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Abstract 

Tourism is a booming global industry, seemingly at odds with a degrowth movement 

seeking to challenge the profit-maximizing model embedded in capitalist expansion. However, 

the tourism industry is not a homogenous entity, but is instead characterized by diverse forms of 

distinct tourisms. In Ecuador, the Kichwa Añangu Community has chosen to dedicate their 

livelihood to community-owned tourism. Añangu owns and operates two lodges, whose 

management and oversight are administered through communal governance. As a result, tourism 

is locally embraced as a vehicle for livelihood wellbeing, cultural reclamation, and 

environmental stewardship. Community-owned tourism will not provide a cure-all answer to the 

critiques levied against tourism or to the vulnerabilities inherent in the practice of tourism. 

However, Añangu’s project offers a compelling case study for considering how certain tourisms 

could become a vehicle for developing a localized degrowth society. The Añangu have 

decentralized the value placed upon profit in the practice of tourism, replacing it with Kichwa 

forms of communal organizing guided by their goal for Sumak Kawsay, or the “good life.” For 

the Añangu, the sustainability of their project cannot be separated from its economic viability, 

however, success is also measured by how tourism contributes to a number of community-

defined goals. 
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Introduction: Tourism and Degrowth 

Degrowth as an activist movement, academic focus, and applied practice, emerges from 

the embedded contradictions of a growth-oriented economic system, which fails to account for 

capitalism’s dependence on uneven economic opportunities and finite environmental resources 

(Kallis, 2011). These critiques are seemingly at odds with the so-called tourism industry, which 

relies on a global market of wealthy consumers, international travel, built infrastructure, and 

profit. Considering these incongruities, this paper examines how community-owned tourism 

might serve as an avenue of localized degrowth for small communities whose livelihoods 

currently depend on local tourism. Specifically, it draws on Gibson-Graham’s use of diverse 

economies (Gibson-Graham, 2006), to consider how community-owned tourism can serve as a 

vehicle for achieving locally defined goals which go beyond individual income and economic 

growth.  

To explore the relationship between community-owned tourism and degrowth, this paper 

turns to the case of tourism in the Kichwa Añangu Community, who own and operate ecotourism 

and cultural tourism lodges in the Ecuadorian Amazon’s Yasuní National Park. The Añangu 

have built their tourism project around the Kichwa notion of Sumak Kawsay, which has been 

roughly translated to the “good life,” or “buen vivir” in Spanish. The philosophy of Sumak 

Kawsay or the related Suma Qamaña in Aymara, have been differentially interpreted, applied, 

and historicized by Amazonian and Andean communities, governments, activists, and academics 

(Altmann, 2014; Capitán & Guevara, 2014; Recasens, 2014). Drawing from a Kichwa 

perspective, Mónica Chuji from the Kichwa Community of Sarayaku, explains that, “Sumak 

Kawsay is the alternative to progress, to development, to modernity. It is a notion that wants to 

recover that harmonious relationship between human beings and their environment. Between 

humanity and their fellow humans” (Chuji, 2009). By consistently engaging this vision of Sumak 

Kawsay in the management and daily practice of tourism, the Añangu have used their tourism 



project to strive towards specific, community-defined goals, including the production of local 

livelihood opportunities, cultural reclamation, and environmental stewardship. 

Both degrowth and Sumak Kawsay offer compelling critiques of neoliberal capitalism’s 

need for constant economic expansion, by focusing on communal wellbeing, environmental 

protection, and a reorientation of the economy towards producing greater social good (Thomson, 

2011). In a description of Sumak Kawsay by Ecuadorian economists Pablo Dávalos, it would be 

easy to see the two terms as nearly synonymous:  

 

The good life is a conception of life, distant from the most expensive parameters 

of modernity and economic growth: individualism, the pursuit of profit, […], the 

use of nature, […], the total commodification of all spheres of human life, the 

inherent violence of consumer selfishness, etc. (2008, p. 5) 

 

However, it is important to not equate the Indigenous interpretation of Sumak Kawsay to 

degrowth (Altmann, 2017). How the Añangu engage Sumak Kawsay is embedded with cultural 

and spiritual values which go beyond Western framings of a degrowth society. For this reason, 

degrowth serves as a useful concept for considering how other small communities could engage 

Añangu’s model of self-determination in the practice of community-owned tourism. Tourism as 

practiced by the Añangu, focuses on the wellbeing of its people and the environment, over the 

constant need for capitalist growth and business profitability. There is no guarantee that other 

tourism projects will inevitably destabilize capitalist practices focused on growth and profit. 

However, for those community-owned tourism projects which engage a just collective decision-

making process and prioritize values beyond economic growth, they will be able to challenge 

ontologies of hierarchical power structures and the valorization of financial profitability common 

in a growth economy.         

 Throughout the remainder of this article, I will first provide a critical overview of the 

tourism industry, while also introducing community-owned tourism. I will then consider the 

relationship between tourism and degrowth, by arguing that degrowth requires not only a change 

in economic practices but also a reorientation of social values and priorities, focusing on shared 

goals over individual profit. These sections will be followed by an overview of research methods 

and an introduction to the Kichwa Añangu Community. In turning to the case study, I will 

examine two themes which demonstrate how community-owned tourism in Añangu can serve as 

a vehicle of degrowth. First, I will look at the management of the tourism project, with a focus 

on communal governance. Then, I will examine how tourism is being used to achieve 

community-defined goals including localized livelihood opportunities, cultural reclamation, and 

environmental stewardship, rather than solely focusing on profit.  

