and deforested at rates of a million acres a year, one of the highest rates in Latin 

America (Chapman, 2001; Jukofsky, 1992).  

 Texaco extracted thousands of gallons of crude oil, while clear-cutting thousands of miles of 

trees, facilitating hundreds of seismic detonations that caused land erosion and wildlife dispersion, 

and the dumped of billions of gallons of formation water (high-salinity subterranean liquids that 

surface along with the crude during oil production) and toxic waste byproducts into the rivers and 

the ground, contaminating the groundwater system (Sawyer, 2015). Texaco used substandard 

operations in their drilling in order to cut production costs to a bare minimum. The company made 

the decision to prioritize short-term profits over the safety of people living in the area and the 

preservation of the environment. Normally, toxic waste is disposed by re-injecting it hundreds of 

feet back into the well cavity in order to protect the environment. However, Texaco chose to 

dispose of their waste by digging over 900 unlined pits and filling them with the toxic waste 

byproducts that leaked into the soil and the groundwater systems (Sawyer, 2015).  By circumventing 

this process, Texaco was able to save $4.5 billion over their operations at the cost of human lives 
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and the environment (Sawyer 2015). Figures 3 and 4 demonstrate the contamination during the 

operations of Texaco in Ecuador.  

The crude oils and effluents that are released into to environment during production are 

carcinogenic and pose threats to human health when absorbed, ingested, or inhaled (Center for 

Economic and Social Rights, 1994). Years after production, environmental quality tests revealed 

levels of hydrocarbons and heavy metals way above permissible levels for humans. Texaco never 

prepared a single Environmental Impact Statement for the drilling, although after 1976, these were 

required by law in Ecuador (Pigrau, 2014). The oil giant made a conscious decision not to fix their 

outdated equipment and technology that dumped these chemicals into the environment. Texaco 

extracted approximately 220,000 barrels of oil per day for almost 30 years. During this time, it is 

estimated that over 18 billion gallons were spilled in El Oriente, which amounts to almost 30 times 

larger than the Exxon Valdez spill (Aguinda v. Texaco, 1993; Pigrau, 2014).  

 

Aguinda v Texaco - Trial of the Century 

 In 1993, a group of 30,000 Indigenous and non-Indigenous Ecuadorians filed a $27 billion 

class-action lawsuit against Texaco in a U.S. federal court in Manhattan, seeking clean-up of 

extensive environmental contamination of ancestral lands by the company during its operation from 

1964 to 1990 (Aguinda v. Texaco, 1993). The case was hard fought in New York for years, and in 

2000, Texaco filed 14 sworn affidavits in a U.S. federal court petitioning for the lawsuit to be moved 

to a court in Ecuador, praising the fairness of Ecuador’s judicial system (C. Diaz-Combs, personal 

interview, March 2016). The Ecuadorian court system relies on written testimony and physical 

evidence, and Texaco believed they would be able to manipulate the data and the courts, which is 

one of the reasons they insisted on the transfer of courts. In 2001, Chevron Oil Corporation bought 

and fully integrated Texaco, assuming its assets and environmental liabilities. After this merger, the 
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trial was moved to the highest court in Sucumbíos, Ecuador and the trial proceeded in May 2003 

(Davidov, 2010). Ironically, as soon as the trial resumed in Ecuador, Chevron immediately argues 

that the court had no jurisdiction, and continued to make the judicial process as difficult as possible 

for the plaintiffs (C. Diaz-Combs, personal interview, March 2016).  

 During the trial, Chevron went to great lengths in order to sabotage the process. Between 

2004 and 2008, Chevron technicians secretly “pre-inspected” former Texaco well sites in order to 

plot the areas and predetermine supposed “clean” soil and water samples. They denoted this to the 

court appointed environmental scientists to test for contamination (Aguinda v. Texaco, 1993; Sawyer, 

2015). They wanted to conceal the true extent of their contamination. Chevron submitted multiple 

false reports during the court process, including a truly fascinating report that claimed an 

environmental inspection needed to be postponed in one of the most contaminated regions. The 

Chevron attorneys claimed to have received a military intelligence report calling for the suspension 

of the inspection due to a suspected guerrilla riot that was going to happen in the area (C. Diaz-

Combs, personal interview, March 2016). Aside from filing false documents, Chevron attorneys 

repeatedly clogged the courts with paperwork, filing motion after motion in rapid-fire succession 

minutes before the court closed in order to delay any proceedings. One time, the attorneys for 

Chevron filed 39 different motions in less than an hour, each one addressing a separate issue having 

to do with the case and court. The Ecuadorian judicial system is unique because there is a statutory 

requirement that any judge on a case must act on any motion within three days of it being filed. Any 

judge who fails to do so may be recused from the case, and any who takes more than nine days to 

act is permanently removed from the case. Chevron took advantage of this with their document 

dump strategy (Chevron Corporation v. Steven Donziger; C. Diaz-Combs, personal interview, March 

2016).   
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With the scientific evidence mountain, Chevron sold off all of its assets in Ecuador in 2006, 

which included numerous Texaco service stations, in order to no longer take responsibility or 

ownership for Texaco’s actions. Additionally, in 2009, Chevron sued Ecuador’s government in a 

private investor arbitration in order to try and shift the entirety of its liability to the country’s 

taxpayers (C. Diaz-Combs, personal interview, March 2016). This suit did not go forth. This lawsuit 

produced 105 technical evidentiary reports, 64,000 chemical sampling results, dozens of field 

inspections, and testimonies from numerous witnesses (“Chevron Toxico – The Campaign for 

Justice in Ecuador”, 2017; Sawyer, 2015). 

In February 2011, the presiding Judge Nicolas Zambrano Lozada in the Sucumbíos, Ecuador 

court ruled in favor of the plaintiffs, fining Chevron $19 billion, an amount that was later reduced to 

$9 billion. The court found Chevron liable and charged them with the judgment for environmental 

clean-up costs and punitive damages for intentional misconduct. Chevron has gone on record 

claiming that they will never pay this amount and in fact promise a “lifetime of litigation” if the 

plaintiffs persist (Aguinda et al. v Chevron Corporation, 2011; C. Diaz-Combs, personal interview, March 

2016). Chevron was quite vocal with their fury on this case, and during a startling interview with 

Newsweek, a lobbyist for the oil giant expressed disgust and claimed corruption on the whole case:  

 

“Chevron has been victimized by a corrupt Ecuadorian leftist president, Rafael Correa - an 

ally of Venezuela’s Hugo Chavez. The ultimate issue here is that Ecuador has mistreated a 

US company. We can’t let little countries screw around with big companies like this - 

companies that have made big investments around the world.”  

(“Chevron Lobbyists Fight Ecuador Dumping Case”, 2011). 
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 Almost immediately after this lawsuit was handed down, Chevron sued the plaintiffs in the 

same US court that they had originally worked to move the case from. The oil company alleged that 

the Ecuador case was a racketeering (fraudulent and dishonest business practices) conspiracy 

designed to extort money from the company. Chevron contested the 2011 claim on the ground of 

fraud, lack of impartial judgment, and a statement that the plaintiffs bribed Judge Zambrano and 

ghost wrote the judgement he issued (Chevron Corporation v. Naranjo, 2012). During the summer of 

2012, the plaintiffs filed motions in Brazil, Canada, and Argentina to seize Chevron’s assets to force 

compliance with the decision of Ecuador’s courts. Chevron has an estimated $15 billion of assets in 

Canada alone, and even though they were no longer invested in Ecuador, the community members 

saw it as their right to seize what was deserved to them (Chevron-Canada, 2017). 

In March 2014, Judge Lewis Kaplan, who is the presiding judge on the “racketeering” case, 

denied the plaintiffs a jury, excluded all of the evidence of Chevron’s contamination in Ecuador, and 

ruled in favor of Chevron, claiming that the previous judgement was “obtained by corrupt means.” 

