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This dissertation examines the influence of social networks on political mobilization 

among indigenous people of Madre de Dios, in the southeastern Amazon lowlands of Peru. Since 

the early 1970s, an unprecedented rise in the international price of gold and oil, coupled with 

neoliberal policies that encouraged foreign investment in mining and oil extraction, spurred the 

arrival of transnational corporations and thousands of Andean settlers in the region, resulting in 

massive encroachment on indigenous lands. To defend their lands, indigenous Amazonians 

engaged in an ethnopolitical movement, a major expression of which has been the formation of 

an ethnic federation (FENAMAD). I explore the effects that networks based on kinship, 

friendship and patron-client relations have on indigenous people’s ability to mobilize resources 

and supporters, and build organizations. The study also analyzes how power and inequality 

permeate these networks, and how cultural values inform indigenous forms of political 

mobilization. 

To explore these issues, I conducted an ethnographic and historical study of FENAMAD 

and the Arakmbut community of Puerto Luz. Data were collected through ethnographic and life 

history interviews, participant observation, and archival research. The dissertation argues that 

sociality is at the base of Arakmbut’s reliance on social networks for political mobilization. In 
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Arakmbut sociality, solidarity is not restricted to members of kin groups; it may be extended to 

outsiders through friendship, fictive kinship and patronage relations. While kinship networks 

were more important to facilitate community-based mobilization, alliance networks with 

anthropologists and human rights activists were more relevant in bringing autonomous kin 

groups and communities into larger multiethnic political organizations. Open acts of resistance 

were replaced by organized yet mostly hidden forms of defiance. 

The dissertation also concludes that social networks may also engender dilemmas 

between individual and collective interests, and reproduce existing gender and ethnic 

inequalities. Godparenthood networks with mining settlers, as well as patron-client ties with oil 

companies, created tensions within Arakmbut communities, hindering their capacity for 

collective action. Moreover, despite their crucial role in helping communities to get land titles 

and development projects, ethnic federations have been dominated by more acculturated, male-

gendered indigenous elites.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Most studies of Latin American indigenous movements emphasize the role of ethnic 

identity in catalyzing indigenous grievances and mobilization (Brown 1993; Conklin and 

Graham 1995; Jackson 1991, 1994). These studies suggest that indigenous peoples, in particular 

those of the Amazonian region, have adopted Western rhetoric that equates native peoples with a 

conservation ethic to construct their identities in order to express their political demands and 

mobilize public support. In this context, some scholars became interested in the role of social 

networks in indigenous mobilization. Ethnic identity is seen as facilitating the forging of 

alliances with powerful non-indigenous environmental advocates (Brysk 1994, 2000; 

Schwartzman and Zimmerman 2005). What remains unexplored, however, is the role that more 

traditional forms of social organization and networks play in indigenous mobilization, and how 

these articulate with more modern networks with national and international activists. 

The Madre de Dios region has been the epicenter of major social changes since it was 

opened up to the rubber boom in the late nineteenth century. Remnants of indigenous groups 

who survived the rubber boom’s enslavement and epidemics were concentrated in Dominican 

missions. In the early 1970s, after a road connected the region with the rest of the country, 

anthropologists and state agents arrived to promote the organization of indigenous settlements in 

“native communities,” a corporate body based on the collective ownership of land. At the same 

time, the rise of the international price of gold and the loosening of state control over mining 

industry spurred a gold rush that has brought to the region mining corporations and thousands of 

impoverished peasant farmers from the nearby Andean highlands. In addition, reforms 

promoting private investment in the oil industry in the early 1990s have led to a dramatic 

increase in the number of oil concessions, a process that some have deemed “the new Amazon 
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boom.” Even though indigenous people sought legal protection by having their lands titled, 

indigenous lands were either invaded or overlapped by mining and oil concessions. To defend 

indigenous lands, anthropologists and NGOs helped the Arakmbut to form a region-wide 

network of communities (Federación Nativa del Río Madre de Dios y Afluentes, or 

FENAMAD), an organization based on a bureaucratic model of “ethnic federation.” 

This dissertation explores the relations between social networks and political 

mobilization among Amazonian indigenous people. Through a case study of the Amazonian 

region of Madre de Dios, southeastern Peru, it examines the social ties in which indigenous 

people engage, the influence of these social networks in their capacity to collectively mobilize 

with political aims, and the cultural patterns that inform the way this political mobilization is 

practiced. This is achieved by analyzing the networks based on kinship, friendship and clientelist 

relations that link indigenous people among each other and with outsiders, and the role that these 

networks played in mobilizing people and resources for the defense of indigenous rights to land, 

especially the formation of indigenous organizations. 

Each research question has been addressed from three different theoretical perspectives. 

Anthropological studies of Amazonian sociality have analyzed why some indigenous groups 

prefer to build intra-group social ties, while others are more prone to develop outward-looking 

ties. To understand the differential effects of both types of sociality is key considering that 

political mobilization is more likely to be based on network alliances. The impact of social 

networks in political mobilization have been examined from two theoretical schools. On the one 

hand, sociologists have studied the role of social networks in facilitating individual participation 

in social movements. On the other hand, students of social capital, particularly from geography 

and sociology, have analyzed how social networks may help social movement organizations to 
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bring economic and political benefits to their constituents. Finally, political mobilization can be 

understood as being informed by a political culture. The forms and expressions of this culture in 

peasant societies have been studied by scholars of the everyday forms of resistance. I will review 

each of these approaches in the next section. 

Amazonian Sociality 

The study of sociality, understood as the people’s propensity to engage in social relations 

and form social groups, is essential to the understanding of the influence of social networks on 

indigenous mobilization. Scholars of sociality among Amazonian indigenous groups have 

focused on the endogenous and exogenous nature of sociality. The kind of social ties in which 

people engage, and with whom these networks are built, have important effects on the people’s 

ability to mobilize other people. 

Among contemporary anthropologists, there are two major approaches concerning 

sociality among Amazonian indigenous peoples. One approach, which Viveiros de Castro 

1996:189) calls “the moral economy of intimacy,” focuses on relationships at the local level and 

the domestic domain, emphasizing the role of consanguinity, endogamy and the solidarity 

induced by moral sentiments resulting from intimate relations (Belaunde 2001; Gow 1991; 

McCallum 2001; Overing Kaplan 1975; Santos Granero 1991). According to this perspective, 

Amazonian societies are mostly concerned about conviviality (amiable and intimate 

relationships) and characterized by the idea of an autonomous self, rejection of any coercive 

rules, and the lack of hierarchical social structures (Overing and Passes 2000). Drawing on her 

research among the Piaroa of the Venezuelan Orinoco Basin, Overing (2003:300) points out that 

the very creation of the collective is dependent upon such personal autonomy. The ideology of 

the independent self greatly stresses self-control rather than social control, which markedly 

differs from the Western notion of individualism in which the individual imposes upon society 
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(Overing 1988). Therefore, Amazonian people’s emphasis is upon how to live a tranquil, 

sociable life together and avoid dangerous anger, and not upon the building of order and social 

structures (Overing and Passes 2000).  

Overing Kaplan (1975) also argues that, for Amerindians, conviviality has the ability to 

turn affinal relations into actual kinship relations. Among the Piaroa, the process of living 

together makes those who in the first place are dangerously outsiders (e.g. in-laws) become kin. 

She goes on to show that “the reason for members of a community becoming increasingly 

similar to one another is that the mutuality of living together creates a certain sort of material 

homogeneity. This is the aim of community life, to achieve a safe, yet fertile, ‘community of 

similars’.” (Overing 2003:300). By using teknonyms that denote kinship ties, the Piaroa suppress 

affinal distinctions within the residence group. In fact, for the Piaroa marriage can lead to 

kinship, since they do not separate affinity from consanguinity (Overing Kaplan 1975:70). 

Friendship relations are also compared to consanguineal relations by emphasizing how gift 

exchange and trade may work as  another way of creating close relations that ultimately will turn 

others into kin (McCallum 2001:96). Among the Piaroa, some kinship terms that carry 

connotations of friendship can also be applied to trading partners, which is indicative of the fact 

that friendship and kinship are effectively synonymous (Overing Kaplan 1975:71).  

Proponents of the second approach on Amazonian sociality, which has been deemed as 

the “symbolic economy of alterity,” center on the interlocal level and the political domain, 

stressing difference (alterity and affinity), exchange and the metaphor of predation as the key 

concepts shared by Amazonian societies (Descola 1994, 1996; Taylor 1996, 2001; Viveiros de 

Castro 1992). Drawing on Lévi-Straussian structuralism, scholars in this school privilege 

processes of symbolic exchange (such as war and cannibalism, hunting, shamanism and funerary 
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rites) that play an important role in defining collective identities (Viveiros de Castro 1996:190). 

They criticize the conviviality approach for turning descriptions of particular Amazonian groups 

into a general moral philosophy of Amazonia. In doing so, adherents of this approach are seen as 

privileging internal relations and their associated moralities of love and conviviality while 

downplaying and sometimes ignoring relationships with other groups, with their related notions 

of affinity, predation and violence (Viveiros de Castro 1996:189).1 

From this perspective, Amazonian sociality is based on exchange, not on the 

consubstantiality that results from sharing everyday life. Affinity, which rather than being 

understood only as a particular form of kinship relation is thought as a generic value that denotes 

otherness or alterity, is seen as the key to sociability (Viveiros de Castro 1995:14, 2001:22). In 

this view, affinity is the “natural” relation whereas consanguinity is a cultural construct. 

Followers of the predation approach further assert that while at the local level affinity is 

encompassed by consanguinity, at the supralocal level affinity encompasses consanguinity and 

becomes a reference to all kinds of relations between locals and outsiders (Descola 1996; 

Viveiros de Castro 1993:181). In a recent article, Viveiros de Castro has suggested that as the 

perspective shifts from the local relations to wider contexts, affinity becomes the overall mode of 

sociality and, hence, Amazonian kin collectives become “local” by “extracting” themselves from 

an infinite set of potential affinal relations and “making” their own bodies of kin (2001:24-25). 

In this context, among Amazonians the emphasis is placed on their relations with the “other” 

(guests, enemies and trading partners, even animals and spirits) because in the absence of the 

affinal other, society cannot reproduce itself. This emphasis on affinity markedly contrasts with 

                                                 
1 Overing and her team have defended themselves against this accusation by arguing that they do not actually 

dismiss issues of supralocal relationships, conflict, distrust, and predation. What they actually argue, Overing and 

Passes assert, is that most of these wider relationships are part of Amazonian narratives of sociality that construed 

them as asocial, or negative examples of sociality (Overing and Passes 2000:6). 
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the conviviality approach’s emphasis on Amazonian Indians’ concern about drawing affines into 

consanguineous relations.2 

Some scholars have explored the role of friendship as an alternative mode of relationship 

in the forging of native Amazonian sociality. This interpretation of friendship distinguishes from 

the two previous approaches in that here the importance of friendship is seen lying not in its 

relation to kinship and affinity, but in its distinction from them (Killick 2008, 2009, 2010; Santos 

Granero 2007). Santos Granero (2007) argues that while friendship may sometimes be talked 

about in the idiom of consanguinity and affinity, it is a fundamentally different type of 

relationship. He goes on to argue that, rather than transforming friends into kin or affines, 

Amazonian groups may sometimes turn esteemed kin and affines into formal friends, which 

renders the tie of friendship more important than the existing kinship ties. In his study of 

ayompari relations among the Ashéninka of eastern Peru, a trading partnership based on 

friendship, Killick (2009) contends that friendship ties can be deliberately maintained even if 

kinship relations can be invoked.  

Friendship offers an escape from the sometimes oppressive obligations of kinship, thus 

helping Amazonian people to escape the kinship-affinity dichotomy (Killick 2005; Santos 

Granero 2007). Friendship networks allow Amerindians to form relations where none exist, that 

is, with unrelated potentially dangerous others. In this process, by turning fear and predation into 

friendship, generosity and trust, which are oriented not only to kin but also to strangers, become 

the means of avoiding antagonism and controlling unrelated others (Killick 2005). Compared to 

the predetermined state of kinship relations, friendship emphasizes both free choice and 

                                                 
2 Echoing this debate, Descola (2012) has suggested the existence of two different forms of exchange among 

Amazonian societies: equivalent exchange and unilateral taking. Under equivalent exchange marriage is organized 

by the exchange of women or goods between different tribes, and even hunting involves a ritual to return the spirit 

of a killed animal to its own kind. Under unilateral taking, in contrast, interaction is characterized by predation and 

not reciprocity. 
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consensual nature, a reason why these relations must be constantly maintained by repeated 

demonstrations of conviviality and trust. As such, friendship relations are not given and fixed but 

processual (Santos Granero 2007). Is it possible that, where kinship and friendship coexist, 

generosity is oriented only to relations with close kin? In this context, what characterizes 

friendship with non-kin? Is Amazonian sociality restricted to kinship, affinity and friendship? 

The Arakmbut of southeastern Peru offer a case in which sociality is made up of different 

coexisting social ties yet with distinct moralities attached to them. 

Social Networks and Social Movements 

Indigenous politics in Latin America has expressed more through social movements than 

political parties, corporate interests groups, or guerrilla movement. The role of social networks in 

political mobilization has been the subject of at least two theoretical traditions. First, since the 

mid-1970s, the two main theories in social movements literature, the new social movement 

theory and the resource mobilization theory, have primarily dealt with the factors that explain 

why and how social movements form and persist over time, focusing on the factors that 

encourage individuals to engage in social movements. In their explanations of why people 

participate in social movements, these two theories assign different roles to social networks. 

Second, social capital theorists see social networks as enhancing people’s ability to form 

collective organizations and bring resources to their constituencies.  

Social Networks and Movement Participation 

Sociologists of the resource mobilization theory have long been focused on the crucial 

role that social networks play in the process of individual participation in social movements. The 

theory of resource mobilization points out that for a social movement to emerge it is necessary 

that resources (material, human, cognitive, technical, and organizational) be deployed in order to 

make the preference structure more attractive for potential participants. The existence of 
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discontent or grievances does not necessarily explain the rise of movements (McCarthy and Zald 

1977). Thus, resource mobilization theorists see social networks as facilitating individual 

decisions to join a movement (McAdam and Paulsen 1993; Passy and Giugni 2001; Snow et al. 

1980).  

Social networks are said to provide the mechanisms and dynamics that induce individuals 

to become involved in social movements. The general consensus is that embeddedness in 

networks fosters greater levels of movement participation by facilitating recruitment of activists. 

Social ties are one of the major channels through which potential activists are given an 

opportunity to participate in mobilization, and the possibility to convert their political 

consciousness into action. Thus, individuals with friends and acquaintances already involved in 

social movements are more inclined to take part in them (della Porta 1988; Gould 1993; 

McAdam 1986, 1988; Snow et al. 1980). Social networks shape the individual preferences or 

perceptions that form the decision-making process regarding participation, and bring potential 

activists to collective action (Passy 2003). 

These postulates draw on the rational choice theory, according to which people form or 

join social movements when they judge it is in their individual interest to do so. In other words, 

people will become members of a movement when the individual benefits of joining outweigh 

the costs of it (Hechter 1987). These postulates have generated a debate with proponents of the 

so-called new social movements theory, which emphasizes the values and emotions that bind 

individuals as predictors of movement participation. The new social movements theory emerged 

in response to the Marxian-oriented “old” labor or working-class movement paradigm, which 

upheld class interests as the primary source of conflict and organization. Instead, the new social 

movements theory argues that, with the passage to a “postindustrial” society, labor-capital 
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conflicts gave way to struggles over symbolic resources and identity rights (Touraine 1988). To 

explain participation in social movements, the new social movements theorists appeal to 

constructionist approaches that emphasize the role of meaning and bonds of sentiment and affect 

in motivating people to participate in collective action. Emotion expressed through ritual, symbol 

and ideology are considered as having mobilizing power. Nevertheless, social movements based 

on collective identity and other values have been simply dismissed by resource mobilization 

theory as irrational, since they do not fit in the rational model of cost-benefit.  

In recent years, however, there has been a shift from a narrow application of the rational 

choice theory towards a more comprehensive model that brings together instrumental rationality 

and the social constructionist perspective’s emphasis on meanings, social context and cultural 

content. Under this new synthesis, the actor is considered as embedded in a social context of 

networks and identities (Mueller 1992). Social networks build or reinforce individual identities 

that create potential for participation. The social networks in which actors interact convey 

meanings (e.g. symbols, rituals, narratives) that build and solidify identities based on certain 

norms and values. These identities provide individuals with a political consciousness that in turn 

allows them to get ideologically closer to a given political issue (McAdam and Paulsen 1993; 

Snow et al. 1986). The loyalties and obligations between the individual and the group, which are 

activated by such collective identities as nationality, race, ethnicity, class, gender, or religion, 

may potentially lead to collective action (Ferree 1992; Schwartz and Paul 1992). Thus, 

grievances and calculation of costs and benefits are not the result of a single objective reality, but 

of perceptions or meanings socially constructed within particular social locations. 

Some new social movements theorists have also tried to merge the rational choice theory 

with collective identity. Melucci (1988), for example, argues that networks facilitate the 
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processes of individual involvement in social movements by reducing the costs of participation. 

Mobilization never takes place in a void, but within preexisting networks of relationships 

through which individuals evaluate and recognize what they have in common and if they want to 

act collectively. Individuals’ interaction (mutual influence, negotiation) within these networks 

produce the necessary cognitive frame that motivates individuals for collective action. Thus, 

motivation to participate and its value are never an exclusively individual variable; they are 

constructed through interaction in the social networks in which individuals are incorporated. 

Sociologists emphasize the role of friendship and acquaintance ties between already 

involved activists and potential activists in enhancing individual participation in social 

movements. Nevertheless, what is the role of other social ties such as kinship, fictive kinship and 

clientelist ties in activists’ recruitment, especially among indigenous people? Also, sociologists 

tend to highlight the positive effects social networks may have on prompting engagement in 

political mobilization. To what extent social networks may have the effect of demobilizing 

people? Do social networks at different scales (individual and collective ones) differentially 

affect participation in social movements? Individuals engage in multiple social ties that might 

have differing effects on social movement participation.  

Some scholars have distinguished different social ties based on their varying effects on 

collective action. Narayan (1999) contends that bonding ties (e.g. kinship and ethnic-based 

networks) lead to overall social fragmentation, while bridging ties (cross-cutting networks) lead 

to social cohesion. Sociologist Mark Granovetter (1973) calls the former “strong ties,” as they 

create fond attachment between members of kin and ethnic groups, and the latter “weak ties,” as 

they refer to the loosely knit networks beyond the immediate circle of family and ethnicity. 

Nevertheless, he sees weak ties as essential to individuals’ opportunities and to their integration 
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into larger communities. Applying Granovetter’s distinction between weak and strong ties to a 

Mexican squatter movement, Holzner (2004) concludes that residents who avoided clientelist ties 

(strong ties) with a traditional political party and established extensive networks with other 

squatter’s groups were more able to access information on economic and political resources.  

Anthropologists studying indigenous mobilization in the Amazon region have found that 

kinship networks generally play a negative role in mobilizing local groups. Rosengren (2003), 

for example, suggests that the highly atomized nature of their social organization (bonding ties) 

prevents the Matsigenka of southern Peru from forming larger multi-community organizations 

(bridging ties). The Matsigenka have had to rely on the construction of a collective identity as a 

bounded ethnic group to mobilize autonomous communities. Veber (1998), in contrast, describes 

how the Ashéninka of central Peru, despite being organized in as highly autonomous family-

level groups as the Matsigenka, were able to develop networks among local groups based on 

their attachment to “strong” leaders and the establishment of larger settlements around schools. 

What is the specific role that different social networks play in indigenous mobilization? Are 

bonding ties always detrimental to indigenous mobilization? In this dissertation, I explore the 

varying and sometimes contradictory effects that different social networks have on Arakmbut 

political mobilization.  

On the other hand, social networks are not only important for participation in social 

movements. Social movements require resources to be put in motion and social networks may 

facilitate access to those resources. What is the role of varying social ties in enabling access to 

resources for mobilization? What social ties are used to recruit supporters, form organizations 

and get access to economic resources? These are questions that have been addressed by the 
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second theoretical perspective on the relationship between social networks and political 

mobilization. 

Social Networks as Social Capital 

Social capital theory sees social networks as forms of social capital that may be used to 

accomplish tasks, access goods or services, or gain in status or political power. At least two 

approaches have emerged regarding the nature and functional utility of social capital. From an 

economistic approach, social capital is viewed as a “public good” encompassing engagement in 

civic associations as well as norms of trust and reciprocity. Social capital is said to allow 

individuals and groups to gain access to other forms of capital (economic, human, cultural) and 

ultimately lead to economic prosperity and democracy. From a political economy view, others 

posit that as individuals and groups are socially differentiated, social capital is always unevenly 

distributed and hence it tends to reproduce power inequalities. 

The economistic approach to social capital is based on the widely cited works of James 

Coleman and Robert Putnam. Coleman (1988) defines social capital as networks based on norms 

or values of reciprocity and trust that reduce transaction costs and foster efficient forms of 

individual and collective action, thus creating the possibility of transforming social capital into 

human and financial capital. For Coleman (1990), social capital as a functional value is present 

in both formal organizations and informal networks. Of central importance in Coleman’s theory 

is the concept of reciprocity, ensured by a shared acceptance of effective social sanctions for 

those who defect, and the idea that social capital facilitate goals that in its absence could not be 

achieved, or achieved only at a higher cost. Coleman also makes clear that social capital can be 

built and stored, and its benefits spread throughout society, including to those who did not 

directly contribute to it (Coleman 1990:304). 
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In their now classic work on civic traditions in Italy, Putnam et al. (1993) bring 

Coleman’s definition of social capital to a broader scale, analyzing the influence of local-level 

associational practices on political and economic outcomes at the national level. Putnam and his 

team conclude that differences in social structure account for regional differences in levels of 

democracy and economic development. Thus, long-term involvement in civic organizations and 

shared values (like trust and reciprocity) in the northern part of Italy have produced dense 

“horizontal” ties, resulting in more democratic governance and better economic performance. In 

contrast, a social structure based on vertical relations (patronage and clientelist relations) in 

southern Italy resulted in weak governance and poor economic performance. In explaining these 

differential economic and political histories, Putnam et al. stress that social capital is not 

necessarily a public good, as political relations based on clientelist ties in southern Italy, as well 

as crime organizations relying on reciprocity and obligations, are also forms of social capital.  

Following this economistic approach, some scholars have called attention to the role that 

social capital plays in strengthening social movements’ capacity to help rural communities gain 

access to rights and resources. Within this approach, social capital is seen as facilitating 

indigenous federations’ ability to access other forms of capital (human, financial, and natural) for 

the benefit of their member communities. Indigenous federations can assist member communities 

in accessing resources such as official recognition, legal titles for land claims, and funds for 

development projects, thereby enhancing local livelihoods (Perreault 2001). The formation of 

social capital is thought to emerge from the indigenous movement’s building of dense networks 

with state, market, and other civil society actors (Bebbington et al. 1993; Bebbington and 

Perreault 1999; Perreault 2003), or even through participation in struggles for land and the 

formation of organizations, from which the relations of trust, interdependence, and obligation 
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necessary for collective action are created (Perreault et al. 1998). The resources, entitlements, 

and opportunities that these networks bring to local communities can even contribute to reduce 

poverty and environmental degradation (Bebbington 1997). 

Despite their great influence in both academic and international development spheres, 

economistic approaches to social capital are not exempt from problematic aspects. Fox 

(1996:1092), for example, asserts that social capital is more likely to appear under certain 

political conditions and not under others. The role of horizontal ties and organizations in the 

formation of social capital is largely conditioned by the political opportunity structure, which 

determines the possibility of forming alliances to get external support. Since collective 

organizations are usually targeted for state repression, support from external allies is also key to 

offset the threat of repression. Therefore, historical legacies of horizontal relations are necessary 

but not sufficient to accumulate social capital. Historical, social, economic, and political 

variables need to be considered in any analysis of social capital. 

Similarly, Putnam does not provide an explanation of how exactly social capital 

influences political and economic outcomes. Perhaps more troubling, he fails to differentiate 

between organizations that may provide different amounts of public good (in his view, choral 

societies, political organizations and violent militia groups are all equal expressions of social 

capital). Putnamesque approaches suffer from a voluntaristic point of view, stressing only 

positive outcomes of social capital. Also, Putnam tends to emphasize formal social relations over 

more informal ones that may contribute to the formation of social capital as much as civic 

associations (Fine 1999; Harriss and De Renzio 1997). Particularly, formal organizations such as 

Amazonian indigenous federations overlay deeply rooted forms of social organization such as 

kinship networks and traditional forms of leadership associated to them. In these cases, modern 
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organizational structures, perceived to be new forms of civic involvement, may mask traditional 

social networks and status hierarchies. 

 A more useful view of social capital needs to be sensitive to the heterogeneity within and 

among forms of civic associations and, as Fox (1996) emphasizes, to the relations among these 

organizations, and between them and the state. This approach requires a more nuanced view of 

social capital and of the actors and organizations within which it inheres, paying attention not 

only to the forms of social mobilization, but also to the political and cultural contexts within 

which they are embedded. In this study, I will show how an indigenous federation may result 

from horizontal ties and principles of democratic governance and, at the same time, reproduce 

vertical relations such as patron-client ties. Horizontal and vertical ties may coexist and are not 

necessarily mutually exclusive. 

Putnam and his followers have tended to produce analysis that largely overlook the social 

differentiation and power relations within which civic organizations and networks are embedded 

(Fine 1999; Harriss and De Renzio 1997). In the absence of a political economy analysis, 

enhancing cooperative capacity is only a matter of building up “stocks” of social capital. Those 

actors who have been able to accumulate higher stocks of social capital are more likely to 

achieve these positive outcomes than those with lower stocks. Under this logic, 

“underdevelopment” is interpreted not as the result of fundamental structural inequalities, but as 

the result of community’s lack of social capital, a deficiency that should be remedied by building 

social capital endowments rather than with measures to change the social conditions of 

inequality (Fine 1999; Harriss and De Renzio 1997). Given that social groups are differentiated 

in their access to economic capital and political power, what is the role of social networks in 
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reducing or widening these social inequalities? How do indigenous organizations as a form of 

social capital contribute to reproduce existing class, gender and ethnic inequalities? 

From a political economy approach, French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu points to one of 

the most important theoretical lapses of dominant views of social capital: its lack of attention to 

the material, symbolic and political dimensions of social networks. Bourdieu (1986) suggests 

that even though participation in historically and culturally embedded networks (social capital) 

may allow people to accrue economic (material and financial assets) or cultural (symbolic goods, 

skills, titles) capital, given that endowments of economic and cultural capital are unequally 

distributed among actors, social capital tends to reproduce existing social inequalities or produce 

new ones. Bourdieu concludes that for this reason social capital accretion does not derive from 

rationally calculated choices and the capacity of networking, but from actors’ dispositions 

shaped by the changing constraints of institutionalized and culturally embedded social 

relationships, and their dominant or subordinate position within those social structures. Studies 

following this line of inquiry suggest how engaging in social networks enables certain 

individuals and groups to secure more capital than others. For example, the types of networks 

that some micro-finance programs promote do not empower women (Mayoux 2001). The 

indigenous mobilization for land rights in Madre de Dios is an example of how, while social 

networks may empower indigenous people in a socially beneficial way, they may also reinforce 

persistent social inequalities.  

This ability to accumulate or draw upon stocks of social capital is also contingent upon 

social actors’ command of the shared symbolic repertory upon which they can draw to gain what 

Bourdieu (1984) calls “cultural capital”: status and relative social power within a given social 

class. The use of social capital to acquire these benefits is possible as long as it is deployed 
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within a given socio-cultural milieu in which that form of social capital becomes meaningful. It 

is not enough to have a relationship; both parties must share an understanding of what that 

relationship means. 

Thus, from a Bourdieusian perspective, a weakness in the social capital literature is the 

tendency to portray indigenous organizations as always facilitating access to resources and 

improving rural communities’ livelihoods. These authors present a quite essentialist view of 

indigenous movements that associates them only with democratic practices and economic 

development. This literature draws on a populist rhetoric that overlooks the diversity within and 

between social movements and their potentially conservative aspects. As I will show through a 

case study of an indigenous federation in southeastern Peru, ostensibly grassroots social 

movements may give rise to elites whose higher status create and accentuate social inequality 

between them and their constituencies. A more critical and nuanced analysis is needed to take 

into account not only the social relations underlying indigenous politics, but also how indigenous 

organizations articulate to deeply rooted authoritarian traditions. Central to such questions are 

the ways in which social networks are embedded in broader political, economic, and cultural 

processes. 

Cultures of Resistance 

Paying attention to the broader political economy structure and the cultural context leads 

us to another important aspect of indigenous political mobilization: the role of power relations 

and cultural patterns in shaping forms of mobilization. One of the theoretical perspectives that 

has addressed the issue of the underlying political and cultural factors of peasant mobilization is 

the everyday forms of resistance approach. Political scientist James Scott (1985, 1986, 1990), the 

major representative of this approach, argues that peasants frequently engage in “everyday forms 

of resistance,” small covert acts of defiance against local elites, such as foot-dragging, passive 
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non-compliance, deceit, pilfering, slander, sabotage, and arson. By paying attention to long 

periods of apparent political calm, largely ignored by students of peasant movements, Scott 

contends that peasants’ grievances and political mobilization have been expressed precisely 

during uneventful periods. In this context, peasants’ involvement in everyday forms of resistance 

is a response to their inability or unwillingness to resort to open political protest. Despite their 

lack of organized protest, these acts are thought to reflect peasant defiance of the legitimacy of 

existing structures of domination (Scott 1986:6; 1990:79-82). Therefore, the way peasantries 

protested against elite’s domination depended upon how permissive the social structure was to 

resistance. 

The theory of everyday forms of resistance raises the question of whether a theory 

formulated for peasant societies can be used to understand the cultural roots of political 

mobilization among Amazonian indigenous peoples, who have been characterized as tribal rather 

than peasant societies. In his classic work Peasants (1966), Eric Wolf argues that what 

distinguishes peasants from the primitive bands or tribes more often studied by anthropologists is 

the character of their outside involvement. While the former’s production surpluses are 

appropriated by a dominant group of rulers, the latter exchange their own labor and production. 

This conceptual distinction, however, can hardly be applied to the Amazonian case in the present 

conditions. While there still exist bands of hunter-gatherers that avoid any contact with the 

outside world, the majority of indigenous groups are now well integrated into larger political and 

economic systems. Brazilian anthropologist Darcy Ribeiro (1970), in analyzing the level of 

integration of tribal peoples into the Brazilian national society, defined four stages of integration: 

isolation, intermittent contact, permanent contact, and integration. Ribeiro defined “integration” 

as the phase in which the natives have lost most of their lands and culture, and have become a 
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labor reserve for urban centers. In the Peruvian Amazon, while the majority of Amazonian 

peoples are well integrated into the national society and market economy, they still conserve 

substantial parts of their culture, language, and lands. 