 

A Critical Look at the “Tourism Industry”  

Tourism is often viewed as a booming global industry. According to the United Nations 

World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), in 2016, tourism employed one in ten people across the 

globe, made up 10% of the world’s gross domestic product, and is expected to grow at a rate of 

3% to 4% through 2030 (UNWTO, 2017). However, this growth comes with its own challenges. 

Tourism has been critiqued for contributing to global climate change (IPCC, 1999), ecosystem 

destruction (Stonich, 1998), and the exclusion of people from their traditional lands and 

livelihoods (Sirima & Backman, 2013; Vásquez-León, 2012). Economically, the involvement of 

transnational corporations has often meant that money generated by tourism leaves the host 



nation (Honey, 2008; Robinson, 2003), while producing primarily low-wage, service-level 

employment (Honey, 2008). Culturally, tourists have been accused of being indifferent to local 

norms and oblivious to the processes and potential downsides of cultural commodification and 

transformation (Greenwood, 1989). 

However, the notion of a single “tourism industry” mischaracterizes the complexity of 

tourism in practice (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2006, 2008). While “mass tourism,” and “alternative 

tourism,” have been conceptually used to nuance the perception of two distinct branches of the 

tourism industry (Honey, 2008; O’Neill, 2002), they both frequently lack bounded definitions 

(Honey, 2016; Robinson, 2003; Stronza, 2001; Vainikka, 2013). In problematizing ‘mass 

tourism’, Vainikka has argued that the label ambiguously serves as a “loose umbrella term” for 

large-scale popular tourism (2013, p. 280). Mass tourism, as a concept, tells us little about the 

impact and ethics of distinct tourism enterprises. While “alternative tourism” has been celebrated 

for offering more responsible, small-scale options, there are no enforceable established practices 

binding so-called alternative tourisms to ethical norms (Font, Sanabria, & Skinner, 2008; Honey, 

2008, 2016; Russell & Wallace, 2004; Salazar, 2012). Notably, alternative tourisms cannot be 

easily separated from the profit-driven desire to attract new niche markets (Fletcher, 2011). 

Fletcher argues that these expanding forms of alternative tourisms facilitate capitalism’s 

dependence on constant growth by finding “outlets for excess capital that might otherwise 

provoke an overproduction crisis” (2011, p. 449). Ultimately, they function to create a 

diversified tourism marketplace, where excess capital can be spent. 

However, given the diversity of alternative tourism market options, it is important to 

recognize that tourism, in its plural forms, is not inevitably susceptible to the ecological, 

economic, and cultural critiques levied at the so-called tourism industry more broadly (Higgins-

Desbiolles, 2006). Higgins-Desbiolles argues that tourism can be a “powerful social force […] 

harnessed to meet human development imperatives and the wider public good,” when its practice 

is separated from neoliberal market logics (2006, p. 1192). Drawing on this proposition, the 

question then becomes are there tourism practices which can shift tourism’s focus on profit and 

accumulation to one that allows tourism to serve as a vision of degrowth?  

In the case of tourism which involves a host community, community-based tourism 

(CBT) has been proposed for creating an inclusionary and democratic relationship between 

tourism businesses and the people or “community” who are featured as a part of the tourism 

experience (Okazaki, 2008). The UNWTO states that the practice of CBT should involve local 

communities in the “development process” of tourism operations. Community priorities should 

take precedence in decision-making processes, creating a “catalyst of social cohesion,” which is 

able to advance “sustainable development from the grassroots level” (UNWTO, 2014). 

Rozemeijer expands on this overview by explaining that CBT should either be run as a joint and 

equitable partnership between the private sector and local peoples or be owned by one or more 

communities (Rozemeijer, 2001). 

In practice, CBT is not limited to a single type of tourism (e.g. ecotourism or cultural 

tourism), but instead attempts to reshape how tourism is managed when a local “community,” or 

a self-identifying group of people, is involved. Like other alternative tourisms, CBT has been 

critiqued for lacking transparency in practice (Blackstock, 2005; Salazar, 2012). CBT often 

involves community partnerships with exterior businesses, non-profit organizations, or non-

governmental organizations. When this dual partnership exists, power and profit are often not 

equally shared. For example, how much say does the community have in the decision-making 

and administration? To what extent does the community have curatorial power in how their 



culture or environment are being commodified? How is profit divided between the organization 

and the community? 

This paper will go one step beyond CBT, by explicitly looking at community-owned 

tourism (COT). In community-owned tourism, the members of the community (or an association 

of communities) are the owners, administrators, and managers of the tourism project. While a 

community may partner with travel agencies and work with individuals who are not from the 

community, this paper is concerned with power structures where the community, as opposed to 

individuals, outside businesses, NGOs, etc., is fully in charge of decision-making, management, 

and profit distribution.  

 

Degrowth and Tourism  

 The foundations of a degrowth society cannot be based only on a reduction in economic 

activity. This is made visible by periods of economic downturns, where unemployment 

skyrockets and social spending is cut, often leading to reductions in social welfare (Latouche, 

2009, p. 8). Instead, degrowth must be treated as social shift, which focuses not only on 

restructuring the economy away from a capitalist focus on profitability and economic growth, but 

also a fundamental reorientation of values, relationships, and livelihood practices. In the words 

of Paulson, what we need for degrowth to work, “is not just a quantitative decrease in production 

and consumption, but something much more radical: a cultural transformation that re-establishes 

livelihoods, relationships and politics around a new suite of values and goals” (2017, p. 430).  