This decision was based primarily on two convincing witnesses from Chevron: Diego Borja (an 

environmental consultant hired by Chevron) and Alberto Guerra (a former Ecuadorian judge). Both 

witnesses claimed to have been contacted by the plaintiffs to try and strike a deal with Judge 

Zambrano to draft a judgement (Chevron Corporation v. Donziger, 2013). Alberto Guerra claimed that 

one of the consulting US attorneys on the case, Steven Donziger, bribed him with $300,000 to help 

ghost write the judgement for Judge Zambrano. However, in early 2015, Alberto Guerra admitted to 

lying on the stand about the ghostwriting and bribery claims. He also shone a light on the extent of 

Chevron’s payments to him for his false testimony. These included hundreds of thousands of US 

dollars, laptops, cell phones, cars, monthly stipends, and moving expenses for him and his family to 

his new home in the US (Chevron Corporation v. Naranjo, 2012; Hershaw, 2015). In December 2015, 

the Canadian Supreme Court ruled unanimously with the Ecuadorian plaintiff team, stating that they 
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had the right to seize Chevron’s assets to force compliance with the Ecuadorian judgement of 2011 

(C. Diaz-Combs, personal interview, March 2016).  

 

Development of this Research  

 

Throughout my life, I have been drawn to issues on environmental conflicts relating to 

natural resource extraction in Latin America, and area that is so resource rich and exploited by the 

US and other hegemonic global powers. Eduardo Galeano (1973) wrote in his classic text Open Veins 

of Latin America that “we, who belong to the world’s most advances, form a part of those who 

benefit from exploitation of developing countries. We do not see the sufferings that this inflicts on 

the flesh and spirit of entire peoples. We help to reinforce the division of the present world in which 

the domination of poor by rich, of weak by strong, is conspicuous.” These words have settled with 

me for years since I read that text. During the Introduction to Latin American Studies course I took 

during my first semester at the University of Arizona, I was introduced to this case in our section of 

“Latin American Environmental Conflicts.” I conducted my own extensive literature review on this 

lawsuit and on the topic of oil development in Ecuador. Additionally, I watched the documentary 

Crude: The Real Price of Oil, a film made by US American director Joe Berlinger, portraying the actions 

of Texaco and Chevron. This film brought even more attention to the already globally famous case, 

yet the primary purpose of it was to highlight the role of the US attorneys and consultants. The 

message of the documentary was well-intentioned, shedding light on the corrupt practices of 

Chevron, but I realized that the portrayal of those people affected was quite problematic. This 

documentary reproduces the common narrative of affective communities as being passive, helpless, 

and even tragic figures in a landscape of extraction. I realized that I wanted to learn more about this 
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case and about resistance against Chevron and multinational corporations in general from those who 

live in this area, instead of outsiders who come to explore the region.  

The goal of this thesis is to describe the research that I have done over two summers. 

Broadly, I focused on the projected trajectory of this lawsuit and explored what strategies were being 

used in the community to animate social resistance against Chevron. These communities continue to 

fight and organize to this day, and through my research, I hoped to understand the efforts that 

plaintiffs have exerted in winning this case. I was interested in an ethnographic exploration of their 

perspectives and emotions as they experienced setbacks and sabotage along the way, and ultimately, 

success. I wanted to also push back on the narrative of “passive victims” by gathering stories from 

those who live in this region, using this lawsuit as a case study. My overall research question was: 

What forms does resistance take?   

Ecuador has a history of a strong resistance movement, particularly from Indigenous peoples 

against repressive extractive capitalism (Sawyer, 2004; Gómez-Barris, 2017; Valdivia, 2007). This 

work is crucial because of the manner that the Ecuadorian government embraces policies that are 

aiming to liberalize the economy, these communities are demonstrating their resistance through 

organization and legal action, and this model further strengthens their connection to where they live 

and to their identity (Radcliffe, 2012).  
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Methods in the Field 

 

El Oriente is frequently visited by outsiders because of its environmental and cultural 

attractions. Most of these visitors are only in this area for a short amount of time, usually a week 

maximum. Lago Agrio is often a starting point for tourists visiting the Amazon. While many tourists 

partake in visits that highlight the biodiversity of the area, there are often tours that focus solely on 

the oil activity that has happened in this region. I spent a day on one of these tours, known as 

Toxitours. I have spent two summers doing field work in Ecuador, both in Quito, Lago Agrio, and 

Napo region (which is another Amazonian province). In this section, I will describe my qualitative 

research methods over two summers in the country, how it took form and what it led to. I 

conducted a total of 15 semi-structured interviews during my field work. I also did some exploratory 

scoping research during the month of March of 2016 in New York City, where I met with and 

interviewed Steven Donziger, a US-based human rights attorney, consultant on this lawsuit, and 

controversial figure featured in Crude (2009).   

 Some of the issues that I intended to address during my interviews were to explore the 

reactions of stakeholders involved with the Chevron lawsuit. In particular, I considered the 

projected trajectory of the case through interviews with lawyers, activists, Indigenous Peoples, expert 

witnesses, and academics in order to understand how and why plaintiffs prevailed in the highest 

court in Sucumbíos, Ecuador. Along with this motive, I was interested in gathering perspectives and 

emotions on this lawsuit and understanding what caused them to so passionately push back against 

one of the most powerful multinational corporations in the world. Some of the questions that I 

wanted to consider for myself is understanding how exploited and disempowered groups exercise 

their agency to resist exploitation. I am aware that even in two summers of field work it is unlikely to 
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obtain enough information to fully answer this question, but I hope to be able to add to the growing 

literature on this topic with this lawsuit as a case study in Ecuador.  

 

March 2016 

After watching Crude (2009) and reading extensive literature on the case, I decided to reach 

out to Steven Donziger. I was able to find his email and phone number for his office online, and I 

sent him a message explaining my research intentions and what the goal of my study was. 

Miraculously, he emailed me back mentioning that he would be happy to talk with me about the 

litigation. I had been planning a trip to New York City during that month, and I decided to make it a 

point to go and meet with him while I was there. We were able to schedule two interviews during 

my time in New York and talked extensively about the lawsuit itself and the corruption that 

Chevron was behind. While this lawsuit was tried as a civil suit, Steven told me that Chevron tried 

desperately to have it charged as a criminal suit, but ultimately was not successful because they did 

not want a jury present. Steven’s role in this lawsuit is mainly as a consultant, although he has 

garnered the most media attention for his looming presence and personality, making him a target for 

Chevron to attack as a corrupt New York lawyer using this case to further his career. He explained 

to me that the Ecuadorian plaintiff team use a shareholder strategy, which basically means that they 

have many resources in different areas, which don’t always include attorneys. They partner with the 

environmental non-profit organization Amazon Watch, and have partnerships with journalists and 

media collectives, all of which help to send press releases and spread the word on what has 

happened in this case. Chevron has dozens of lawyers working on this case, and the Ecuadorian 

plaintiffs have a small team of 5, so they use outside resources in order to make the actions of 

Chevron as public as possible.  
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During our first interview, which was less structured and more informal than I expected, 

Steven described Chevron as a racist corporation that did not think that the Indigenous Peoples 

affected by their actions could organize and hire representation, much less write a class action suit. 

Using much more colorful language than is appropriate for this thesis, he explained the Chevron 

intended to make this entire lawsuit about themselves versus the attorneys, and less so about the 

affected people. He explained to me that within the country itself, there is a lot of racism towards 

Indigenous Peoples, and he has been amazed at the resilience of them to be able to organize, raise 

money and awareness, and write official complaints to be filed in courts, despite every barrier and 

obstacle that Chevron threw their way. As I mentioned before, Chevron has attempted to make the 

case solely about themselves versus corrupt Ecuadorian and New York lawyers, basically erasing the 

role that Indigenous Peoples have been in throughout this whole process. Steven referred to himself 

as “irrelevant” in this case, that it is a story about a community that was able to triumph against one 

of the most powerful oil corporations in the world.  