Theorists of the everyday forms of resistance have focused on the cultural universe that 

inform practices of resistance. In this respect, there is some variation among scholars’ 

approaches. Scott (1976) sees “traditional” elements such as norms of reciprocity, the right to 

subsistence, and millenarian beliefs as important in the cultural underpinnings of peasant 

resistance. Kerkvliet (1990), in contrast, prefers to see everyday resistance as more influenced by 

modern cultural notions such as citizenship and nation-state. While he acknowledges that 

peasants may draw upon traditional cultural values and norms, Kerkvliet argues that peasant 

struggles may also be informed by the notion of basic rights (rights to human dignity and decent 

standards of living). In a similar vein, Nash (1989) describes how miner protests in the Bolivian 

Andes combine primordial beliefs, customs and rituals with modern revolutionary and 

reactionary politics. 

The everyday forms of resistance theory has been criticized by its alleged neglect of 

social change and political organizations. Some scholars, especially Marxist ones, have deemed 

Scott’s theory conservative because it concentrates on everyday resistance rather than on 

revolutionary struggles that would be conducive to social change (Brass 1991:176; Gutmann 

1993:87). Brass (1991:74; 1996:97) describes Scott’s theory as a “Chayanov-style neo-populist” 

approach that pays too much attention to the idea of the land-bound and backward-looking 

middle peasant. It remains unclear, however, whether structural change is only a result of 

collective political struggles. Also, while it is unlikely that everyday resistance alone will 

generate structural change, it can certainly do so if combined with other factors. Theorists of the 
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everyday resistance do not necessarily see peasants as “backward-looking.” Scott (1986:8) 

argues that hidden resistance may ultimately contribute to destabilize the policies of dominant 

groups. Similarly, Guha (1989) points out that longstanding forms of peasant resistance prove to 

be linked to Indian nationalist agitation. 

The relationship between hidden defiance and open forms of struggle is also little 

understood. There is no agreement among existing studies as to the causal factors. Adas 

(1986:82), for example, suggests that protest through denial (such as foot-dragging, feigned 

incompetence, or fleeing to remote areas) dampens social discontent and leads to the 

fragmentation of the peasants, rendering them more vulnerable to repression by elite groups. 

Protests of “retribution” (destruction of crops, arson, etc.), in contrast, have more potential for 

open political struggles, although even in this case the peasants’ lack of organizational skills and 

ideological sophistication may constitute a serious drawback. Political protest needs open 

resistance in the form of non-peasant, elite allies.  

Some studies of peasant politics in Latin America have followed this line of analysis, 

arguing that urban-based political leadership has served as a condition for the transformation of 

peasant unrest into political movements (Hobsbawn 1973; Landsberger 1974). Nonetheless, 

more recent studies of guerrilla movements in Latin America have described how numerous 

alliances between left-wing political parties and their would-be indigenous supporters have been 

marked by tragic misunderstandings (Brown and Fernández 1991; Rojas Zolezzi 2008). At the 

same time, other studies have seen the success of peasant political struggles in the combination 

of local cultures of resistance and community leadership and organized political mobilization 

(Smith 1989). Indeed, Kerkvliet (1993:481) argues that small acts of defiance can pave the way 
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for organized land takeovers, which sometimes are organized by external organizers rather than 

by local leaders. 

Theorists of the everyday forms of resistance have also sought to explore what factors 

other than the presence of urban political activists account for the transformation of hidden into 

open resistance. For Scott (1986), fear of political repression, along with social fragmentation 

and the lack of economic alternatives like migration, is what explains why peasants chose hidden 

rather than open forms of resistance. Drawing on a case study in the Philippines, Kerkvliet 

(1993:471) believes that what explained shift to open resistance is a process of national political 

democratization, which provided the peasants with minimum physical safety and interlocutors in 

the government. Yashar (1999, 2005), in contrast, argues that neoliberal-inspired democratic 

reforms have catalyzed indigenous movements in Latin America not because they have provided 

political openness, but because they have threatened community autonomy. 

Other scholars assert that people usually engage in both overt and subtle forms of 

resistance, and that the repertoire of protest on which these groups draw is limited and heavily 

influenced by social structure and historic traditions (Eckstein 2001). Structural and historical 

conditions explain different forms of rebellion, such as refusing to work, looting, demonstrating 

in the streets or turning to electoral sabotage. Strikes enable factory workers to defy rules of the 

workplace and restrict their bosses’ profits, while workers in the informal sector find land seizure 

and dwellings building more effective to protest against high costs of living. 

Different forms of defiance not only coexist, they have changed over time. Sociologist 

Charles Tilly (1978) argues that in western Europe resistance repertoires have shifted from food 

riots, resistance to conscription, rebellion against tax collectors, and organized invasion of fields 

and forests to demonstrations, protest meetings, strikes, and electoral rallies between the 



 

35 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Part of these changes is the emergence of large-scale, 

special-purpose organizations. Tilly (1978) finds the source of these changes in the processes of 

economic concentration, proletarianization, strengthening of the nation state, and 

institutionalization of liberal democracy that Europe experienced between the eighteenth and 

twentieth centuries. 

In Latin America, while new forms of defiance have appeared on the scene, old forms 

have persisted. Centuries-old types of resistance such as food riots and rural land seizure coexist 

with more recent forms of protests such as strikes, demonstrations, and protest meetings. This 

rather broader repertoire is a result of the region’s partial industrialization, the limited economic 

opportunities provided by dependent development, and the weakness of nation states. In Latin 

American countries, with few exceptions, proletarianization has been partial and the majority of 

laborers continue to work in agriculture, are self-employed or work for small-scale paternalistic 

enterprises. Additionally, Latin American politics has generally been very unstable, oscillating 

between authoritarian and democratic regimes (Eckstein 2001:10-11). 

In this dissertation, I understand cultural models of indigenous mobilization as shaped by 

the political economy structures in which they are situated. In this way, the presence or absence 

of the state, and its repressive forces, shape the forms that indigenous resistance take. The 

Peruvian Amazon has remained in the margins of the state for centuries, enabling its native 

dwellers to openly resist integration. How has this political autonomy influenced indigenous 

resistance in Madre de Dios? What forms of resistance have emerged under these political 

conditions? Theorists of the everyday forms of resistance tend to assume a priori that democratic 

openness offers more political space for more open forms of political struggle. As I will show in 

this dissertation, there is no necessary correlation between democratization and less state 
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violence. In this context, even under democratic regimes indigenous people may find it necessary 

to resort to hidden resistance. 

Methods 

To investigate the social networks in which the Arakmbut engage, the influence of these 

networks on indigenous political mobilization, and the cultural values and practices in which this 

indigenous activism is embedded, I used a diverse methodological approach. This is in 

accordance to my research questions, which demand an ethnographic and historical approach, 

and to my eclectic theoretical framework. My attempt to disentangle the cultural meanings bound 

up in multiple social relations and practical and symbolic aspects of indigenous mobilization 

called for an ethnographic approach. At the same time, understanding the origin and evolution of 

social relations, practices and the symbolic structures that make them meaningful, needed 

archival analysis. I conducted a case study of the Federación Nativa del Río Madre de Dios y 

Afluentes (FENAMAD) and one of its constituent communities, the Arakmbut community of 

Puerto Luz. I also made brief visits to other four Arakmbut communities: San José del Karene, 

Barranco Chico, Boca Inambari and Shintuya. These rapid assessments were meant to be used 

comparatively to infer more general trends. 

Fieldwork 

I conducted the fieldwork for this dissertation from August, 2011 until October, 2012. 

Preliminary research for this project was conducted between May and July, 2009. I returned to 

Madre de Dios for an additional month of fieldwork in July, 2013. Fieldwork was divided 

between work in Puerto Maldonado, where FENAMAD’s offices are headquartered, and the 

communities. While in Puerto Maldonado, I conducted archival research in the archives of 

Centro Eori de Investigación y Promoción Regional, FENAMAD, the municipal library, and 
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personal libraries. Below I detail the research methods of data collection I used and relate them 

to my research questions. 

Interviews 

Most of my data were collected through semi-structured interviews. While I used 

interview guides to formulate the questions to my informants, I made open-ended questions and 

tried to conduct the interviews as an informal conversation, giving my informants enough 

freedom for them to expand on any topic or refer to topics not included in the guide. Formal 

interviews, that is, those that were scheduled with the informant, were recorded with a digital 

voice recorder, provided a I got the necessary permission. Nevertheless, I also conducted many 

informal interviews that were not recorded but wrote down on my field notebook. I conducted 

approximately 80 interviews, both with men and women, although most of my interviews with 

women were informal and hence not recorded due to women’s reluctance to be formally 

questioned. 

I used two types of interviews: ethnographic interviews and oral history interviews. 

Ethnographic interviews were used to collect data on question about the social networks in which 

the Arakmbut are involved. Thus, through ethnographic interviews I gathered data on kinship, 

godparenthood, and patron-client relations, the moralities that underlie those social ties, the 

actors that are linked through them, and the economic activities and social contexts to which they 

are associated.  Life history interviews were highly suited for addressing the question of how 

social networks influenced indigenous mobilization. These interviews documented personal 

memories of the history of the community and FENAMAD, the building of interpersonal 

networks, and past participation in indigenous mobilization. In each case, I purposively selected 

community and federation leaders, individuals knowledgeable about the history of their 

communities, and ordinary community members. 
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Household Survey 

I conducted a structured interview with the members of all households of the community 

of Puerto Luz. For the purpose of this survey, I defined household as those people who eat from 

the same hearth. Thus, a household could include more than one nuclear family and house. I 

surveyed a total of 57 households, covering a range of questions that included demographic 

aspects, education, and kinship relations. The questions about kinship were intended to 

supplement ethnographic data by gathering information about the clan affiliation of each 

community member. To carry out this survey, I had the assistance of two people from Puerto 

Luz, who helped me to gain access to families and community members that I never would have 

had alone, as well as to translate between Spanish and Harakmbut in the cases where the 

interviewees were monolingual. These interviews were not digitally recorded; rather, I wrote 

down respondents’ answers on an interview form. 

Participant Observation 

Interviews were complemented with extensive field notes I took on my observations of, 

and participation in, daily life activities in FENAMAD and the chosen communities for this 

study. Participant observation was used to collect data on social networks and political 

mobilization. While in Puerto Luz, I observed and, as long as I could, participated in such 

everyday activities as hunting, fishing, gardening, gold mining, chat gatherings, fiestas, and 

community assemblies in order to collect information on the social and cultural context of social 

networks. In FENAMAD, attending meetings, hanging out with federation leaders and staff, and 

helping the federation with document reviews, enabled me to collect data on forms of 

mobilization and the structure and organization practices of the federation. Either in FENAMAD 

or in the communities, participant observation was crucial to gaining awareness of gender roles 

and power relations.  
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Archival Research 

Finally, I conducted archival research in order to document the federation’s history, its 

networks, and shifts in direction and discourse. This work was intended to address questions 

concerning the political context in which the federation was formed, the evolution of the 

federation’s alliance networks with researchers, NGOs and other local federations, as well as 

project orientations. Additionally, documents were useful in reconstructing the ways in which the 

federation has embodied bureaucratic forms of managing resources and governing, as well as the 

ways in which it has discursively constructed notions of identity. The documents reviewed were 

consulted in FENAMAD’s and Centro Eori’s archives, as well as in personal and public libraries 

such as the municipal library of Puerto Maldonado, and included assembly minutes, project 

proposals and reports, statements, letters, bulletins, newspaper articles, and others. 

Structure of the Dissertation 

In Chapter 2, I provide an historical analysis of the inter-ethnic relations in the Madre de 

Dios region, from Inca times to the present day. The chapter begins with a discussion of the first 

attempts to colonize the region, which were carried out by the Inca in the fifteenth century in 

order to establish coca fields and extract gold from the region. Then I describe how the 

Spaniards, in their search for gold and lands for coca plantations in the region, were not able to 

expand the frontier established by the Inca. In the next section, I examine the change towards an 

economy based on the extraction of cinchona bark during the colonial period, and the impacts 

this had on the native population. I also analyze the rubber boom and the arrival of missionaries 

to the region since the late nineteenth century and the way these processes greatly disrupted the 

social organization of the native groups. I finally discuss the latest economic changes that have 

articulated the region to the global demand of gold and oil, and how this has led to an 

unprecedented migration of mining settlers to the region. I argue that the way the region has been 
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articulated to wider economic and political processes shaped the social relations between natives 

and outsiders, from trading networks during the Inca and colonial periods, to enslavement and 

debt-peonage during the rubber boom and the missions, and to godparenthood and friendship 

networks in present days. 

In Chapter 3, I describe and analyze the identity and livelihood strategies of the 

Arakmbut community of Puerto Luz. I start examining both commercial and subsistence 

production practices, explaining the social organization associated with each activity.  I contrast 

market-based gold mining with subsistence-based activities such as gardening, hunting and 

fishing, highlighting the way in which they influence social ties within the community. I pay 

special attention to gold mining and how this economic activity is changing social relationships 

among community members and between and outsiders. I suggest that social relations are closely 

linked to the economic system on which Arakmbut subsistence is based. Households are 

economically autonomous and cooperation among them is limited and restricted to members of 

kin groups. Gold mining has introduced some level of monetary relations among kin, but since 

the means of gold production are relatively available to all, households have been able to remain 

economically autonomous.  

Chapter 4 examines Arakmbut sociality in the community of Puerto Luz. I begin by 

discussing kinship and friendship ties among the Arakmbut and how they are associated with the 

settlement patterns of the community. I also detail friendship, godparenthood and patron-client 

networks the Arakmbut have built with outsiders. Special attention is paid to how social ties 

create and strengthen bonds of solidarity among indigenous people and between them and non-

indigenous people. I also examine the role of communal fiestas in strengthening solidarity at the 

level of the community, as well as the cultural underpinnings of Arakmbut leadership.  I show 
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that Arakmbut sociality is comprised not only by bonding networks but also by other social ties 

such as friendship, godparenthood and clientelist ties, which also enable the building of bridging 

relations with outsiders. Conviviality characterizes the relations among close kin and friends, 

while relations beyond the kin group and with outsiders tend to be less convivial and more 

instrumentalist.  

In Chapter 5, I discuss the influence of kinship, friendship, godparenthood, and patronage 

networks on mobilization for rights and resources among the Arakmbut people, both at the 

individual and collective levels. I first examine the role of bonding networks (kinship and 

friendship ties among the Arakmbut) in facilitating community-level mobilization. I then detail  

how the Arakmbut have relied on bridging networks (friendship) with anthropologists, NGOs, 

international donors, mestizo organizations and other local and global actors to build multiscale 

organizations, gain legal rights to land, and get access to development projects. I also analyze the 

internal conflicts that bonding networks (goodparenthood and clientelism) the Arakmbut have 

forged with settlers and other non-indigenous actors engender within the community. Finally, I 

present a discussion of the ways FENAMAD constitutes a field of power relations, contributing 

to reproduce gender and ethnic inequalities among indigenous peoples. In this chapter, I argue 

that both bonding and bridging ties have varying effects on indigenous mobilization, the former 

being more effective at the community level, the latter being more relevant for large-scale, 

organized mobilization. 

In Chapter 6, I examine the cultural roots of indigenous political activism. I begin by 

evaluating how during much of the history of Madre de Dios, indigenous resistance deployed 

open forms of political struggle. Then I discuss how with the shift to more organized forms of 

mobilization, indigenous political culture came to include new forms of protest, including not 
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only open forms such as demonstrations, but most importantly hidden forms of resistance such as 

filing suits, appealing to international juridical frameworks, and constructing collective 

identities. I contend that the shift from open to hidden forms of indigenous mobilization in 

Madre de Dios have been closely linked to changes in the broader political context. While the 

region remained in the frontiers of the state, where the repressive state apparatuses were weak or 

non-existent, indigenous people were able to resort to open and violent forms of political 

resistance. With the incorporation of the region into the Peruvian nation-state, indigenous 

mobilization became more organized, relying more on hidden forms of resistance. 

Finally, Chapter 7 summarizes the major arguments of the dissertation and draws 

conclusions based on the data presented in the previous chapters. I argue that social networks and 

their solidarity morals are crucial in helping communities to build organizations, defend land 

claims, and get access to development projects. I further suggest that individuals also rely on 

networks to secure economic resources. The use of these networks as a social resource, however, 

engenders moral dilemmas between individual and collective interests and reproduces ethnic and 

gender inequalities. I contend that social ties and their underlying moralities may have both pro-

social and anti-social consequences.  
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CHAPTER 2 

MADRE DE DIOS: A HISTORY OF INTER-ETHNIC RELATIONS 

Throughout the last five hundred years, the Madre de Dios region has attracted many 

outsiders seeking to exploit its natural resources and native dwellers. This led to the integration 

of the region into broader political and economic systems. Nonetheless, the way the region has 

been articulated to these wider processes has varied in nature, intensity, and geographical reach. 

What has the impact of these varying articulation processes been in the way outsiders have 

interacted with the native populations? How have these forms of interaction evolved through 

time? In this chapter, I provide a historical overview of the processes of state expansion into the 

Madre de Dios region, and their impact on the relationships between outsiders and the natives. In 

order to examine current issues of indigenous political mobilization and how they are influenced 

by social networks, it is essential to consider the historical processes that shaped interethnic 

relations in the region. 

I suggest that depending on the forms and intensity of colonization processes, the native 

population reacted by resisting, avoiding any contact or establishing networks of trade and 

political alliance with the outsiders. Different broader political and economic contexts have 

shaped the ability of indigenous Amazonians to establish networks among them and with 

outsiders. This has depended on the degree of political domination and economic exploitation 

that colonizers have been able to impose on the natives. During most of this history, colonization 

and resource extraction concentrated on the upper parts of the region, where interaction between 

outsiders and Indians was marked by horizontal political relations. Despite several attempts of 

colonization, the lowland rain forests remained economically and politically independent from 

the rest of the country until the late nineteenth century, when this area was articulated into global 

economic processes through rubber exploitation. The way outsiders related to the natives shifted 
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to more intense forms of economic and political domination, shaping the basis for the rise of 

indigenous politics in the 1970s. 

This chapter is divided into four sections that describe what I consider are the most 

important historical processes through which the region has passed in terms of forms of 

articulation and associated social relations between colonizers and natives. In the first section, I 

analyze how, despite their attempts to subjugate the lowlanders, the Inca ended up establishing 

only political alliances and trading relationships with the natives. In the second section, I 

examine how the Spaniards, also unable to conquer the natives, simply reproduced the spatial 

and social boundaries established by the Inca. The third and fourth sections are devoted to the 

discussion of the way global demand led to an intensification of resource extraction in the region, 

especially of cinchona bark and rubber, and how this led to more exploitative forms of 

domination. The fourth section examines the consolidation of state expansion into the region, 

and the rise in gold exploitation and oil development, which threatened indigenous lands and 

paved the way for indigenous organizing. 

Antisuyo during the Inca Rule 

The Inca called the mountainous and lowland zones north and east of Cuzco Antisuyo 

(Region or District of the Anti). Anti and Chunchu (or Chuncho) is how the Inca referred to the 

many tribal groups living in Antisuyo, who were distinguished from people of the “civilizable” 

zones in terms of both appearance and behavior.1 Because of its inhospitable environment and 

indomitable inhabitants, Antisuyo was never conquered by the Inca, remaining as the least 

                                                 
1 The Quechua term “anti” originally designated only the Amazonian piedmont northeast of Cuzco. It appear to have 

referred to mountain ranges, Vilcabamba and Vilcanota, and a river called Antibamba, which was probably part of 

the Paucartambo River. Anti was also how the Asháninka Indians of central Peru were known (Renard-Casevitz et 

al.1988). In the colonial period, the term was often written “andes” by Hispanic authors, who used it interchangeable 

with “chunchu.” Spaniards applied the term to the Amazonian piedmont of the eastern cordillera and its inhabitants 

more generally. Anti tended to be used by people in the Cuzco region, while further south the term chunchu or 

chuncho enjoyed greater popularity.  
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known of the four regions of Tahuantinsuyo, as the Inca empire was called. Spanish chroniclers 

from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, some of them relying on Inca informants, described 

the Amazonian piedmont and its dwellers as strange, barbarous, and warlike. The Inca 

themselves, and maybe other Andean highlanders as well, imagined Anti and Chuncho peoples 

as savages whose very existence legitimized the Inca role as agents of civilization. In the Inca 

view, the Chuncho lacked proper dress, agriculture, and architecture. Nevertheless, descriptions 

of the Chuncho are more a reflection of Inca attitudes than about Amazon cultures. 

The Inca launched a series of explorations and military campaigns into the Antisuyo 

region, the most important of which took place in the decades preceding the Spanish invasion 

(Renard-Casevitz 1981:117-8). This expansionist attempts probably responded to the Inca’s 

desire to acquire lands (for raising coca) and valued products such as chonta (Bactris setosa 

ciliaba, a dark-colored hardwood palm), cinnamon, gold, salt, peppers, animal pelts, medicinal 

herbs and insects, and feathers. Paucartambo, a town located in the easternmost part of the Inca 

empire, was the gateway to the Antisuyo region. The town controlled not only its adjacent 

highland valleys but also the northern headwaters of the Alto Madre de Dios River (or 

Amarumayo, the serpent river, as the Inca called it), in the Amazon piedmont, which marked the 

beginnings of Antisuyo (Renard-Casevitz et al. 1988:81- 2).2 It was to this region that the Inca 

launched their first expeditions to conquer Antisuyo. The major Inca military incursion into this 

area was carried out through the Cosñipata and Carabaya valleys by Tupac Inca Yupanqui 

between 1473 and 1475 (Lyon 1984:7). Tupac Inca Yupanqui attempted to annex the headwaters 

of the Alto Madre de Dios, an area then known as Opatari and now referred to as Cosñipata, 

where they temporarily conquered several tribes (Renard-Casevitz et al. 1988:88). 

                                                 
2 The Paucartambo valleys, which coincided with the eastern border of Cusco, are the montaña area closest to 

Cusco. 
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Tupac Inca Yupanqui’s expedition was intended to conquer the Mojos region, in present-

day Bolivia, but failed due to both internecine conflicts back in Cusco (a Colla rebellion) and, 

perhaps, the unrealistic expectations of the endeavor. The dense tropical vegetation and the 

dispersed yet socially connected native inhabitants foiled the military goals and strategies of the 

invaders.3 Because of the politically autonomous and fragmentary nature of these tribes, the Inca 

had to conquer them community by community (Renard-Casevitz et al. 1988:88). Political 

alliances and commercial or “ritual” exchanges of gifts, along with restricted occupation, bore 

more fruit and were the hallmarks of various circuits of interaction (Saignes 1985). Trade 

between the Inca and the Antisuyo tribes involved the exchange of highland goods such as metal 

tools (bronze axes and knives) and decorative articles for lowland items such as feathers, honey, 

cotton, chonta, palm, copal (tree resin), medicinal plants, among other goods. Nevertheless, 

while the lowlanders may have tended to see this exchange as trade, the Inca may have pressed 

to turn it into tribute. Nevertheless, as long as the Inca responded to the lowlanders’ goods and 

labor with the provision of gifts, the relationship remained more in terms of trade than of tribute 

(Lyon 1984:8). Trading laid the base for temporary alliances. Some Inca rulers even married 

Chuncho women to establish political alliances with the forest tribes (Renard-Casevitz et al. 

1988:86). Everyday contact between highland and lowland peoples appears to have been 

effective though fluctuating. Trade consisted of regular yearly exchanges in which groups of 

lowlanders visited trading posts near the end of the dry season (i.e., from July to September) 

                                                 
3 Battles between the Inca and the Anti persisted in imagery well into the colonial period. Depictions of battles 

between the two groups can be found on all manner of colonial-period wares, especially wooden cups called kero 

and textiles. Montaña warriors in colonial-period works are readily identifiable by facial paint, jaguar skin tunics, 

and feather headdresses. Also, they use bows and arrows, which are traditional weapons of montaña inhabitants. In 

such ascends, the montaña warriors are signifiers of chaos, the agents of disorder who are properly defeated by the 

Inca so as to establish order. 



 

47 

probably both because it is easier to travel upriver and ford rivers at that time and because that 

season tends to be a slack period in the work cycle of montaña dwellers (Lyon 1984). 

Despite their attempts to conquer the lowlands farther east, the Inca were able to control 

only the western and southern upper reaches of the basin, where they established coca fields and 

extracted gold. Except for coca plantations and a fort built in the zone known as Opatari, the Inca 

did not establish any permanent settlements in the Cosñipata area (Lyon 1984:7). As this area 

was dedicated only to the production of coca and subsistence crops for the coca cultivators, the 

population that permanently remained in it probably did not exceed 400, certainly not an 

intensive settlement (Lyon 1978). Apart from coca plantations, most montaña areas within the 

empire produced subsistence crops. Almost every area in the montaña produced some fruits, 

wood, coca and a little of gold, along with some luxury or specialty items that were exchanged in 

the highlands or paid as taxes. The montañas of the Urubamba Valley, Paucartambo, and 

Carabaya excelled in the production of coca and gold, and Carabaya apparently was the most 

important source of Inca gold (Werlich 1968:62). 

To establish the coca plantations, the Inca removed all native inhabitants of the area and 

replaced them by colonists from the highlands (Lyon 1984:7). Renard-Casevitz et al. (1988:90-1) 

argue that Matsigenka and Cashinahua were also employed by the Inca as cocacamayos, that is, 

as coca growers residing permanently close to the coca fields. They also extracted alluvial gold 

from the headwaters of the Alto Madre de Dios River, and handed it to the Inca as a tribute 

(Renard-Casevitz et al. 1988:91). Highland colonists, called mitimaes (or mitmaqkuna), were 

entire populations that were uprooted and moved to new locations by the Inca for economic and 

political reasons. The colonies were politically semi-autonomous as they were governed by their 

own chiefs rather than by provincial authorities. Some of these colonies were in fact military-
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agricultural posts established at strategic locations along Antisuyo frontier to protect both 

highland and other montaña settlements from Chuncho marauders (Werlich 1968:58-60).  

Additional labor for the montaña colonies was provided through the mita or tax service. 

Tax payers, or mitayos as the Spanish would call them later, were highland laborers who worked 

only for about three months, after which they returned to their homelands. Mita labor often 

supplemented that of colonists during peak periods of work such as harvest time and on public 

works. There were some montaña areas, however, that were exploited almost exclusively by 

mitayos, as was the case of the mines of Carabaya, which was worked primarily by levies of 

Colla Indians from the nearby highlands (Werlich 1968:60-1). This limited settlement of the 

montaña and exchange facilitated the more stable and direct access of the Inca to coca, gold and 

other montaña crops (Murra 1986:50). 

Several factors prevented the Inca from penetrating further into the lowlands of Antisuyo. 

The ecological limits of coca growing are perhaps the most important limiting factor for Inca 

expansion into this region. Coca does not grow well below 2,400 meters above sea level, where 

it is too hot. Also, coca growers from the highlands were not able to adapt to the lowland 

environment. Finally, an important factor was the natives’ resistance to an eventual attempt at 

conquest (Renard-Casevitz 1981:137-8). For Patricia Lyon (1984:8), Inca occupation appears to 

have been limited not by altitude, as some writers have suggested, but rather by transportation. 

Inca occupation ended at a point where ground transportation turned extremely difficult and 

canoe traffic became a reasonable mode of communication. It was precisely in these fixed limits 

where the Inca established frontier posts which could serve both as fortresses or trading posts. 

Moreover, Inca culture, including patterns of warfare, was based upon land transportation, while 

water was considered dangerous and beyond control. Of course the Inca could have used canoe-
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using allies to penetrate into lowland areas, but it is unlikely they would have based their plans of 

territorial expansion on populations they were not able to control. In fact, there was no reason to 

do so since the only lowland product in which the Inca were truly interested was coca, which 

grows best in the upper montaña, a zone which they did control. Other goods were easily 

obtainable through trade with the tropical lowland. 

Lowland chiefs and communities went up to the interethnic outposts to work for the Inca, 

attracted by their metal goods. They stayed in these colonies only for a short time, after which 

they left and were replaced by other chiefs and communities who came attracted by the same 

goods. In general, as I mentioned above, the Anti were against any form of tribute and servitude, 

so there were no conquered peoples but peoples who voluntarily and temporarily showed loyalty 

to the Inca (Renard-Casevitz et al. 1988:91). When the empire attempted to break the status quo 

by placing colonists beyond the tacitly accepted frontier, the Anti united to expel the intruders 

(Renard-Casevitz et al. 1988:94). We do not know with certainty whether the Inca tried to 

conquer or colonize the Antisuyo, but several Anti groups (Asháninka and Matsigenka) response 

was to unite and prevent the Inca from ruling this region (Renard-Casevitz et al. 1988:94). 

The Cosñipata region was progressively abandoned when the Inca discovered more 

secure gateways to the south (Marcapata, San Gabán, Inambari River). After the Tupac Inca 

Yupanqui military expedition, there were no more Inca incursions into Cosñipata. Taking 

advantage of the lack of Inca control, the Anti massively and progressively fled the Inca 

administration (Renard-Casevitz et al. 1988:91). In this context, the Harakmbut4 maintained their 

political autonomy regarding the Inca and their various attempts of state expansion. Although 

                                                 
4 The Harakmbut-speaking peoples are comprised by seven groups: Arakmbut, Wachipaire, Arasaeri, Zapiteri, 

Kisambaeri, and Toyeri. In this dissertation, I will use the term “Harakmbut” to refer to social and cultural traits that 

are common to all the Harakmbut-speaking groups, and the word “Arakmbut” whenever I refer to those features that 

apply specifically to this group. 
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they seemingly lost some land in the upper reaches of their territory, they limited Inca 

penetration to trade relationships with highlanders. 

Spanish Conquistadors, Coca and Gold 

Spanish conquistadors came to what is now Peru in search of gold, adventure and glory. 

Once they had found the precious metal, these soldiers started fighting among themselves over 

the distribution of the spoils, and searching for more gold. The quest for gold took the Spaniards 

to distant places, especially into the Amazon Basin. The Spaniards learned from the Inca about 

the montaña region and several myths about its cities and empires ruled by powerful lords who 

were so rich that washed themselves with gold. It was also believed that the Inca themselves, 

fleeing from the Spaniards, had carried vast amounts of gold into the forests, where they founded 

flourishing kingdoms.5 Thus, shortly after the conquest of the Inca, several expeditions (or 

“entradas”) went into the montaña in search of the fabulous treasures of legendary kingdoms 

such as El Dorado and Paititi.  