A part of this “cultural transformation” should include livelihood opportunities which 

provide not only fair wages to laborers, but also serve to achieve stronger social relations, 

communally established goals, such ecological regeneration or social justice initiatives, and 

greater societal wellbeing. Gibson-Graham propose that for economies to contribute to these 

greater social goals, economic production should have the “capacity to produce social surplus in 

a variety of forms, and not just surplus value” (Gibson-Graham, 2006, p. 95). The intention is to 

move beyond an economic understanding which focuses on how wealth can continue to grow, to 

thinking about how profit, in the form of social surplus, can come to serve community goals and 

an interconnected sense of social belonging and wellbeing.  

In thinking about tourism as a catalyst for what Gibson-Graham have termed “diverse 

economies” (Gibson-Graham, 2006, 2008), it is possible to imagine a variety of avenues by 

which tourism practices could contribute to the development of a degrowth society. In Hall’s 

foundational article on tourism and degrowth, he lays out several possible means by which 

tourism can help create this vision of degrowth (2009). For example, he suggests that tourists 

could localize their travel as much as possible to reduce their overall carbon footprint, while 

ecotourism businesses can move beyond “green-washing,” by ensuring lodges have a net 

positive environmental impact. He also argues that tourism firms can adopt a “concept of social 

responsibility that shifts from being ‘beholden to shareholders’ to one that is more stakeholder-

based and includes the workers and communities on which their survivability is partly based” 

(Hall, 2009, p. 58).  

 In thinking about the diverse means by which tourism could contribute to degrowth, it is 

important to ensure that “degrowth” does not become another meaningless term to describe the 

ethics of “alternative tourisms.” However, it is equally important to measure degrowth within the 

practice of tourism as a form of progress, rather than searching only for "utopian solutions 



wholly autonomous from the [capitalist] system” (Figueroa & Alkon, 2017, p. 209). This purest 

approach problematically bifurcates degrowth in tourism into two simple categories: 1) “Yes, 

achieving degrowth,” or 2) “No, not achieving degrowth.” Rather than thinking about economic 

practices in this polarized form, it is necessary to consider the spaces of creative possibility, 

where the practice of tourism can produce social surplus which helps meet a variety of 

communal goals. This does not mean that wages or profit disappear, but rather that they are not 

the only or primary goal of the tourism project. The practice of community-owned tourism, in 

particular, aligns with what Gibson-Graham have called the “community economy.” Through 

communal management and decision making, a community economy has the potential for 

resocializing economic relations, where recognition of economic interdependence, cooperation, 

and social connections guide how economic decisions are made (Gibson-Graham, 2006).  

Given that tourism is entangled in the capitalist economy, it will often continue to create 

new markets for capitalist expansion (Fletcher, 2011). However, tourism which combines 

communal governance, with diverse social surplus goals, can subvert the underlying logics of 

neoliberal capitalism, which centers individual profit and constant economic expansion. The 

remainder of this article will turn to the Kichwa Añangu Community, to consider how their 

model of community-owned tourism, guided by Sumak Kawsay, can make important 

contributions for thinking about the role tourism could play in a degrowth society.  

 

Methods 

 This article draws on four months of fieldwork completed during two trips to the Kichwa 

Añangu Community (CKA) in 2015 and 2016. Prior to beginning this research, I signed a 

contract with CKA identifying my roles, obligations, and commitments to the community. 

Drawing on ethnographic methods, over two trips I lived in the community center where the 

Napo Cultural Center, one of Añangu’s two lodges, is located. I was also able to visit the Napo 

Wildlife Center, which is located two hours from the community center, on two occasions. 

During this research, I completed thirty semi-structured interviews with Añangu Community 

members, ecolodge staff from outside the community, and other visitors, such as interns and 

volunteers. All interviews were conducted in Spanish and were recorded with the permission of 

the interviewees.  

 While in Añangu, I engaged in extensive participant observation by joining in nearly 

every aspect of the tourism experience. I frequently accompanied guides leading tourists through 

Añangu’s various attractions. On two occasions, I served as a bilingual interpreter for guests, 

including a film crew who was creating a video for Añangu’s tourism project. I frequently visited 

the Kuri Muyu Interpretation Center, where Mamakunas or mothers from Añangu perform 

traditional dances, share Kichwa history, and sell artisanal goods. I worked with employees in 

varios servicios (various services), collecting food for tourists and helping with construction 

projects. I also assisted in the restaurant, either working with cooks in the kitchen or helping set 

the dining room tables. Finally, I was able to engage in everyday activities, such as making 

chicha, a fermented cassava beverage, and playing sports, while also serving as the resident 

English teacher for the Napo Cultural Center’s staff.  

This research drew on grounded theory throughout the data collection and analysis 

process. At the completion of each visit, all interviews were transcribed. Transcriptions and 

fieldnotes were then inductively coded to identify relevant themes. The three major categories 



discussed in this article, “Livelihood Opportunities,” “Cultural Reclamation,” “Environmental 

Stewardship and Resource Protection,” emerged from this coding process.  

 

The Kichwa Añangu Community: An Overview 

The Kichwa Añangu Community (Kichwa Añangu Llactama - Comunidad Kichwa 

Añangu) (CKA) lives along the banks of the Napo River, inside of the Yasuní National Park. 

Añangu’s founding community members, who are Kichwa Indigenous people, are originally 

from cities such as Tena and Archidona. In 1964 and 1977, the Ecuadorian government passed 

Amazonian colonization laws which encouraged migration from the Andes to the Amazon. 

These laws aimed to “civilize” the Amazon region, putting titles on supposedly unclaimed lands, 

while generating economic growth through enterprises such as cattle grazing and logging. This 

lead to waves of internal migration as Indigenous peoples moved further into the Amazon to 

maintain their traditional livelihoods (Yashar, 2006). The development of the CKA in the 1970s 

was a result of this internal migration and it came with many challenges. Population numbers 

fluctuated due to mosquito-related diseases, building on swampy land, a lack of all basic 

services, and a temporary military occupation which disrupted community wellbeing and 

resources (Amores Grandes, 2012; Torres, 2013).  