Looking back on these interviews, I can see that his words can often play into this narrative 

of Indigenous Peoples as being passive and tragic characters when it comes to extraction, simply 

because of his outright shock and impressiveness on the organization that was accomplished, even 

though there is clear history in Ecuador of Indigenous Peoples organization against repressive 

extractive industries. Still, in my opinion, Steven’s role as a consultant in this lawsuit is necessary in 

order to bring funding and media attention to the case. He was able to put me in touch with people 

in Lago Agrio who are primarily involved with on the ground, grassroots efforts in fighting back on 

this case, and some of the main contacts that I have in the area. I appreciated having been able to 

talk with Steven and comparing his interview as an outsider to those who partake in action against 

Chevron every day.  
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Summer 2016 

For the months of June and July 2016, I was able to obtain a Tinker Field Research Grant to 

cover my flight and expenses while I was in Quito and Lago Agrio during this time. I interviewed 

the two main attorneys on the case in Ecuador, Luiz Yanza and Pablo Fajardo. I also interviewed 

activists who worked for environmental groups Acción Ecológica and YASunidos. I interviewed 

academics at various universities in Quito that have done extensive research on this topic as well. I 

also did field observations in Quito and in Lago Agrio and participated in a Toxitour. I initially 

formed questions based on the person that I would be interviewing. The questions all had a similar 

theme though, revolving sentiments and reactions towards the case. Another intention of mine was 

to recreate oral histories of the land, identity, and living in the community, so I asked questions 

about growing up in the Amazon in Lago Agrio, and what stories people could share with me. I also 

asked questions in order to understand how people saw their environment and land now as opposed 

to how they saw it before petroleum activity. Here are some examples of the questions that I was 

asking: 

 

How are resources used in the Amazon?  

What does this land mean to Indigenous Peoples in the region (Quichua, Cofan, Shuar, Ashuar, etc.) 

What are some of the impacts that Texaco has had in Lago Agrio? Socially and environmentally?  

What actions have people taken in order to push back or resist against oil companies in the country? 

What has happened?  

How do you feel about everything and what have you learned?  

 

These questions were designed to facilitate conversation and were meant to be more open 

ended and not have a straight, direct answer. I wanted to mostly pose the question and listen while 
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the people I interviewed told these stories. Along with interviews, I also did many field observations. 

During my interviews, I was told that every week, groups organize together and go to the 

Presidential Plaza to protest for various causes. The reason for this is because every Monday, former 

President Rafael Correa (who was the president at the time that I was in Ecuador in 2016), Vice 

President Jorge Glas, and various other cabinet members come to the balcony of the Presidential 

Palace and wave to the crowd after the changing of the guards (Figure 5). I was lucky enough to 

attend such an event and noticed that there were at least 100 people in the crowd with signs 

protesting various social and environmental issues.  

 
I facilitated interviews in Quito as well as in Lago Agrio, which is about a 6-hour bus ride 

from the capital. I also went on a Toxitour while I was in Lago Agrio, where I visited contaminated 

and supposed remediated sites, as well as talked with various people involved with the lawsuit 

(Figure 6). During field work in 2016, I made sure to always take extensive field notes and record all 

of my ethnographic experiences to call back to and recollect on what happened during observations 

and interviews.  

During my interviews, I spoke with several people who described still feeling sick from 

drinking their water, despite the fact that it was supposed to have been remediated and cleaned up 

by Chevron over a decade ago. The symptoms that they described to me were burning skin, rashes, 

shortness of breath, and gastrointestinal issues such as diarrhea, vomiting, and stomach aches. This 

lead me to believe that perhaps there was still something in the water that was causing people to get 

sick, whether this was related to persistent contamination from oil drilling or not. It is possible that 

the air pollution from the numerous smoke stalks connected to the national petroleum companies 

was related to the health effects experienced by community members (Figure 7). 
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Summer 2017 

The bulk of my research was done during the summer of 2016, but I was fortunate enough to return 

during the months of June and July 2017. I received another Tinker Field Research Grant, as well as 

a University of Arizona Graduate and Professional Student Council Research Grant. I was also 

accepted into the Andes and Amazon Field School Iyarina Lodge in Napo Province to learn 

elementary Quichua (Figure 8.). The field school itself was not in Sucumbíos, which is where I had 

spent the previous summer, but was close enough to where I was still able to visit my field site 

frequently over the summer. I was able to make three trips to Lago Agrio over summer 2017 for 

follow-up interviews and visiting remediated and contaminated sites. While I was in the Napo field 

school, I was able to learn the language and the culture of the Quichua people, including briefly 

learning about their history in Ecuador (Figure 9). Napo is a region that has not seen as much 

detriment from oil activity as other provinces in the Oriente like Sucumbíos or Pastaza, but it has 

seen some activity, and has also been victim to mining in the region. I was able to learn about these 

extractive activities, and I used this experience to compare to what I had done and learned the 

previous summer.  

During mid-June 2017, I spent a weekend away from Napo and went to Lago Agrio to visit 

the neighborhoods once more and meet community members to discuss the case and any updates. I 

attended a community meeting with members from UDAPT (Union of Affected Individuals by 

Petroleum Actions by Texaco) related to the current whereabouts of the case. The second time I 

was on Lago Agrio, I went on another Toxitour. It was useful to be on this tour for a second time 

and see some of the most contaminated sites and the houses that were in closest proximity to where 

the major spills happened in the 1970s and 1980s.  

The interviews and questionnaires that I submitted were all IRB approved and the participants were 

consented.  
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Figure 1. Map of Ecuador    Figure 2. Indigenous Population in Ecuador 
 

 
Figure 3. Spill from Texaco contamination      Figure 4. River contamination from oil spill 
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Figure 5. Former President Rafael Correa and Vice President Jorge Glas waving to Quito crowd 
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Figure 6. Photo from contaminated site: oil and soil mixture            Figure 7. “El Diablo” - Fire tower owned by Petroecuador 
 

 
Figure 8. View of Napo River from Iyarina Lodge         Figure 9. Photo of Elementary Quichua Class 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework 
 

 

My research specifically focuses on state structures, indigenous resistance, and extractive 

multinational corporations in Ecuador, all of which fall under a specific framing theory called 

political ecology. Due to this, it is important that I take a careful and critical look at previous 

literature that analyzes these issues with a political ecology lens. In this chapter, I first explain the 

complex framework of political ecology and its relevance to my study. I will then draw from other 

work that I have used to frame my research and methodologies and conclude with an explanation of 

how political ecology can be used as tool to analyze extractive imperatives in Ecuador. Aside from 

political ecology, I also draw from Karl Polanyi, who discusses the relevance of commodification of 

nature and double movement (which I will explain later on). While political ecology is the primary 

framework I use to understand why environmental conflicts happen in certain areas, I want to also 

understand why and how people challenge them. For this reason, I use resistance theories to analyze 

resistance at different stages. Antonio Gramsci proposed the theories of hegemony and counter-

hegemony as responses to each other, which I will dissect further in this chapter. I also draw from 

Arturo Escobar, who theorizes the political ecology of social movements as responses to 

environmental conflicts.  
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Defining Political Ecology 

 

 Growing up I remember this idealized visual of nature as this untouched and preserved 

space, free of human contact. This is likely a narrative that is familiar to most people when asked to 

picture the environment, to picture nature. I imagine that what comes to mind are natural reserves 

and national parks.  The absence of people in these landscapes does not seem strange at first, these 

are after all-natural landscapes, and thinking of humans within them clouds that image. However, 

this is a problematic discourse because it is not so simple to separate nature from any political 

aspects and keep them as natural, preserved spaces. Simply put, nature and the environment are not 

apolitical. Political ecology is a useful tool that embraces a wide range of definitions. One succinct 

definition is by Blaikie and Brookfield (1987), who state that political ecology “combines the 

concerns of ecology and a broadly defined political economy. Together this encompasses the 

constantly shifting dialectic between society and land-based resources, and also within classes and 

groups within society itself.” While broad, this is a good snapshot definition of political ecology, and 

Michael Watts (2000) goes further and explains that political ecology addresses these issues but also 

helps with understanding complex relationships between nature and society through analyzing forms 

of access, control, and even distribution over resources and those implications for environmental 

health and sustainable livelihoods.” 