These early “entradas” had both economic and political motivations. They served as an 

outlet for conflicts among the conquistadors over the division of wealth. Expeditions to the 

eastern lowlands were used to reward allies or send enemies away, while losers avoided 

retaliation by escaping to the Amazon, which decreased pressure over the colonial spoils 

(Saignes 1981:164; Werlich 1968:67). Between 1561 and 1677, there were a total of 17 

“entradas” into the Madre de Dios Basin (Wahl 1987:81). The first of these “entradas,” led by 

Pedro de Candia, Pizarro’s stalwart artillery captain, headed to the mountains east of Cuzco and 

reached the Tono River, an affluent of the Alto Madre de Dios River (Werlich 1968:69). Another 

                                                 
5 This last tale was partially true. Some treasure was carried to secret hiding places, perhaps in the montaña, before 

the Spanish sacked Cuzco, and refugees did establish a neo-Inca state in the remote Vilcabamba region, in the upper 

Amazon north of Cuzco (Werlich 1968:66). 
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“entrada” into the Madre de Dios (lowlands northeast of Lake Titicaca) was led by Juan Alvarez 

Maldonado, a veteran of thirty years in Peru who received a commission to conquer Carabaya. In 

1568, Maldonado penetrated the montaña of Paucartambo by way of the Tono River, probably 

the route used earlier by Pedro de Candia, from where he travelled down the Madre de Dios. He 

then sent some of his men to explore the area downstream and reached the Madre de Dios’ 

confluence with the Heath River, in the present-day border between Peru and Bolivia (Werlich 

1968:127-8). All these expeditions into the lowlands almost invariably failed due to the 

difficulties of the terrain, the attacks of the Indians, and most importantly, because the fabled rich 

lands they had been seeking were never found. 

Then, in the second half of the sixteenth-century, the Spaniards established coca and cane 

plantations, raised cattle and extracted alluvial gold on the Andean slopes of the basin, in the 

upper Inambari River (Carabaya and San Gabán), Marcapata, and Cosñipata.6 When the 

Spaniards took over this region, there were only a few Anti and Chuncho, who became reluctant 

to pay tribute to the Crown, disappearing rapidly. The exchange of goods between the 

highlanders and the Amazonian natives, which had been practiced at the time of the Inca, was 

interrupted. Rather than continuing these trading relationship, the Spanish unsuccessfully 

attempted to subject Amazonian lowlanders to permanent work. Working without any reciprocity 

or redistribution was beyond the natives’ understanding (Renard-Casevitz et al. 1988: 92). The 

villages and coca fields were then occupied mostly by camayoc and mitimaes from other parts of 

the empire (Renard-Casevitz et al. 1988:91).  

                                                 
6 During colonial times, and perhaps since the time of the Inca, the Cosñipata Valley was known as the “montaña of 

Paucartambo” because it was comprised within the circumscription of the Paucartambo town, which was located in 

the immediately adjacent highlands to the west. 
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Shortly after the conquest, the Spaniards occupied the montaña of Paucartambo, which 

became an important source of wealth during the first years of Spanish rule. Around 300 

haciendas were established in the valleys of the Tono, Cosñipata and Pilcopata rivers. Captain 

Gascilaso de la Vega, father of the great chronicle of the Inca, was among the owners of these 

estates. The Spanish did not found any town in Paucartambo, where there were only Indian 

villages, and they rarely visited the area because of its difficult access.7 The area’s several 

valleys produced a great variety of crops—maize, manioc, plantains, cacao, fruits, sugar, and 

cotton—and some gold was extracted from local streams. The most important product of the 

area, however, was coca, which contemporary observers considered to be the most valuable in all 

the viceroyalty of Peru.8 She Spaniards greatly increased the production of Paucartambo coca 

leaves, which supplied the market of Cuzco. Actually, most of the 1,500,000 pounds of coca 

leaves that Cuzco shipped annually to the Potosi silver mines in the early seventeenth century 

were produced in the coca fields of Paucartambo (Werlich 1968:149-50). 

The Carabaya region, located at the southern Andean reaches of the Madre de Dios 

Basin, was rich in gold. Exploited even before the Inca period, Carabaya became the most 

important gold-producing area in the early colonial period (Berthelot 1978). The first Spanish 

settlement in the area, San Juan del Oro, located in the Tambopata Valley, was founded in 1557 

or 1558. The mining camps, however, much as today, had to import all their supplies and goods 

in order to survive. While trade greatly increased in the area, Carabaya remained subject to 

fighting among miners and the assaults of its surrounding lowland inhabitants while its costs of 

                                                 
7 During colonial times, residents of most of the Spanish towns in the highlands exploited the warm trans-Andean 

valleys to the east, but very few settlements were established within the montaña itself (Werlich 1968:121). 

8 In the Amazonian piedmont, from Carabaya northward to the valleys below Huánuco, coca was for centuries the 

important cash crop. It was light in weight, high in value, and there was a ready market for it throughout the Andean 

area (Werlich 1968:143). 
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living continued to rise the further one proceeded in the search of gold. The risk of being 

attacked by the Chuncho was constant. At one time, San Gabán, another Spanish town, was 

completely destroyed by the fierce Sirineyri tribe (Werlich 1968:137-140).  

By the beginning of the seventeenth century, most of the montaña entered a long period 

of decline in which the frontier settlements were depopulated and became impoverished. The 

causes of this decline were many, including high costs of transportation, resource depletion, 

Chuncho uprisings, and Indian depopulation due to forced labor and devastating epidemics 

(Werlich 1968:132-3). In some areas of the montaña, the absolute population loss was not as 

high as in the highlands. Early censuses for Paucartambo and Carabaya reported that the 

montaña population swelled with the addition of large numbers of Indians who escaped labor 

service under the Spanish mita in other provinces (Werlich 1968:136). Population loss also 

explains, albeit in part, why the Spanish frontier failed to further move eastward during the first 

two centuries of colonial rule. With low population pressure in the highlands, and most of the 

products with high market value coming primarily from the upper reaches of the Amazon, there 

was little economic incentive to push further into the lower montaña (Werlich 1968:137).  

The Paucartambo haciendas were especially vulnerable to labor scarcity and, by the mid-

seventeenth century, they had also been severely affected by competition from other provinces. 

Coca’s requirement of intensive labor made its production particularly vulnerable to the labor 

shortage brought about by the general population decline following the Spanish conquest (Lyon 

1978:21-2). In addition to labor shortage, the harsh conditions under which highlanders had to 

work accounted for the decline that set in during the eighteenth century. Attacks by lowlanders 

may have played a role in this decline, as is testified by some several raids and killings 

committed by Indians between 1576 and 1770 (Lyon 1978:7). But, overall, most of the natives 
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had been displaced either to lower parts of the basin or to other parts of the empire (Lyon 

1978:21). Moore (1985a:75) contends that the rise and fall of both gold exploitation and the coca 

haciendas depended much more upon the prices of goods in the international market than on the 

attacks of the natives. 

The Carabaya mining centers began to decline as early as 1570. Yields decreased rapidly 

while the costs of operation remained high because of the lack of trails or maintenance when 

existent, high costs of foodstuffs and supplies, and the natives’ raids and miners’ own in-fighting 

(Werlich 1968:142). By 1570, as labor became ever more difficult to obtain, the mitayos 

formerly assigned to Carabaya mine operators were diverted to the Potosí mines, while the 

encomenderos and corregidores of Collao began sending their experienced Indian miners and 

surplus food to Potosí rather than to Carabaya (Werlich 1968:142). Only a few Indian mitayos 

were available for work in Carabaya, and only for short periods (Werlich 1968:143). For the 

following decades, gold would be extracted by local producers and a few highlanders who 

penetrated into the area at certain times of the year to extract gold with which to pay their tribute 

(Martinez 1969:79). 

After the decline of the Carabaya mines, the center of gold extraction moved to 

Marcapata. Nevertheless, new activities like harvesting of cinchona bark (cascarilla) added to 

the economy of the region, although the production of coca and sugar cane was still in practice in 

Paucartambo, Carabaya and Marcapata (CORDEMAD 1986:32). In the eighteenth century, 

several naturalists entered the region to explore new sources of cinchona bark. Gold was 

extracted in Marcapata well into the eighteenth century, when the area was depopulated after a 

huge landslide (CORDEMAD 1986:33).  
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Unlike other parts of the Amazon, during the period prior to the turn of the eighteenth 

century, missionary work in the Madre de Dios’ southern frontier was small and isolated, and 

hence the natives were neither concentrated in missions nor religiously converted (Wahl 

1987:99). The montaña of Paucartambo was the area of eastern Peru most neglected by 

missionaries, probably because the Spaniards were able to control the coca fields (Werlich 

1968:240-1). During this time, evangelization depended upon alliances the native lowlanders 

sought to establish with the Spaniards against enemy tribes. These alliances depended on mutual 

visits and gift-giving. Nevertheless, the lowlanders did not feel obliged to return missionary gifts 

with labor as they would break alliances when they were no longer needed (Saignes 1981:175). 

In general, there was little reason to maintain continued interaction with native lowlanders. 

When existed, relations with the natives took place in relatively equitable terms, to the extent 

that no means of coercion existed or could be developed (Wahl 1987:101). 

In addition to the production of coca leaves and the extraction of gold, the incursion of 

individuals or groups fleeing from the Spanish colonial system, as well as missionaries seeking 

to establish religious posts, into Harakmbut territory had also some impacts. Nonetheless, it is 

not clear the nature and intensity of these impacts. For example, it is unknown the extent to 

which native people were affected by the cultural traits or diseases the outsiders carried with 

them. They may have caused some impacts on indigenous politics by disrupting internal 

processes of alliance formation and feuding, as access to knowledge of outside diseases or 

politics, and goods or services, may have become a source of influence for some groups. This 

helps explain why some outsiders were welcome and others were not (Wahl 1987:79). What is 

clear is that raids by lowlanders appeared with the initial disruptions of trade relationships with 

highlanders and the arrival of the Spanish (Wahl 1987:72-3). 
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In general, in the Harakmbut’s southern frontier, the colonial period did not bring about 

profound changes in social relations within and among native groups. It can be argued that some 

Harakmbut groups refused to engage in colonial trading and defensive posts, while some outside 

groups (mostly highland Indians) entered their territory fleeing from the pressures of the colonial 

systems. But, generally, Spaniards kept the same spatial and social boundaries developed by the 

Inca for both the production of coca leaves and extraction of gold. These activities largely 

involved the same populations and areas that were part of the Inca system, which may explain 

why this area did not have the same priority that led Spaniards to seek the missionaries’ support 

they relied on elsewhere to incorporate lowlanders (Wahl 1987:100).  

Cinchona Bark and the Nation-State 

At the turn of the nineteenth century, coca growing and gold mining had almost 

disappeared. This situation slightly changed with the independence from Spain in 1821, when 

new gold miners, colonists and missionaries arrived in the Marcapata region. Nonetheless, gold 

mining did not reach the importance it had in the early days of Spanish rule. Rather, the 

colonization process was mainly based on agriculture, cattle raising, logging, and cinchona bark 

harvesting (CORDEMAD 1986:34).  

In the 1850s, harvesting of cinchona bark significantly intensified, as the international 

demand of this product, especially from industrialized countries like Great Britain, increased. 

During those years, the government decided to pay the country’s debt to Great Britain with gold 

and cinchona bark from the Amazon. The Inambari and Tambopata river valleys, tributaries of 

the Madre de Dios to the south, were rich in cinchona trees. With the aim to explore new sources 

of gold and cinchona bark, several scientists, military and other explorers were sent out to the 

lowlands of this region. Between 1860 and 1861, Faustino Maldonado, a cinchona bark trader 

originally from Loreto, descended the Madre de Dios River and reached the Madeira River, in 
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whose dangerous rapids he drowned. Some of these explorers established contact with native 

groups of the region, in some cases with violent consequences (CORDEMAD 1986). 

The government’s increasing interest in exploring and annexing the Madre de Dios 

lowlands also had geopolitical reasons. As conflicts over boundaries arose with Colombia, 

Ecuador, Bolivia, and, most serious of all, Brazil, the successive governments of the nineteenth 

century struggled increasingly to develop means of geopolitical control. While several 

international treaties had been signed throughout this time, a growing number of complementary 

mechanisms were developed in the effort to consolidate the boundaries of the newly created 

nation-state. The Amazon region was politically broken up into several departments. Expeditions 

were sent out to explore the means of communication that might articulate different regions to 

the rest of the country. Steamships were purchased to offset the ever-growing Brazilian control 

of riverine trade. A number of colonization, immigration, and land grant laws were progressively 

passed. It is in this context that the efforts to “civilize” and incorporate the Amazon’s native 

peoples into the nation-state turned into a systematic government concern (Wahl 1987:118-9). 

The wars of independence resulted in a political power vacuum, which gave rise to the 

rebellion of several native groups and their withdrawal from trading relations with outsiders. 

This retreat fostered the state concern with the development of “military” efforts to penetrate into 

many parts of the Amazon (Moore 2006). In this context, conflicts that were claimed to exist 

with native peoples turned out to be a product of opportunistic efforts to master the military 

support required for the penetration of new areas.  

The influx of Bolivian coca and the population decline that followed the wars of 

independence affected even more the Paucartambo haciendas, which almost disappeared (Lyon 

1978:21-2). It is at this moment that the Wachipaire, described as “hostile savages,” were blamed 
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for destroying 300 haciendas in Cosñipata. Nevertheless, there is no evidence that a single 

hacienda was destroyed in this way. If the number of haciendas declined, it was largely due to 

the withdrawal of highland resources and labor from the area. What is certain is that no such a 

large number of haciendas ever existed in the area, not even during peak production years (Lyon 

1978). Although the Wachipaire have, through time, resisted various incursions, it appears that in 

this case they simply occupied those haciendas that had already been abandoned (Wahl 

1987:114-15).  

In contrast, the Harakmbut in the Carabaya area appear to have attacked some settlements 

and caused significant uncertainty on the frontier. Although some of these attacks included areas 

where gold was extracted, gold mining was not the main cause of indigenous incursions or 

revolts in the area. It appears, rather, that the growing search in Harakmbut territory for cinchona 

bark may have caused the uprisings. This extractive industry required that both extensive 

territories be covered in search of new sources of bark and that laborers who might do this be 

found (Wahl 1987:115). 

While a number of highland laborers were engaged in cinchona bark gathering through 

debt peonage relationships, this economy further required not just seasonal work but also the 

expensive import of foodstuffs. This was so because the territorial displacements in which 

cinchona bark harvesting was based precluded the development of settled agricultural 

production. The cinchona bark of this area must have been an especially intensive and 

cumbersome enterprise. It is not at all surprising that in response to this, and the search for gold, 

the previously economically isolated Harakmbut responded with hostility (Wahl 1987:115). 

The Peruvian state never had the funds required to fully finance on its own missionary 

endeavors in the lowlands. Yet, along with certain local sectors of society, the state did provide 
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organizational and infrastructural support that contributed to the development of such efforts. 

Correspondingly, in those areas where state structures remained unconsolidated, missionaries 

played a key political role through their introduction of a “national” civilizational scheme at both 

an ideological and material level. Yet, they, like the state, remained limited by the economic 

developments underway in those areas where they tried to foster alternate structures (Wahl 1987: 

119-20). 

Rubber Boom and the Mission 

The late nineteenth century marked a renewed interest of state and private actors in the 

native people and natural resources of the Madre de Dios region. A boom in rubber extraction 

that had already started in other parts of the Amazon reached the region. The Madre de Dios 

lowlands were part of a broader Amazonian region rich in rubber trees that attracted thousands of 

prospectors seeking the so-called “black gold.” British imperialism, which at the time was at its 

peak, also penetrated the region. British investors became interested in the cinchona bark, gold 

and rubber of the region. Missionaries entered the region and started a systematic process of 

contact with and proselytization of the natives. These processes changed dramatically the way 

the natives had been interacting with outsiders, from trading relations to enslavement and 

missionization. 

In Peru, rubber was first extracted in the northern Amazon lowlands. In the south, rubber 

extraction started later and was carried out by Bolivian and Brazilian rubber tappers along the 

Madre de Dios River and several of its affluents (Wahl 1987:194). They transported the rubber to 

Brazil by a hazardous route down the Madeira and Mamore rivers. As areas of rubber in the 

northern areas were depleted, rubber traders ventured into southern forests in search of new 

sources of rubber, first into the Ucayali River basin and ultimately into the Madre de Dios Basin. 

One of these pioneers was Carlos Fermín Fitzcarrald, the richest and most powerful rubber baron 
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in the central lowlands of Peru. In 1894, Fitzcarrald used an isthmus that connects the Upper 

Mishagua, located in the Urubamba River basin, with the upper Manu River, a tributary of the 

Madre de Dios to the north, a new route for rubber transportation to Brazil, which promised to 

considerably lower the costs of transporting rubber through Iquitos. Known as “king of rubber” 

or “feudal master of the Ucayali,” Fitzcarrald managed to portage his small steamboat, 

“Contamana,” through the divortium aquarium with the help of a thousand Asháninka and Piro 

slaves (Reyna 1942:43-5), a heroic deed that was brought to the movies by German filmmaker 

Werner Herzog. 

Rubber traders not only took over indigenous territories but enslaved their native 

dwellers. As many other indigenous groups in the area, the Harakmbut were affected since the 

first years of the rubber boom. Long before the arrival of Fitzcarrald in Madre de Dios, Bolivian 

and Brazilian rubber tappers decimated several indigenous groups. Large numbers of both 

Arasaeri and Ese’eja Indians were taken by force to Bolivia, were they were sold due to their 

higher market value (Wahl 1987:194). After crossing the isthmus that bear his name, Fitzcarrald 

and his men were attacked several times by “Mashco” Indians, probably Piro and Toyeri groups, 

in the upper Manu River (Gow 2011; Shepard et al. 2010). To brake the resistance, Fitzcarrald 

attacked several Mashco villages, burning their huts, gardens, and canoes (Reyna 1942:48). The 

main method used by the rubber traders to recruit indigenous labor was the infamous slave raids 

(correrías), which consisted in attacking villages by surprise and kidnapping men who then were 

enslaved. Thousands of Indians were recruited through correrías and forced into labor for rubber 

patrons. Groups of Shipibo-Conibo and Kichwa Runa, from the central and northern Peruvian 

Amazon respectively, were also brought into the area as slaves to rubber traders (Rummenhoeller 

1984, 1988).  
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Foreign capital also entered rubber extraction in the Madre de Dios region through the 

United States-owned Inca Mining Company, which purchased the right to mine gold along the 

upper Inambari River. By 1896 the company was offered two million acres of land along the 

Tambopata River for building a trail from Tirapata, in the highlands of Puno, to a navigable point 

on the Tambopata. At that time, the Peruvian government started granting land concessions to 

any company that would build roads and river ports, as a way to encourage the building of 

infrastructure in the remote areas of the Madre de Dios Basin. The Inca Rubber Company, a 

subsidiary of the Inca Mining, completed the trail by 1908. During the first decade of the 

twentieth century, the rubber of Madre de Dios flowed through this trail, up the Tambopata 

River, towards the coast, from which it was exported (CORDEMAD 1986:50). Commercial 

firms from Arequipa such as Rickets, Braillard, W. Gibson, and Casa Forges, all of them linked 

to English capital, financed rubber extraction in Madre de Dios during the boom (CORDEMAD 

1986:61). 

It was in this context that Madre de Dios was incorporated into the state administration in 

1901, and Puerto Maldonado was founded in 1902, in the confluence of the Tambopata and the 

Madre de Dios rivers (CORDEMAD 1986:51). Thus, after several centuries of isolation, the 

discovery of the isthmus of Fitzcarrald opened up the Madre de Dios lowlands to rubber 

exploitation and articulated it to the global economy of rubber that developed with the expansion 

of the automobile industry in the United States and Europe. 

Fitzcarrald drowned in the rapids of the Upper Ucayali in 1897, leaving Bolivian rubber 

baron Nicolás Suárez as the only master of the Madre de Dios region (Fifer 1970). In this 

context, the Peruvian government sought to ensure sovereignty over this region by sending 

scientific expeditions to explore navigable routes and issuing concessions for rubber exploitation 
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over vast areas to the north and south of the Madre de Dios River (CORDEMAD 1986). 

Peruvians such as Ernesto Rivero and Carlos León Velarde, and Spanish such as Bernardino 

Perdiz, Domingo Troncoso, and Máximo Rodriguez, were granted concessions in the Manu, Las 

Piedras and Tahuamanu rivers, and soon became the emergent elite of the recently incorporated 

Madre de Dios region (CORDEMAD 1986:56). Most of them complemented rubber extraction 

with cattle raising and some introduced sugar cane cultivation for the production of “cachaza,” a 

distilled spirit made from sugar cane juice. The number of rubber traders increased between 1900 

and 1910, expansion that first revolved around caucho rubber (Castilloa elastica) and then, as 

this species was depleted due to destruction of the tree, around shiringa rubber (Hevea 

brasiliensis) and other varieties (CORDEMAD 1986). 

The Amazon rubber boom did not last long. It came to its end in the mid-1910s with the 

rise of rubber plantations in the British colonies of Southeast Asia. The Iberia estate in the 

Tahuamanu River, property of Máximo Rodriguez, was one of the few rubber estates that 

survived the collapse. As other parts of the Amazon Basin, in the southern Peruvian Amazon 

Brazil nut begun to be harvested and traded in order to face the crisis. Madre de Dios had 

extensive Brazil nut patches and rapidly articulated to the export economy of this product. Other 

products such as the rubber-like balata (Manikara bidentata) and animal pelts were also 

exploited, while cattle raising and agriculture continued to be practiced. Hunting was initially 

practiced to meet the food needs of rubber tappers but in the 1920s it intensified as it was 

directed to the commercialization of skins and pelts, threatening the local fauna (CORDEMAD 

1986). 

As in other parts of the Amazon, the rubber boom had disastrous consequences for the 

indigenous populations of Madre de Dios. Thousands died due to murder, enslavement and the 
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new diseases brought in by the rubber tappers. The first incursions of Fitzcarrald into Harakmbut 

territory in the Upper Manu had no indigenous resistance, but when he established permanent 

camps and looked for indigenous labor, the Harakmbut refused and violence ensued. After 

learning that one of his outposts had been raided by the Mashco, killing more than fifty rubber 

tappers, Fitzcarrald ordered his men to massacre an entire Mashco village in retaliation (Reyna 

1942:86). The few people who survived fled to the forest, abandoning horticulture and taking up 

a nomadic lifestyle. The enigmatic “Mashco-Piro,” the group of hunter-gatherers who today are 

known as avoiding any contact with outsiders, are almost certainly the descendants of these 

groups (Shepard et al. 2010). As a result, indigenous population decreased dramatically. It was 

estimated that 60% of the native population in the Manu River died due to disease and 

maltreatment (Von Hassel 1904:244). The Toyeri and Arasaeri, the two Harakmbut subgroups 

most affected by slave raids, were reduced by 95% between 1894 and 1914 (Gray 1996:225). 

The headwater tributaries, however, remained as redoubts for some indigenous groups such as 

the Arakmbut and the Sapiteri, who this way avoided forced incorporation into the rubber 

production. 

The rubber boom broke up existing native trade networks and caused intertribal wars 

among Harakmbut groups. It has been reported that an independent indigenous rubber trade 

existed in the Manu area long before Fitzcarrald rediscovered the isthmus in 1893. Traditional 

exchange networks among native groups were also impacted by indigenous access to Western 

goods, while differential access to these goods created power imbalances among native groups 

(Wahl 1987:197-8). At the same time, slave raids caused Toyeri and Arasaire’s war incursions 

into Arakmbut and Sapiteri territories. These incursions, and the shortage of resources that 

followed, unleashed aggressive responses that in turn provoked a series of warfare activities 
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within and among Harakmbut groups (Gray 1996). The loss of trade networks and the 

intensification of intertribal war among indigenous people exacerbated pre-existing ethnic 

rivalries that would last until the present days. The decline of the rubber economy, however, 

enabled many indigenous peoples to return to their traditional homelands and way of life. The 

region would keep in relative isolation again through the 1920s, which proved to be beneficial 

for the indigenous people, who were able to recover from the demographic collapse caused by 

the rubber holocaust.  

Upon arriving in Madre de Dios in 1902, Dominican missionaries established contact 

with and started proselytization work among several indigenous groups of the region. They 

organized expeditions on their own but also were guides and interpreters on explorations 

intended to find and exploit gold and other resources in the region. The Dominicans operated 

their missionary work through several missions in which they gradually brought together the 

indigenous groups they contacted. In order to get financial resources for the mission system, the 

Dominicans associated with rubber barons and companies, although the priests were strongly 

opposed to the atrocities perpetrated during the rubber boom. The first mission, San Luis del 

Manu, was opened on the Upper Madre de Dios in 1908, and was sponsored by a rubber baron, 

Bernardino Perdíz (Gray 1996:243).  

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, the Dominicans worked with the Ese’eja and Arasaeri 

on the Madre de Dios, Tambopata, and Inambari rivers. Contact with the Arakmbut increased in 

the mid-1930s and would continue over the next two decades. The mission of San Miguel de 

Kaichihue, which was established on an affluent of the Inambari River in 1943, incorporated 

many Harakmbut sub-groups (Toyeri, Pukirieri, Arasaeri, Sapiteri and Kisambaeri) and served as 

a base for all the expeditions into the Arakmbut area. The Arakmbut were finally contacted 
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through numerous missionary incursions between 1950 and 1952, and settled in the missions of 

Pantiacolla and Shintuya, in the Alto Madre de Dios River. The Pantiacolla mission, on the 

Palotoa River (a tributary of the Alto Madre de Dios River) was founded in 1954, but after being 

flooded in 1958 it was moved to its current location in Shintuya, on the mouth of the Shintuya 

River, also a tributary of the Alto Madre de Dios (Gray 1996). 

At the beginning, the relationships between the missionaries and the indigenous peoples 

were based on gift exchange. The Dominicans used trade goods such as knives, machetes and 

cooking pots to make contact with the indigenous peoples and attract them to their mission posts, 

taking advantage of the indigenous attraction towards those highly desirable goods. Some of 

these goods were even dropped from airplanes that flew overhead. Some Arakmbut groups 

moved to get closer to the source of these trade goods, while others travelled as far as the 

Kaichihue River to attack the mission and raid knives and machetes. Since outside diseases 

spread out after contact, killing hundreds, the Arakmbut also made their way to the Shintuya 

mission in search of food and Western medicine (Gray 1996).  

The Dominicans ran the mission station as a large community farm, with a primary 

school, medical post and a church. In Shintuya the missionaries concentrated three hundred and 

fifty Arakmbut and Wachipaeri from different communal house groups or malocas (Torralba 

1979: 94). This constituted a major change in the Harakmbut settlement pattern, previously 

characterized by small groups from fifty to a hundred people living in each maloca. The 

economy of the mission was based on cattle raising, agriculture and logging, and the Harakmbut 

had to provide labor for these activities, receiving in return clothes, education and medicine from 

the priests. The priests marketed any surplus produced in order to prevent outside middlemen 

from exploiting the Harakmbut, thus acting as intermediaries between the Harakmbut and the 
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outside economic system. The priests also handed out the trade goods or gave support for 

lumber, cattle or coffee cultivation only to indigenous people who behaved correctly, 

engendering resentment among those who were not favored (Wahl 1987:268). Conflicts between 

the different Arakmbut maloca groups and with the Wachipaire arose due to the highly 

concentrated settlement pattern and competition for access to resources such as money, goods, 

women and education, tensions that took the form of sorcery accusations (Wah 1987:272). As a 

result, Arakmbut groups fled the mission and made their way to their homelands between 1969 

and 1974 (Gray 1986), where they founded the settlements where most of them currently live: 

San José del Karene, Puerto Luz, Barranco Chico and Boca del Inambari. The Wachipaire and 

some Arakmbut remained in the mission, which has persisted to the present days. 

In the 1940s, the Madre de Dios region experienced a new rubber boom and an increase 

in gold mining. The region had remained isolated until World War II, when access to the Asian 

rubber plantations was blocked by Japan. This caused a new increase in international demand for 

rubber, which in the Peruvian Amazon was met through the Corporación Peruana del Amazonas, 

a state agency created by an agreement between Peru and the United States which took on the 

production and commercialization of rubber (CORDEMAD 1986). The corporation introduced 

air navigation by building several landing strips, connecting Madre de Dios to the rest of the 

country. During these years people entered the region in order to mining gold too. In the 1950s, 

international demand for Brazil nut increased and as a result several trade companies of Brazil 

nut started operating in Puerto Maldonado. These companies introduced mechanical methods of 

peeling the nut (CORDEMAD 1986). 

A subgroup of the Arakmbut, the Kipodneri, were contacted in 1957 by missionary-

linguists of the Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL). After staying in Shintuya only for six 



 

67 

months in 1958, they returned to their homeland in the upper Karene River, where they founded 

the community of Puerto Alegre (Moore 1981). SIL missionaries provided lay medical attention 

and vaccines to the natives, who in exchange sold gold and pelts to the missionaries. The 

missionaries then took the items with them to sell in Pucallpa, where their central mission 

(Yarinacocha) was located. With the money earned, the missionaries bought trade goods 

(machetes, axes, shotguns, Western clothing, flashlights, etc.) that they sold to the Arakmbut 

upon returning to Puerto Alegre. This system instituted a monetary economy within the 

community as the Arakmbut were well aware of the difference between the price of their 

products and that of the trade goods they obtained in exchange. Cash was also used in their 

occasional transactions with highland miners who at that time were starting to arrive in the area. 

Money, however, was used almost exclusively for luxury goods, and subsistence continued to be 

derived from the forest, rivers, and gardens, although traditional tools (bows, arrows and stone 

axes) were being replaced by modern ones (Moore 1981). 

Gold Rush and Oil Boom 

The past four decades marked an unprecedented rise in colonization and resource 

extraction in the Madre de Dios region. While resource prospectors, especially rubber and 

cinchona bark gatherers, started to colonize the region since the turn of the twentieth century, it 

was not until the 1970s that, due to a rice in the international price of gold and the 

implementation of liberal reforms in the extractive industries, Madre de Dios has been massively 

colonized by mining settlers. This period also witnessed the arrival of both mining and oil 

transnational corporations. This period experienced gold extraction at a scale never seen before, 

and the beginning of a new extractive industry in the region, oil development. The consequences 

for the indigenous peoples have been disastrous, as many communities saw their territories 

invaded, resulting in several conflicts with mining settlers and corporations. These conflicts 
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eventually led the indigenous people to organize themselves for the pursuit of legal titles for their 

lands. 

In the 1930s and 1940s, the region of Madre de Dios experienced an increase in gold 

mining. Gold miners settled in this region in successive migratory waves. They penetrated into 

the region first through the Inambari River in the 1930s, and continued to the Kaychihue, 

Huepetuhe, and Pukiri rivers by 1943, reaching the Karene River, the heart of Arakmbut 

territory, by 1955 (Pacuri and Moore 1992). The number of miners, however, remained low until 

1965, when the building of a road connecting Cuzco to Puerto Maldonado was completed, 

improving links between Madre de Dios and the country’s main commercial centers as well as to 

the international market through the ports on the Pacific coast. The new road allowed an 

increased migration from the highlands, especially from Cuzco, Puno, and Apurímac. Brazil nut 

harvesting and logging also experienced an increase. But it was not until the boom in gold prices 

in the early 1970s that landless Andean peasants massively migrated to Madre de Dios, attracted 

by the gold-bearing beaches mostly located in Arakmbut territories. The natives themselves also 

started to mine gold within their own territories. 