Nonetheless, the community persevered. It was formally recognized by the Ecuadorian 

government in 1982 and gained full legal status as a “Comunidad” in 1994 (Amores Grandes 

2012). The community chose to name itself Añangu, which means “ant” in Kichwa, after the 

leaf-cutter ants who parade throughout the Yasuní National Park, working day and night, always 

as a team. At the time of my fieldwork, Añangu had approximately 188 permanent community 

members, including nearly 70 socios or adult community members. Being a socio is a 

commitment. It includes participating in monthly assemblies, following community-defined 

rules, and attending mingas or communal work sessions. Not all adults are required to become 

socios, but those who do have access to land and a voice in the community governing structures. 

All families in Añangu have homes along the Napo River. Each family has land to build a home 

and plant a chacra, or small farm. The majority of Añangu’s socios are employed by their 

tourism project, working at the Napo Cultural Center, the Napo Wildlife Center, or the main 

office in Quito, Ecuador.  

 

Community-Owned Tourism in Añangu  

To understand how tourism in Añangu servs as an example of degrowth, it is helpful to 

first turn to the history of tourism in Añangu. This history demonstrates the transition by which 

the Añangu moved from an exploitative form of community-based tourism, to community-

owned tourism. In the latter form, the CKA has been able to define the project’s goals according 

to their value system and Kichwa ontologies as an act of self-determination. During the 1990s, 

several men from Añangu were working at ecolodges outside of the community. By 1998, it was 

proposed that the community should start its own tourism project. Initially, feelings were mixed. 

Among other concerns, it was well known that building a lodge would be expensive. 

Nonetheless, a small group decided to make the two-hour trek through the forest to Lake 

Añangucocha, where they began building cabins from local materials. Eventually, the 

community voted to support the project, with the initial support of NGOs, who helped fund the 

construction of the Napo Wildlife Center (NWC). According to a community leader, Añangu 

worked with three NGOs: Neblina Forest, Tropical Nature Conservation System, and the 

EcoEcuador Foundation.  



After the Napo Wildlife Center was opened in 2000, the community signed a contract 

with EcoEcuador, giving them ownership of the lodge for twenty years as a community-based 

tourism project. According to the contract, Añangu would receive economic benefits from the 

NWC’s profits and employment opportunities. After the twenty-year mark, the CKA would take 

over ownership of the lodge. The relationship with EcoEcuador fell apart when it became evident 

that the NGO was mismanaging funds. Añangu’s former President explained that once it was 

clear that EcoEcuador was stealing money, workers from Añangu traveled to Quito and occupied 

the NGO’s main office, refusing to allow the employees inside. Ultimately, the Añangu 

Community sued for full rights to the lodge and won the case in 2007. Today, the community 

maintains full control over the tourism project, which they manage through a process of 

communal governance. 

At the time of this research, the tourism project in Añangu included the operation of the 

Napo Wildlife Center,1 the Napo Cultural Center,2 and the Kuri Muyu Women’s Organization.3 

The Napo Wildlife Center opened in 2000 and has since become a world-renowned ecolodge. It 

is well known for its birding opportunities and advertises itself as offering a pristine Amazon 

experience. The CKA’s second ecolodge, the Napo Cultural Center, opened in 2012. It is located 

in the community center and focuses on creating a cultural experience for guests, who are able to 

interact with community members by participating in a guayusada (early morning tea drinking 

with an elder), playing sports, or having lunch at a local home. This ecolodge is locally called the 

Mamakuna’s Lodge, or Mother’s Lodge. This is because it was the Mamakuna’s who advocated 

to open the lodge, given that the community center is closer to their homes. The Mamakuna’s 

make-up the majority of the lodge’s staff, an uncommon gender dynamic in the tourism industry 

(Pritchard, 2014). Kichwa women from the Añangu Community work not only cleaning rooms 

or in the kitchens, but also as guides and even in managerial positions, which are typically 

occupied by men across tourism projects. This is an example of the power communal governing 

can have, when all voices are equally valued in the community. In the case of Añangu, the 

boundaries of women’s’ participation are defined by the Mamakunas themselves. The Kuri 

Muyu Interpretation Center is also located at the Napo Wildlife Center. At the Kuri Muyu, 

Añangu’s Mamakunas or mothers share Kichwa history and traditions with visiting guests.      

 It is important to emphasize that community-ownership means that the project belongs to 

the whole community and is managed by Añangu’s socios. There are salary hierarchies across 

employment positions, such as salary distinctions between the general manager, the lodge 

administrators, and guides, and so forth. Additionally, at the main office in Quito, there are only 

a few employees who are socios from Añangu. The remainder of the staff are largely from Quito 

and have specialized training in tourism management, such as marketing or accounting. 

However, all staff members who are employed by the tourism project ultimately work for the 

community. All major decisions regarding the tourism project are made during the monthly 

assembly meetings, which are only attended by socios. Furthermore, there are socios from 

Añangu who have chosen not to participate or be employed by the tourism project. Nonetheless, 

all socios have a voice in discussing, debating, and voting on projects and issues related to 

tourism, among all other community-related topics. Añangu is also well known in the region for 

                                                
1 Website for the Napo Wildlife Center: www.napowildlifecenter.com/ 
2 Website for the Napo Cultural Center: www.napoculturalcenter.com 
3 Information from this section is pulled from interviews and interactions carried out during my field research. 