It is obvious that political ecology is a term that identifies many structural issues. For 

example, if one were to think about “development” concepts such as modernization, land 

degradation, ecoscarcity, and extractivism, there are certainly political elements to why and where 

these acts happen, all in order to fuel the economy of whatever location this is taking place. In this 

sense, political ecology is a tool to identify these issues, a mode of explanation that connects the 

forces at work in ecological struggle and the affected livelihoods of those who see these changes. It 
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links the bio-physical changing nature with economic, social, and political results from these 

changes. Political ecology works to expose the flaws in dominant approaches to the environment 

that heavily favor corporate, state, and international authorities, and it demonstrates the impacts of 

certain policies and conditions towards disempowered groups and vulnerable populations. Paul 

Robbins (2012) offers a helpful way to conceptualize political ecology, especially in the sense of 

approaching it through academia. Robbins sets forth the theory of the hatchet and the seed. Robbins 

explains that political ecology itself is a hatchet since it is constantly cutting way the stories, 

methods, and policies that create social and environmental outcomes. Furthermore, this metaphor 

also applies to the research around political ecology that demonstrates that this view of a pristine, 

untouched environment is also a colonial process of marginalization and disenfranchising native 

peoples. The reality is that the environment has never been untouched, it has always been inhabited 

by native peoples, but by writing Indigenous peoples out of that landscape, governments and 

corporations have more control and are able to exploit the land easier (Robbins, 2012). 

To counter this hatchet argument, political ecology research is also viewed as a tool of equity 

and sustainability. Political ecology research attempts to document the way that the affected 

individuals cope with this ongoing change, with survival, and how they unite for collective action. A 

major component of political ecology involves an analysis of agrarian practices, social systems for 

resource distribution, and mechanisms for harvesting non-human nature. These conditions and 

avenues of knowledge are alternative development strategies to counter a neoliberal, corporate 

framework that is seen as “what is normal.” Political ecology can be viewed as a progressive analysis, 

and political ecology research helps to plant the seeds that assert alternative ways for management. 

Ultimately, political ecology is an act that people do, it is a force that work during ecological struggle 

and livelihood alternative during changing times.  
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Ultimately, political ecology can be used as a tool to analyze environmental conflicts through 

a different lens than has previously been used. Environmental conflicts need to be analyzed not only 

through bio-physical perspectives, but also understanding that environmental issues are problems of 

political and economic power. Political ecology relates how society and the economy are directly 

related to the environment, and that the conflicts within the environment arise from deep 

inequalities and often violent processes by which environmental burdens, such as oil drilling, are 

imposed on marginalized communities. What seem to be localized struggles are in fact embedded 

within institutions and frameworks that exist at multiple scales. Political ecology focuses on 

questions of justice, inequality, and distributions of power.  

Dianne Rocheleau (2007) uses a concept called “Webs of Relations” in order to demonstrate 

how a single case emerges from interconnected social phenomenon. She has explained political 

ecology as a field and a framework that demonstrates a commitment to uncovering social and 

environmental narratives that challenge representations produced by powerful institutions, such as 

the Ecuadorian government, multinational oil corporations, and global influences like the World 

Bank and IMF that operate in the country (Rocheleau, 2016). Political ecology provides a useful 

theoretical framework that combines ecology the environment, political economy, and power, and 

makes these elements central in an analysis of relationships between social and environmental 

systems in these areas. This tool focuses on specific individual case studies in order to learn about 

larger patterns which come to shape social phenomenon. These are certainly not all of the factors 

that have led to the lawsuit, and I am choosing to highlight just a portion of them for this thesis. 

Petroleum is arguably the world’s most important industrial commodity and that is certainly the case 

in Ecuador, as petroleum revenues cover 1/3 of the country’s federal budget. In this image (Figure 

10), I connect the role that the Ecuadorian state has played in this entire process. It is important to 

also understand the pressures that the Ecuadorian government has received to develop in the 
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resource-rich Amazon, and who exactly was pressuring them to do so. These could be outside global 

powers such as the US, Europe, Asia, or other global organizations such as the World Bank or the 

IMF. I also considered how the profits drawn from those petroleum revenues benefit the country, 

but equally, who they benefit, and who they don’t benefit. It is nearly impossible to extradite 

peoples’ lives from the grip of dependency from this resource in Ecuador, which feeds into the 

hegemonic presence of capitalism in life. Oil contamination presents alarming risks for human 

health, and disproportionately so in marginalized communities that are being affected by extraction 

(Hurtig & San Sebastian, 2001). With this in mind, I considered the reasons for the fact that this 

specific region was the one that suffered the most and which people in theory are seen as 

expendable. Historically in the country, there has been isolation and racism towards Indigenous 

Peoples. Where this contamination happened is not a coincidence, and there is a lack of institutional 

support for these regions for clean-up and addressing health issues, especially considering the profits 

drawn from petroleum extraction and exportation (Prüs-Ustün et al., 2014). In Crude (2009), former 

president Rafael Correa is shown going to Lago Agrio to visit the contaminated sites and speak with 

those affected. He has publicly voiced his support for the plaintiffs, but he also mentioned that this 

was the first time he had visited this area of El Oriente, which speaks to the isolation and 

expendability of certain people. All of this lead to the resistance from those very people affected, 

and what influences they have had on the lawsuit and on the history of the country as a whole in 

opposing extractive capitalism. The sections of this web are all interconnected, none are separable. I 

see political ecology as a useful took to analyze these issues across scales.  
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Figure 10. Web of Relations – Political Ecology of Aguinda v. Texaco 1993 
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Methodologies in Political Ecology  
 
 Political ecology is always happening, and mainly by people who do not refer to themselves 

as political ecologists. Academics are fascinated with naming and theorizing concepts, but the reality 

is that this type of resistance and collective action has been happening for years by many 

communities. Political ecology is not constrained to those who are in the “developed world.” 

However, this does not mean that the research and resources provided by academics shouldn’t be 

useful. What is necessary is a communal effort with academics and community members, as this 

knowledge can be mutually beneficial. Political ecology also helps to address what kind of 

knowledge happens and how research can both be helpful and harmful. Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012) 

addresses the colonial nature of research in Decolonizing Methodologies.  

As previously mentioned, the general view that is still held of the environment is this 

preserved, untouched space, but the reality is that nature is heavily used as a commodity, and as a 

tool to further stimulate a neoliberal economy. The environment is certainly a resource, but this 

explanation is much more complex. The environment has a deep political and economic relationship 

that also needs to be understood, and the connection of neoliberalism to nature often tends to be 

oversimplified. Ecuador is one of the countries in Latin America that is part of the ‘turn to the left’ 

movement when it comes to alternative development approaches, along with Venezuela and Bolivia. 

The Ecuadorian constitution is one of the most progressive in the world, and actually acknowledges 

the environment as autonomous and with legal standing. One year after President Rafael Correa 

took office, the 2008 Constitution in Ecuador became the first country in the world to codify the 

rights of Nature and to inform a more clarified content to those rights for the Amazon region, using 

the term Sumac Kawsay (good living, buen vivir) in order to frame this. This Kichwa ideology is 

rooted in a worldview from Kichwa people that describes a way of doing things that are community-

centric, ecologically-balanced, and culturally sensitive. The Ecuadorian Constitution recognizes the 
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rights of ecosystems to flourish and exist, gives Indigenous peoples the authority to petition on 

behalf of this ecosystem and requires the government to fix any violations to these rights (Arsel, 

Hogenboom & Pellegrini, 2016). These changes have emerged within a context in which the success 

of Correa was underwritten by promises to eradicate two issues with neoliberal policies: poverty and 

inequality. This is where the difficulty comes in to play especially with the case of Ecuador, which is 

an oil-rich country that produces about 21 million gallons of crude oil a day. Rafael Correa ran his 

campaign on reducing the amount of poverty in the country and fixing public resources and 

infrastructure in the country. This required large sums of money lent to Ecuador, mainly from 

Chinese corporations, and in return Correa promised to lease out large blocks of oil in Yasuni 

National Park to these companies in the Amazon. This can be connected with arguments from 

Bakker (2010), who argues that intents to ‘solve’ environmental crises are often heavily influenced by 

capitalism itself. Ecuador has an enlightened and advanced constitution, yet the country is heavily 

indebted to China, so in order to pay back for the infrastructure and social policies that the country 

has seen in the last ten years, Yasuni National Park, one of the most biodiverse regions in the world, 

is going to see massive extraction and deforestation. Using capitalist and neoliberal methods in order 

to ‘protect’ and ‘save’ the environment is a common argument, as McAfee (1999) demonstrates in 

“Selling Nature to Save it?” She explains that there is a global-economic paradigm that promotes the 

commoditization of nature as what will be the savior for conservation, yet this is a continuation of a 

global capitalist system, simply with the guise of the benefits for nature.  
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Karl Polanyi’s Commodification of Nature  
 
 
 There is an ongoing discussion on the influence and effects of capitalism on modern society. 