Between 1972 and 1974, the price of gold in Madre de Dios tripled due to an 

extraordinary rise in the international price of gold, and an increase in state gold productivity in 

the region. This increase in gold mining profitability not only encouraged the Arakmbut to mine 

gold within their own lands, but also increased the migration of Andean settlers to the region, 

especially to the Madre de Dios River and several of its tributaries. The government promoted 

gold mining through the Banco Minero (Mining Bank), which became the only legal purchaser 

of gold and provider of tools, food supplies, and other provisions at subsidized prices (Moore 

1979). Despite the state promotion of gold mining through subsidies and prospection of new 
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mining areas, the number of mining settlers remained relatively low. The main mining areas 

remained under state control and only those who had been previously registered by the Banco 

Minero were able to mine gold in those areas. As the Banco Minero provided tools and supplies 

at subsidized prices with which independent traders were unable to compete, an increase in the 

number of traders was put in check. 

The Arakmbut sold gold to and obtained trade goods from the Banco Minero. Also, in 

1973 the government banned the commercialization of pelts of animals in danger of extinction, 

which had previously been an important source of income for the Arakmbut (Moore 1979). Since 

gold mining provided the Arakmbut with more goods and more rapidly, it became an important 

part of their livelihood, to the point that now the Arakmbut people define themselves as miners. 

Also, the relationship between the mining settlers and the indigenous dwellers was one of 

peaceful coexistence. The relative harmony was such that the Andean miners taught the natives 

some mining techniques such as the use of mercury to separate the gold from the sand. 

This situation changed in 1978 when the military government of Francisco Morales 

Bermúdez, of liberal orientation, passed a new mining law (Law 22178), which reestablished 

granting of mining concessions and suspended the Banco Minero’s monopoly of gold trade. In 

an effort to serve the interests of large national and transnational mining companies, the new law 

gave small miners (highland and indigenous ones) only 30 days to apply for a mining concession 

with a preference right. Since the small miners were not able to fulfill this requirement, they lost 

access to the mining areas they had been previously exploiting. As a result, almost all indigenous 

lands were petitioned as mining concessions by medium-sized miners and large mining 

companies, which started to arrive in the area. Additionally, due to a new rise in gold price in the 

early 1980s highland mining colonists started to arrive in the Arakmbut territory by the 
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thousands. The number of these small miners increased from 1,000 in 1972 to 20,000 in the early 

1980s. They, however, were pushed to informality or to work for the mining entrepreneurs 

(Moore 1983, 2003; Pacuri and Moore 1992). 

One of the main consequences of the incorporation of gold mining into Arakmbut 

livelihood was the monetization and commodification of economic relationships. The Arakmbut 

began to get involved in monetary relationships, both with other indigenous and with non-

indigenous people (Gray 1997b). Some Arakmbut became patrons, employing highland workers 

under wage labor relationships in gold mining activities. Those who had more outside workers 

and made larger profits than others sold capital materials such as extra tubes for pumping water 

in the gold placers. Working for money also became common. For example, some people began 

making money by offering services such as making wooden furniture for others or hiring out 

their chain saws to cut wood for houses. To some extent, payment for services or goods 

introduced some aspects of individualism in the communities (Gray 1997b). 

Another effect of the introduction of gold mining was an increasing reliance on 

commodities. Several commodities such as salt, sugar, and cooking oil, which in the past were 

luxuries bought only when available, are now essentials and part of the “subsistence” economy 

along with meat, manioc, and plantains. Gaining money has thus become an essential motive in 

daily labor (Gray 1997b). The effect of this increased use of money (or gold) as a medium of 

exchange was to place fixed values on certain commodities. Small stores started to sell drink and 

groceries for money or gold to other Arakmbut and foreign miners appeared in some 

communities. These stores institutionalized the exchange of commodities at fixed rates (Gray 

1997b). 
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The earliest attempt to drill for oil in Madre de Dios goes back to 1920, when 

International Petroleum Company (IPC), a subsidiary of Standard Oil of New Jersey (now 

Exxon), started conducting geological explorations in the region (Moore 1996). After several 

decades of inactivity in Madre de Dios, IPC resumed oil exploration in this region in 1967, in an 

area on which the Manu National Park is now located (Moore 1980). Between 1970s and 1980s, 

several transnational oil companies (United State’s Cities Service, Japan’s Andes Petroleum 

Company, and Royal Dutch Shell Petroleum Company) arrived in the area to conduct seismic 

exploration (Moore 1980, 1984a, b). 

This intensification of oil exploration resulted in several conflicts with the indigenous 

peoples inhabiting the area. In 1967, while in a reconnaissance mission, a group of IPC’s 

geologists escorted by Peruvian military had a violent encounter with a small group of isolated 

indigenous people, probably Yaminahua.9 Twenty Indians were shot to death (Moore 1980, 

1996). Andes Petroleum Company displaced several Toyeri families from an area the company   

had chosen as a base of operation in the Madre de Dios River. Cities Service built several 

facilities within the Dominican mission of Shintuya in the Upper Madre de Dios, and the 

Arakmbut community of Puerto Alegre, in the Karene River, where the SIL-missionaries had 

built a landing strip. There was friction between oil workers, who numbered more than a 

thousand people, and natives due to theft, aggression to native women, disagreement in barter 

and commercial transactions, alcohol consumption, and presence of prostitutes (Moore 1980). In 

1984, during the preparations for a visit of President Fernando Belaunde Terry to the Shell’s 

                                                 
9 Indigenous peoples in voluntary isolation are groups that chose to remain isolated from the outside world. They 

descend from people who survived enslavement during the Amazon rubber boom and retreated to the most remote 

parts of the forest, where they have remained to this day. The majority live in the southeast of Peru and maintain a 

nomadic or semi-nomadic lifestyle, moving across large areas to hunt, fish and gather. 
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exploration zone in the upper Manu River, a group of “Mashco-Piro” Indians, the same who 90 

years before repelled Fitzcarrald, attacked with arrows and bows a crew of heliport construction 

workers. Members of the Peruvian Navy who accompanied the workers responded to the attack 

with gunfire from helicopters, killing two Indians (Moore 1984a, b). 

In 1990, Alberto Fujimori’s administration gave a new impulse to oil development in the 

Amazon by liberalizing even further the energy and mining sector. In 1993, Fujimori’s 

government passed the Law of Organic Hydrocarbons (Law 26221), which eliminated state 

controls on and encouraged foreign investment in oil development. These reform attracted the 

arrival in Madre de Dios of a consortium of three oil corporations (Mobil, Exxon and Elf), which 

in 1996 signed with the government a seven-year contract to explore hydrocarbons in blocks 77 

and 78 (Kraft et al. 1997). Block 78, located in the Tambopata and Karene river regions, covered 

1.5 million hectares, affecting the proposed area for the Amarakaeri Communal Reserve and the 

Tambopata Candamo Reserved Zone, both located over ancestral territories of the Harakmbut 

and Ese’Eja people (La Torre 1999:120). Block 77, in turn, overlapped an area inhabited by 

isolated indigenous peoples. The presence of this consortium and its investment on oil 

exploration in the area halted for a while the establishment of the Amarakaire reserve. 

The Mobil-led consortium withdrew from Madre de Dios in 1999, after drilling an 

exploratory well. A year later, a temporary reserved zone for the Amarakaeri reserve was 

established. The new governments of Alberto Paniagua and Alejandro Toledo, more open to 

indigenous demands, offered a favorable context for the creation of the communal reserve, which 

was finally established in April 2002, after 10 years of petitioning and several mass 

demonstrations in Puerto Maldonado. With 403,814.28 hectares, the reserve was created for the 

use of the surrounding Harakmbut, Yine, and Matsigenka communities. That same year, the 
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Territorial Reserve for Peoples in Voluntary Isolation of Madre de Dios was also created. 

Encompassing 829,941 hectares, this reserve was intended to protect the isolated Yura and 

Kugapakori Indians of the northeast of the Manu National Park.  

The political instability that followed the disagreements between Fujimori’s regime and 

Shell over the control of Camisea’s natural gas deposits, in the lowlands of Cuzco, discouraged 

major foreign investments in the Amazon. This situation changed in the 2000s when presidents 

Alejandro Toledo and Alan Garcia openly supported the return of oil corporations. In 2005 the 

government granted two transnational corporations the rights to explore oil and natural gas over 

three blocks in Madre de Dios. Texas-based Hunt Oil Company was granted a concession over 

the 1’434,026-hectare Block 76, while SAPET, a Peruvian venture of China National Petroleum, 

got a license for blocks 113 and 111, covering a total area of 2’747,678 hectares. These medium-

size corporations had together concession rights over about half of the territory of the Madre de 

Dios department (53.6%). 

As in the case of Mobil in the 1990s, these new concessions greatly overlaid indigenous 

territories of the region, which caused conflicts with native communities and FENAMAD. Block 

76, formerly Mobil’s Block 78, overlapped much of the Amarakaeri Communal Reserve, while 

blocks 113 and 111 covered part of the Reserve for Peoples in Voluntary Isolation of Madre de 

Dios, territory of three native communities, and even part of the city of Puerto Maldonado. After 

pressure from FENAMAD, however, in 2006 SAPET agreed to withdraw from Block 113, while 

the government removed Block 113 from those offered to oil companies. Hunt Oil, however, 

continued oil exploration and by the time I conducted fieldwork in Puerto Luz, it was preparing 

to open three exploratory well within the Amarakaeri reserve. 
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Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have presented the historical context against which we may understand 

current processes of indigenous politics in Madre de Dios. I have attempted to demonstrate not 

only that the current structures of power and domination in which indigenous people are 

embedded have deep historical roots, but also that the forms of indigenous mobilization and the 

role of social networks in them have depended on broader political contexts and the changes they 

have experienced through time. While the economic activities that outsiders have undertaken in 

Madre de Dios have articulated the region to broader economic processes, their impact on the 

native peoples has varied. Apart from the Inca, whose main interest in the region was to gain 

lands for growing coca, the economies that outsiders carried out in the region were based on an 

extractive logic, with little or no interest in developing the region or benefitting their local 

populations. 

Unlike the coastal and highland regions, which were completely subjected to colonial 

domination, the Madre de Dios region, and in general all the Peruvian Amazon, remained 

politically and economically autonomous through the late nineteenth century. Despite their 

several attempts to subjugate the Madre de Dios lowlands in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 

the Inca and Spanish were able to annex only the upper parts of the basin, in the montaña areas 

of Cosñipata, Carabaya and Marcapata. Even in the areas that were under the control of the Inca 

and Spanish, the native population resisted attempts of domination and remained largely 

independent from external forces for much of its history. During this period, the natives were not 

even affected by the epidemics of Western diseases that decimated aboriginal populations in 

other parts of the country. 

The economic systems that the Inca and Spanish established on Madre de Dios had no 

significant effects on the native populations. The Inca established coca fields and extracted gold 
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from the area, but instead of utilizing native labor, they brought Indian laborers from the nearby 

highlands. During the colonial period, the Spanish largely reproduced this system. The coca 

fields of Cosñipata were the primary suppliers of coca leaves for the Cuzco market, while the 

Carabaya mines produced gold to pay tribute to the Spanish Crown. These activities did not use 

native labor, but mobilized highland Indian laborers. Under these economic conditions, 

indigenous social organization, as well as trading and political networks among tribes, were not 

disrupted. 

In this context, political alliances enabled indigenous people to organize collective 

resistance and ensure political autonomy. This political autonomy in turn allowed indigenous 

people to interact with the outsiders through more horizontal relations such as trading. I argue 

that this long political autonomy accounts for these indigenous peoples’ deeply rooted culture of 

resistance to external domination. 

This situation dramatically changed in the nineteenth century, when the region was 

articulated to processes associated with the increasing global demand of newly industrialized 

countries such as Great Britain and the United States for natural resources. Cinchona bark 

gatherers, rubber traders, and gold prospectors arrived in the area, interacting with the natives in 

more vertical ways. Most of the Madre de Dios indigenous groups were not contacted until the 

late nineteenth century, and some of them, like the Arakmbut, were contacted as late as the 

1950s. Rubber traders, in particular, enslaved, displaced and murdered large numbers of native 

people. At the same time, Dominican missionaries arrived in the region and, after contacting 

previously autonomous indigenous groups, concentrated them in mission posts. These were not 

direct representatives of the state, but in many ways they allied with the state to pave the way for 

future state expansion into the area. Resource extractors and missionaries had larger impacts on 
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the native people in terms of a drastic reduction in population, due to enslavement and 

epidemics, threats to local livelihoods, and violent conflicts. In the Amazon region, the major 

effects of epidemics took place when indigenous peoples were concentrated in missions, which 

in the case of Madre de Dios were not established until the early twentieth century.  

The impact of these changes on indigenous social organization was dramatic. Some 

groups were literally wiped out due to enslavement, maltreatment, and diseases. Resistance 

became more violent, which in some cases led to intertribal alliance. But, in general, indigenous 

alliance and trading networks broke down and conflicts among indigenous groups accentuated. 

Several groups, fleeing the rubber holocaust, or searching for the Western goods brought by 

rubber traders or missionaries, penetrated into the territories of their traditional enemies, which 

increased competition for natural resources and tribal tensions. Spatial concentration in mission 

posts also caused serious disruption of indigenous social organization. The Arakmbut abandoned 

the use of malocas and their initiation rituals, while they started to relate with the missionaries 

through debt peonage. Traditional ethnic tensions accentuated due to concentration of several 

maloca groups. As we will see in Chapters 5 and 6, the breakdown of indigenous social 

networks, as well as engagement in new ones based on clientelist ties, would have a large impact 

on the indigenous ability to mobilize. 

Unlike the previous years, the second half of the twentieth century witnessed an 

unprecedented rise in state expansion and migration of colonists into Madre de Dios. The state 

increased its presence by building highways that connected the region to the rest of the country, 

and promoting resource extraction, especially gold and oil. The rise in the international price of 

gold not only triggered the invasion of indigenous lands by thousands of mining settlers, but also 

represented the opportunity for the Arakmbut to engage themselves in the market and avoid debt 
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peonage relations with outsiders. In Chapter 3, I will examine the impact of gold mining on the 

Arakmbut traditional economy and social organization, and explore the potential effects this may 

have on indigenous politics. 
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Figure 2-1.  Madre de Dios Basin and surrounding areas. 
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Figure 2-2.  Natural protected areas and territorial reserve for isolated peoples.



 

80 

CHAPTER 3 

THE ARAKMBUT: IDENTITY AND LIVELIHOOD 

When in March 2012, FENAMAD allied with the Federación Minera de Madre de Dios 

(FEDEMIN) to launch a “paro minero” (mining strike), many people criticized the decision. The 

protestors were against recently passed legislation that banned gold mining outside a legal 

mining corridor. The law was intended to stop decades of environmental destruction, for which 

the miners represented by FEDEMIN, most of whom are illegal, are blamed. Attacks against 

FENAMAD came not only from environmentalists, but from other indigenous organizations like 

the Confederación de Nacionalidades Amazónicas del Perú (CONAP), one of the two umbrella 

networks of indigenous federations in the country. FENAMAD, however, defended indigenous 

people’s rights to make a living through gold mining. 

Arakmbut economy has relied on gold mining since the 1970s, when the government set 

up a branch of the Banco Minero in Boca Colorado, at the mouth of the Karene River, in order to 

promote gold production in the area. Due to the high price of gold, gold mining has remained as 

a very profitable activity, becoming the most important source of cash. Money offered the 

Arakmbut the means to acquire the goods brought by the outsiders, such as machetes, shotguns, 

and Western clothing, and upon which they had become dependent. Over the years, the 

Arakmbut have become dependent on money not only for buying prestige goods, but for their 

subsistence. The Arakmbut need money to buy food, clothing, and pay their children’s 

education, and gold mining is for now the only relatively reliable source of cash. In the present 

conditions, the Arakmbut are certain that if gold prices dropped and gold mining declined, they 

would not be able to survive. How has the incorporation of gold mining impacted on the 

Arakmbut social organization? Have the Arakmbut stopped being Arakmbut because of these 

changes? 
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Some students of the Arakmbut argue that although articulation to the national economy 

has introduced some changes, their essential social structures remain intact (Gray 1997a; Fuentes 

1982; Moore 2003). Gray (1997a) contends that while increased involvement in monetary 

relations has introduced some levels of individualism and social inequality in the communities, 

social relations among the Arakmbut have not been fundamentally affected because the goods 

and services that are bought with money come from the outside, while the internal distribution of 

goods remains untouched. Similarly, Moore (2003) points out that while Arakmbut individuals 

involved in gold mining employ highland workers under monetary relationships, labor 

relationships with other Arakmbut follow kinship and clan relationships. Also, even though the 

Arakmbut use their profits from gold trade to purchase motor pumps and other equipment and 

consumption goods, generosity remains as the main pattern of resource distribution, preventing 

capitalist accumulation from occurring. Fuentes (1982) asserts that access to means of 

production (land) and reproduction (women) still depends on belonging to a kin group. The 

penetration of gold and money, however deep and violent, seems not to have disrupted Arakmbut 

social structures.  

There are, however, other authors who suggest that market integration may actually have 

the effect of forging reciprocal relationships instead of simply disrupting them. Questioning the 

classic dichotomy between personal and nonpersonal relationships as the main division between 

nonmarket and market economy, Plattner (1985) asserts that market relationships can also 

depend on personal, long-term, open-ended and generalized relationships, with a strong 

affective, noninstrumental component. These relationships are economically preferable to the 

impersonal transactions because markets are usually characterized by imperfect information 

about goods, transactions and traders. Long-tern trading partnerships, where economic 
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selfinterest and generalized reciprocity intermingle, are intended to cope with the uncertainties of 

the market. 

In this chapter, I focus my attention on the identity and livelihood strategies of the 

Arakmbut. The chapter is divided into two sections. In the first section, I examine how the 

identity of the Arakmbut has changed over time. I argue that while the Arakmbut have partly 

constructed their identity based on primordial cultural traits such as kinship ties or language, for 

the most part they have constructed their identity through their contact with outsiders and larger 

economic and political processes. In the second section, I describe and analyze the subsistence 

and market-oriented economic practices of the Arakmbut, and the social relations associated with 

them. I pay special attention to the regional gold rush in which the Arakmbut are currently 

involved, and how this is affecting their social relations and identity within and outside the 

community. I suggest that while gold mining has affected some aspects of the Arakmbut social 

organization, identity has not disappeared and old social relations have not been totally 

disrupted, while new ones have been created. This is not because of an alleged indigenous 

resistance to change, but because of the highly atomized nature of Arakmbut social organization 

and the constructed nature of their identity. 

Place and Population 

The tropical forests of the Madre de Dios River basin is located in the southeastern 

Peruvian Amazon. The region, which covers an extensive area of 85,183 km2 (8.5 million 

hectares), is dominated by the eastern slopes of the Vilcanota mountain range to the southwest, 

and the Carabaya mountain range to the south, both part of the Andes’ southern Cordillera 

Oriental, and, farther east and north, the lowland rain forests. The altitude ranges from 3,967 

meters above sea level in the Andean mountain range to 160 meters in the Amazon lowlands. 

According to the last national census conducted in 2007, the region has a population of 
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approximately 112,814 people, out of which about 60,000 people live in Puerto Maldonado, the 

capital city (INEI 2008a).  

Approximately 4,000 people (3.6% of the region’s population) identify themselves as 

indigenous people (INEI 2008b). The Madre de Dios Basin is home to nine ethnic groups 

belonging to five linguistic families: Harakmbut (Harakmbut or Hate), Matsigenka and Piro or 

Yine (Arawak), Amahuaca, Yaminahua and Shipibo-Conibo (Pano), Ese’eja and Iñapari 

(Takana), and Kichwa Runa (Quechua) (Moore 2003). The Shipibo-Conibo and Kichwa Runa 

were brought into the area during the rubber boom at the turn the twentieth century. This 

population is currently distributed in 31 native communities that occupy 5.5% (430,750 hectares) 

of the department’s territory, over which they claim ancestral rights and, in most cases, possess 

legal recognition and titles granted by the state. More recently, two other groups have appeared 

sporadically: the Yora (a Panoan group also called Nahua) and the Mashco Piro (probably an 

Arawakan-speaking people).  

The indigenous group known as the Harakmbut is the largest of the seven indigenous 

groups of Madre de Dios. The term Harakmbut refers to the language spoken by about 2,000 

people (INEI 2008b). According to Patricia Lyon (1975), the Harakmbut speak a language called 

Haté, which she considers to be independent from the other languages of the region and 

consisting of several dialects. Anthropologists have divided the Harakmbut-speaking people into 

six groups: Arakmbut, Kisambaeri, Wachipaire, Arasaeri, Sapiteri and Toyeri (Califano 1982). 

At the time these groups were contacted by rubber traders and missionaries, they occupied an 

area of 600,000 hectares, stretching between the Alto Madre de Dios and Inambari rivers (Gray 

1997a).  
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The Arakmbut are the most numerous group, perhaps because they were contacted by 

Dominican missionaries as late as the 1940s and, because of that, were not affected by the rubber 

boom enslavement and epidemics as severely as the other groups. The Wachipaire are the second 

largest group, although their numbers were decimated by a smallpox epidemic in 1948, during 

the construction of the road to Cuzco (Lyon 1975:225). The Arasaeri, Kisambaeri, Sapiteri and 

Toyeri are the smallest groups since only a few families managed to survive the ravages of the 

rubber and gold booms as well as intensive missionary activity between 1900 and 1940. All these 

groups are now distributed in 12 native communities (Figure 2-1). 

The Puerto Luz community has a population of 357 people, according to a census I 

conducted between 2011 and 2012. Since 1980, the settlement is an officially recognized native 

community. Puerto Luz is the largest native community in Madre de Dios, with a demarcated 

territory of 56,873 hectares, out of which 38,784 hectares of cultivable lands are titled.1 The 

community is located in the District of Madre de Dios, within the Province of Manu. In 2012, the 

community had an elementary school, a kindergarten and a health post. Puerto Luz is inhabited 

by indigenous people who identify themselves and are identified by others as Arakmbut people; 

but who “exactly” are the Arakmbut? How are they different from other indigenous 

Amazonians? 

Identity 

Norwegian anthropologist Fredrik Barth (1969) argues that ethnic identities are defined 

according to changing circumstances. This means that ethnic boundaries are not fixed, but 

change depending on factors such as personal attraction, tactic needs, common interests or moral 

                                                 
1 In 1978, the 1974 Law of Native Communities was replaced by a new law that granted native communities legal 

titles only for cultivable lands. Since the enactment of this law, community titles have not included forest lands, 

which can be used but owned. 
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obligations. Barth does not reject the existence of “given” or primordial ethnic traits, but he 

believes that these characteristics can be used or discarded to construct ethnic identities, 

depending on their importance for meeting tactic needs. Barth also suggests that ethnic identities 

depend not only on how a group defines itself, but also on how others define them. Drawing on 

these ideas, I suggest that how the Arakmbut define their ethnic identity depends not so much on 

their primordial cultural and social features, but on their interaction with outsiders. 

According to Moore (1975), the terms used to refer to the different Harakmbut-speaking 

groups are not terms they used to refer to themselves. The Harakmbut, in fact, do not have terms 

to refer to themselves. Instead, they use the term “nuestros paisanos” (our fellow-countrymen). 

The names of the six Harakmbut-speaking groups are geographical terms of reference used by 

each group to refer to groups other than one’s own group. These names did not have historical 

continuity since the Harakmbut groups changed their location very often and intermarried. For 

example, the homeland of the Arakmbut was the Zapite mountain, from which they migrated into 

the headwaters of the Ishiriwe and Karene rivers (Califano (1982). At the time they were 

contacted, the Arakmbut were divided into two groups: the Wandakweri, who lived in the 

Wandakwe River in seven communal houses or malocas, and the Kipodneri, who lived in five 

malocas on the Kipodnue River, a parallel affluent of the Karene River (Gray 1997a:18). The 

Wandakweri live now in the communities of Shintuya, Boca Inambari, Barranco Chico, and San 

José del Karene, while the Kipodneri live in the community of Puerto Luz.2 

Furthermore, the name of a group changed with the place of birth of an individual and it 

was not related to historical descent. For example, the Arakmbut of Puerto Luz refer to those of 

                                                 
2 Thomas Moore (1975) contends that the Kipodnue River groups were in fact two groups: the Kareneri and the 

Kipodneri. The former were the first group to move from the Kipodnue to the Karene River in 1952 and 1955. The 

latter moved to the Karene in 1956 and 1965. In Puerto Alegre, each group occupied a different section of the 

village, the Kareneri living in the center of the village, and the Kipodneri living in the lower part of the village. 
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San José del Karene as Shintuyeri or Shintuyanos because the younger generation was born or 

grew up in Shintuya and not in the headwaters of the Wandakwe. Other names used did not refer 

necessarily to a specific place, such as Wandakweri for those who lived on the Wandakwe River, 

but were applied to several groups in accordance to their location with respect to the other 

groups. This is the case of the term “Toyeri,” which means “those who live downstream” and 

does not refer to any group in particular; only to those who live downstream from wherever one 

is. Nevertheless, Toyeri became the term used to refer to the group that once lived on the Madre 

de Dios River.  

Additionally, the Arakmbut used the word “Taka” to refer to outsiders or non-Arakmbut 

indigenous groups, although the term can also refer to native people who are not considered 

Harakmbut either because they are very different or because they are hostile to the Arakmbut. 

Specifically, the term means “those who attack people” and refers to the fact that all non-

Arakmbut people were considered enemies of the Arakmbut and were often at war with them. In 

pre-contact times, Taka used to attack malocas in dawn raids to kill the men and capture or steal 

the women (Gray 1996). The term seems to have appeared during the rubber boom of the turn of 

the nineteenth century, when groups of Toyeri, Arasaeri, and Sapiteri, fleeing from the rubber 

gatherers or other Harakmbut groups, penetrated into Arakmbut territory seeking refuge, leading 

to an unprecedented period of fighting between groups as a result of the shortage of resources. 

Although the term has fell into disuse, some Arakmbut may still use the term to refer to 

individuals who are identified with groups with which the Arakmbut used to be at war. In Puerto 

Luz, for example, a man who came from the Chilive River was called “Taka.” 

Throughout history, Harakmbut-speaking groups have been known by multiple names. 

Many of these names were put by the outsiders who first contacted them, such as the Inca, 
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Spanish conquistadors, rubber traders, missionaries, and anthropologists. Thus, the Harakmbut-

speaking peoples have been successively named Chuncho, Opatari, Mashco and more recently 

Harakmbut. Chuncho (originally Chunchu) is how the Inca used to call the tribal groups living in 

the forested areas east of Cuzco. The term had a derogative connotation as it literally means 

“savage,” and it seems to have been used to specifically designate the native groups living in the 

headwaters of the Madre de Dios River, particularly the Wachipaeri of the Cosñipata Valley. 

Over time the term generalized to include all native groups of the Amazon and now is part of the 

folk vocabulary. In accordance with its original meaning, Chuncho is also used to refer to any 

shy person or with no education or manners, regardless of their ethnic origin. I still remember 

when my father used to tell me ‘Don’t be a Chuncho’ when I failed to properly greet an adult 

person. The term Chuncho and its associated culture also became part of the Andean folklore in 

several parts of Cusco, including the famous Virgen del Carmen festival in Paucartambo, which 

includes some dance companies that represent the Chuncho. Paucartambo was the easternmost 

Inca town, and had a close contact with the native peoples living in the adjacent Alto Madre de 

Dios River area. 

During the colonial period, the Wachipaire were called Opatari by the first Spanish 

conquistadors who ventured into this area. There seems to have been some large settlement 

known as Opatari, which took its name from the people of the region. Nevertheless, whether this 

was an indigenous settlement or an Inca outpost used by the conquistadors is unclear. 

In the late colonial period, another term, Mashco, was added to the list of names used to 

refer to Harakmbut-speaking peoples. The term, apparently of Conibo origin, has been mainly 

used to refer to Arawakan-speaking Piro. Lyon (1975) suggests that Mashco was the name given 

to an Arawakan-speaking Piro group that in the late nineteenth century was living in the Isthmus 
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of Fitzcarrald. It appears that the word was first used by Franciscan priest Manuel Biedma in 

1686, probably in reference to a group of Piro found in the Mishagua River, an eastern tributary 

of the Ucayali River (Biedma 1981). The term, however, came to be used to refer to any isolated 

or warlike group in Madre de Dios. Then, Dominican missionaries working in Madre de Dios 

started to use Mashco as an ethnic denomination for Harakmbut-speaking Arasaeri and 

Arakmbut, groups who are completely unrelated to the Piro (Califano 1982). Shepard et al. 

(2010) suggest that Harakmbut-speaking Toyeri were among the Mashco decimated by rubber 

baron Carlos Fermin Fitzcarrald in the upper Manu River in 1894. The term Mashco was used 

throughout the nineteenth century and until quite recently it was used instead of Opatari to refer 

to the Harakmbut. 

The use of local terms by outsiders to name native groups at the moment of contact has 

been a common trend in the Amazon. In most cases, these terms just meant “people” or “human 

beings” in native languages and dialects. Wanting to know the names of the people they 

encountered, outsiders asked the natives who they were, and the natives, confused by such a 

question, which did not make much sense for them, merely answered by giving them the terms 

they used for “people.” In other cases, outsiders asked neighbors or enemy groups for these 

names, who often provided pejorative terms.  

In the late 1960s, a process of indigenous organizing started all around the Peruvian 

Amazon, which was accompanied by a process of identity construction. Indigenous groups 

appropriated and, in many cases, questioned and reformulated the ethnic names they were given 

in colonial times, a process in which anthropologists and linguists studying indigenous 

Amazonians played an important role. In Madre de Dios, scholars clarified that the Mashco were 

in fact several groups (Amarakaeri, Wachipaire, Sapiteri, Arasaeri, Toyeri, and Kisambaeri) with 
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a distinctive language (Califano 1982; Lyon 1975; Moore 1975). In many cases, indigenous 

groups changed their names when they thought them to imply a derogative connotation, as 

happened with the term Mashco, which the Harakmbut considered to be an insult. The 

Harakmbut of the Kipodnue and Wandakwe rivers preferred to be called Amarakaeri because 

this term better described their geographical location before contact with outsiders. But when a 

version that equated Amarakaeri with a term of abuse used by the Wachipaire and the 

Matsigenka gained strength, it was changed for Arakmbut. English anthropologist Andrew Gray, 

who conducted field research in San José del Karene, narrated that in 1991-92 the elders asked 

him to refer to them by their indigenous name “Arakmbut,” a request that he respected and 

would reflect in his published ethnographies about the group, in which he used Arakmbut instead 

of Amarakaeri (Gray 1997a).3 

Although the word “Arakmbut” means “man” or “people” (Lyon 1967), its meaning may 

vary according to which people are being contrasted. In its narrowest meaning, the term is used 

to distinguish the Arakmbut from the other Harakmbut-speaking peoples. When I asked my 

informants in Puerto Luz what distinguished them from the other Harakmbut they mentioned 

primarily variations in the language. In its broadest meaning, the term Arakmbut can be applied 

to refer to all indigenous peoples (“indígenas”), or at least to those of the Peruvian Amazon 

(“nativos” or “paisanos”) (Gray 1997a:121). Thus, a person is still considered an Arakmbut even 

if one of her parents identifies with other indigenous ethnicity. This is the case of some people in 

Puerto Luz, who were born to Matsigenka and Arakmbut parents.  