Details can also be found in the community’s self-published book, Historia de la Comunidad Añangu or History of 

the Añangu Community (Torres, 2013) and the community’s personal website, www.comunidadanangu.org 



the strict rules chosen by socios. This includes the decision to ban hunting, a prohibition on the 

consumption of alcohol in the community center, required participation in mingas (communal 

works sessions), and attending the monthly assemblies. Guides from other communities in the 

region frequently mention that Añangu’s project is successful because the community follows 

these rules dutifully. 

Ultimately, it is Añangu’s communal governance which makes tourism in the CKA 

unique. Although tourism inevitably depends on tourists’ demands and consumption, having the 

ability to shape the curation of the tourism experience arguably becomes an act of degrowth, 

where the community acts as a collective, rather than self-interested, profit-seeking individuals. 

Tómas summarized this process when he explained that “in the assemblies, we are always 

arguing. […] If there is a problem, we fix it, that’s it. And in the assembly, everything can be 

resolved. For that reason, we have grown so much here.” As Tómas notes, communities 

inevitably have frictions. They should never be understood as perfectly homogenous and 

harmonious entities. However, in Añangu, the assemblies become the place of negotiation. It is a 

dynamic governance process, where voices are heard, compromises are negotiated, and decisions 

are ultimately made around community-defined goals. In the CKA, profit serves as a medium 

sustaining community projects and goals, rather than prioritizing individual wealth as an end 

goal. The following sections will provide an overview of three initiatives prioritized by the 

Añangu through the development of their tourism project.  

 

Why tourism? A Look at the Kichwa Añangu Community’s Goals  

This section will examine three goals the Añangu Community is attempting to achieve 

through their tourism project: livelihood opportunities, localized cultural reclamation, and 

environmental stewardship. Each of these goals highlights how the practice of tourism can have 

end-goals, which are not centered solely around an economic bottom-line. While having 

sufficient income to sustain the project cannot be removed from the equation, the relationship 

between community tourism and a degrowth society should ideally consider how profit can serve 

as a vehicle for achieving the common good. What is key to this argument is how the Kichwa 

Añangu are able to use ownership of their tourism project to focus on community needs and 

goals, which they often frame through the Kichwa notion of Sumak Kawsay.  

The Añangu have publicly defined Sumak Kawsay as, “‘wellbeing’, a way of living in 

harmony within the communities and with nature,” where they can “use their resources to 

promote regeneration […] to preserve and maintain their rich culture, traditions, their identity 

and their environment” (Comunidad Kichwa Añangu, 2017). While Sumak Kawsay is embedded 

in Kichwa cosmologies which have meanings beyond the politics of degrowth, the way the 

Añangu practice community-owned tourism explicitly challenges an economic growth mentality, 

which centers monetary accumulation. While tourism is intended to provide a basic economic 

livelihood for community members, it also employs a diverse economies approach which strives 

to keep young people in the community, sustain the practice of Kichwa traditions and beliefs, 

and to protect the Amazon Rainforest. Each of these goals is part of the ongoing process of 

creating Sumak Kawsay, which Carlos Viteri from the Kichwa community of Sarayaku describes 

as being in “permanent construction” (2002, p. 3). 

 

Livelihood Opportunities  

 One of the primary reasons that the Añangu Community has chosen to engage in 

community-owned tourism, is to create local jobs that align with community-defined goals, such 



as cultural reclamation and environmental protection. Prior to initiating the tourism project, the 

community was engaged in commodity agriculture, which was causing extensive deforestation. 

Additionally, many young people were leaving to work in cities, the petroleum industry, or other 

ecolodges in the region. The community’s tourism project is now seen as the best avenue for 

bringing income into the community to support local projects, while minimizing damage to the 

immediate environment. It has also successfully created jobs for community members, who no 

longer have to leave Añangu to be able to support their families.  

The challenges confronting livelihood in the Amazon were made visible to me when my 

friend Victor, a young Kichwa man, was considering leaving tourism to work for the petroleum 

industry. At the ecolodge where he was employed, he was making Ecuador’s minimum wage, 

$366 a month. The petroleum company was offering him $800 a month with shorter working 

hours. Victor’s case provides insight into the messy livelihood conflicts individuals frequently 

confront as they attempt to financially survive.  

Today, much of the world’s population is connected to modern globalization and the 

neoliberal wave of capitalism, oftentimes creating dependence on the capital and commodity-

oriented market economy (Harvey, 2005; Robinson, 2003). While money may physically be 

nothing more than paper or digits in a computer system, the value we have assigned to it shapes 

our lives in infinite forms. Everything from our daily subsistence, employment, access to 

material resources, environmental management, and education are influenced by our economic 

systems and the global flow of capital. Some of us, including myself, have great flexibility in 

choosing a career that aligns with both our need for income and with our moral and ethical 

values. However, assemblages of factors including socioenvironmental contexts, historical 

inequities, and structural barriers, often merge to make more accessible certain job opportunities, 

while limiting access to others. In the case of Victor, petroleum seemed like the best opportunity 

to make enough money to pay for his university studies.    

While Victor is not from Añangu, these livelihood challenges are present in the Añangu 

Community. As Añangu’s youth prepare to enter the workforce, they may be tempted to leave 

Añangu for the petroleum industry or a career in one of Ecuador’s urban areas. Using tourism, 

socios in Añangu are engaging in an active attempt to keep young people in Añangu. As Hector 

explains:  

 

We have talked about this with the tourists, our project, our dream of maintaining 

our culture. Right? To not lose our culture, because it is so important. We are in 

this project, the project of the community to keep our children here, that way our 

children do not go to the West to pick up other customs. We teach them, now, us 

as parents, teach our children our customs, from the little that we know, we teach 

them.  