Karl Polanyi, an economic historian and anthropologist, argued that market society was not a 

naturally occurring presence but in fact was a political and social construct. Polanyi’s approach to 

analyzing the “market” set him apart from other theorists who discussed capitalism because he 

discussed the society surrounding that market. Instead of simply discussing whether or not markets 

were more efficient economically, Polanyi discussed the markets in terms of human and 

environmental costs of allowing people and nature to be included as part of the production process 

within the market economy (Polanyi, 2001). Polanyi presents the audience with compelling questions 

over whether or not people and the environment should ever be incorporated into the market 

society, even knowing that the consequences will always be negative. Polanyi also introduces us to a 

theory called “commodification of nature”, which is an area of research within critical environmental 

studies that observes the ways in which nature and natural processes are commodified or have a 

value added to them through the capitalist market (Polanyi, 2001). This certainly can be applicable in 

the case of Ecuador, as this area that is home to so many people has had a value added to it, leading 

it to be exploited for the “developed” world. Finally, Polanyi discusses the influences that push back 

against capitalism and commodification of nature, to which he titles “double movement.” Double 

movement explains that while there is marketization and capitalism, there will always be a push for 

social protection against marketization and capitalism. The factions in Figure 10 demonstrate 

people’s resistance as a response to environmental extraction, which I would argue situates itself 

within Karl Polanyi’s double movement theory. With extraction in El Oriente destroying the region 

and livelihoods, there will always be a response in the form of social movements, protests, and this 

lawsuit, as ways to protect the Amazon and those who live within it.  
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Political Ecology of Social Movements  

 

 While political ecology is the primary framework that I used to understand why 

environmental conflicts happen in certain areas, I wanted to also understand why and how people 

challenge them. For this, I use resistance theories to analyze the different stages of resistance. While 

there are many approaches within emerging resistance studies, all agree that resistance is an 

oppositional act (Vinthagen & Johansson, 2013). Arturo Escobar (1998) rethinks the framework for 

biological conservation through the lens of social movements, especially those that arise from 

biologically-rich areas, such as the Ecuadorian Amazon. He explains the importance of discussion 

the economic, technological and managerial mechanisms for distributing benefits in biodiverse 

regions, but these conversations need to happen alongside with new social actors, such as local 

NGOs, activists, and Indigenous Peoples. There have been and currently are many different actors 

in resistance movements in Ecuador, and it is important to think about how their identity is affected 

and affects the network, in this case, the Amazon region. In the region where I work, there is one 

main environmental NGO, UDAPT, that is working for the people and against Texaco. Escobar 

(1998) explains that social movements should be considered with equal importance as is the 

influence of state powers because they have explicitly constructed political strategies for the defense 

of territory, culture, and identity that is tied directly to the places they reside. When thinking about 

“biodiversity” and “development,” one needs to consider culturally based forms of development, 

and that input must come from the inhabitants of those regions, not from outsiders. 

Anthropologists, geographers, and political ecologists have discovered the different between the way 

rural communities in developing countries are constructing nature, and the contrasting difference 

from the way it is perceived in modern forms (Escobar, 1998). While modern constructions of 

nature include a separation of biophysical, human, and supernatural worlds, this is not the case for 
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the local communities, who see all of these elements as embedded, and cannot reduce them to 

capitalistic terms.  

Within the framework of political ecology, researchers also analyze issues of everyday 

resistance, which was a theory set forth by James Scott (1985). Everyday resistance is a form of 

opposition to oppression that can range from slander and back talk to work slowdowns and 

pilfering, which are all used as ways to opposed social and ideological control of landlords and 

officials (Robbins, 2012; Scott, 1985). This is a theoretical concept that is used in order to 

understand different types of resistance. It is not as easily recognized as public or collective displays 

such as rebellions, riots, and revolutions. This framework measures how people act in their everyday 

lives in order to undermine power. I use this theory as a tool to understand what actions happened 

on the ground in Lago Agrio, and how they are embodiments of everyday resistance and other, 

larger forms. Finally, with social movements, it is nearly impossible to separate these responses from 

hegemony and counter-hegemony. These theories come from which comes from Italian Marxist 

philosopher and politician Antonio Gramsci. Gramsci was imprisoned for over a decade by the 

fascist Mussolini dictatorship, and during these years he wrote 30 prison notebooks that described 

his concerns with coercive power of the state and its service to economic elites. In addition to this, 

Gramsci wrote about how the elites were able to achieve consent from non-elite populations 

through the control of culture, opinion, and ideology, and by doing this they were able to maintain 

their elite status (Gramsci, 1971). This is known as hegemony. However, through this coercion and 

consent, these forms of political and social resistance manifest. Political ecologists constantly address 

theories of hegemony and resistance in their work, and examples of this are certainly seen in this 

Ecuador. The people who have been affected by the coercive powers for years are reaction in 

counter-hegemonic manners in order to dismantle that hegemonic power (Gramsci, 1971). They 

confront and oppose the status quo and protest against the state officials, making themselves 
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legitimate in this narrative. In this research, I have noticed that the Ecuadorian states’ hegemony has 

attempted to shut down Indigenous and non-Indigenous actions, and attempted to make them 

irrelevant, yet the movements they have organized against the state are counter-hegemonic acts. 

Gramsci and Polanyi address collective politics with counter-hegemony and double movement, and 

at the same time reflect on how globalization has transformed conditions of resistance. During my 

interviews and field work, I was able to see these acts manifested. Escobar (1998) eloquently 

explains that the link between culture, nature, and development creates another political ecology 

framework around discussions of biodiversity, and one that correctly centers those who live in this 

area, giving them equal agency in this discussion.  
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Chapter 3 – History of Oil Development in Ecuador 

 

Only some of the population in Ecuador has disproportionately enjoyed the benefits of the 

petroleum development, and El Oriente has not seen the profits reinvested into their environment 

and infrastructure. Most of the benefits are experienced by elite and the military in the country, 

while campesinos and Indigenous Peoples suffer through worsening conditions (Center for Economic 

and Social Rights, 1994). The Indigenous population in Ecuador makes up about 40 percent of the 

total population of the country, which is 16 million. There are seven major Indigenous groups in the 

country: Quichua, Shuar, Huaorani, Secoya, Siona, Cofan, and Achuar. The most populous groups 

are Quichua and Shuar, and most of the groups reside in El Oriente (Center for Economic and Social 

Rights, 1994). The members of these Indigenous groups have distinct cultures and traditions, all of 

which have tied them to the land that they have occupied for thousands of years. This area is not 

simply territory for them, but also part of their identity and spiritual existence which revolves around 

the sustainable management of the resources of the rainforest they live in.  

There are numerous articles and texts that explain what has happened in the Ecuadorian 

Amazon. Unfortunately, much of this literature has depicted people, especially Indigenous Peoples 

as passive, tragic, and even past tense figures who have let their circumstances with multinational oil 

corporations happen. Announcing Indigenous Peoples as subversive or meek is a frequent strategy 

used by conservative sectors to dismiss Indigenous demands. Although they have experienced the 

bulk of the environmental and physical damage that has taken place as a result of petroleum 

extraction, they certainly have not been passive players in this action. Michael Cepek (2012), a 

professor of anthropology at University of Texas San Antonio, touches on this very subject in his 

piece, “The Loss of Oil: Constituting Disaster in Amazonian Ecuador.” He has engaged with the 

Cofán community in Sucumbíos, spending three years with this Indigenous group who has been 
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highly affected by the oil drilling from Texaco, which he does not deny has brought severe, 

undesired changes to the environment. However, the Cofán have been able to position themselves 

in a way that highlights their culture and continues struggle to secure the land that has been under 

their possession for years. During his fieldwork, the Cofán revealed to him that the bulk of their 

worries surrounding oil extraction is the land loss, anxiety over incursions, and the inability to 

wander peacefully through the lands that was once theirs. Indeed, during my own fieldwork I 

interviewed several members of the Cofán group, and they were able to construct a rich, oral history 

of the land and its significance for me, demonstrating a binding tie to their environment. The Cofán 

have been successful in blockading roads that oil corporations were attempting to build through 

their community, prevented the country’s oil company, Petroecuador, from building a well near one 

of their rivers, and taken over an exploratory well deep inside the Amazon and successfully 

pressured Petroecuador to shut it off (Cepek, 2012). The Cofán members have stated that all of 

these actions are in order to pursue territorial recovery, environmental conservation, and political 

and economic empowerment. Clearly, these Indigenous Peoples don’t need to be mourned or 

lamented for their experiences, in turn being dismissed for their future, as they have successfully 

been able to impose their position in matters having to do with their sacred land.  