                                                 
3 Cases of native Amazonians changing their names are many. One very well known case is the one of the Campa of 

central Peru, who changed their name for Asháninka. These cases also include those in which the spelling of the 

names was changed to more accurately reflect the pronunciation in the native language, as in the name 

“Machiguenga,” which was replaced by “Matsigenka.” Now indigenous peoples demand non-indigenous people 

discard their past names, which had a colonial origin, and adopt the “correct” ones. 
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In contrast, all the Harakmbut-speaking peoples use the term “amiko” to refer to all 

individuals who are not Harakmbut, in particular, and not native Amazonians, in general. 

According to Califano (1990), the term amiko is of relatively recent origin, dating back to the 

first years of the Republican period (second half of the nineteenth century), although Harakmbut 

mythical tradition situated its origin at the time of the contacts with the Inca. The term seems to 

have derived from the Spanish word amigo (friend), which is what outsiders shouted to the 

Harakmbut in order to establish a peaceful contact. Currently, the Harakmbut distinguish 

between two main categories of amiko. One includes white Peruvians coming mainly from the 

coast, and highlander Peruvians coming from the Andes, the latter distinctively known as 

“wahaipi.” The other includes white foreigners that are usually known as “gringos.” In addition 

to amiko, the Harakmbut also use the term “gente blanca” (white people) to refer to non-

Harakmbut-indigenous people, regardless of their ethnicity. Thus, even Andean highlanders are 

commonly referred to as gente blanca. I suggest that this term also originated during the first 

years of the Republican period, when most of the explorers, military, rubber traders, and 

missionaries who first contacted Amazonian groups were white people. 

These more primordial identities do not preclude the addition of others, more situational 

identities that do not necessarily erase the pre-existing ones. In 1995, Andrew Gray returned to 

San José del Karene for a brief visit and found the community involved in a conflict with illegal 

miners who had established themselves in the confluence of the Pukiri River with the Karene, 

within community territory. The Arakmbut recounted these miners as “Peruvians” coming to 

invade their community territory and plunder their resources. Seeing themselves as different 
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from Peruvians seems to have been a common feature of indigenous identity.4 Yet, during the 

same period, people in San José were alarmed about the possibility that Peru’s territory would be 

invaded by Ecuadorian armed forces. That year, an armed conflict between Peru and Ecuador 

over national borders had broken up, and some Arakmbut young men who had been in the 

military as conscripts were saying that their country was in danger and would join the military 

forces to fight for Peru. In the first context, the Arakmbut clearly distinguished themselves from 

the Peruvians; in the second, they identified as Peruvians. 

Arakmbut’s self-differentiation from Peruvians does not seem to be the case anymore. 

Along with their more primordial indigenous identities, the Arakmbut clearly identify themselves 

as Peruvians, as I was able to confirm in Puerto Luz. One Sunday afternoon, all adult males in 

the residence group where I lived gathered to watch on TV a soccer game between Peru and 

Colombia. The match was part of the qualification competition for the World Cup, so there was 

great expectation. I myself, as a long-life soccer fan, joined the group. While watching the game, 

the Arakmbut were cheering so enthusiastically for the Peruvian team that it occurred to me to 

ask them if they considered themselves to be Peruvians. The expression of confusion in their 

faces was a reflection of the meaningless nature of my question. On another occasion, I asked a 

young Arakmbut whether he thought of himself as a Peruvian. He replied: “The Arakmbut are 

Peruvians too. If I were a Chilean I would have already killed you.”5 This may be a more recent 

characteristic of indigenous identity, one that results from their demands to have the same 

political rights as any other citizen of Peru. 

                                                 
4 Smith (1996), for example, describes how the Yánesha of central Peru considered Peruvians as different from 

them. The Yánesha were even dubious about the human nature of Peruvians because of their aggressive and abusive 

behavior. 

5 Peru and Chile were at war between 1879 and 1885, war in which Peru was defeated. Since then, a sense of 

revanchism towards Chile is inculcated in schools and the armed forces. 
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Thus, the persistence of an “Arakmbut identity” is explained not because of the inability 

of social change to destroy Arakmbut culture, but because the Arakmbut constantly recreate their 

identity. Actually, since their incorporation into modernity, many cultural traits of the Arakmbut 

have been lost: the use of malocas, body painting, puberty rites, songs, myths, etc. As we will see 

in the next section, the main economic activity among the Arakmbut is now gold mining, an 

activity that was unknown to them until the 1960s. The Arakmbut of today bear little 

resemblance to the Arakmbut of the time of contact. Nevertheless, despite all these changes, the 

Arakmbut have chosen to keep identifying themselves as Arakmbut. This process of identity 

construction will play an important role in political mobilization. 

Livelihood 

Like other Amazonian indigenous groups, the Arakmbut of Puerto Luz have a mixed 

economy, combining “traditional” economic activities (hunting, gathering, fishing, and 

gardening) with a relatively more recent activity: gold mining. As they became increasingly 

dependent on money and other commodities, the Arakmbut started to mine gold within their 

communal lands, thus incorporating gold mining as a key component of their livelihood. Both 

kinds of activities depend on the territory (wandari) and are equally important in securing a 

livelihood for the Arakmbut. Traditional activities provide families with food, building materials, 

and medicinal plants, which are directly obtained from the forests, rivers and gardens. Gold 

mining is the main source for cash income, although families can get some money by selling 

cash crops such as manioc and plantains. With the money earned through the sale of gold 

(wakupe), the Arakmbut buy products that are not produced locally, such as manufactured food, 

capital goods, and beer. Very few work timber since the majority lacks the economic capital 

necessary to buy the equipment and pay laborers that this activity requires. 



 

93 

Within the household, most daily activities are performed both by men and women, 

although some have marked gender divisions. Hunting is almost a strictly male activity, but 

women may hunt some small game species. Cooking, basketry and weaving are carried out only 

by women. In other activities, there are certain tasks that belong to the domain of women and 

others that have to be done by men. The male head of household, his married sons and sons-in-

law provide the household with game meat. It is the female head of the household, often with the 

help of her daughters and daughters-in-law, who is in charge of distributing the meat to the 

household and residence group members. Both men and women cooperate in fishing with the 

poison plant called barbasco, but only men fish with arrows and nets. Horticulture is considered 

a female activity, but men generally carry out the heavy work in the gardens. Gold mining is 

basically a male activity but women can help their husbands washing the gravel or cooking while 

in the mining camps. 

Gold Mining 

Gold has been mined in Madre de Dios since pre-Columbian times. There were gold 

diggers on the trail to Tambopata in 1907 and in the 1930s the Arasaeri faced the consequences 

of a boom in prices. Nevertheless, since the 1970s gold has been extracted in Madre de Dios on 

an unprecedented scale. When the different Arakmbut groups escaped from the mission of 

Shintuya and established in their current locations, they did a small amount of gold washing. 

Gold miners migrated from the Andes and established in the Karene River in the 1950s and 

1960s, although at a small scale. The Arakmbut learned to wash gold from them, with whom 

they maintained relatively peaceful relations. But it was not until 1978, when a new boom in the 

international price of gold took place, that all the Arakmbut regularly began to mine within their 

community lands. 
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The gold is annually washed down from the Andes Mountains in the rainy season to be 

deposited on banks of the rivers, where it mixes with sand and pebbles. It can also be found 

inland in the dried up beds of old streams. Inland deposits yield more gold but their exploitation 

requires better equipment because it is necessary to dig large quantities of earth, while beach 

placers can be worked with less sophisticated equipment but produce less gold.  

The Arakmbut work gold more intensively in the rainy season (November to April), 

which is when the rivers rise and flood the beaches, depositing gold that becomes available once 

the water recedes. After a flooding, families sail up the Huasoroko River in a competition for the 

beaches where the river has deposited gold. Finding a good gold deposit before someone else 

does is key because once an Arakmbut has appropriated a beach, he will not share it with other 

Arakmbut. In the dry season, beaches are worked less. Those who have appropriate machinery 

can work gold in inland placers throughout the year. To find a gold deposit, also called “placer,” 

either in recently flooded beaches or in inland areas, the Arakmbut test the ground by sieving 

sand in the water or prodding with a rod to find old stream beds. The method of finding gold 

deposits in upland areas is similar to hunting. Small groups go into the forest and search for 

places to test. 

In Puerto Luz, the richest gold placers are located on the banks of the Huasoroko River. 

The majority of people work gold in this area, either on the beaches or in inland placers. Only a 

few Arakmbut work gold on the Karene River, which is considered to contain less gold. Since 

getting to the Huasoroko River takes a two-hour upriver sail, the Arakmbut build camps in this 

area where they stay while working gold. Some camps in upland placers have been used by some 

families since the Arakmbut moved from Puerto Alegre to Puerto Luz in the mid-1970s, exerting 

a quasi-private property over them. These camps have also been passed on from parents to their 
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children. In some cases, kinsmen (mostly siblings) have built their camps close to each other, 

somehow reproducing the settlement pattern of residence groups in the village. In these camps, 

families build huts and clear gardens to provide themselves with food while extracting gold. 

They also hunt and fish in the surrounding forests and water bodies, which contain more game 

and fish because are more distant from the village.  

Each time they stay in these camps for one or two weeks, after which they return to the 

village on their way to Delta Uno, where they sell the gold and buy supplies. After spending a 

few days in the village, the Arakmbut come back to their camps to continue working gold. 

During school vacation, which coincides with the rainy season, most of the children help their 

parents to wash gold in the mining camps. For this reason, during this season entire families 

spend most of their time working gold in the camps, a time during which the village mostly 

remains empty and quiet. In some cases, the owner of the equipment may hire some Arakmbut or 

Andean workers to do the job. 

The method most practiced on the beaches is the one that the locals call “carretillear.” 

Once the natives have found good amounts of gold on a recently flooded beach, they dig out with 

pick and shovel, load wheelbarrows with gravel, and convey it up to a metal sieve attached to a 

wooden chute, where a man stands with a hose attached to a motor pump. By using the water 

sucked out of the river by the motor pump, this man washes the gravel and separates the sand 

from the pebbles. A piece of rug placed on the sieve captures the black sand that contains the 

gold, which is then preserved in buckets and later mixed with mercury, which draws together the 

gold dust. The mixture is then panned by the riverside and the mercury is burnt off, leaving the 

gold.  
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Figure 3-1.  Highland miners working with carretilla, Puerto Luz. Photo by Danny Pinedo 

 

Usually, this method requires the work of four or five people. Three or four people load 

wheelbarrows with gravel and take them to the sieve, while one stands at the sieve and washes 

the gravel. Because the equipment used in this method is relatively cheap, most people in Puerto 

Luz extract gold with it. According to Gray (1996:263), in the early 1980s, when motor pumps 

were scarce, this method employed large groups of men linked by clan ties who would work 

together around a pump.6 As people began to afford pumps, the groups became smaller, 

nowadays consisting primarily of household members, although they can also include other kin 

and friends. For example, a carretilla group might be formed by a man, his wife and their 

                                                 
6 I find it very unlikely that these groups were formed only by people linked by clan ties. Given that residence 

groups (or clan clusters) include not only clan-related people but also in-laws and friends, I do not think that in-laws 

and friends were excluded from these groups only because they belonged to a different clan. 
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children, a man and his sons, adult siblings, in-laws, as well as several combinations of them. 

When women participate in gold mining, they do so helping their husbands wash the gravel or 

cooking while they stay in the mining camp.  

In the past decade, the Arakmbut have adopted more sophisticated mining technology, 

such as the chupadera and caranchera methods. The chupadera method is used only in inland 

areas, near water sources such as streams, swamps or lakes. After the area selected is cleared, the 

soil is blasted away with water pulled from the nearby water source by a 20-horse power motor. 

With another motor, a 180-horse power motor, the eroded soil is sucked into another hose that 

spits the sandy mix onto a sieve that sifts it into a chute covered by rugs. The heavy deposits, 

which contain the gold, get stuck onto the rugs. Every four or five hours, the rugs are emptied 

into buckets and the muddy clumps are later mixed with mercury. The mix is then burnt in mini 

stoves to remove the mercury and extract the gold. This method can be used throughout the year 

because it does not depend on river flooding that only occurs in the rainy season. This method 

usually requires the work of two people, one to operate the high pressure hose, called 

“marakero,” and other to operate the hose that conveys the gravel up to the sieve.  

Unlike chupadera, the caranchera method is used only on the riverbeds. It consists in 

vacuuming up auriferous material from below the surface of a river using a suction hose. To do 

this, the operator of the hose has to dive into the water. A motor then takes the sucked material 

up to a hopper located on land, which includes a sieve and a chute with a rug where the gold 

sand is deposited. The caranchera can be operated even by a single person. 

While work for chupadera teams may be provided by the household, most people prefer 

to hire workers. The greater productivity and profitability of this method make it possible to hire 

about three or four laborers. Young people are generally preferred as workers, who may include 
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people of Andean origin or other Arakmbut from Puerto Luz. Andean workers come mostly from 

the nearby highland and lowland provinces of Cusco, such as Sicuani or Quillabamba. Arakmbut 

workers may also be kinfolk or friends living in the employer’s residence group or in other 

clusters of the village, but in any case are always from a lower socio-economic status. Workers 

are usually hired for periods of 15 days, after which they may start a new work period with the 

same patron, work for another patron or leave the community to work elsewhere. The employer 

or patrón provides equipment, transportation, fuel, food, and lodging, and wages are based on 

several arrangements. One arrangement is that 80% of the gold mined during a 24-hour period 

goes to the employer, while workers earn the remaining 20%. Each period of 24 hours (one day 

and one night) is worked by turns. Additionally, some employers may permit their workers to 

labor at their own cost on days of rest—the benefits going directly and solely to the workers. 

This system is known as the chichiqueo. The workers make an agreement among themselves to 

undertake this labor and cover the costs of the operation. Between them, they pay for the petrol 

required by the pump, the mercury for the amalgam and other items. The gold mined by the end 

of the day is distributed amongst those who participated in the chichiqueo. 

Because the equipment they require is expensive, and their consumption of petrol is high, 

chupadera and caranchera methods involve a significant capital investment that not all the 

families can afford. Therefore, in Puerto Luz only a handful of families practice these types of 

gold mining. Most owners of chupaderas have purchased their equipment by accumulating some 

capital through the rent they receive from mining settlers extracting gold from areas controlled 

by Puerto Luz. These miners have mined gold within these areas since the early 2000s. By this 

system, an Arakmbut individual “invites” a settler to mine gold in an area where the former has 

found a gold deposit. In return, the mining settler, or “invitado,” pays a weekly rent locally 
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known as “regalía” to the “owner” of the deposit. Regalías are not paid only to the individual 

owners of gold deposits but also to the community as a whole. This money goes to a communal 

fund that is used to cover the travel expenses of community officials or to support community 

members in need. Regalías consist of a fixed amount of money and do not depend on the 

production of gold during a certain week or month. In 2012, invitados weekly paid 100 soles 

(US$35.7) to individuals, and 100 soles to community per month. 

Invitados mine gold mainly in two zones under the control of Puerto Luz: La Cumbre and 

the Huasoroko River. While La Cumbre is an area located outside Puerto Luz titled lands, the 

Arakmbut consider it to be part of their ancestral territory, used as a hunting and gathering 

ground since before Puerto Luz lands were demarcated and titled. Gold in this area was 

discovered by people from Puerto Luz, but it was exploited sporadically and on a small scale. In 

the early 2000s, this area was invaded by hundreds of Andean settlers, which brought about 

several violent confrontations with the Puerto Luz people, who several times tried to expel them. 

The conflict was solved when the miners proposed to pay the Arakmbut rent in exchange for the 

right to mine gold in La Cumbre. Unlike La Cumbre, the areas in the Huasoroco River lie within 

the titled lands of Puerto Luz and have only recently been mined by invitados.  

During the peak years of gold production in La Cumbre, the number of invitados reached 

several hundreds, and each Puerto Luz family came to have between three and five invitados. 

The people of Puerto Luz still remember the golden years in which large amounts of gold were 

extracted from this area and regalías became the most important source of cash income. The 

boom, however, lasted only for a few years and once gold deposits were exhausted the number of 

invitados decreased, along with the regalías. In 2012, there were approximately 50 invitados in 
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La Cumbre and 10 on the Huasoroko River, but these numbers fluctuate because the miners 

move out to other camps and then come back. 

The relationship between the invitados and the Arakmbut is often marked by tension and 

distrust. The Arakmbut often complain that their invitados lie about the amount of gold they have 

extracted. Tensions increased especially after the production of gold diminished, while the 

amount of the regalías remained fixed. For this reason, in order to foster trust and strengthen the 

relations among them, mining settlers and Arakmbut engaged in friendship and godparenthood 

relationships. These social ties enabled the settlers to gain legitimate rights to extract gold from 

Arakmbut lands, while they assured the Arakmbut not only a relatively stable source of cash 

income but also additional economic support in times of emergency. As we will see in Chapter 5, 

these social ties would have a negative impact on the Arakmbut land rights when the community, 

fearing to lose their gold deposits at the hands of the invitados, decided to expel them from the 

community. 

The use of more efficient technology in gold mining, and the associated possibility of 

profiting more, has brought about incipient capitalist relations and some level of social 

differentiation among the Arakmbut of Puerto Luz. Those who own chupaderas and can extract 

more gold not only can afford to hire laborers but also show several signs of wealth such as 

bigger houses and the possession of capital and prestige goods such as motorbikes, boats with 

long-tail outboard engines, power generators, chainsaws, satellite TVs, among others. 

Nevertheless, this rise of capitalist relations is still partial because the youth who are hired do not 

depend exclusively on chupadera owners to survive. They can still work gold with their parents 

or other mining teams, and over time it is relatively easy for everybody to get a motor pump of 

their own, or associate with others to get it, and avoid wage labor. Further, since only five people 
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posses chupaderas in Puerto Luz, social differentiation remains low and Puerto Luz can be 

characterized as a relatively egalitarian community. 

Gold used to be sold at Boca Colorado, in the confluence of the Karene and Madre de 

Dios rivers, where the state opened a branch of the Banco Minero in the 1970s. But in the early 

2000s, when a trail that connected Puerto Luz with Delta Uno was opened, Boca Colorado was 

replaced by the closer mining town of Delta Uno. In Delta Uno, Puerto Luz men not only sell 

their gold but also purchase petrol, hoses and other items for gold mining, as well as 

manufactured food, clothing, school supplies, etc. 

Gardening 

Gardening provides an important part of the Arakmbut diet. Each household cultivates its 

own gardens, which can be opened wherever free, suitable land is found within the community 

territory. Gardens are located in two different ecological zones, upland and flooding zones, and 

crops vary depending on the zone. Crops such as pineapple, barbasco, manioc, and rice are 

grown on upland areas near the village, while plantains, papaya, manioc and other crops are 

planted on the more distant, flooding areas. The Arakmbut also open gardens in their mining 

camps, which are located along the banks of the Huasoroko River and some of its tributaries. 

Since the households spend much time in their mining camps, and because the mining camps are 

relatively far away from the village, they use these gardens to supply themselves with crops 

while working gold. Most of the households also have little gardens close to their huts in the 

village, where they grow pepper, tobacco, cocona, herbs, and fruits. 

The preparation of a garden takes place in the dry season, and includes clearing, burning 

and sowing. At the beginning of the dry season, around May or June, the men of the household 

pick an area outside the village and clear it. After vegetation has been allowed to dry for a few 

months, the burn it. The first sowing is carried out at the end of the dry season, by September. 
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Sowing, weeding, and harvesting are responsibilities of women, although single men may 

perform these tasks too. Except for clearing, in which sometimes a man and his wife may work 

together, men do not spend much time in the gardens. Men may help out whenever their wives 

need extra help, but generally all the routine maintenance of gardens is left to the women. Since 

the supply of crops for the kitchen is responsibility of women, they go to the garden most of the 

days, carrying the produce back to the house in a string bag. The wet season is when less work in 

gardening is needed. At the end of the wet season and at the beginning of the dry, which elapses 

for about a month, men and women cooperate again to remove the weeds in the old gardens and 

choose the area where they will open new ones. Other than that, men and women work at their 

respective tasks and are more frequently apart than together. Thus, cooperation between the men 

and women of a household takes place more in the transition between the seasons. 

Each household has about five chacras (gardens) (Gray 1996:45). The number of gardens 

increases with the size of the household. A newly married couple will share the gardens of the 

wife’s family, if marriage is uxorilocal, or the gardens of the husband’s sister or mother if the 

marriage is virilocal or the wife has come from outside the community. As the family size 

increases its members will clear gardens their own garden, depending less on their in-laws’ 

gardens. Couples with a large family have well-established gardens of their own and are fully 

independent from their in-laws (Gray 1996:74). Diversification of crops, however, is equally 

important in determining the number of gardens. A new couple starts growing manioc, plantains, 

and papaya, obtaining other crops from their in-laws in return for help they offer them with the 

horticultural work. As it becomes more independent, the family diversifies its range of crops to 

include barbasco, pineapple, potatoes, maize, peach palm, and sugar cane (Gray 1996:74). The 

more independent the household, the more autonomous and diverse are the gardens. 
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There is not much cooperation between households in gardening and, when it exists, it is 

confined to the most laborious tasks. A household is able to provide the labor force necessary to 

perform all the gardening tasks (from clearing to harvesting). Nevertheless, help may be 

provided by close kin or neighbors with heavy activities, especially with clearing gardens, which 

is considered to be hardest activity. These offers of help are appreciated and considered 

generous. The routine garden work of planting, weeding, and harvesting gives women with an 

opportunity to be generous in their own right. Older women, in particular, share cuttings and 

seeds with their younger sisters, daughters, and daughters-in-law (Gray 1997a:143). In the pre-

mission days, each household in a communal house or hak used to have between seven and eight 

gardens and it could get help from other households that were linked by clan ties, especially with 

sowing and planting of manioc stems (Moore 2003:64-5).  

Most of what is produced in the gardens is redistributed and consumed by the members 

of the household. Crops are not distributed between households. Among households, the norm is 

rather balanced reciprocity. If a woman runs out of manioc or plantains, she may ask for a loan 

from a close relative, in which case the loan must be repaid as soon as possible at the risk of 

getting the reputation as a scrounger (Gray 1996). The surplus produce can be sold in local 

markets, which makes gardening the second source of cash income after gold mining. Crops that 

are sold include, but are not limited to, manioc and plantains. The families sell these crops to 

mining settlers working in La Cumbre and to traders in Delta Uno.  

In the last decade, the intensification of gold mining may have negatively impacted the 

participation of men in gardening. The intensity of these impacts, however, varies depending on 

the technology used in gold mining. Thus, involvement in gardening has decreased among men 

who work gold in upland areas, which does not depend on flooding and hence can be practiced 
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throughout the year. Men who work with chupaderas in upland zones spend most of the time in 

their mining camps, and their cooperation with women in gardening has decreased. In Puerto 

Luz, however, only a few men work with chupaderas, which sharply contrasts with San José del 

Karene, where the majority of men work gold with this technology. In San José, my informants 

told me that abandonment of gardening due to increasing investment of time in gold mining is 

such that most of the daily diet is provided not by crops grown locally but by industrial food 

purchased in Delta Uno. The impact of gold mining on men’s participation in gardening is less 

among people who extract gold with carretilla because gold mining with this technology has its 

peak during the rainy season, which is when horticulture requires less work. Clearing and 

burning, which are male activities, take place at the beginning of the dry season, which is when 

gold mining activities decrease. 

My informants coincide in pointing out that cooperation in gardening has diminished 

with the rise of gold mining. It seems that with an increasing time invested in gold mining 

activities, it became harder for the Arakmbut to devote time to help others in their gardens. A 

consequence of this may be the fact that currently some Arakmbut hire others as laborers during 

peak season. 

Hunting and Fishing 

In Puerto Luz, hunting and fishing provide one of the most important sources of protein. 

Hunting is carried out primarily by adult males, whether individually or collectively.7 Collective 

hunting used to involve both small and large hunting teams, but over time it has become a 

family-based activity. In the past, all members of the community gathered to hunt the white-

lipped peccary, which is found in large herds that may number 200 individuals. Today 

                                                 
7 Occasionally, women may hunt small animals when going to their gardens or while fishing. Sometimes, hunting is 

carried out by widows in need of feeding their children.  
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community-based hunting is very rare, having been replaced by smaller groups formed by men 

from the same residence group. When a young couple is still living in the wife’s household, the 

husband helps his father-in-law with hunting. The main tool used in hunting is the shotgun, 

which replaced the bow and arrow, whose use is now restricted to fishing. 

Hunting is more frequent during the wet season. During this time, the fruits that animals 

eat come out, and the leaves on the hunting trails are softer and make less noise, which is crucial 

to not scare the prey. This seasonality does not represent any conflict with gardening since this 

activity reaches its peak in the dry season, and because men participate less in gardening. This is 

not the case for gold mining, whose seasonality very much overlaps that of hunting. Like 

hunting, the peak season for gold mining is the rainy season. One strategy to cope with this 

conflict between both activities is to hunt while working gold in the more distant mining camps. 

When men go to their camps they carry with them their shotguns to hunt while in their spare 

time. Hunting while working gold in these camps is also very convenient because the forests that 

surround these camps are far away from the village and hence contain more game. 

Since Puerto Luz has well-conserved forests close to the village, hunters do not need to 

go too far to find game animals. For this reason, hunters keep their expeditions to within a day. 

They use hunting trails that are connected to salt licks, which are areas that attract most of the 

animals, and other areas where animals abound because of the presence of certain edible fruits 

that attract some species. I was told that each family has its own hunting trails, which can even 

be passed on from one generation to the other, but it seems that at least some of them are shared 

by several families of the community. These trails, which are located in inland areas, are also 

used to explore gold deposits in old river beds.  
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Game meat is primarily for the consumption of the members of the household. No game 

meat is sold in the market. When large pieces of wild game are hunted, such as a tapir or a 

peccary, the hunter’s wife chops the meat and distributes part of the pieces among households in 

her own residence group. Priority is given to members of her husband’s clan, but some close 

friends and neighbors can also be recipients of the meat. Meat sharing is certainly the primary 

expression of generosity among close relatives and friends and it contributes to strengthen 

solidarity bonds among members of the same clan and residence group. A household with a 

dependent son-in-law may increase its potential to produce and distribute meat, which enhances 

its prestige. 

There are two types of fishing: fishing with bow and arrow or net, which is practiced 

individually, and fishing with barbasco, which is a collective activity. Barbasco fishing consists 

in pounding barbasco roots in order to produce a milky juice which, when mixed with water 

from a stream or a lake, deprives the fish of oxygen and forces them to the surface for air. This is 

why barbasco fishing is better in the dry season, when the rivers are low. During this season, the 

fish are more concentrated together, and the barbasco (kumo) works well in the shallow water. 

Before the decision to go fishing with barbasco is made, some members of the residence group 

are sent to a nearby pond to see if there are enough fish. If so, the barbasco is dug up from the 

gardens and taken to a stream or lake. Barbasco is a root that is grown on high land away from 

the river. 

Barbasco fishing groups can be either exclusively female or consist of people of both 

sexes. When groups are mixed, the men pound the root with stones and then place the crushed 
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roots into string bags.8 Usually, young men or women are responsible for mixing the barbasco 

with the water. The older men and those boys who have bows and arrows stand scattered along 

the bank waiting for the large fish to appear on the surface, while the women armed with 

machetes follow the barbasco dye and dispatch anything that comes their way. 

Barbasco fishing is carried out mainly by the members of a residence group. Sometimes 

all the residents of the community gather to fish with barbasco. Community fishing takes place 

during the celebrations of the founding of the community, in which fish are used to prepare food 

that will be sold during the fiesta to raise funds for the community. Nevertheless, community 

fishing is becoming rare, as even during the anniversary fiestas residence groups, and not the 

community, are the units that organize these fishing events, mostly with the purpose of selling 

food and making some money. 

The Arakmbut also organize longer fishing expeditions to further areas in the Upper 

Karene. During the dry season, several households from the same residence group travel upriver 

and make temporary camps where they stay for some weeks fishing, hunting and gathering. 

Fishing with barbasco is an important activity during these expeditions.  

In the last decades, hunting and fishing have experienced some changes, especially due to 

the incorporation of gold mining into the local economy. As the Arakmbut gained more access to 

money, manufactured food that can be purchased in the market of Delta Uno has become 

increasingly important in the local diet, displacing fish and game meat to a secondary place. The 

impact of gold mining on hunting and fishing, however, varies in each community. In San José 

del Karene and Barranco Chico, for example, where gold extraction takes place at a larger scale 

                                                 
8 In the past, these bags (wempu), which are manufactured entirely by the women, were made from twine, which 

comes from a species of setico palm. Nowadays the setico is scarce and women have to walk long distances to get 

the twines, so they prefer to use fibers that they take from industrial bags (costales) that they buy in the market. 
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and yields more profits, the Arakmbut hunt or fish less since they prefer to buy food rather than 

produce it. An additional factor that discourages men from going hunting is the destruction that 

gold mining has caused to nearby forests and the game animals they contain, which decreases 

hunting yields since men have to walk further in order to find prey. The gold miners have 

penetrated deep into the forest looking for new gold deposits, and the animals have frightened 

away due to the constant noise produced by the motor pumps. The increasing investment of time 

in gold mining has certainly had a negative impact on hunting too.  

Additionally, until recently, hunting and marriage were intimately connected as hunting 

ability was an important criterion to select a husband. Hunting was more important as it provided 

a source of prestige. A man would become attractive to a woman for his capacity to bring meat 

to the household. When a young couple decided to get married, the girl accepted and cooked the 

meat that her prospective husband had hunted and offered to her. This practice was called 

chindoi. In the last decades, the source of prestige has shifted from hunting to gold mining, as it 

is the ability to find good gold placers and produce gold that gives prestige to a man. 