 

When Hector says the “West,” he is not referencing the United States or Europe. He is talking 

about Coca City, Tena, Quito, Guayaquil, and other Ecuadorian cities. The West is urban, it is 

disconnected from the land, from the forest, Kichwa culture, and a sense of home. Tourism is 

intended to create an opportunity for youth to see a future in Añangu, where they too will be able 

to contribute to the tourism project.  

Students are intimately exposed to the tourism project, because their school is located 

only a few minutes’ walk from the Napo Cultural Center’s restaurant. Tourists frequently visit 

the school, often times bringing school supplies as donations. All high school or colegio students 



are required to study tourism as a part of their curriculum. Beyond interacting with tourists and 

visiting both the Napo Wildlife and Napo Cultural Centers, all high school students participate in 

an internship. After their third year of high school, students will be sent to different tourism 

projects throughout the Bajo Napo region. Some will stay in Añangu, working at one of the two 

lodges, while others will go off to hotels and other ecolodges. Upon graduating, students from 

Añangu often receive financial support from the community to continue their education. While it 

is recognized that not all students will return or be interested in tourism, the hope is that several 

will come back with the skills needed to carry the tourism project forward. Matías, a community 

socio who is only his mid-20s, told me, “we are young, over time, we could leave it, but no, not 

that. We have to work to continue with community tourism.” 

 Another prominent livelihood challenge confronted by the Añangu Community is that 

they have significant quantities of petroleum under their land. In the community’s book Historia 

de la Comunidad Añangu, or History of the Añangu Community, it is stated that their 

engagement with tourism is a reaction to the exploitation of the Amazon via petroleum 

extraction. In 2013, when the book was published, the Añangu hoped that there would be no 

drilling in the Yasuní National Park as a result of its mega-biodiversity (Torres 2013). 

Proactively, the community invited both former President Rafael Correa and his former Vice-

President and current President of Ecuador, Lenin Moreno, to visit the Napo Wildlife Center. 

During Moreno’s visit, a community leader stated to him that “our community will not allow any 

oil company to enter and will care for the fauna and flora in this place” (TransPort, 2013). By 

demonstrating the quality of their tourism project, the Añangu are attempting to bring both 

political and public attention to the success of their ecolodge. Like many Indigenous 

communities across the world, one of their most important goals is to protect land from its 

reduction to extractable economic value (Butler & Hinch, 2007). 

In stark contrast to how Kichwa communities interpret Sumak Kawsay, the Ecuadorian 

government has appropriated the Indigenous term to justify oil expansion to fund their 

development goals and social welfare programs (Radcliffe, 2012; Republic of Ecuador, 2008; 

SENPLADES, 2013). Floresmilo Simbaña, a leader of the Confederation of Indigenous 

Nationalities of Ecuador (CONAIE), has critiqued the government’s use of Sumak Kawsay, 

arguing that they interpret Sumak Kawsay as “access to services.” The government’s goal is to 

invest in “health, education, public works, and social services,” in an effort to move closer 

towards Sumak Kawsay or “good living” (Llopis 2015). However, to accrue the income needed 

to provide these services, the government has relied on the extraction of natural resources, 

including petroleum, which is contradictory to the Kichwa understanding of Sumak Kawsay, 

which values the wellbeing of the environment. The contradiction between the state’s 

envisioning of Sumak Kawsay and an Indigenous perspective was made visible in the Yasuní 

National Park, where the government began extracting oil in 2016, despite resistance from many 

Indigenous communities who consider Yasuní and its surrounding territories their sacred and 

ancestral homelands (Brown, 2018; Coryat, 2015). To date, the Ecuadorian government has not 

made any specific threats against the Añangu’s land and in 2018, a voter referendum prohibited 

the expansion of extraction in Yasuní (Tegel, 2018). 

Nonetheless, the Añangu are aware that political winds can change. For that reason, they 

will continue to use tourism both as a tool for generating local employment which aligns with 

their communal values, while also bringing both national and international attention to the value 

of their tourism project. Añangu’s focus on livelihood opportunities highlights that degrowth’s 

future is not one that can be devoid of employment. However, degrowth should account for 



better labor opportunities, labor that aligns with communal good, ethical standards, and 

environmental care (Latouche, 2009). 

 

Cultural Reclamation  

 One afternoon, while drinking chicha in the Kuri Muyu with an Ecuadorian family, 

Tómas, a guide from Añangu, explained that the community started the Kuri Muyu to: “[…] 

maintain [culture], to teach how we lived before. Many people talk about rescuing [culture], 

right? But rescuing is like someone is drowning, dying. […] We speak about reclaiming, 

reclaiming how our parents lived, how was the tradition.” Tómas’ words provide insight into the 

endlessly dynamic and shifting nature of culture. Rather than being passively received, the 

practice of a “Kichwa culture” is actively and agentively constructed through tourism and other 

projects developed by the Kichwa Añangu Community. Cultural reclamation or reivindicación 

cultural recognizes that the Añangu have undergone cultural shifts over decades and centuries. 

Like all Indigenous peoples across the Americas, Kichwas have been targeted by the colonial 

violence imposed by European invaders, powerful state actors, and extractivist corporations 

(Muratorio, 1991). They have also been subject to the Ecuadorian government’s multiple 

attempts at imposing a fabricated myth of mestizaje, or racial and ethnic mixture, across the 

Ecuadorian state, which sought to create a hegemonic nation-state identity (Smith, 2015). Rather 

than characterizing cultural tourism in Añangu as a means for salvaging a dying culture, Tómas 

sees cultural tourism as a way of taking pride of their cultural ancestry, while using that history 

to shape how they want to define, perform, and share culture today. The Kuri Muyu serves as an 

important cultural space, where the Añangu are able to sustain a livelihood, while simultaneously 

working together to study and produce their own sense of identity. 