Although my work focuses specifically on the Chevron case in Lago Agrio, there have been 

highly public and effective resistance movements in other regions of El Oriente from Indigenous 

groups towards multinational corporations. The history of oil development in the country has been 

met with the one of the strongest indigenous resistance movements in Latin America. This is 

COANIE – Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador, the largest Indigenous 

organization in Ecuador. They formed in 1986 and have pursued social change for the Indigenous 

population in the country, mainly through direct action (Walsh, 2001). CONAIE has had some of 

the most successful popular uprisings in the country and have historically been able to blockade 
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major highways and takeover government buildings. The CONAIE political agenda includes 

strengthening indigenous identity in a positive fashion, recuperation of land rights, environmental 

sustainability, and opposing neoliberalism and development in their native lands (CONAIE, 2018). 

There have been several historic uprisings organized by CONAIE where protestors took to the 

streats to resist against legal systems that were working to claim lands, and against multination oil 

development and neoloiberal Agrarian Reforms. These uprisings have been recorded in history as 

some of the most affective Indigenous movements in Latin America, and the foundational work set 

forth by this group is what has allowed for communities like the one in Lago Agrio to organize and 

file the lawsuit in 1993.   

One primary example that I draw from to parallel my own work are the actions that 

happened in Pastaza, a province in the south-eastern part of El Oriente. In 1988, ARCO Oil 

Company acquired the rights to explore and extract petroleum resources in this region, which was 

relatively unexplored and barely developed in terms of infrastructure at the time. There had already 

been development in the other provinces of El Oriente Napo and Sucumbíos, and the health and 

environmental impacts were devastating. The Indigenous group have occupied these lands for 

decades, yet the government of the country did not acknowledge them as the owners of these land 

and did not see their refusal of selling or exploiting the land as valid (“Ecuadorian Indigenous 

Peoples Resist Drilling in the Amazon, 1989-1994,” 2011). ARCO began exploring and conducting 

seismic tests in the region and was immediately faced by protest and resistance from the 

Organization of Indigenous Peoples of Pastaza (OPIP). ARCO even offered the community $5,000 

dollars in exchange for their cooperation, which the organization refused. A delegation of 

government officials and representatives of ARCO flew a helicopter to the community of Sarayacu 

to try and communicate with the members of this group, and upon arrival, members of OPIP 

confiscated the helicopter keys, placed trees across the airstrip, and presented the delegation with a 
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list of demands in regard to the activity by ARCO. This activity is the central focus of the in-depth 

analysis of corporate manipulation among the Quichua people by Suzana Sawyer (2004). Sawyer 

emphasizes that these government officials and ARCO representatives were certainly not held 

captive by the OPIP, they were free to leave any time they wanted, but on foot (the nearest road was 

four days away). Days after the arrival of the representatives, citizens of Pastaza participated in the 

“Sarayacu assembly” with the representatives where they heard testimonies and evidence of the 

increasing physical harm that the citizens of Pastaza were exposed to because of the practices of 

ARCO. After nearly two weeks in Sarayacu, the officials signed the list of demands by OPIP, aptly 

titled the Sarayacu Accord. These demands granted communal land ownership and semi-

autonomous status to all of the native territories in Pastaza, created a tax on oil production that 

would benefit Indigenous Peoples, started a commission to give Indigenous Peoples a voice in the 

government, and imposed a 15-year moratorium on any oil exploration in the future (Sawyer, 2004). 

Unfortunately, months after this monumental accord, the Ecuadorian government retracted the 

document, claiming that the representatives had been coerced by the citizens of Pastaza. The history 

between the Sarayacu nation and the Ecuadorian government is long and complex, and the battle for 

land rights continued for years after this initial meeting between the two groups. OPIP arranged a 

155-mile march from Pastaza to Quito in 1992 to bring their campaign and concerns directly to the 

presidential palace. Hundreds of Indigenous marchers met with presidential representatives to 

request land titles and legal control over their territory in Pastaza. The negotiations for this 

agreement were slow moving, which prompted another march in 1993 to Quito (Sawyer, 2004). As 

of now, there was an Environmental Technical Committee created that oversaw what extractive 

actions happened in this region with Indigenous representatives, which was nowhere near the initial 

goals of the OPIP’s original statements. I bring this example in to demonstrate that Indigenous 

Peoples are not passive players in the acts of extraction on their lands; on the contrary, they are 
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active players who assert themselves and make sure they are heard, and their struggles continue to 

this day.  
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Chapter 4 – Stories from the Field 

Story 1  

 

I interviewed several members of the Indigenous groups Cofán and Secoya. The Cofán are a 

group that is on the verge of extinction; they used to have thousands of members of their 

Indigenous group, but since the activities of Texaco, their numbers have reduced now to less than 

50 in this area. One of the questions that I posed was asking about the use of resources in the 

Amazon, the use of territory and land, and what the meaning of these are for Indigenous Peoples. 

One important aspect that I learned is defining terms and understanding what they mean to certain 

groups. One of the people I interviewed, Humberto Piaguaje, is an Indigenous man from the Secoya 

group, and a leader in the community in Limoncocha and in Lago Agrio. Limoncocha is another city 

in Sucumbíos, Ecuador, about one hour away from Lago Agrio, and Humberto splits his time 

between the two places, doing work in his own community there and in Lago Agrio with UDAPT. 

He began to explain that there needs to be a correction when thinking about the term “resources.” 

When most people in the “developed world” and even in Ecuador outside of the Oriente talk about 

resources, they think of them mainly in monetary ways, and how to make the most money from 

whatever said resource is. However, for Indigenous Peoples, thinking about resources means 

thinking about elements of life: water, trees, animals, elements that permit one to live and survive. 

But for those who view resources through a commercial lens, what is valuable must have a high 

price, and in this case that is petroleum. Before petroleum development in the region, the 

Indigenous Peoples from the various groups lived harmoniously in nature, using the resources to 

survive, without having to use money in any way, as we do now. This is referred to as subsistence 

economy, where communities did not need money in order to survive and thrive, simply using the 

elements such as the rivers and the rainforest. When the petroleum companies came into the Oriente, 
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they eliminated this subsistence economy and converted the area into a market economy with oil 

being the main driver. One of the first groups that was completely displaced were the Cofán. Their 

land was forcefully taken from them by petroleum companies and they were forced to leave the area 

they had inhabited for decades. Ultimately, Humberto explained that a better way to rephrase the 

question of resources was explaining how they were perceived before and after extraction. Instead of 

asking how resources are used generally, it is important to consider the issue of history before and 

after petroleum development. Before, nature was used as a way of communication and a way of life, 

a way to eat and survive, a way of transportation, and a way of entertainment. Now, it is simply a 

way to make money for outsiders who did not grow up on this land. This directly relates back to 

Polanyi’s theory of commodification of nature and how the lands are having value added to them 

that does not speak to the meaning of this region.  

 The Orinoco River (Figure 11) was one of the main rivers that ran through Cofán land, and 

it used to be a place that children and adults went to in order to play and enjoy themselves. Now, the 

river is contaminated and toxic, no longer a place to even be for a short amount of time because of 

potential exposure. This was an important place culturally for children and for adults, and a 

significant part of their lives that was simply eliminated. One of the most significant things in the 

Oriente are the trees, because according to Sarayacu cosmovision, another Indigenous group that has 

a history of petroleum exploitation, certain types of trees that have been in the Amazon for 

hundreds of years contain the spirits of the rainforest that protect all of the beings living within it. 

When the petroleum companies came and cut down these trees, they were destroying this spiritual 

connection (Figure 12 – images of rainforest).  