Despite these transformations, hunting and fishing continue to be important in Puerto 

Luz, both as a source of protein and as a social context for the practice of generosity and 

cooperation. The impacts of gold mining on these activities, however, are greater in communities 

like Barranco Chico and San José del Karene, where industrial food have replaced game and 

fish, and hunting and fishing as activities have disappeared either because almost all time is 

invested in gold mining or because nearby forests have been damaged. In Puerto Luz, even 

though gold mining have caused some impacts on these subsistence activities, such as the 

increased consumption of manufactured food in detrimental of game meat and fish, hunting and 

fish still play an important role in the community. Hunting and fishing are an important source of 
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solidarity and contribute to strengthen the networks among kin and friends. In Chapter 5, we will 

see how this solidarity is important for political mobilization.  

Conclusion 

Among the Arakmbut, articulation to the market economy has taken place through the 

incorporation of gold mining to their livelihood strategies. Gardening, hunting, fishing, and 

gathering have remained as subsistence activities. Scholars have argued that although the 

Arakmbut’s increased involvement in market economy has introduced some levels of monetary 

relationships, individualism, social inequality, and commodity exchange at fixed rates, it has not 

disrupted Arakmbut social structure because social relations among them are based on kinship 

and clan ties and not on monetary relations, and access to resources is still secured through 

internal distribution and generosity (Gray 1997a; Fuentes 1982; Moore 2003). 

Drawing on my data on Puerto Luz, I argue that these assertions are only partially true. 

Two characteristics of the Arakmbut during my fieldwork contrast with the above explanations. 

First, the sharing of game meat and cooperation in barbasco fishing take place only among 

members of the residence group. As we will see in more detail in Chapter 4, distribution and 

cooperation beyond the residence group is very limited. Furthermore, the food that is provided 

through meat distribution and fish is not the most important part of the diet. Game meat and fish 

have became a complement for industrial food in the daily diet, which for the most part is 

supplied by food purchased in the market. Due to their small quantities, shared meat and fish do 

not meet all the dietary needs of a household. Thus, meat distribution and barbasco fishing 

basically constitute social mechanisms to strengthen social solidarity among members of discrete 

kin groups. 

Second, today the Arakmbut hire other Arakmbut as workers in gold mining, so monetary 

relationships among them are now very common. This does not mean that all relationships 
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among the Arakmbut are now expressed in monetary terms. As I already mentioned, part of the 

food and labor needed are distributed through sharing and generosity. Some Arakmbut express 

their generosity towards other Arakmbut by helping them in heavy gardening tasks such as 

clearing. This practice, however, is not very common and takes place only among people closely 

linked by kinship ties. The Arakmbut do not need to work for others in order to subsist. The 

basic means of subsistence, such as land and labor, as well as access to a motor pump due to the 

high prices of gold are available to the majority in the community 

Drawing on Plattner (1985), who asserts that market integration may have the effect of 

forging social relations and not only disrupting them, I suggest that rather than assuming a priori 

that participation in the market economy necessarily diminishes reciprocity relations, or that 

kinship-based relationships resist market relationships, it is necessary to examine what social 

relations are being affected by what forms of participation in the market. In this chapter, I have 

shown how gold mining has prompted the development of godparenthood ties between the 

Arakmbut and mining settlers. While this social tie, based on a reciprocity morality, has 

strengthened solidarity between Arakmbut and their compadres, it has divided loyalties within 

the community and hindered unified action at the village level. Understanding the effects of 

these reciprocity ties with outsiders is key to better understanding Arakmbut sociality and its 

effects on political mobilization.



 

 

111 

 

 
 

Figure 3-2.  Arakmbut native communities. 



 

 

112 

 

CHAPTER 4 

ARAKMBUT SOCIALITY 

On my first arrival in Puerto Luz, the mototaxista (motrobike taxi driver) dropped me in a 

compound of houses that I believed to be the whole village. Federico, the head of the 

community, accommodated me in his house, which was located close to the soccer field, on the 

other side of the village. It took me a few days to realize that the village was divided into a center 

located around the soccer field, and several clusters of houses scattered throughout the village, 

forming small, discrete “neighborhoods.” Some days after, while attending my first community 

meeting, it surprised me to see attendees occupying specific portions of the communal house, 

forming smaller groupings, a pattern I would observe again during communal fiestas. Later I 

would realize that all these groups were formed by people closely related by kinship and 

friendship ties. Nevertheless, unlike other Amazonian native groups that show a dispersed 

settlement pattern, the Arakmbut of Puerto Luz live in a fairly nucleated village.  

During my first days in the village, I would also notice another important and seemingly 

contradictory characteristic of the Arakmbut social life. Despite their strong kinship-oriented 

organization, the Arakmbut seemed not to avoid forming relations with outsiders. Motorbikes 

transported Arakmbut people back and forth between Puerto Luz and the mining town of Delta 

Uno. Andean miners passed through the village on their way to the Arakmbut’s mining camps on 

the Huasoroko River on a daily basis. Many outsiders were friends with the Arakmbut, and some 

of them had become compadres or married Arakmbut women and moved to the community. 

How to make sense of the apparent paradox of this “together, but not mixed” style of sociality? 

How do these distinct characteristics of the Arakmbut society—their desire for seclusion in 

discrete kinship-based house compounds and their proclivity to develop intimate relations with 

outsiders—form part of the same pattern of sociality? 
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Anthropologists have addressed these questions from two main theoretical perspectives. 

Scholars in the first approach argue that among indigenous Amazonians sociality is constructed 

in the local domain, where consanguinity ties and the moral sentiments derived from them 

prevail (Belaunde 2001; Gow 1991; McCallum 2001; Overing Kaplan 1975; Santos Granero 

1991). They argue that Amazonian societies value personal autonomy and reject coercive social 

structures (Overing and Passes 2000). This ideology of an independent self, expressed in the 

emphasis of self-control, is what allows individuals to live a convivial communal life (Overing 

1988; Overing and Passes 2000). Therefore, Amazonian peoples seek to live a sociable life, 

avoiding anger and oppressive rules. In their search for conviviality, Amerindians seek to turn 

affinal and even friendship relations into consanguineal relations, which results from living 

together (McCallum 2001; Overing 2003; Overing Kaplan 1975). 

Adherents of the second approach posit that Amazonian indigenous sociality is rather 

constructed in the supra-local sphere, where the most important social relations are those that 

stress affinity and alterity (Descola 1994, 1996; Taylor 1996, 2001; Viveiros de Castro 1992). At 

the inter-local level, social relations are based on exchange, which sometimes turns into 

competition and predation. In this context, collective identity is defined through contrast with 

and antagonism towards the “other.” From this perspective, the importance of affinity lies not in 

its function as a particular form of kinship but in its meaning of otherness. Society needs the 

affinal other in order to reproduce itself (Descola 1996; Viveiros de Castro 1993, 1995, 1996, 

2001). 

More recently, a third approach has explored the role of friendship as an alternative mode 

of relationship in the forging of native Amazonian sociality. Scholars in this perspective see the 

importance of friendship not in its relation to kinship and affinity, but in its distinction from them 

(Killick 2008, 2009, 2010; Santos Granero 2007). Santos Granero (2007) argues that rather than 
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transforming friends into kin or affines, friendship may sometimes be more important than the 

existing kinship ties. Friendship offers an alternative to the often oppressive kinship obligations, 

while allowing the formation of relations with dangerous outsiders, avoiding antagonism (Killick 

2005; Santos Granero 2007). 

Two major changes in Arakmbut social life is their spatial concentration in larger 

settlements and their increasing contact with outsiders. What has the impact of these social 

changes been on their sociality? When not all members of a settlement group are linked by 

consanguineal ties, what characterizes sociality? Is it possible that we can find different 

socialities within a single settlement group? If friendship offers an alternative to the 

consanguinity-affinity dichotomy, what distinguishes friendship among kinsmen and among non-

kin? Is Amazonian sociality restricted to kinship, affinity and friendship? What about patron-

client relations? The Arakmbut of Puerto Luz offer a case in which sociality is made up of 

different coexisting social ties yet each with distinct moralities attached to them. 

In this chapter, I discuss the main characteristics of Arakmbut sociality, the moralities 

associated with it, and its underlying economic, political and cultural determinants. First, I 

describe kinship and affinity ties, and their role in organizing social relations and settlement 

patterns within the community. Then the chapter documents the building up of friendship and 

godparenthood relations among the Arakmbut and between them and outsiders, and how these 

social ties are mainly used to gain access to resources. In the next section, I examine how, unlike 

friendship and godparenthood, relations based on clientelism are more vertical yet their 

exploitative character depends with whom the relation is established. For each type of social tie, 

I discuss how they create and strengthen bonds of solidarity between the parties involved. In the 

final section, the chapter focuses on the different spaces of socializing, especially fiestas, both at 

the local and supra-local levels. I rely on a perspective that without discarding the role of 
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consanguineal and affinal relations, attempts to provide a more nuanced explanation of the 

specific conditions on which one or another prevails. I argue that Arakmbut sociality goes 

beyond the consanguineal-affinal dichotomy to incorporate not only friendship but other social 

ties such as godparenthood and patronage. The moralities attached to each social tie, however, 

vary with social distance. 

Kinship and Clan 

In Puerto Luz, kinship ties and the social relationships to which they give rise operate 

mostly at two levels of social organization: the household and the residence group. The 

household, Arakmbut’s smallest social and spatial unit, is formed by all those who eat at the 

same hearth. These are usually the members of a nuclear family (father, mother and children), 

but sometimes they may also include the spouses and children of married sons or daughters. This 

is because some children may have formed their own families yet they neither have built a house 

of their own nor have they prepared a garden yet. In this case, there is only one hearth in the 

house and all its dwellers share the food. The members of the household, however, may dwell in 

separate houses, so household and house are not necessarily the same. 

While male and female members of the household cooperate in most daily activities, 

there is still a sexual division of labor. Hunting is primarily a male activity, whereas cooking, 

basketry and weaving are carried out only by women. Even though horticulture is considered a 

female activity, men generally help their wives by carrying out the heavy work in the gardens. 

The male head of the household, his married sons and son-in-laws provide the household with 

game meat, but it is the female head of the household, often with the help of her daughters and 

daughters-in-law, who is in charge of distributing the meat to the household members. Gold 

mining is basically a male activity, but women can help their husbands by washing the gravel or 

cooking. 
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Marriage is regulated by the clan system, which certainly is the most important element 

in Arakmbut social organization.1 The Arakmbut have seven clans, but only six of them are 

represented in Puerto Luz (Table 4-1). These clans are totemic, patrilineal, and exogamic. Clans’ 

names and totems refer to their mythological origin, and all members of a clan claim to be 

descended from a common ancestor (Moore 1975). In a household, the children belong to the 

same clan as their father and father’s siblings, while the mother and her siblings always belong to 

a different clan. Clan exogamy is at the base of the Harakmbut system of marriage. The norm is 

that members of a clan take their women from other clans. A survey I conducted in Puerto Luz 

indicates that this norm is still followed by the villagers. The Arakmbut believe that sexual 

relations between members of the same clan could lead to the deformity of newborns, illness, or 

even death (Gray 1996:83). One of my informants told me that the punishment for the 

transgression of this norm is the condemnation of a death man’s soul to live a wandering life or 

the illness and death of a close relative. 

In pre-contact times, the preferential form of marriage was the exchange of sisters (cross 

cousins) between clans (Helberg 1993), and the norm in post-marital residence was uxorilocality. 

After marriage, the husband had to provide the bride service, which consisted in working for his 

father-in-law for two to four years. After the son-in-law had carried out the bride service, the 

new couple moved to a new house nearby. Today postmarital residence is mostly virilocal and, 

with the exception of Puerto Luz, the exchange of sisters between clans has become rather rare 

because of the lack of women in most Arakmbut communities (Gray 1997a).  

 

                                                 
1 Not all the Harakmbut-speaking peoples have clans. While clans are present among the Arakmbut, Sapiteri and 

Wachipaeri, they are absent among the Arasaeri and Toyeri (Gray 1996:79). 
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Table 4-1.  Number of people per clan in Puerto Luz, 2012 

Clan name 

 

Number of people 

E’mbi’eri 

Huandignpana 

Idnsi’kambo 

Sahueron 

Singperi 

Yaromba 

 

Total 

2 

32 

93 

10 

123 

21 

 

281* 

Source: Survey conducted by the author 

*This number does not include yernos and other outsiders who reside in the community. 

 

In communities experiencing an imbalance in the numbers of men and women 

competition for women has become a common source of internal tensions. This is so because 

finding an appropriate spouse is the most difficult activity in the life cycle of the Arakmbut. 

Conflicts arise between the families of suitors competing for the same women and between 

households with marriageable women and those without. Relationships among young men 

sharing the same marriageable women become competitive, a situation that may involve either 

siblings or members of different households. These tensions usually expand when kinfolk 

beyond the household of the rival suitors get involved in the dispute. Whether because suitors 

were rejected or because the postmarital arrangements were not satisfactory, the way these 

tensions are solved is with one party leaving for anoother Arakmbut community (Gray 1997a). 

For instance, two brothers from San José del Karene, where a shortage of women has been a 

recurrent problem, got married to Puerto Luz women, after which they opted for an uxorilocal 

postmarital residence, meaning they established their residence at their wives’ residence groups 

in Puerto Luz. Even in a community like Puerto Luz, where the ratio of men to women is more 

balanced, suitors from other communities may also subtract from the potential wives. This has 

been a main source of conflict between Puerto Luz and San José for several years. 
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In the last decade, an additional factor contributing to these tensions has been the 

increasing number of Arakmbut women who are married to outsiders. Marriage between 

Arakmbut women and outsiders offsets the increase of potential wives for Arakmbut men. 

Mining settlers have used marriage as a strategy to obtain access to and work gold within the 

community lands. Indeed, some miners who became invitados ended up getting married with the 

daughters of their Arakmbut partners. Rights to land are granted only to members of the 

community, and only Arakmbut people, even if they have come from other communities, can 

become community members. Thus, “yernos” (sons-in-law) are not allowed to become members 

of the community, which means they neither enjoy full rights of access to the community 

resources, nor can they attend community assemblies and participate in decision-making. 

Nevertheless, in practice yernos, who numbered eight in 2012, are entitled to mine gold in the 

mining camps of their fathers-in-law. I was told that in the past Arakmbut women were not 

allowed to marry outsiders, a norm that was used as a strategy to keep outsiders out of the 

community lands. Outsiders who courted Arakmbut women used to be harassed until they gave 

up their undertakings. Over time this local norm weakened, mostly because of the increasing 

interest of Arakmbut women in getting married to outsiders, whose greater attractiveness stems 

from their equally greater access to economic resources and their purportedly hard work ethic, 

compared to the Arakmbut, who would be taken to drink and would not project into the future. In 

order to legitimize their rights to use community lands, yernos are required by the Arakmbut to 

provide services to the community. For example, during the preparations for a fiesta to celebrate 

the community anniversary, yernos were asked to collect fire wood to cook food that would be 

sold in the fiesta. On another occasion, community members gathered in an assembly 

complained that yernos who were working gold with their own chupaderas were not contributing 

to the community. 
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Households are clustered in several kin-based groupings spread throughout the village 

(Figure 4-1). Following Rosengren (1987), I call these clusters residence groups, which are 

comprised by siblings and their respective families living in close proximity, although they can 

also include elderly parents and some affinal and other close relatives, thus forming extended 

families. These relatives, married to sisters or daughters, provide meat and give political support. 

The siblings in the same residential group are referred to by the name of their father, which was 

turned by the Dominican priests into a surname after baptism. While in Puerto Luz, I used to live 

with the Tayori family’s residence group, which was formed by three brothers (Jorge, Tomás and 

Javier) and one sister (Guadalupe) and their respective households, and three additional 

households of relatives. The elderly father of the brothers and sister lived in his own hut but ate 

at Guadalupe’s household. One of the additional households was composed by Juan, a single 

man who was Guadalupe’s ex-husband. The residence group also included two men who spend 

their time between Puerto Luz and Puerto Maldonado: Lucho, a fourth Tayori brother, and 

Fermin, son of Juan and Guadalupe. Gray (1997a) calls these residence groups “clan blocks” 

because, as clans are patrilineal, all siblings living in the same block belong to the same clan. 

Clans, however, are not territorial as their members are dispersed among the various clusters of 

the community.2 

In Puerto Luz, residence groups formed as a result of physical separation, which is how 

the Arakmbut solve their internal conflicts, common to many Amazonian indigenous peoples. 

After fleeing the mission of Shintuya in 1969, the Kupodneri Arakmbut established in the Upper 

Karene, where they founded the village of Puerto Alegre. Puerto Alegre had a nucleated 

settlement pattern, with most of the houses arranged around a soccer field. In 1975, the entire 

                                                 
2 Gray found in San José del Karene an additional kin group called wambet, which is a smaller, dispersed group 

whose members are greatly linked by affinity relationships in which women are more influential (Gray 1996, 1997a, 

b). In Puerto Luz, I could not identify wambet groups. 
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settlement moved to Puerto Luz, its current location, located midway between Puerto Alegre and 

Boca Colorado, at the mouth of the Karene River, where a post of the Banco Minero was set up 

in 1973. In their new location, the Arakmbut would have greater access to the Banco Minero and 

better gold placers. At the beginning, the Arakmbut built their houses around a soccer field, 

reproducing the settlement pattern they had in Puerto Alegre. But as the population grew, 

conflicts between families became very common. My informants mentioned gossip and theft as 

the primary causes of these conflicts. To avoid these tensions most of the households detached 

themselves from the group and moved to separate parts of the community. Over time the children 

of these households got married and opted mainly for a virilocal postmarital residence, building 

their own houses close to their parents.’ Virilocal postmarital residence has been possible since 

the preferential norm for marriage was the exchange of sisters. Sister exchange enabled men to 

forfeit their bride service obligation, increasing the possibility that brothers living together form 

residential groups. 

As I described in Chapter 3, each household has also an encampment where they wash 

gold. These camps are located far from the village, along the banks of the Huasoroko River. 

There, a man, his close kin and sometimes some highland workers spend most of the year 

working gold, returning to the village on their way to Delta Uno every one or two weeks to sell 

the gold extracted, buy goods, and catch up on news. These mining camps reproduce the cluster 

division in the village, since households related by kin ties tend to build their camps close to each 

other. 

In Arakmbut culture, clans provide a fundamental source of collective identity and 

solidarity to their members. The norm is that, since clan members regard themselves as 

descended from a common ancestor, they are expected to help each other (Gray 1996; Moore 

1975). For example, when a woman distributes meat that her husband has brought into the house, 
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she should privilege women who are married to men of her husband’s clan as the recipients of 

the meat. Also, when there is a dispute between members of different clans, people are expected 

to support those members of their own clan, regardless of who is right or wrong in the dispute. 

Thus, clans with more members often dominate the smaller ones, which sometimes detach from 

the community to join members of the same clan who live in other communities (Moore 1975). 

Even the skills and qualities of a person are claimed to be shared by his or her clan mates, while 

any criticism to a member of a clan may be perceived as an insult to the whole group, generating 

its vigorous defense by its members (Gray 1996:80-1). 

 

 

Figure 4-1.  Residence group, Puerto Luz. Photo by Danny Pinedo 

 

Nevertheless, in Puerto Luz I did not see clans playing a role other than prescribing the 

rules of a marriage partner. It seems that due to some factors among which we can include 
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increasing participation in monetary economy through gold mining, clan solidarity declined and 

became restricted to the members of residential groups. I was able to observe several quarrels 

that involve members of the same clan. This does not mean that in the past clan solidarity always 

prevailed, and tensions between members of the same clan did not exist. It seems that clan 

solidarity was stronger when young men were not seeking spouses, and weaker when they 

competed over women (Gray 1997a:227). Moreover, clan solidarity may have varied according 

to the prevalence of virilocal or uxorilocal marriage arrangements. Uxorilocal marriage 

emphasizes solidarity between a man and his in-laws because he establishes residence at his 

wife’s residence group, while in virilocal residence solidarity between siblings becomes more 

important because men remain at their residential groups, forming clan blocks. Nevertheless, 

while I found virilocal marriage being prevalent in Puerto Luz, clan solidarity was not so 

important. 

Everyday interaction is primarily with other households in the residence groups. While 

the different residence groups in the community are clearly separated from each other, they are 

located within walking distance. During my time as a dweller of one of these residence groups, 

however, I hardly saw people from other residence groups coming to visit. Interaction among 

households in a residence group takes place in the form of generosity and cooperation based on 

generalized reciprocity, meaning that someone who provides goods and services to others does 

not necessarily expect a return in the short term (Sahlins 1965). Generosity is expressed through 

meat sharing, while cooperation among households includes collective fishing. Since each 

household is to a large extent self-sufficient in providing the means for its subsistence, 

cooperation among households in a residence group is basically intended to strengthen solidarity. 

Redistribution of food among domestic units in indigenous Amazonia has been described 

as a form of informal gift exchange (Smith 2002). Some scholars, however, contend that among 
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some native Amazonians meat sharing is not a form of reciprocity. Hvalkof and Veber (2005), 

for example, point out that for the Ashéninka of Gran Pajonal food sharing is a moral imperative 

based on generalized exchange and an ideology of “everybody share everything with 

everybody.” The key to this form of exchange is not reciprocity, which implies that someone 

offers something in exchange for a future retribution. Among the Ashéninka all members of a 

community have the right to demand and receive from others who in turn have the obligation to 

give, a type of sharing that has been labeled “demand sharing” (Peterson 1993). The right to 

demand and receive, however, is not necessarily accompanied by an obligation to reciprocate.3 

Gray (1997a:140) suggests for the Arakmbut that while meat sharing is mainly an act of 

generosity that does not require an immediate response, it is still a form of gift exchange since 

the prestige gained through generosity can be considered as the “return” of the gift, creating an 

exchange. For the Arakmbut, prestige and respect are gained by being generous with others, 

which is expressed by satisfying the desire of others (Gray 1997a:138). Generosity allows people 

to counteract accusations of selfishness and meanness which arise from acts that give rise to 

jealousy in others, especially holding back material goods or knowledge. The spheres of activity 

in which generosity qualities can be recognized vary between genders (Gray 1997a:140). Men 

show generosity mainly through the distribution of meat, while women do so through the sharing 

of products that not all women grow—such as peanuts, sweet potatoes, papa del monte, or 

barbasco—among close relatives and neighbors (Gray 1997a:139). 

In Puerto Luz, when a man brings in game meat, his wife or other female members of his 

household chop it into several pieces, keep the best pieces and generously distribute the rest 

among residents of the same cluster. Meat sharing will depend on the availability of meat from 

                                                 
3 This contrasts with other descriptions of the Ashéninka, which depict this people as valuing generosity more than 

unilateral taking (see Killick 2005). 
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large game animals such as a tapir or a peccary, since these species provide enough meat to feed 

the hunter’s household and share it with other households in the residence group. The recipient 

households are not expected to reciprocate sometime in the future, as the hunter distributes the 

meat as an expression of generosity. In practice, some households are more generous than others 

and hence meat may flow more from specific households to the others. This happened in the 

residence group in which I resided, where a young Arakmbut was a better hunter than the adult 

men of the cluster and hence hunted more. I observed that this household distributed more meat 

than the others. 

Since each family is able to provide the necessary labor to cultivate its gardens, from 

clearing the forest to harvesting, gardening does not involve reciprocal relations among 

housholds. Nevertheless, households that lack enough labor force to meet their production needs 

may receive generous aid from relatives and neighbors. This happens when people are helped 

with some heavy tasks in their gardens. For example, an old woman would be helped by her sons 

and sons-in-law to plant barbasco in her field, a service for which she will not provide a 

retribution. A man can can get help from his brothers to plant barbasco, without the expectation 

of return in the near future. One of my informants pointed to the fact that generosity in gardening 

may take place when a woman needs help in her gardens because her husband is taken to drink 

and does not help her with heavy tasks like clearing. Sometimes, however, generosity may 

involve some degree of reciprocity. For instance, l observed how a woman was helped to sow 

and harvest peanuts by female relatives from a neighboring residence group who in return took 

part of the harvest with them, which indicates that reciprocity does not imply an exchange of the 

same goods and services.4  

                                                 
4 Reciprocity among the Arakmbut may encompasse more than the exchange of goods and services. It also 

incorporates mutual visits (in the case of the fiesta for community founding anniversary) and the exchange of 



 

 

125 

 

Generally, generosity is practiced by those who live in the same residence group. Meat is 

rarely shared with people outside the residence group, even if they belong to the same kin group. 

In other words, generosity is restricted not only to other Arakmbut, but also to those who are 

close kin and friends. The Arakmbut are seldom generous with non-Arakmbut people, as I 

myself was able to experience, which may have been related to the fact that the Arakmbut do not 

normally turn outsiders into kin by calling them by kinship names. During my stay in Puerto 

Luz, only one man used to call me huama’buy, which is the Harakmbut word for a man’s 

brother, and even in this case the relationship was not driven by generosity.5 At first I thought 

this lack of kin reference was because of my own personality, but then I realized that it was 

indicative of a general avoidance by the Arakmbut of using kin terms to refer to unrelated and 

specifically non-Arakmbut incomers. Also, despite my intention to keep my relations with my 

hosts free of monetary transactions, they made it clear from the very beginning that their 

relationship with me would not be based on generosity and that I would have to pay for the food 

and lodging they provided me. 

Some aspects of generosity and reciprocity may have broken down due to individualistic 

behavior that the Arakmbut adopted in the missions or with the increasing monetization of the 

economy. For example, some people prefer not to help others in their gardens because that would 

take time away from their work in gold mining. In the past, when a man found a gold deposit, 

whether on a recently flooded beach or on a dried stream bed, he shared the information with 

close relatives, to whom he invited to mine together. This was common when money was scarce 

and only a few individuals owned motor pumps. Gold mining was practiced by a few groups 

                                                                                                                                                             
women among clans (Helberg 1996). Nevertheless, since the number of Arakmbut women marrying mestizos has 

increased in the last years, which is provoking a gender imbalance within the community, the reciprocal exchange of 

women between clans has become very difficult to accomplish. 

5 The term is also used to designate a woman’s sister (Tripp 1995). 
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formed around motor pumps. But when the majority of people became able to afford motor 

pumps, large groups of kinsmen stopped cooperating in gold mining, which turned into a 

household activity. In the rainy season, when the river floods beaches families compete for gold 

deposits rather than sharing them. One morning, after a rainstorm that lasted all night long, I was 

woken up by the constant noise of boats sailing up the Karene River. When I inquired Guadalupe 

for the reason of the unusual high activity in the river, she told me that the river had overflowed 

and people were in a race for gaining the best gold deposits that were formed. Nevertheless, the 

notion of the Arakmbut as generous people persist even after these changes. One of my 

informants said that, unlike the Arakmbut, amikos are selfish and never share a gold placer. 

Fishing with the poison plant called barbasco is another activity carried out at the level of 

the residence group. During the dry season, all households of a residence group, including elders 

and children, gather to fish with barbasco. This type of fishing requires the cooperation of 

several households in blocking a section of a stream, pounding the plant roots, introducing the 

juice to the water, and catching the fish that surface down the stream. While fishing with 

barbasco is a collective endeavor, each family catches and consumes its own fish. 

The residence group is also where everyday socializing takes place. Socializing occurs in 

the form of gatherings for chatting and beer drinking. In the evening, after having finished a 

work day people go to the river to have a bath. Upon returning from the river and before dinner, 

adults and children cluster in small groups outside their huts to chat. Before the community got a 

power generator and most of the families purchased televisions, chat gatherings went on for 

hours. Now they do not take too long as people return to their huts as soon as the power 

generator is turned on and electricity is available to power televisions. On the other hand, beer 

drinking is perhaps the most important mechanism of socialization. Sharing drinks involves 

mainly people who live in the same cluster and hence happen to be members of the same kin 
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group or friends. When doing fieldwork in Puerto Luz, I was struck by the high level of alcohol 

consumption among male adults and even youngsters. When men were not working in their 

mining camps and stayed in the village for some days, it seemed to me that they were drinking 

all the time. For this reason, at the beginning I had a bad attitude towards beer drinking, not only 

because running into drunk people at every corner of the village was annoying, but also because 

that was preventing me from finding sober informants. But as my fieldwork developed I came to 

realize the importance of this activity for Arakmbut socialization. By talking, getting drunk 

together and, in general, having a good time, social bonds are created and strengthened. During 

beer drinking, people also have the opportunity to show generosity by offering beer to their 

partners.  

Friends and Compadres 

Nearly as important as kinship ties, friendship and godparenthood describe many 

relationships among some Arakmbut people and between them and outsiders. These social ties 

are based on moralities of generosity, reciprocity and loyalty, but their intensity depends on the 

social distance of the people engaged in the relationships. These moralities strengthen pre-

existing relationships or create new ones when no previous relationships existed. In this sense, 

these social ties are essential social resources that assure individuals and groups access to 

otherwise unavailable material resources.  

Long interested in kinship ties, anthropology has paid relatively little attention to 

friendship and the culturally diverse set of relationships that it describes (Bell and Coleman 

1999). The culturally rooted ideologies of friendship, as well as the diversity of spaces and 

historical contexts in which they have been produced, make it difficult for anthropologists to 

define and analyze friendship relations (Killick and Desai 2010). Nevertheless, while friendship 

should definitively be understood as culturally specific, there is still room for some universal 
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features. In this sense, in most cultures friendship is a relationship that stands in contrast to 

kinship, and is formed, in some cases voluntarily, between relatively autonomous individuals 

who consider themselves of equal status, and are engaged in reciprocal, affectionate relations 

(Killick and Desai 2010). Unlike friendship in Western culture, where indebtedness is not 

considered to be part of the relationship between friends, among Amazonian groups such as the 

Asháninka friendship is not based on affectionate sentiments, but on instrumental relations led by 

the desire of getting highly valued goods, as well as on gift exchange and the log-term relations 

to which mutual indebtedness gives rise (Killick 2008, 2010). In his definition of friendship in 

the Amazon context, however, Santos Granero (2007:3) prefers to emphasize the mutual 

generosity that link the individuals involved. I suggest that the prevalence of one morality or the 

other depends on the social distance between the people engaged in friendship. 

 Within the community, the Arakmbut develop friendship ties mainly with those with 

whom they interact the most. As we have seen, they interact more with people living in their 

same residence group, which explains why one’s friends are very often neighbors. To a lesser 

extent, friendship ties may involve dwellers of other residence groups. Friends may include 

relatives and unrelated people. Friendship and kinship are not mutually exclusive, as one person 

may befriend his consanguineal or affinal kin. Sometimes, friendship may take precedence over 

relations with kin, as it is precisely its voluntary nature and the lack of the oppressive and 

hierarchical relations associated with kinship that make friendship more attractive and sometimes 

more important than kinship (Santos Granero 2007). 

Friendship is based on morals of mutuality, trust and loyalty. Among Arakmbut people, 

friendship is primarily based on generalized reciprocity and deferred exchange, although some 

more balanced reciprocal exchange may also be present. Mutual obligations vary depending on 

the social distance among those related by friendship. A man or a woman would be more 
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generous with friends that are close relatives or neighbors. In this case, when Arakmbut friends 

exchange gifts, there is no expectation of immediate and equal return. Thus, food sharing not 

only include kin people but also friends who reside in the same cluster of households. The more 

distant the social relation between the friends, the more balanced the exchange. Friendship 

among kin is what Eric Wolf (1966a:10) calls “emotional friendship,” a type of relation that 

satisfies some emotional need in each party involved, very common in solidary groups like 

lineages and communities.  