 How the Añangu chose to practice their culture through tourism, does not always adhere 

to the ancestral past. At times, ancestral practices must be kept alive through oral histories, rather 

than materialized practices. One important example of this dynamic cultural process constructed 

by the Añangu is their relationship to hunting. More than a decade ago, the Añangu Community 

decided to ban all hunting in the community. Three local guides explained that prior to the ban, 

the Añangu Community hunted for its own consumption and to sell trophy animals. Hunting was 

an important means of livelihood. However, it became increasingly clear to hunters that they 

were having to trek deeper and deeper into the forest to find animals due to the increasing 

pressures on Amazonian wildlife. In reflecting on this moment, they explained that this was a 

difficult decision, made during a monthly assembly meeting. Tómas says, “When we signed an 

agreement [to ban hunting] in this same community, with all of the members, we then had to 

enforce the rules of the community. For us instead of hunting, it is better to conserve the animals, 

caring for everything. It was really difficult, but in the community, we have agreed.” Iker 

described how the first five years of the laws was a difficult period, because men who had 

traditionally supported their families through hunting had to give up their lifestyle. However, as 

animals returned, and the Añangu’s tourism project began to grow, the Añangu eventually came 

to develop a sense of pride in their decision to ban all hunting. Today, this is part of how the 

Añangu are reclaiming their culture. It is not a process of reclamation which perfectly mimics 

ancestral practices, but is instead an act of self-determination, where they are able to define what 

cultural practices are shared and celebrated.   

Given this dynamic cultural process, tourism is seen as an important mechanism for 

teaching future generations about how the Añangu defines culture. For example, Miriam, a 

Mamakuna explains:  



 

For this reason, the women, we have put together this organization, we have 

organized to reclaim our culture […] for our children or our future, to not forget. 

Today, I see girls or sons from this very place, they no longer want to speak […] 

Kichwa, they are embarrassed to speak. They are embarrassed to drink chicha, 

they are embarrassed to eat our typical food, and for this reason, we wanted to 

organize.  

 

Here, it is clear that tourism is not focused only on the guests’ experience. Instead, the 

development of the Kuri Muyu has provided an opportunity for the Añangu, under the guidance 

of the community’s elders, to collectively reflect on and learn about Kichwa ancestral practices 

and traditions. The Kuri Muyu is also intended to provide a space for their youth to learn about 

Kichwa tradition of the past and present. As they watch their mother’s present in the maloca, or 

ancestral home visited by tourists at the Kuri Muyu, they are able to see the weapons Kichwas 

once used to hunt and procure their food.  

During the period of time I spent in Añangu, I was able to observe small changes in how 

youth embraced their sense of being Kichwa. For example, in 2015, when I first visited Añangu, 

many Mamakunas such as Miriam, told me that their children no longer wanted to drink chicha. 

This sentiment was expressed in the high school English class I taught, where many students 

complained about drinking chicha. However, in 2016, the Kuri Muyu was moved from a remote 

location only reachable by boat, to the community center. Once the Mamakunas exclusively 

worked out of the community center, the sweet and slightly bitter smell of chicha filled the air. 

Daily, I would see Mamakunas sharing chicha with their eager teens as they meandered about 

the community center at the end of the school day.  

Añangu Community members have smartphones, social media, and like to travel as 

tourists. They also cheer for Ecuadorian soccer, play Ecuavolley, are invested in national 

politics, and can sing the national anthem of Ecuador in both Spanish and Unified Kichwa. 

However, through tourism, they are choosing to combine their identity as Ecuadorians with their 

Kichwa identity. By communally controlling their livelihood, they decide what is best for their 

community and how tourism can be used to serve various goals, including cultural reclamation.  

 Some cultural tourism projects may attempt to hide aspects of cultural identity which do 

not fit neo-colonial tropes of the Indigenous Other (Davidov 2013). However, in Añangu, these 

aspects of their lifeways are largely not hidden from tourists. Regardless, what is key is that the 

community controls how they perform their Kichwa-ness (or perhaps better said, their Añangu-

ness) for tourists. They have agency in the cultural reclamation process. In Añangu, cultural 

performances for tourists are deeply tied to an intentional process of prideful identity 

construction, where they are able to push forward and control their community-defined goal of 

cultural reclamation.  

Here, we can see the connection between community-owned tourism as practiced in 

Añangu and degrowth. Tourism in Añangu is serving as a medium for promoting communal 

values, a sense of Kichwa identity, and a source of historically focused education. The goal of 

the tourism project is not simply to produce profit for material comfort, but is instead promoting 

a specific value system guided by Sumak Kawsay, meant to disrupt colonial efforts to erase their 

Kichwa identity.   

 

Environmental Stewardship and Resource Protection 



The relationship between Añangu’s tourism project and environmental stewardship has 

been woven into the discussions on livelihood opportunities and cultural reclamation, with an 

emphasis on petroleum extraction and ecological management. This section will only briefly 

reflect further on this discussion. Trosper proposes that for many Indigenous peoples, it is 

common to consider the wellbeing not only of today’s generation, but of the seventh to come. He 

explains that “past human generations left us a legacy, and we have a duty to pass that legacy to 

our great-grandchildren and beyond, as far as the seventh generation” (Trosper 1995, 67). This is 

echoed by Oren Lyons, an Iroquois leader Trosper quotes, who says that “we are looking ahead 

[…] to make sure and to make every decision that we make relate to the welfare and well-being 

of the seventh to come” (Trosper 1995, 69). The Añangu, guided by Sumak Kawsay, are engaged 

in a similar practice. Their goal is not only to care for the wellbeing of their environment now, 

but to do it for their children, grandchildren, and the future generations who will someday inherit 

Añangu. As the tourism project’s former manager explained to me, “We do not want to 

contaminate our land, our rivers, our air, our forest; we want to leave our children with a good 

inheritance.”  