I wanted to share the story of Guillermo Quenama. As I mentioned previously, storytelling 

is an important way to keep identity and culture alive, and this was certainly pertinent during my 

interviews with the stories that were told to me. Guillermo Quenama was the last living Shaman in 
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the Cofán community during the time that Texaco was operating in this region of the Oriente. He 

was a leader in the community and one of the leading voices against the petroleum companies in the 

Amazon. One day, Texaco entered into the Cofán community to talk with Guillermo about 

operations. They ended up giving him an excess of alcohol, which he was not used to drinking, and 

they intoxicated him to the point of death. After this, Texaco entered the region and extracted the 

petroleum. Texaco murdered one of the leaders in the community, the person who had the most 

connection to the secular, spiritual world that guided the Cofán people. This spiritual connection is 

another crucial element for living for Indigenous Peoples in Ecuador. One message that I 

continually received from my interviews and the stories told me to me was that for Indigenous 

groups, their territory and identity is everything for them, and a main driver of their existence. To 

take away their territory and spiritual connection to the land is to take away their soul for life - alma 

de vida. This is not well understood by people that live outside of the Indigenous Amazon 

communities, but this is the main reason that Indigenous Peoples in the Ecuadorian Amazon rise up 

and fight so hard to protect their land. This is hard for many to grasp because of the mentality 

surrounding what resources are, and the way that people who are not Indigenous are raised is 

different from the way that Indigenous Peoples are raised. Again, there are many ways to look at 

elements, they can be seen as a way of life, a way to make money, a form of culture, or a setting 

where development for families happens. For Indigenous groups like Cofán, Secoya, and Sarayacu 

for example, territory and resources are their Mother Earth. The concepts of mother and mothering 

is quite profound in many cultures, and for Indigenous cultures, Mother Earth is life.  
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Story 2 

 

Storytelling is an important and crucial part of maintaining culture in Ecuador amongst 

Indigenous communities (Figure 13). I want to share the story of the spirit of Coan Coan. This is a 

Cofán cosmovision that again ties the importance of land and spirituality to identity. According to 

Cofán mythology, Coan Coan is a spirit that lives in the Oriente, and resides in the ground, the caves, 

and the rainforest. It is not a monster or a god, but simply a being that protects the animals, the 

plants, and the people that live in the Amazon, offering guidance on how to live life when necessary. 

When the Cofán need advice or spiritual guidance, they call upon Coan Coan. The Shamans were 

the members of the communities that had the strongest connection with this being. As any being, 

Coan Coan needs to rest and sleep, and when it does, it turns into the physical ground and its blood 

is the petroleum underneath. When petroleum companies came and began drilling underground and 

extracting the petroleum, they were killing the Coan Coan, literally taking its heart and its blood. 

Companies such as Texaco were destroying this connection to the secular world during extraction. 

In the Sarayacu community, when Arco was partaking in oil development in Pastaza province, 

Indigenous activist groups took to the streets in Pastaza and in Quito, spray painting the walls with 

dripping red and black words that read “Fluye el Petroleo, Sangra la Selva” which translates to, “As 

the Oil Flows, The Jungle Bleeds.” This vivid image is what happened when Texaco operated in the 

Oriente region (Sawyer, 2004). I feel as though this story can be tied back to what Escobar (1998) 

discussed when speaking on nature as a living being and how political ecology should be reframed to 

include those who live in this area.  
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Story 3 

 

Although one of the main focuses in my thesis is centered on Indigenous perspectives of 

resistance, I also interviewed people who were not Indigenous and who are also involved with 

movements against petroleum companies and the Chevron case. As I laid out in the introduction, 

Texaco poisoned the Oriente during operations, causing many people to become extremely sick from 

drinking the contaminated water and being exposed to the contaminated soil. During one of my 

Toxi-tours, I was able to interview people who are plaintiffs in the lawsuit, and I wanted to gather 

from them their perspectives and how they demonstrate their resistance. I spoke with a woman who 

has been living in Lago Agrio for over 30 years. Her family used to live some thirty feet away from 

one of the open, unlined waste pits that Texaco left during its operations (Figure 14). The water tank 

that the family used was right by these pits, and unsurprisingly, her entire family has gotten sick over 

the years, and her parents and parents of her husband all died from stomach, lung, and skin cancer. 

She explained to me that the family had to move from the area because of this poisoning, and her 

one-year old son at the time was incredibly sick, so sick in fact that the doctors gave him a 99% 

mortality rate. Fortunately, he is 8 years old now and was able to survive, doing much better after 

the family moved. The area that the family moved now is better than before, yet it is still next to a 

national oil well owned by PetroEcuador. Hearing about these experiences both saddened and 

angered me, and one of my most vivid memories during my field work was the smells surrounding 

the areas where these open pits remained (Figure 15). However, this woman explained to me that 

she has been collecting these stories and testimonies for year. She has collected testimonies from her 

friends and family who have gotten sick and she documents them in written or recorded form. She 

is one of the main organizers for UDAPT now and she organizes groups together to go to Quito to 

meet with policy makers, or when those representatives come to Lago Agrio. She brings these 
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groups to meet with policy makers and shares the stories that she has collected for years. She 

explained to me that, yes, many people are aware of this lawsuit and what has happened to people 

second hand, such as reading from an article or watching a video, but the reality is that hearing about 

this first hand from those directly experiencing these traumas is completely different. This was 

certainly the case with me while I listened to her tell these stories. She uses what has happened to 

her friends and her family to animate her social resistance. She explained that making sure the health 

and well-being of her family is intact is what inspires her to work as hard as she does in getting this 

message out to enact political and legal change.  
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Story 4  

 

 I did several interviews with Indigenous activists who have been involves with movements in 

Quito and Lago Agrio around indigenous identity, social movements, and the changing Amazon 

region. I spoke with several people who have been involved with the Indigenous social movement 

their entire lives, and they helped me understand what Indigenous People have gone through 

throughout the history of Ecuador. I was able to more fully understand why Indigenous movements 

happened and why people rose up. 

 The Amazon was once seen as a myth to the world, a place that the people in Quito and 

bigger cities didn’t care about because they had never spent time there. However, when oil was 

discovered, this story changed completely. For Indigenous People especially, this story changed 

rapidly, abruptly, and violently. In order to understand what has happened in Sucumbíos and Lago 

Agrio, it is important to understand what has happened in the rest of the Oriente region. It is 

important to compare the north, central, and southern parts of the Amazon and understand the 

stories of the people who live in these places. These are three different moments in time in the 

Amazon. The first Indigenous uprising was a historic moment that people were not Indigenous paid 

little attention to. During the 60’s and the 70’s, there was much violence against Indigenous Peoples. 

After this, they began to organize themselves. One of my most memorable interviews was from a 

man who lives in Quito now but grew up in Sucumbíos and has been involved with protesting and 

activism his whole life. He beautifully explained to me the power of the Indigenous movement:  

“Indigenous People rise up because they have been treated a certain way for too long. 

Indigenous People realized what power they have, they are present in the Amazon, in the Highlands, 

and in the Coast. They rise up and resist for their land, their rights, education, and their health. 

People are still asking for this. 
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But most importantly, we rise up and ask for our indigeneity.” 

(C.I. Diaz-Combs, personal interview, June 2016). 

 

In general conversation, some identities are not present or represented, and in my opinion, 

this is a beautiful expression or united representation and realization of one’s own importance. 

During my interviews, people also explained to me the attitudes of non-Indigenous people towards 

Indigenous Peoples in Ecuador. There is blatant and rampant racism against Indigenous people in 

the country, yet Indigenous Peoples have historically maintained control of the item that is most 

exported in the country: petroleum. Members of Cofán, Secoya, and Quichua Indigenous groups 

have successfully shut down petroleum ports, stopping petroleum from getting to Quito for days. 

Indigenous people saw that they could turn the country around. The Indigenous movement 

profoundly changed the history of the country. Indigenous People went from a position of not 

existing too powerful players in this landscape of extraction. One of the strengths of these 

communities is their organization. It is their form of resistance and how they survive.  

I learned about several sophisticated and democratic assemblies in various Indigenous 

communities that have governing boards and positions where actions and activities, in their 

communities are voted upon. This also pertains to outsiders who come into this region. If someone 

wants to enter certain communities, they are required to submit formal reports that are voted upon 

by elected board members on this governing body as whether to allow them to enter or not.  
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Story 5 

 

 Finally, I wanted to discuss this lawsuit in the context of social mobilization and resistance. 