With the articulation of the region in broader economic and social processes, the 

Arakmbut not only entered in conflictive relations with outsiders, but developed social ties with 

them. It has been suggested that economic transformations associated with the spread of 

capitalism, particularly in Western societies, prompted a rise in the importance of friendship 

(Adams and Allan 1998:9-10; Giddens 1992, 2000). While friendship may have been equally 

important before the Madre de Dios region experienced rapid capitalist transformations, it did 

increase contact with a larger spectrum of outside actors. The articulation of the region to global 

capitalist processes through gold mining brought to the area thousands of mining settlers, traders, 

and state officials. The greater incorporation into the state since the 1950s also meant the arrival 

of a wide array of other outside actors, such as missionaries, school teachers, anthropologists, 

health workers, NGO staff, and corporation employees. To a greater or lesser extent, the 

Arakmbut have befriended all of these outsiders.  

As we have seen in Chapter 3, the Harakmbut call outsiders amikos, a term that seems to 

have derived from the Spanish word amigo (friend), which is how rubber traders and Dominican 

missionaries called the Harakmbut to gain their trust when they first contacted them. While the 

term amiko resembles its origin in the Spanish word amigo, it does not mean that the Arakmbut 

consider every outsider a friend. It took me some quite time to gain the confidence of some 
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Arakmbut, and after more than a year and a half of fieldwork among them, I can say that I 

became friends with only a few of them. I suggest, however, that despite what the term amiko 

may suggest, the fact is that the Arakmbut have never avoided contact with outsiders. Friendship 

with outsiders is driven by a more instrumentalist logic (interest in getting some benefits from 

the relation), and hence it is based on balanced reciprocity. With this kind of friendship, trust is 

gained through long-term reciprocal exchange. Friendship between the Arakmbut and outsiders 

is best described by what Wolf (1966a:12) has called “instrumental friendship,” in which gaining 

access to resources is vital, although this does not preclude the existence of some level of affect. 

Some relations among Arakmbut people and between them and outsiders are also 

governed by compadrazgo (godparenthood) ties. In most Catholic countries of Latin America 

and the Mediterranean region, godparenthood results from several rituals of sponsorship, among 

which baptism is the most important. When godparenthood is built upon the ritual of baptism, 

parents invite another person (usually of higher status) to be their children’s godfather or 

godmother. In this case, godparenthood consists of three sets of relationships: parent-child, 

godparent-godchild, and parent-godparent (Gudeman 1971; Mintz and Wolf 1950). Moore 

(personal communication) suggests that among the Harakmbut, the institution of compadrazgo 

was introduced by Andean mining settlers as a strategy to get access to indigenous lands. I 

suggest, however, that compadrazgo was not unknown to the Harakmbut. They may have 

become familiar with this Catholic institution when they were concentrated in missions by 

Dominican priests in the 1950s and 1960s. The missionaries baptized indigenous children as part 

of their evangelization project, for which parents were required to provide godparents. In Puerto 

Luz, godparenthood ties result only from baptism since the Arakmbut do not perform other ritual 

sponsorships required by the Catholic Church, such as first communion, confirmation or 

marriage. Every year, during the celebrations of the anniversary of the community foundation, 
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the priest of the Boca Colorado parish church visits Puerto Luz to baptize children. During the 

central day of the fiesta, the priest celebrates a mass in the community’s church, during which 

several children are baptized. 

Godparenthood is also based on a morality of reciprocity that furthers social solidarity. 

Parents and godparents become linked by a quasi-religious bond that implies obligations such as 

gift giving and a strong moral prohibition on coming into conflict with each other. Because of 

the solidarity bonds they create, godparenthood ties are used as a social resource to gain access 

to land, capital, and other scarce resources. This explains why the Arakmbut prefer to choose 

outsiders as compadres since they have a greater socio-economic status. While godparenthood 

can link together people of either differing or equal status (Mintz and Wolf 1950; Foster 1969; 

Paul 1942), the first type is more common among the Arakmbut and other Amazonian groups 

such as the Ashéninka (Killick 2005, 2008, 2010). Table 4-2 shows that between 2008 and 2012 

the majority of baptismal godparents in Puerto Luz were outsiders. Fifty-eight percent of 

godparents are Andean or mestizo people, while only 27% are Arakmbut. Outsiders usually have 

more access to resources and networks with the outside world. Godparenthood relationships with 

gente blanca enable the Arakmbut to get access to economic capital, which is scarce for the 

Arakmbut but not for outsiders. For settlers and mestizos, godparenthood allows people to get 

access to community lands or indigenous labor. Even when other Arakmbut are chosen for 

compadrazgo relations, the godparents are of a higher status than the parents. Arakmbut people 

who own chupaderas are most desirable as godparents. I also learned of an Arakmbut young man 

who was the godfather of several children in the community. This Arakmbut was a prosperous 

merchant and owner of a clothes store in Lima. 
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Table 4-2.  Ethnic origin of godparents in Puerto Luz, 2008-2012 

Ethnicity                                             Number                        Percent 

 

Andean/mestizo 

Arakmbut 

Mixed 

 

Total 

41 

27 

3 

 

71 

58 

38 

4 

 

100 

Source: Elaborated with data from baptismal records of the Boca Colorado parish. 

 

Many godparenhood relations with mining settlers were built since the early 2000s, after 

a group of miners established themselves in an area called La Cumbre, which despite being 

located outside the titled lands of the community it was used as a hunting and gathering ground. 

This invasion gave rise to violent confrontations with the community, but the conflict was finally 

solved when the Arakmbut allowed the settlers to extract gold in the area in exchange for rent or 

regalías, as it is known locally.6 The miners, who came to be known as “invitados,” began to pay 

weekly rent to community members on an individual basis.7 During the years of greater 

production of gold in La Cumbre, each Arakmbut had between two and three invitados, although 

there were some who came to have five or six. The productivity of gold in the area declined and 

most of the invitados left, but the Arakmbut still recall the good old days in which they made 

large amounts of money through the regalías. 

Over time, the Arakmbut and their invitados engaged in relationships of friendship and 

compadrazgo in order to strengthen the bonds between them and assure a stable access to capital 

and land. The interest in forming godparenthood relations was mutual. While the settlers used the 

relationship to legitimize their access to indigenous lands, the Arakmbut used them to gain a 

regular source of income and aid in times of need. Indeed, the Arakmbut started to resort to their 

                                                 
6 This event and its further consequences will be described in detail in Chapter 5. 

7 Invitados also have to pay rent to the community, money that goes to a communal fund that is mainly used to cover 

the costs of the constant trips that community leaders make to Puerto Maldonado in order to attend meetings called 

by FENAMAD. 
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invitados in the event of an emergency. An Arakmbut from Puerto Luz described to me how he 

got help from his compadre when his daughter got sick: “I told my wife ‘she [his daughter] is 

getting worse, what are we going to do? The money we have is not enough; we have to go see 

my compadre.’ He works in La Cumbre. So we went to see him, we walked to his camp. And he 

gave us the money to cure our daughter.” 

Even though invitados should pay rent to have access to community lands, the 

relationship between them and the Arakmbut is still framed in terms of friendship and 

godparenthood. This implies that the relationship is seen in terms of reciprocity, which involves 

not only the exchange of rent for the right to extract gold within community lands, but also the 

provision of gifts (goods and services) on the part of the invitados. Wolf (1966a:16) asserts that 

when reciprocity between instrumental friends becomes too imbalanced, friendship may turn into 

a patron-client relation. Similarly, some scholars argue that godparenthood relations, especially 

those formed between indigenous and mestizo people, may become more vertical and evolve into 

clientelism (Osborn 1968; van den Berghe and van den Berghe 1966). This is more apparent 

when the person who has the lower status, usually the indigenous one, tries to withdraw from the 

relation when it has become oppressive, and the higher status person seeks to enforce clientelism 

by involving his partner in debt. The difference in status, which characterizes godparenthood 

relations between indigenous and mestizo persons, reinforces the vertical nature of the relation, 

turning it into more clientelist. This is not the case for the Arakmbut, as their friendship and 

godparenthood relationships with the invitados lack a component of coercion or exploitation, 

even though Arakmbut’s social status is lower compared to that of the invitados. The Arakmbut 

have the freedom to terminate the relation whenever they feel it involves a highly disadvantage 

exchange. 
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Godparenthood relations with settlers not only became a relatively reliable source of 

financial capital; they also created economic dependence and prompted social differentiation 

within the community. Until the early 2000s, the Arakmbut practiced an artisanal gold mining, 

and productivity and profits remained small. For most Arakmbut, regalías supplemented the 

income they were already obtaining through their own work in mining, but for some they 

represented the opportunity to improve their mining technology and substantially increase their 

profits. Regalías offered the Arakmbut the opportunity to rapidly access economic capital with 

which they would be able to buy the equipment necessary to mine gold at a more productive 

scale, especially chupaderas. Over time, only a few Arakmbut managed to get enough capital, 

buy chupaderas, and break the economic dependence upon their invitados, although they 

continued demanding regalías from them. For the majority, however, regalías continued to be the 

only means to obtain cash income. 

School teachers are also good prospects for godparenthood relations. Most of the teachers 

who run the elementary school and kindergarten in Puerto Luz are outsiders, primarily of 

Andean origin. They are very valued by the Arakmbut for their knowledge on and networks with 

the outside world. For this reason, they are usually asked to provide several services to the 

community, such as to write the minutes during community meetings, write letters to state 

officials and the oil company, or drive the sick to the health center in Delta Uno. School teachers 

are very influential actors in the community. They can even call work parties to repair or paint 

the school, or carry the milk provided by state programs, work parties that work better than the 

ones called by the community officials, since school teachers have better mechanisms to punish 

defection (e.g. preventing children from attending class). Due to their great influence, school 

teachers are asked to become compadres by many Arakmbut. For example, in a conflict between 
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the school principal and an Arakmbut extended family, the principal was supported by a network 

of Arakmbut families among which many had compadrazgo ties with him. 

Godparenthood relations, however, are not as stable as one would expect them to be. 

During the first years of the relationship the tie is stronger, but over time it may get weaker or 

vanish, especially if the compadre leaves the village. Many informants told me they used to have 

compadres, but they no longer had them. Most settlers come to the area seeking to mine gold, 

and when the when the gold is gone they move to another place, which makes compadrazgo 

relations more difficult to sustain. Some of my informants told me they had not seen their 

compadres since they left the community several years ago. When gold in La Cumbre became 

scarce and productivity went down, most of the invitados left. 

Another source of instability in the compadrazgo with invitados is the tensions that this 

relationship often entails. My Arakmbut informants told me that an important reason for these 

tensions is that invitados often cheat on them about the amount of gold they extract weekly, and 

therefore pay the Arakmbut less regalías than they should. The Arakmbut do not trust amikos 

because they are believed to lie very often. These tensions accentuated when gold production in 

La Cumbre decreased and the Arakmbut did not lower the amount of the regalías accordingly. It 

is precisely to countervail the lack of trust and make the relation more reliable that the Arakmbut 

sought to engage in godparenthood relations with the invitados. 

Patrons and Clients 

An additional strategy that outsiders use to gain access to the community lands and 

resources is debt peonage. Debt peonage is a form of clientelist or patron-client relation based on 

indebtedness. Clientelism has been defined as the vertical relation between actors with unequal 

power who exchange different types of economic resources for political support, based on a 

sense of solidarity that creates the obligation to be loyal to the other party (Eisenstadt and 
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Roniger 1984). Patron-client ties specifically link Arakmbut with outsiders, such as timber 

patrons and state and corporation actors. There are no patronage relations among Arakmbut 

people. Locally called habilitación, debt peonage is very common to many parts of the Amazon 

region. In Puerto Luz, it is primarily established by mestizo patrons interested in exploiting the 

community’s timber resources. The patron advances on credit money, tools, and other goods that 

are needed to extract the timber, and the Arakmbut has to sell the extracted timber to the patron 

at a price set by the latter.  

Unlike compadrazgo relations with mining settlers, very few Arakmbut engage in debt 

peonage relationships with timber patrons. There are two reasons for this. First, the Arakmbut 

prefer gold mining to logging because the former provides faster returns. The shortest time one 

has to wait until enough gold has been extracted and is ready to be sold is one week, while in 

logging one has to wait several months to see any profit. Second, the Arakmbut would rather 

have friendship and compadrazgo relationships with outsiders than patron-client relationships. 

This is because the latter involve more vertical relationships and the Arakmbut people tend to 

avoid social relationships that place them in an openly subordinate position. They prefer more 

horizontal relationships such as friendship and godparenthood because these relationships offer 

them more freedom of withdrawing the engagement if they feel it is turning into a exploitative 

relationship, without experiencing any social sanction. 

Even though patron-client ties imply a more vertical relation than friendship and 

compadrazgo, they are not the exploitative relations they used to be in other parts of the Amazon. 

Indeed, the literature describes how the system of habilitación (also referred to as aviamento in 

the Brazilian Amazon) economically exploited Amazonian indigenous people by creating debts 

that they were not able to pay (Brown and Fernández 1991; Santos Granero and Barclay 2000; 

Varese 2002). In Upper Madre de Dios, after the decline of the rubber boom and the missions, 
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patrons never had unlimited power over the indigenous population. When the Arakmbut were 

under the influence of missions, the missionaries controlled access to trading goods and the 

indigenous people’s interaction with the outside world, preventing the Arakmbut from entering 

in direct contact with patrons and merchants. When the missionaries’ influence declined, gold 

mining and the setting up of a post of the Banco Minero in Boca Colorado, where they could sell 

their gold and purchase trading goods, enabled the Arakmbut to circumvent the patrons’ attempts 

to control access to goods and establish debt peonage relations (Moore 1981). As gold mining 

represents the main source of cash income, the Arakmbut do not depend on debt peonage with a 

timber patron to get access to money and other desired goods. Therefore, if debt peonage terms 

turn too disadvantageous for the Arakmbut, they may terminate the relation without experiencing 

any social sanction. As a result, the Arakmbut are in a good position to negotiate more 

advantageous terms in their relationship with timber patrons. 

One morning, I was alarmed by the screams of a woman whom I would later that day 

learn was the wife of a mestizo timber patron. The woman was chastising her husband for having 

advanced money to Marcos, Guadalupe’s husband, to extract timber, which they had not fully 

received. The couple arrived in Puerto Luz to collect the debt and were staying at Marcos.’ Even 

though initially Marcos had been delivering some timber to the patron, he was not able to either 

extract more timber or give him the money back because his tractor broke down. In order to help 

Marcos complete the timber extraction, the patron gave Marcos additional money, which irritated 

his wife even more and caused her rage to burst. Marcos had told them he would pay them back 

with the sale of two chainsaws he owned, but the sale could not be accomplished. Marcos had 

spent the money advanced by the patron paying some debts to the boarding school his daughter 

was attending in Cuzco. Guadalupe told me that if they did not pay the debt their daughter would 

no longer be allowed to stay in the school. The patron and his wife spent some days in the 
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community, during which they begged and even cried to have their money back, but Marcos 

would not comply. Marcos’ wife said later that the patron and his wife did not understand they 

were not able to pay the debt. Another patron who advanced them money on credit for timber 

extraction had to wait up to three years to get the timber. The patron’s wife wanted to be given a 

chainsaw as part of the payment, but she was told the chainsaw had been pawned.  

This example shows that while Marcos was economically indebted to the mestizo patron, 

he was not politically obligated to him, as he had the chance to choose when he would give the 

money back to the patron. Although their greater access to capital makes patrons economically 

more powerful, they lack the political power that may assure them complete dominance over the 

Arakmbut. This explains why iinvitados have to resort to social ties such as godparenthood to 

strengthen their relation with the Arakmbut and make them more durable. 

A very different situation is the clientelist relation Hunt Oil has established with the 

people of Puerto Luz. Compared to timber patrons, the oil company is tremendously more 

powerful, not only economically but politically, and may use that power to incline the balance of 

exchange almost absolutely to their side. According to the Peruvian legislation, titleholders of oil 

and mining concessions are granted the right to explore and exploit the mineral and hydrocarbon 

resources lying in the subsoil, but not any rights with respect to the surface land. When a 

concession overlaps surface land owned by third parties, the titleholder of the concession may 

either buy the land or obtain an easement, both of which require direct agreement with the 

landowner. If such agreement is not reached within 30 days, the titleholder of the concession 

may request that state authorities impose an easement. If approved, the indemnification is 

appraised and the easement is granted. Hunt Oil was granted Block 76 in 2005, which greatly 

overlapped the Amarakaeri Communal Reserve and some of its bordering native communities. 

When they began seismic exploration, several seismic lines went through Puerto Luz’s 
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community territory. In compensation for the damages produced by these seismic lines, the 

Puerto Luz demanded the provision of several goods and services. Between 2011 and 2012, this 

compensation included a monthly supply of gasoline for the community’s power generator, 

supplies for the school, and support to the sick through health campaigns and emergency 

evacuations to Puerto Maldonado or Cuzco. 

Since not all in Puerto Luz favored the presence of the oil company within the reserve 

and the communities, the oil company used the compensation and gift giving to gain the 

opponents’ support. In order to strengthen this strategy, the company regularly delivered gifts to 

the community, such as presents for the children and fruitcake during Christmas time or other 

material rewards such as transport. The need for economic resources in some cases led the 

community members to accept the compensation and the gifts, even though by doing so they 

were implicitly legitimizing the presense of the company. According to Fox (1994), the survival 

needs of the poorest members of society make them especially vulnerable to clientelist 

incentives. But in the case of Puerto Luz, it was apparent to me that for the majority of people 

the allure of gifts such as gasoline for the power generator played a crucial role. 

Some of these clientelist relations take place at the individual level, since one of the 

strategies used by the oil company has been coopting indigenous leaders through gift giving. 

Community officials were particularly chosen with whom to develop patron-client relations 

because of their capacity to convince other members of their communities. While these relations 

were kept secret, my informants mentioned to me some signs that they believed to be indicative 

of their existence, such as leaders being seen in the company’s four-wheel drive trucks, or having 

some drinks with the company staff in local bars.  
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Community and Fiestas 

All the residence groups together form the settlement group. Although the Arakmbut 

have a relatively nucleated settlement pattern, interaction between households at the settlement 

group level is limited. Activities that involve all residents of the village are confined to 

communal meetings and fiestas. The communal meeting or assembly is not an indigenous 

practice; it was introduced when the settlement was officially registered as a “native community” 

in 1980. Since then, all family heads are required to attend these assemblies, which are held 

whenever making a decision concerning community affairs is needed. Even during these 

meetings, however, family groups do not mix together; they occupy particular areas of the 

communal house where the assembly is held.  

The fiesta to celebrate the anniversary of the community founding attracts almost all the 

residents of the village. Cumbia music played by a hired band and the conspicuous consumption 

of beer are attractions that nobody wants to miss. This fiesta, which is held every December 8, is 

the only occasion in which the whole community gathers to dance and drink beer. Nevertheless, 

as with the communal assemblies, I observed that during this event smaller groups based on kin 

and friendship ties formed to share drinks. It is common that when men get drunk, fights occur 

between members of different clans. I suggest that these work as an informal mechanism to 

reduce existing tensions between kin groups. 

These fiestas are also the social space for interaction with the Arakmbut of the 

neighboring community of San José del Karene. Members of Puerto Luz and San José visit each 

other to participate in the anniversary fiestas the two communities organize each year. Since 

indigenous communities are widely spread out in the region, interaction with more distant 
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communities is less frequent.8 Some families take advantage of these events to visit some 

relatives they may have in the host community. Besides beer drinking, these fiestas include 

dancing and a soccer tournament with teams from Puerto Luz, San José and Delta Uno. Soccer 

games and fights between drunk people also enable members of Puerto Luz and San José del 

Karene to reduce tensions caused by tribal rivalries, strengthening solidarity bonds between 

them. According to Moore (2003:87), soccer games and drinking replaced the traditional rites 

that encouraged contact between malocas in precontact times.  

Anniversary fiestas also provide an opportunity to strengthen relations with Andean 

miners and mototaxi drivers. As we have seen, tensions with invitados stem from disagreement 

about the amount of the regalías they give to the Arakmbut, who consider it does not represent 

the actual amount of gold they extract. Relations with the mototaxi mototaxi are always tense 

since the Arakmbut believe the cost of the fare is too high the service bad. Miners and mototaxi 

drivers are usually asked to support the organization of the fiestas by donating beer, transporting 

it from Delta Uno or buying food and drinks that are sold during the fiesta to raise funds for the 

community. According to my informants, this support is asked in reciprocity for the 

authorization to provide transportation service between Delta Uno and Puerto Luz. Also, miners 

and mototaxi drivers are invited to participate in the soccer tournament organized during the 

fiestas. These soccer games also serve to alleviate tensions with the invitados and mototaxi 

drivers. 

While fiestas are an important space for socialization with outsiders, the Arakmbut build 

most of their social relations with outsiders in the mining town of Delta Uno. Delta Uno was 

founded by mining settlers in the early 2000s, and as a result of the last gold rush in the region it 

                                                 
8 Since the establishment of a federation of communities, federation-sponsored meetings have allowed for 

interaction between communities of all ethnic groups of Madre de Dios. I will talk about this in Chapter 5. 
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grew rapidly, becoming an important trading post in the area. Delta Uno is like any other frontier 

mining town in the Amazon: dusty (but muddy in the rainy season), chaotic, dangerous and with 

scarce state presence. Despite that, the role it plays in the area cannot be more important. Delta 

Uno provides the Arakmbut with a market where they can sell their gold and purchase trading 

goods in their several gold shops and stores. The town also provides multiple services through 

restaurants, hotels, call centers, cybercafes, and brothels. It also constitutes a hub where 

indigenous people from different communities, miners and traders meet and catch up on news. 

Motorbikes provide daily transportation from Puerto Luz to Delta Uno for just 20 soles (US$ 

7.12), using a winding trail that is covered in just half an hour. The Arakmbut travel daily to 

Delta Uno in order to sell their gold and purchase food, clothing, gasoline, mining equipment, 

and other goods. In Delta Uno they also come across their friends and relatives from San José del 

Karene. They often take advantage of these encounters to have some drinks in the numerous bars 

existing in town. Families may also go there to spend the weekend. In Delta Uno the Arakmbut 

build networks with traders and miners, and reinforce their ties with San José del Karene. While 

both men and women travel to Delta Uno, men do so more often. This is because men control the 

selling of gold, which is one of the main reasons why men visit Delta Uno. As men travel more, 

they have more opportunities to forge these networks. 

Cooperation at the settlement group level is minimum and in some cases, such as with 

barbasco fishing, it has significantly diminished. One form of cooperation at the village level is 

communal work parties. Communal labor is called by the community officials in order to repair 

community infrastructure (e.g. trails, bridges or the communal hall) or cut the grass in common 

areas like the soccer field or around the communal house and school. As with communal 

meetings, male heads of each nuclear family are obliged to provide labor to the work party or 

pay a fine. Nevertheless, the level of attendance to labor parties is low. On one occasion, I 
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observed how the community officials had to hire a man who owned a lawn mower to cut the 

grass in the soccer field because very few people showed up in the labor party called to do it. 

Communal fishing used to be a common practice in the past. All households of the community 

gathered to fish with barbasco in the Karene River, which due to its large size required the 

participation of several households to close the river and catch all the fish. This type of fishing 

was commonly organized to provide fish for consumption during communal fiestas. Today, 

however, it is rather rare. 

Population growth and increasing participation in gold mining seem to have made it more 

difficult to undertake collective action at the level of the settlement group. A census conducted in 

1978 showed that there were 111 people living in Puerto Luz (Torralba 1979). In 2012, the 

population of Puerto Luz was 357 people, which represents an increase of 221%. In thirty-four 

years Puerto Luz tripled its population. In this context, generosity and barbasco fishing have 

become activities that involve only the dwellers of residence groups. In the 1980s and 1990s, 

when anthropologist Andrew Gray conducted fieldwork among the Arakmbut of San José del 

Karene, a man could be generous not only with members of his kin group but also with the 

community at large. In this community, some individuals used to offer fiestas and distribute beer 

to the whole community. Those who were known to have profited from gold mining were 

socially pressed to redistribute their profits by offering a party and inviting beer to everyone.  

By the time of my fieldwork, people preferred to keep their money for themselves instead 

of offering parties to the entire community. The community was too big for a single individual to 

offer everyone beer. One of my informants recalled that in the 1970s if someone hunted a tapir, 

he would share the meat with the entire community. Now game meat from a large animal was 

shared only with household members of one’s residence group. Also, with families spending 

most of their time in the mining camps it was more difficult for them to organize communal 
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fishing, which had become less common than fishing parties involving only the households of 

residence groups. Work in the mining camps is also the main cause for the low tur-out for 

community work parties. 

I argue that the the main function of the settlement group level is to provide the 

Arakmbut with an instance to strengthen ties that are weak because of the lack of interaction 

among households beyond the residence groups. With so few ties between residence groups, the 

Arakmbut use fiestas to build ties between these groups and ease kin-based tensions. “Native 

communities” are artificial assemblages of indigenous families who get together for specific 

purposes, such as gain access to a school or health post. In some parts of the Peruvian Amazon, 

the creation of native communities did not even result in the spatial concentration of families, 

who keep living in a dispersed manner. In fact, the Law of Native Communities doees not 

require indigenous families to live close to each other. Among the Arakmbut, and many other 

indigenous groups of the Amazon, the “real” community is the residence group. It is this nature 

of the Arakmbut social organization what explains the lack or social ties, or their weakness, at 

the village level, and not the break down of an alledgelly collectivist culture. 

Leadership 

The day after my first arrival in Puerto Luz, Federico spent almost all day in Delta Uno. 

Upon his return, he referred to me he had been talking to the managers of Rosario Flores, a 

regionally famous folk singer who those days had been performing in Delta Uno. The 

celebrations of the anniversary of Puerto Luz were approaching and Federico’s mission was to 

find a good folk singer or cumbia band to entertain the fiesta. In the last years, the Arakmbut 

have been celebrating the community anniversary by holding a communal fiesta in which the 

main attraction is the performing of a well-known singer or orchestra. It is the duty of the head of 

the community to hire these musicians, which has become an important source of prestige. The 
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more famous the artist, the more prestige he gets. Rosario Flores was a pretty famous Andean 

folk singer in southern Peru, and hiring her would take not only a significant amount of money 

but also ability to convince her managers to perform in Puerto Luz. If Federico managed to hire 

Rosario Flores, he would be able to demonstrate his “generosity” towards the community, which 

would yield him prestige. As in the past, leadership is still based on proof of skill and generosity 

towards the community, and the prestige they grant to the leader. Nevertheless, the ways to 

express these abilities and generosity have changed. 

Indigenous Amazonians are well-known for their appreciation for personal autonomy and 

a deeply-held dislike of any form of subordination and authority. In part, this form of political 

organization has to do with the autonomy that households show in the provision of the necessary 

means of subsistence. There is no need for an overall coordinated action, except when it comes 

to defense against a common external threat. Leaders with coercive power over their fellow 

people emerge only in response to an outside threat or to lead a revolt against an oppressive 

external regime. This explains why indigenous leaders are primarily war leaders whose authority 

is temporary, for it lasts as long as the external threat persists (Lévi-Strauss 1967; Clastres 1989; 

Price 1981). Anthropologists have also written that Amazonian indigenous leaders are “strong 

men” whose position depends partly upon their ability to speak well in public (Hvalkof and 

Veber 2005). The authority of these leaders is not based on ordering others what to do, but rather 

on their ability to put forward an idea about what should be done and persuade others about it. 

Leaders do not concentrate powers of domination, but work as a focus point for others and, as 

such, their most important ability is to attract followers and keep them living near them. 

Traditionally, the Arakmbut had three categories of leaders: shamanic leaders, political 

leaders, and general leaders (Gray 1997a). The shamanic leaders included those who were 

recognized to have a capacity to cure (wamanoka’eri), and those who were recognized for their 
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ability to dream (wayorokeri). Both gained respect and influence for their knowledge and 

generosity in helping the community with health issues. Political leaders were called wantupa, a 

term that denoted respect and influence. The wantupa defended the community politically and 

sometimes even physically from threats from other indigenous communities, both Arakmbut and 

non-Arakmbut.9 It seems that in the past, the wantupa was a warrior or military leader who 

brought together one or more malocas to fight an enemy. The wantupa was respected for his 

physical strength and ability to respond to his group’s wishes and needs. Although he was very 

influential within his group, his power and position could weaken if he attempted to exert it in a 

coercive manner. General leaders are called wairi, a term used to refer to a respected man. The 

source of this respect was the wairi’s generosity and sense of responsibility for the welfare of the 

community. A wairi was a successful person in hunting and gold mining who widely distributed 

the fruits of his success. Although he did not need to be a good speaker, a wairi exerted great 

influence in collective decision-making. This influence, however, would continue as long as he 

was able to demonstrate generosity and concern about the community. To some extent, the wairi 

could also involve in the political and physical defense of the community. The authority of all 

these leaders expressed itself in the ability to tell others what to do, or decide or determine 

activities through propositions, an influence that was baaed on a notion of power that rested on 

social relations, respect and prestige. 

Arakmbut politics, however, is not only about personal qualities, but also about access to 

resources (Gray 1997a:156). People desire material goods, knowledge, and a pleasant life. 

Having the means to obtain such benefits is proof that a person have skills. These skills in turn 

show that the person has knowledge of the spirit world and outside sources of cash, goods, and 

                                                 
9 A form of warrior chief called ohpu appears to have existed prior to the rise of the wantupa, but the term is not 

used anymore (Gray 1997a:150). 
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services, all of which is widely recognized by the community. Access to resources does not 

depend on political control, but on skill and knowledge, which in most cases is available to all. 

As I already expalined, prestige and respect are gained through generosity to other 

people. The advantages of prestige are that prestigious men are liked, and the Arakmbut listen to 

what they say, which ensures that they have influence in the community. For men, the activities 

that constitute sources of generosity is the distribution of meat and the fruits of gold mining, and 

prestige increases as generosity is shown to broader social units, such as the clan or the 

community. Successful men demonstrated his generosity by distributing their gold profits 

through fiestas.10 Generosity is the primary attribute of a respected and influential person, and is 

the only way of counteracting accusations of selfishness.  

When in 1980 Puerto Luz was officially recognized as a native community, a new 

structure of political offices was introduced. In accordance with the 1974 Law of Native 

Communities, this structure included a president, a secretary, a treasurer, and a spokesperson. 