Community-ownership of the tourism project is key to this process because they decide 

how money brought in from tourism is invested in community projects. After paying salaries to 

employees, all additional income generated by tourism is used to develop community projects, 

which are largely focused on resource conservation and environmental stewardship. 

Additionally, the Añangu’s tourism projects and environmental goals have caught the attention 

of outside institutions, who have donated materials to help the Añangu move towards greater 

environmental conversation. For example, the community is striving to become increasingly 

energy independent. Currently, the community center and both ecolodges are largely dependent 

on diesel-run generators. With time, the community hopes to rely less on the generator. A series 

of solar panels, donated by both the United States and British embassies in Ecuador, who were 

impressed by the Añangu’s organization, have already been installed. Currently, these solar 

panels are providing 24-hour electricity to the casa comunal or community house, the teacher’s 

office, medical center, and the teacher’s bedrooms. Individual households also have small solar 

panels. Eventually, Añangu is planning for the entire community center to be run on solar.   

The Añangu are also using food as a part of their energy-based goals. As a tourist, when 

you are given your “community tour,” you are taken towards a large, white cistern, which seems 

strangely out of place amid the surrounding trees. This is the community’s biodigester, donated 

by Ecuador’s Ministry of Industries and Productivity, which sees the community as a model of 

sustainability (Ministerio de Industrias y Productividad, 2013). The idea behind the biodigester is 

that the community will be able to produce biogas for cooking in both the cafeteria and 

restaurant. Unfortunately, they have encountered engineering difficulties in channeling the 

biogas. Nonetheless, the biodigester remains a work in progress, amid the Añangu’s larger 

energy goals. For example, next to the biodigester is a large-scale composting project. The 

compost can be used in the community garden, which is managed by students and Mamakunas. 

Over the long-term, the community garden project, which involves a small nursery and a large 

greenhouse, is intended to provide locally grown foods to the tourist restaurant and staff 

cafeteria.  

The Añangu Community hopes to become increasingly food sovereign. Currently, every 

family in Añangu has a small farm and chickens, which supply a significant amount of their 

daily food needs. This is a shift from their livelihood prior to tourism, where they were engaged 

in commodity agriculture. Families are prohibited from having game animals, such as pigs or 



cows, whose food and land needs are seen as detrimental to the surrounding forest. Overall, each 

of these goals serves to localize their household economies, reducing their need to purchase 

commodities from outside, while also limiting local resource extraction. This is particularly 

important because as a Trosper et al. note, land and environment for many Indigenous peoples 

are sacred, where the “source of knowledge is the land, not humans” (2012). This process also 

creates an additional connection between tourism and degrowth. While these projects do not 

reduce tourism’s dependence on international travel, how the Añangu are choosing to invest their 

profit from tourism reduces their need to purchase diesel fuel, gas, and food from outside 

sources.   

 

Conclusions 

In considering the relationship between tourism and degrowth, the case of community-

owned tourism in the Kichwa Añangu Community has highlighted multiple avenues by which 

tourism can challenge a growth mentality in capitalist practices. Notably, its governance 

structure is guided by interdependent community values, where Añangu’s socios collectively 

decide: 1) how the tourism project should benefit their community, and 2) how profit should be 

distributed to ensure fair wages and financial support for community projects. In describing the 

purpose of the tourism project, Tómas told me, “What we want the most, is to have a change for 

the good life” or Sumak Kawsay. What it means to achieve the good life can be viewed through 

how the Añangu operate their tourism project. In practice, this means that communal governance 

can focus on the good of the whole, rather than individuals. It also means using tourism to create 

a diverse economies approach which supports local livelihoods, promotes cultural reclamation, 

and invests in environmental stewardship, while subverting the pressures of extractivism, 

commodity agriculture, and urban opportunities.   

Añangu’s tourism project does not provide a cure-all answer to the challenges presented 

by the growth economy. Notably, many of the visiting tourists are foreigners, who must fly to 

Ecuador to visit their ecolodges. This reliance on the global market seemingly contradicts any 

argument that tourism in Añangu challenges capitalist practices or encourages environmental 

protections. However, this is where Gibson-Grahams concept of the diverse economies provides 

important insight. By reading for economic “difference rather than dominance” (Gibson-Graham, 

2006), we can conceptualize how tourism practices could contribute to a broader degrowth 

society. In the case of Añangu, by decentering income and profit as the primary goals of the 

tourism project, the Añangu are demonstrating how tourism, when shaped by local self-

determination, can be used to create social and environmental good locally.  

The Añangu’s tourism project demonstrates that degrowth is an ongoing process. 

Community-owned tourism will not radically restructure tourism’s diverse forms on a global 

scale, at least in the short-term. Nonetheless, for the Añangu, tourism is a means for moving 

towards Sumak Kawsay, which has aspects overlaping with the broader degrowth movement. 

The Añangu are currently training other Indigenous communities across Ecuador in their style of 

community-owned tourism, called turismo comunitario in Ecuador, by focusing on self-

determination and governance. This is an important step in considering how power dynamics and 

profit-goals within the practice of tourism may be shifted, as tourism moves into the hands of 

organized communities.   
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