During my interview with Pablo Fajardo in 2016, I asked why Chevron would not simply agree to 

settle a case like this. He explained that if Chevron settled, it would be the largest cash outlay in 

history from a multinational corporation for an environmental clean-up outside US borders. This 

would expose vulnerability in the company. Chevron has spent obscene amounts of money and 

exerted tireless effort in order to reframe the story as one of making themselves the victim in this 

case, the ones who were falsely accused by corrupt Ecuadorian and US lawyers and a corrupt 

Ecuadorian court system. However, in 2011, the courts in Sucumbíos did charge against Chevron, 

and Pablo and the people in Lago Agrio see this as successful, despite the fact that they have yet to 

see the money. They were able to hold one of the most powerful corporations in the world 

accountable for what they did and now the rest of the world is seeing this as well. This lawsuit has 

spanned over 25 years in 5 different countries and has the potential to set and important legal 

precedent that could benefit millions of exploited people worldwide.  
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Figure 11. Orinoco River in Lago Agrio Ecuador  

 
Figure 12. Napo Rainforest 
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Figure 13. Storytelling 

 
Figure 14. Open pit left from Texaco with wastewater from oil drilling 
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Figure 15. Feeling oil mixed with soil at one of open pits  
 

 
Figure 16. Indigenous social movements  
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Chapter 5 – Livelihoods Beyond Oil 
 

I went into this research with the intent to gather thoughts and opinions on the projected 

trajectory of the case and to ultimately answer the question: what forms does resistance take? I 

chose to highlight these stories because of the different perspectives to this lawsuit and extractive 

industries in the Amazon, and I believe these sections begin to explain the ways that people in 

Ecuador are pushing back against extractive industries, in particular against the petroleum industry, 

which is still rampant in the country. This lawsuit is globally famous, and often portrayed in 

problematic ways. But I also believe the communities and individuals in Lago Agrio are making 

themselves known in this region and in history as not being passive players. The Ecuadorian 

Indigenous movement is often referred to as a model for other countries that are experiencing 

similar circumstances. One framework that was not fully explored in this text but can be applied to 

this case study is that of social and environmental justice. Issues of social justice are closely tied to 

environmental problems and to poverty, which are both critically important in Ecuador. 

Environmental problems, particularly in Latin America, are not “democratic.” By this I mean that 

they affect some people more than others, almost always those who are lower income, people of 

color, and Indigenous communities. These are neglected places on Earth because these groups 

typically tend to lack economic and social power, translating to them having more difficulty fighting 

this discrimination that they face. However, despite all of this, I feel as though these communities in 

Lago Agrio have been able to rise against this and organize in a sophisticated, advanced manner 

against Chevron Corporation. The passages that I shared before demonstrate the importance of this 

land to those who live within it.  

The Amazon is not simply a place where people reside and live, or a place for economic 

betterment, but in fact is a fundamental right and a way to continue to develop culture, agriculture, 

education, and social and economic structure and stability. Having land and having a territory is a 
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way to root culture and indigeneity. I have spoken extensively about using political ecology as a 

framework for my study, yet I have discovered that the people I interviewed, particularly Indigenous 

elders of Cofán, Quichua, Shuar, etc. have a much more profound understanding of the 

relationships between the biophysical, economic, and social ramifications of the environment 

without labeling it “political ecology.” It is clear that through the actions of the people that I 

interviewed and what I saw in my field work that they are indeed imposing actors who disrupt and 

make themselves present in this landscape of extraction. In Lago Agrio, people have power and they 

have agency despite the history they have faced with Texaco. They do not need supporters who pity 

or mourn what has happened in the past and therefore dismiss their position and their future. What 

they need are allies or co-conspirators who assist them to further achieve what they want and need. I 

feel as though, historically, change always occurs from the masses and from the people, and I felt as 

though I understood this more through the interviews I did in Ecuador.  

 

Conclusion and Final Thoughts  

 

Conclusion may not be the correct way to approach this work, but it is possible that the 

community in Lago Agrio is moving towards one. Fighting petroleum manifests differently, and 

often times, much of the publicity goes towards larger organizations in the capitals like YASunidos 

and Acción Ecológica, and although these groups do help tremendously by raising awareness 

through social media campaigns and by offering funding, however, they are not the ones who must 

suffer and resist the poisoning of their bodies and ancestral lands on a daily basis. I also feel as 

though these groups would not be involved with these matters if it were not for the grassroots 

efforts in Lago Agrio, particularly in regard to this lawsuit with Chevron. The Amazon is often 

referred to as the lungs of the Earth and those who live in the Oriente certainly see it as a living being 
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as opposed to a space or a place. The Amazon is directly tied to identity, well-being, and health of 

the people who live there and of their families. This is a fascinating, yet extremely sad case, because 

there is human tragedy behind it, and this continues to fester tremendous costs to the people, and to 

human life.  But the people in this area continue to inspire with their work, so I choose to view this 

as a story of resilience, resistance, strength and organization from a group of inspiring people. 

Chevron believed they would be able to get away with destroying the environment and poisoning 

people by dumping toxic waste in an area where these people lived. I am careful to use the word 

poisoning here deliberately as opposed to contaminating because poisoning implies that there was 

agency and consciousness in these actions, which is absolutely true in this case (Pulido, 2016). 

Chevron participated in a deliberate and evil act and they were held accountable by the victims. This 

case has often been framed as a David versus Goliath lawsuit and I do agree with this comparison. 

However, it is not a case about a corporation versus lawyers. It is a story about how a marginalized 

group of Ecuadorian citizens were able to organize and hold accountable a corporation that sees 

themselves invincible and above the law. I feel so privileged to have been able to learn from these 

strong, intelligent, and courageous individuals. 

There is still much work that can be done in this area. I am so thankful to have the 

connections that I do in Lago Agrio and I hope to continue working with them in the future. 

Although I focused on one specific part of the Amazon region, this kind of oil activity happens all 

over the Amazon. I would be interested in broadening my study if possible across the Oriente to gage 

broader opinions on oil extraction in general outside of this particular lawsuit that happened in Lago 

Agrio. I am curious in further understanding how livelihoods in the Oriente are affected by oil 

production and how these activities manifest themselves in the everyday lives of people and how 

they feel towards them. Additionally, it would be interesting to conduct a cross comparison of these 

livelihoods in two different oil producing regions: The Amazon and the Coast, which has many oil 
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refineries. I would be curious in conducting ethnographic work to discover how these livelihoods 

are affected, and possibly pairing it with a quantitative water analysis of these regions, such as the 

one that I did in Lago Agrio.  

I have spoken extensively with members of UDAPT, especially Pablo Fajardo, and he has 

expressed that he would like a copy of this thesis and any articles that come from it to have on file 

for any future work that the organization is involved in regarding the lawsuit. He explained to me 

that Lago Agrio is constantly inhabited by researchers: anthropologists, sociologists, geographers, 

and law students. Any work that is done in this region is completed as long as that researcher agrees 

to share that information with the community in Lago Agrio. I plan to translate and send back my 

thesis and articles that come from it in the future. Additionally, I hope to write up my public health 

work in a formal report that I can also send back to the community. Currently, there is action 

happening on the ground in order to get potable water into the rural communities in Lago Agrio. If 

my work on water quality can help in any way to implement potable water into these regions, I am 

thrilled to be of assistance. More than anything, I would like my research to serve as a reference for 

any future work that happens in this region.  

 

 

Update on Case 

 

Chevron has a new CEO now; Timothy Wirth and Chevron shareholders are pressuring him 

to settle on this lawsuit before Chevron’s litigation position deteriorates further. This is a big deal 

because Chevron has made this entire case about victimizing themselves. They have spent millions 

of dollars doing this. It is no longer about whether there was or was not pollution because clearly 

there was, there is no denying that. What they are turning this into is whether a court decision was 
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procured by corrupt means. This case is currently ongoing in Ontario. I look forward to seeing how 

this develops, and I want to automatically think that any form of payments coming is good news. I 

do question whether the plaintiffs will action settle, and I predict they won’t. They originally asked 

for more money in the 1993 lawsuit. Additionally, I consider how many people, lawyers, activists, 

and community members have made their entire lives about this case, and if it were to finally be 

over, how this would affect them and what would be next.  

 

 
Figure 17. Yasuni National Park  
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