The first Arakmbut who were elected for these offices were young men who had some command 

of Spanish, had some formal education, had served mandatory military conscription, and because 

of all that were familiar with and inclined to deal with outside affairs. At the beginning, older 

men referred to these officials as wantupa, but in general holding these offices did not grant 

much prestige. This was because the holders of these offices were youth and had little 

experience, and hence had nothing to distribute. Because of their lack of personal resources, 

these young officials relied on donations from the community members to perform their duties, 

which often exposed them to accusations of misappropriating money. This was in contradiction 

                                                 
10 Another source of prestige among the Arakmbut is the ability to accumulate knowledge. This knowledge not only 

includes abilities in production activities such as hunting, house building, gathering or gardening, but also 

proficiency in performing stories, myths, songs and jokes. Oratory does not have the same value as in other 

Amazonian societies. The ability to speak well is in fact another form of entertainment, but what is important is not 

giving a long speech but a brief presentation containing jokes (Gray 1997a:145-7).  
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with the traditional notion of a generous leader, and the Arakmbut often refused to subsidize the 

officials’ activities, which often involved expensive trips to Puerto Maldonado. For this reason, 

few Arakmbut offered themselves for election, and those who did it were motivated by the desire 

of making contacts with non-indigenous Peruvians. Also, the responsibilities that men had for 

the welfare of their households were so important that most frequently they refused to take on the 

new positions. 

In the early 1990s, elders still had a great influence in the politics of the community. This 

influence remained important even though a new form of leadership, one based on the command 

of Spanish and familiarity with the national culture, was already in course at that time. 

Community officials used to work together with and listen respectfully to the elders. They were 

consulted every time an important decision had to be made. These two forms of leadership 

worked simultaneously, and each one filled a political niche. Traditional leaders mediated 

internal political relationships, while officials of the community were purely boundary leaders, 

mediating connections with the outside world (Gray 1986:21). The president and other 

community officials constituted a form of foreign affairs ministry that dealt with external 

relations without taking important decisions (Thomas Moore, personal communication). 

Although the president of the community is not an Arakmbut political authority, he became 

responsible for community affairs. While these community officials cannot decide for 

themselves, they may use the information they control to influence decisions. Because of this, 

community officials may end up making personal deals with outsiders at the expense of wider 

interests. This is why outsiders like Hunt Oil take community officials for a drink in order to 

entice them with deals and to try to influence the community. 

When I visited Puerto Luz in 2011, the elders who were active in the 1980s and 1990s 

were much older and most of them had already passed away. Those who were still alive were too 
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old and their influence was much lesser than in the past. Their knowledge of the new problems 

faced by the Arakmbut and of the even more complex forms of solving them was limited, and 

their role in decision making was almost nil. Those who were young leaders three decades ago 

are now playing the role of elders, but in this case their political influence comes out not of their 

knowledge of the traditional Arakmbut culture, but of their experience with the outside world.  

To a certain extent, there has been a fusion of traditional and modern notions of 

leadership. Wairi are now those who have previously been elected as presidents of the 

community, or have held a position in FENAMAD. These men are also the heads of their own 

residence groups and, as will be seen in Chapter 5, play an important role in mobilizing their 

kinsmen when facing an external threat. Their influence and prestige are still valued in terms of 

the generosity proved to the community, but today generosity does not necessarily comes from 

distribution of meat or drinks in a fiesta. These leaders express their generosity by using their 

knowledge of the outside world to bring benefits to the community. For this reason, a leader is 

subject to criticism if he does not show efficacy in accomplishing his duties and his prestige may 

decrease as soon as he is unable to prove skill and generosity. This is why Federico was so 

concerned about hiring folk singer Rosario Flores, as that would please the community and 

increase his prestige. Sometimes, community officials, in their desire of satisfying the 

community’s wishes, miss the point of their duties, especially when they are young. During my 

days in Puerto Luz, I was called to a meeting with some leaders and school teachers of the 

community. The purpose of the meeting was to ask me to advice Federico about his role as a 

leader. They were concerned about the fact that he had been giving in to the pressure by those 

families who were in favor of the presence of Hunt Oil in the community. 
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Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have illustrated the main components of Arakmbut sociality and their 

economic, political, and cultural underpinnings. I have shown that, among the Arakmbut, 

sociality consists of a complex combination of social ties (kinship, friendship, and 

godparenthood), which give rise to both altruistic and instrumentalist relations. The prevalence 

of one type of sociality or the other depends on social distance. Kinship and friendship ties are 

characterized by convivial interaction and generosity only among coresidents of clan clusters. 

Conviviality among close kin and friends is associated with a settlement pattern characterized by 

the dispersion of the population in smaller, discrete compounds of households based on kin and 

clan affiliations. Beyond these residence groups, people interact less and hence social relations 

are less convivial and signaled by tensions stemming from envy, competition over women. In the 

language of Robert Putnam and his followers, there is little social capital at the settelement group 

level. The settlement group level, especially through fiestas, works to strengthen ties and release 

tensions among residence groups. 

Among the Arakmbut, there is also a strong inclination to develop ties with outsiders, 

especially with Andean mining settlers. Relations with outsiders are built primarily through 

friendship, godparenthood and patron-client ties. Unlike kinship relations, ties with outsiders 

tend to be based on balanced reciprocity and therefore are more instrumentalist. In some cases, 

however, friendship ties with outsiders may be stronger than those with kin or other Arakmbut 

residing in a different cluster of households. One of the main motivations to establish relations 

with outsiders is to gain access to resources that the Arakmbut lack, especially financial 

resources, since outsiders generally have more access to economic resources and political 

influence. As relations with outsiders are driven by balanced reciprocity, any provision of goods 

or services made by the Arakmbut to outsiders is accompanied by the expectation of a 
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retribution. There is no generosity with outsiders. At the same time, any taking from strangers is 

followed by a retribution in the near future. There is no unilateral taking. In contrast with the 

predatory theory of Amazonian sociality, and some descriptions of Amazonian peoples as overly 

generous with strangers, the Arakmbut show neither generosity nor predatory forms of engaging 

with outsiders. 

Related to this feature of Arakmbut sociality is their avoidance of relations that put them 

in a subordinate position to outsiders. Nevertheless, some Arakmbut engage in debt peonage 

with timber patrons, while the entire community is in a client position regarding Hunt Oil. Debt 

peonage with timbermen is explained by the fact that relationships with patrons are no longer as 

exploitative as they have been during the rubber boom. Since the decline of the rubber boom in 

the region, timber and other patrons have not regained complete control of access to trading 

goods, which prevented them from creating bonds of dependence among indigenous people. 

Gold mining provides the Arakmbut not only with faster economic returns but also direct access 

to the market. Clientelist relations with Hunt Oil, in contrast, are more vertical and exploitative 

as the company exerts more power than timber patrons, and the Arakmbut have no control of the 

terms on which the relationship takes place. 

Unlike theories of Amazonian sociality that emphasize either conviviality or predation as 

the main concern of Amazonian peoples, the Arakmbut case shows a more sophisticated 

combination of both features. In the current situation, it is very unlikely that Amazonian 

indigenous groups exhibit either a convivial or predatory form of relating among themselves and 

to others. An overemphasis on either form of sociality can only stand on social contexts that no 

longer exist for the majority of indigenous peoples of the Amazon: the complete isolation from 

outsiders or utter hostility towards strangers. On the one hand, not all kin or community relations 

are marked by conviviality and sociability; on the other, even though social ties with outsiders 
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seem to be less altruistic, there is no predatory taking. With the exception of indigenous groups 

in voluntary isolation, whose contact with the outside world would bring their decimation, most 

Amazonian societies live now in a world where the boundaries with the national society are 

inevitably shrinking, and where interactions with outsiders have in some cases become a way of 

surviving.



 

 

153 

 

 
Figure 4-2.  Puerto Luz village in 2012 
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CHAPTER 5 

SOCIAL NETWORKS AND POLITICAL MOBILIZATION 

On the morning of June 5, 2009, Peruvians awoke to the shocking news of a massacre 

that had claimed the lives of 34 people near the northern city of Bagua. The violence erupted two 

months after thousands of Awajún and Wampís Indians, supported by mestizo farmers, had 

begun blockading a highway, demanding the repeal of decrees issued in 2008 by President Alan 

García to facilitate corporate access to indigenous lands and resources in the Peruvian Amazon. 

The unrest had spread. In Madre de Dios, FENAMAD organized several strikes in support of 

these demands. While the area has a history of indigenous insurgency, the uprising culminating 

in the tragedy of Bagua seemed to mark the emergence of Amazonian peoples as a pivotal force 

on Peru’s political landscape (Rénique 2009).  

The infamous events in Bagua aroused my interest in the role of social relationships and 

the resulting networks in mobilizing thousands of indigenous Amazonians. These networks were 

based primarily on new Amazonian alliances with Andean indigenous peoples and a range of 

nonindigenous partners. Before 2009, the last successful Andean-Amazonian alliance in Peru 

dated back to the mid-1700s, when Juan Santos Atahualpa, an Inca descendant, led the 

Asháninka people of the central Peruvian Amazon in a rebellion against the Spanish. Since then, 

attempts at collaboration had been undermined by cultural perceptions stemming from the 

intrusion of Andean peoples into the Amazonians’ territory (Rénique 2009). It was not until the 

2009 Amazonian uprising that social networks took on greater importance for indigenous 

mobilization.  

Sociologists of the resource mobilization theory have long been interested in the 

influence of social networks on social movements. They have focused on the role that social 

networks play in the process of individual participation in social movements. According to these 
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scholars, social networks facilitate individual decisions to join a movement (McAdam and 

Paulsen 1993; Passy and Giugni 2001; Snow et al. 1980). Networks based on friendship with 

individuals already engaged in a movement increase incentives for participation among potential 

activists (della Porta 1988; Gould 1993; McAdam 1986, 1988; Snow et al. 1980). Social 

networks also shape the individual preferences or perceptions in the decision-making process 

regarding participation in collective action (Passy 2003). Resource mobilization theorists 

contend that the meanings inhering in social networks build or reinforce individual identities, 

loyalties, and obligations, creating potential for movement participation (Ferree 1992; McAdam 

and Paulsen 1993; Mueller 1992; Schwartz and Paul 1992; Snow et al. 1986). 

Social networks, however, are not only important for participation in social movements. 

They may facilitate access to the resources required to put social movements in motion. This 

issue has been explored by social capital theorists, who see social networks as forms of social 

capital that may be used to access resources and gain political power. Among these scholars, two 

approaches are clearly distinguishable. From an economistic approach, some theorists view 

social capital as a “public good” that results from engagement in civic associations as well as 

values and norms of trust and reciprocity. As public good, social capital is said to allow 

individuals and groups to gain access to other forms of capital (economic, human, and cultural), 

and ultimately lead to economic prosperity and democracy (Coleman 1988, 1990; Putnam et al. 

1993). Following this approach, some scholars have called attention to the role social capital 

plays in strengthening social movements’ capacity to help rural communities gain access to 

rights and resources. Within this perspective, social capital is seen as facilitating indigenous 

federations’ ability to access resources such as official recognition, legal titles for land claims, 

and funds for development projects, thereby enhancing local livelihoods (Bebbington 1997; 
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Bebbington and Perreault 1999; Bebbington et al. 1993; Perreault 2001, 2003; Perreault et al. 

1998). How are social networks positive in increasing resource access? What is the role of 

varying social ties in enabling access to resources for mobilization? 

Both scholars of social capital and resource mobilization theories tend to focus on formal 

networks, or to emphasize only some social ties like those based on friendship and 

acquaintanceship. The economistic approach of social capital, in particular, fails to distinguish 

between different forms of social capital, and to recognize the importance of informal social 

capital, such as kinship networks (Fine 1999; Harriss and De Renzio 1997). Individuals engage 

in multiple social ties that might have differing effects on social movement participation. Some 

scholars have distinguished between bonding or “strong” ties (e.g. kinship and ethnic-based 

networks) and bridging or “weak” ties (crosscutting netwoks), and assert that while the former 

strengthen solidarity within small groups, the latter bring social cohesion to the broader society 

(Granovetter 1973; Holzner 2004; Narayan 1999). What is the role of kinship, godparenthood, 

and clientelism in activists’ recruitment, especially among indigenous people? Do different 

social networks differentially affect participation in social movements? How do new network 

alliances interface with traditional kin-based networks among indigenous groups such as the 

Arakmbut? 

From a political economy approach, French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1986) posits that 

as individuals and groups are socially differentiated, social capital is always unevenly distributed 

and hence it tends to reproduce power inequalities. In this sense, social capital accretion derive 

neither from rational choice nor the capacity of networking, but from actors’ dispositions shaped 

by their place in social structure. Studies in this line of analysis suggest that social networks may 

enable certain individuals and groups to secure more capital than others (Mayoux 2001; 
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Wilshusen 2009). Political economists have critisized the economistic approach of social capital 

for its failure of consideration of the political conditions under which social capital is more likely 

to appear. Social capital tends to appear where external allies that provide support against state 

repression are available (Fox 1996:1092).  

Both resource mobilization and social capital theorists tend to use a voluntaristic 

approach, highlighting only the positive effects social networks may have on prompting 

engagement in, and facilitating access to resources for, political mobilization. The economistic 

approach to social capital, in particular, has been criticized for overlooking social differentiation 

and power relations within networks. Scholars in this vein have interpreted underdevelopment as 

a result of low stocks of social capital, rather than as a result of social inequality (Fine 1999; 

Harriss and De Renzio 1997). In what ways do power and inequality permeate networks? Given 

that social groups are differentiated in their access to economic capital and political power, what 

is the role of social networks in reducing or widening social inequalities? How are indigenous 

organizations affected by existing ethnic and gender inequalities? The indigenous mobilization 

for land rights in Madre de Dios gives us the opportunity to analyze not only the varying effects 

of social networks on political mobilization, but also how power relations influence networks. 

In this chapter, I examine the influence of kinship, friendship, godparenthood, and 

clientelist networks on mobilization for land rights and resources among the Arakmbut, both at 

the individual and collective level. First, I discuss the traditional role of kinship networks 

(bonding ties) in mobilizing residence groups at the community level. Then I examine how the 

building up of friendship networks with outsiders (bridging ties) enabled the Arakmbut to create 

inter-ethnic organizations, get access to economic resources and technical assistance, and gain 

legal rights to land. The chapter also analyzes the down side of social networks, focusing on how 
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networks the Arakmbut have forged with non-indigenous actors at the individual level 

engendered conflicts within the community. Finally, I examine the ways in which FENAMAD 

represents a contentious arena and how it contributes to reproduce existing power inequalities. I 

show that while bridging networks were more relevant in forming alliances and organizations, 

they also reproduced existing ethnic and gender cleavages. 

Indigenous Networks and Struggles for Land 

In 1975, the reformist military government of Juan Velasco Alvarado was overthrown by 

another military regimen led by General Francisco Morales Bermúdez, who passed legislation 

that liberalized extractive industries (mining, oil, and lumber) and relaxed constraints on land 

ownership (Dean 2002:211). In 1978, the new military government enacted a new mining law 

that eliminated state control of the mining activity, and promoted private investment by 

reestablishing the concession grating system. Several mining concessions, most of which 

overlapped Arakmbut communities, were granted to large mining companies and medium-sized 

miners. In addition to this, a new rise in the international price of gold in the early 1080s, led to 

the arrival of thousands of empoverished settlers from the nearby highlands. Unable to secure 

concessions, these small miners were put to work for large holders of mining concessions (Pacuri 

and Moore 1992). Many Arakmbut communities saw their lands encroached by corporations and 

small miners. Although by that time the Law of Native Communities, which officially 

recognized Amazonian indigenous settlements and granted titles to their lands, had already been 

passed, no Arakmbut settlement had their lands titled.  

The presence of mining companies and settlers caused serious impacts on Arakmbut 

livelihoods, such as soil erosion in the more fertile agricultural areas and forests, and the loss of 

important mining areas, which threatened the Arakmbut’s ability to making a living through gold 

mining (Moore 1983). The Arakmbut responded by collectively defending their lands, which led 
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to numerous conflicts and violent confrontations with the miners. In this process, social networks 

have played both positive and negative roles in facilitating indigenous mobilization. 

Networks, Recruitment and Access to Resources 

When the Arakmbut faced a common threat, especially the encroachment of their lands 

by outsiders, networks based on kinship ties played an important role in facilitating collective 

action. While in the everyday life solidarity bonds are restricted to members of kin groups, a 

common threat may prompt solidarity bonds that overrides the divisive effects of kinship and 

bind all members of the community together. This community-level solidarity is based on the 

fact that land is not owned by kin groups but coowned by all members of the community. 

Therefore, any external threat to this common property is perceived as affecting the interests of 

the majority or all members of the community. 

Once this community solidarity is set into motion, kin solidarity enhances mobilization at 

the settlement group level. Kinship solidarity enables heads of residence groups to mobilize their 

own kinsmen and friends, which is facilitated by the concentrated settlement pattern that 

characterizes these clusters. Unlike other Amazonian indigenous groups that have a dispersed 

settlement pattern, the Arakmbut live in concentrated settlements. After fleeing the mission of 

Shintuya, the different maloca groups returned to their homelands and founded new settlements 

in which they did not reproduce their precontact social organization in separate malocas. Instead, 

the new settlements were formed by members of several malocas, and the organization in 

malocas was abandoned and replaced by individual houses. In Puerto Luz, these houses were 

initially arranged around a soccer field but over the years they dispersed and formed smaller 

residence groups. Although the Puerto Luz settlement is divided into several residence groups, 

the settlement pattern is still rather concentrated, as the distance between residence groups is 

short. In the event of an external threat, spatial proximity between households within and 
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between residence groups facilitates communication and a rapid reaction. Even work in the more 

distant mining camps is not an obstacle for mobilization, since people constantly move back and 

forth between the village and the camps, which improves the spreading of information. 

Social and cultural changes that led to concentrated settlement patterns brought about 

wider networks of alliance and communication among the Arakmbut. The shift from dispersed 

malocas to concentrated villages was encouraged by the Arakmbut’s residence in the mission of 

Shintuya. In Shintuya, most of the maloca groups split up in different settlements that established 

themselves close to each other within the radius of the mission (Fuentes 1982:167). In Gran 

Pajonal, the Ashéninka formed larger settlements for different reasons, but the effects on 

networks and communication were the same (Veber 1998). Traditional small and widely 

dispersed local groups gathered around headmen who took a leading role in securing schools. 

Over time, the school-building process led to the emergence of solidarities that tied many 

scattered settlements and facilitated the formation of networks of communication and 

cooperation towards common goals. This in turn paved the way for efforts to organize and 

legally constitute native communities. This involvement in the process of community organizing 

and land titling explains the successful Ashéninka resistance to colonization and the forced 

recruitment attempts by the Maoist-inspired Sendero Luminoso (Shinning Path) guerrilla 

(Hvalkof 1994). 

These new solidarities enabled the Arakmbut of Puerto Luz to collectively expelled the 

small miners and mining companies that have sought to enter the community lands to extract 

gold since the late 1970s (Moore 1983). One of the most recent examples of this occurred in 

2003, when hundreds of Andean miners settled in La Cumbre, an area the Arakmbut of Puerto 

Luz used as a hunting and gathering ground. Although this area was part of the Amarakaire 
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Communal Reserve’s buffer zone, located outside the titled lands of the community, the 

Arakmbut considered it to be part of their ancestral territory. In response to this threat, nearly all 

men, women, elders and even children of the community, holding bows and arrows, rallied to the 

area in order to throw the intruders off the community lands. The head of Puerto Luz at that time 

described the rally as follows: 

One comunero went hunting into the forest and found mining colonists who were 

exploring the area, holding crowbars and machetes. After that, he found them 

making a trail. Then he found that the colonists had cleared the forest to establish 

themselves in that area. It was like two hectares. They had already cleared all the 

forest there. Then the comunero came back to see me and said that colonists from 

Pukiri had occupied the reserve’s buffer zone. I called all the comuneros and 

suggested that we go there. Everybody agreed. Then, they said: ‘Let’s go there 

before they build houses, before they cut all the trees down.’ I called for a meeting 

and everybody, women, men, youth, children went there. When we got there we 

realized that it was true that they had cleared like two hectares of forest, it was in an 

upland area. We found them clearing more forest with their machetes. Then we 

asked them: ‘Who gave you permission to do this clearing?’ They said nothing. 

And then we stopped them. 

Kinship networks are also important in enabling the formation of alliances between 

Puerto Luz and the neighboring community of San José del Karene. Some families from both 

communities are linked by kinship and marriage ties. Due to the lack of marriageable women in 

San José, some men from this community married Puerto Luz women and moved to this 

community. These ties created solidarity bonds between members of both communities, 

facilitating political alliances when confronting common threats. In 1992, for instance, about 

seventy-five Arakmbut men from both communities sailed down the Karene River to the trading 

post of Boca Colorado, where they broke into the municipality’s warehouse and removed 

building material that municipal officials had offered for the two communities to construct new 

schools. The Arakmbut had learned the municipal officials were selling off the building material 

(Gray 1997a). 
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Nevertheless, this solidarity is activated as long as a perception of a common threat 

exists, becoming dormant after that perception fades away. When not in the face of a common 

enemy, everyday life within the community is characterized by household autonomy and 

tensions between households, even among members of the same clan. Alliance between Puerto 

Luz and San José may turn into hostile rivalry, as occurred when members of San José entered 

the Puerto Luz lands to harvest caña brava, a woody stalk used to make arrows. Fearing there 

would not be enough of this resource for their own use, the Puerto Luz people refused to allow 

San José to take the canes (Gray 1997b).  

Some networks have the effect of inhibiting rather than prompting community solidarity. 

The rent (regalías) that invitados pay for the right to mine gold within the community has been a 

stable source of capital for many Arakmbut families. When over the years the Arakmbut 

developed friendship and compadrazgo ties with their invitados, community-level solidarity was 

difficult to achieve. The personal loyalties between the Arakmbut and their invitados that these 

ties engendered collided with the interests of the community as a whole. Thus, when some 

Arakmbut of Puerto Luz, fearing to lose their communal lands at the hands of the invitados, 

decided to expel them from the community, those with friendship and godparenthood ties to their 

invitados opposed the decision, which led to the failure of these attempts. Thus, these social ties 

have been beneficial at the family level but harmful at the community level. Also, the rent 

invitados pay to the community may have also played a role in discouraging these initiatives. 

This rent is the most important source of funds for the community coffers, which is used 

primarily to cover the travel expenses of the headmen to Puerto Maldonado or to support 

community members in need. 
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The Arakmbut of Puerto Luz have also been unable to forge community-level solidarity 

against Hunt Oil. During my stay in Puerto Luz, most of the families favored the presence of this 

corporation within the community lands, while only a few were in opposition to it. My 

interviews suggest that in this case the difficulty to reach unity among all members of the 

community mainly stems from the patron-client relationship that the company established with 

the community. Although it is obliged by law to compensate Puerto Luz for damages to its lands 

and environment, the company used this compensation as a strategy to gain the community’s 

support. Thus, Arakmbut families supported Hunt Oil as long as the company provided the 

community with petrol for its power generator, medical attention, supplies for the school, and 

gifts for the children.  

Another factor that accounted for the lack of community solidarity against Hunt Oil was 

the lack of a shared perception of the oil company as a threat to the collective interests of the 

community members. In a context where ties among households of different residence groups are 

weak, unity is difficult to achieve if there is not a common perception of external threat. This 

lack of perception of Hunt Oil as a common threat was a result of the company’s efforts to 

present itself as bringing benefits to the community, minimizing the potential environmental 

damages that oil development may bring to the Amarakaeri reserve and community lands. This 

not only caused internal tension in Puerto Luz but also worked as a divide-and-conquer strategy 

aimed at breaking communities’ allegiance to FENAMAD. FENAMAD considers the presence 

of this corporation as a threat to one of the most pristine rain forests in the region and the 

indigenous livelihoods derived from it. Hunt Oil’s tactics are very common among multinational 

oil companies willing to drill for oil in territories of native Amazonians. In Ecuador’s Amazon 

region, ARCO employed not only the distribution of jobs and gifts, but also the provision of 
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development projects to generate compliance and weaken resistance to its operations among 

indigenous communities of the Pastaza River (Sawyer 2004). Even though in its campaign 

against Hunt Oil, FENAMAD informed the communities about the threats that oil development 

represented to the natural environment within the reserve, there were still some community 

members who believed that benefits outweighed the threats and therefore chose to support the 

company. These differences in opinion cut across kin groups since members of the same 

residence group or clans showed different positions regarding the oil corporation. 

Not all networks with outsiders, however, have negatively affected the collective interests 

of the Arakmbut. When the liberal reforms of Morales Bermúdez brought increasing numbers of 

mining companies and settlers to Arakmbut lands, the need for securing legal rights to land and 

forging more permanent, supra-community alliances became more apparent. Nevertheless, 

geographical distance between Arakmbut settlements, ethnic differences, historical conflicts 

between ethnic groups, and the lack of knowledge and resources were major obstacles for 

organization and mobilization. In this context, non-kin ties proved to be more relevant in 

facilitating the building-up of networks not only between different communities and ethnic 

groups but also with nonindigenous actors. Networks with nonindigenous people were 

instrumental in helping the Arakmbut to set up organizations that would help them secure land 

titles and funds to carry out development projects. 

In the early 1980s, several local ethnic federations and the Asociación Interétnica de 

Desarrollo de la Selva Peruana (AIDESEP), an umbrella organization that encompasses local 

federations, already existed and offered an organizational model for native Amazonians. The 

“ethnic federation,” a loose association of autonomous settlements of a particular ethnic group 

(Smith 1985, 1996), was becoming the representative organization common to the majority of 
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Amazonian indigenous peoples. The Federación Shuar in southeastern Ecuador and the Congreso 

de Comunidades Amuesha in central Peru, the first ethnic federations to be formed in the 

Amazon, had been founded in the 1960s. The Arakmbut, however, had neither previous 

experience at forming organizations beyond the settlement group nor funds to undertake it. 

During the 1970s and 1980s, several Peruvian and foreign anthropologists, such as 

Thomas Moore and Andrew Gray, conducted research among Harakmbut communities, building 

up close and enduring relations of friendship with them. Some anthropologists have maintained 

these ties for decades, and even though they left Madre de Dios after completing research, they 

keep returning very often to visit and help the natives. Anthropologists were familiar with the 

model of ethnic federation and its potential for supporting indigenous people to legally defend 

their lands and promote development. Thus, the Arakmbut relied on friendship networks that 

linked them to anthropologists and human rights activists, including local and international 

nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and donor agencies, to obtain the technical and financial 

resources needed to form FENAMAD, which was established in January 1982. Anthropologists 

had not only the knowledge needed to create a federation but also networks with donor agencies 

and already existing federations. For example, an NGO helped the Arakmbut make contact with 

AIDESEP, which sent one of its leaders to support the formation of FENAMAD (Moore 1985b). 

The forging of networks with outsiders to create ethnic federations was a common feature 

in the Amazon. In most cases, the formation of these federations was encouraged by urban-based 

nonindigenous individuals and organizations such as anthropologists, missionaries, United States 

Peace Corps workers, and political parties. In Ecuador, Salesian missionaries promoted the 

creation of the Federación Shuar to counteract the growing advance of colonization into Shuar 

territory, which threatened to deprive the mission of converts and labor (Salazar 1981). In Peru, 



 

 

166 

 

this role was played primarily by anthropologists such as Richard Smith, who played a key role 

in the formation of the Congreso Amuesha, the first ethnic federation to be formed in Peru 

(Smith 1996). In Madre de Dios, Thomas Moore, an American anthropologist who arrived in the 

region in 1973 to conduct doctoral research among the Arakmbut, encouraged and provided 

technical advice for the establishment of FENAMAD. Centro Eori de Investigación y Promoción 

Regional (Centro Eori), an NGO founded by Moore, supported FENAMAD with financial aid 

and technical assistance for many years. During its initial years, the federation operated within 

Centro Eori’s offices in Puerto Maldonado, but when funding was made available through the 

support of Oxfam UK and Oxfam America, the federation moved to its own building.1  

Several reasons explain why the Arakmbut chose to forge networks with human rights 

activists, and not with state officials, political parties, or missionaries, to garner resources for the 

formation of an ethnic federation. First, the state, missions and political parties have historically 

been dominated by white or mestizo people who have often shown racism and authoritarianism 

towards indigenous people. In the Amazon, the way they often approached indigenous people 

has been marked by paternalism, clientelist relations, and attempts to coopt indigenous 

organizations. Most left-wing parties saw the formation of indigenous federations in the Amazon 

with suspicion and hostility, while others tried to absorb and control them (Smith 1996). 

Sometimes the natives, led by messianic beliefs in external salvation from colonial exploitation, 

allied with Marxist guerrillas only to be brutally repressed by the Peruvian armed forces (Brown 

and Fernández 1991). More lethal revolutionary parties, such as Shining Path and the 

Movimiento Revolucionario Túpac Amaru (MRTA), forcefully recruited, enslaved, and 

massacred Asháninka Indians (Rojas Zolezzi 2008). All these negative experiences resonated 

                                                 
1 Currently, the federation owns a modern building equipped with telephone, internet, secretary and an auditorium 

for meetings. 
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throughout the Amazon, creating distrust towards leftist political parties. In Madre de Dios, 

networks with activists and NGOs, especially international ones, allowed natives to bypass 

vertical relations with political parties, allowing resources and information to flow more freely. 

The newly created federation, however, faced obstacles stemming from traditional 

relations associated with the old mission system. One of these obstables was the great control the 

Spanish priest of Shintuya, Javier Ignacio Irairoz, had over the Arakmbut and Wachipaeri who 

lived in the mission.2 Father Ignacio had developed a patronage relation with the natives of 

Shintuya, where he ran a sawmill, raised cattle, and had a monopoly on gasoline distribution in 

the area (Moore 1984b). The mission’s sawmill and cattle ranching projects required the natives 

to work everyday, but the natives were not used to this style of work and ran away after working 

for a few days. To secure native labor, Father Ignacio endebted the natives by selling them goods 

like chainsaws on credit and allowing them to pay them off with labor (Fuentes 1982). When 

FENAMAD was formed, Father Ignacio became one of its major opponents, for the meetings the 

federation called for in Puerto Maldonado often distracted the natives from their duties with the 

sawmill. To prevent the native delegates from attending these meetings, the priest scheduled 

labor in the sawmill the same days the federation meetings were set up, or simply he did not sell 

gasoline to the delegates. According to Moore (personal communication), the Shintuya natives 

saw in FENAMAD an opportunity to free themselves from the priest. To a certain extent, the 

federation contributed to break up the patronage relations between priests and natives.  

Once FENAMAD was formed, it served as a resource to defend indigenous rights, 

especially rights to land, and bring development to their member communities. Since its 

inception, the federation’s main concern has been to help communities to secure legal rights to 

                                                 
2 The Arakmbut and Wachipaire that remained in Shintuya eventually formed a native community that was officially 

registered in 1974. 
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land and natural resources (Moore 1987; Wahl 1985). To accomplish this, the federation resorted 

to the Law of Native Communities, which had been passed in 1974 by the reformist government 

of Juan Velasco Alvarado as part of a series of structural reforms intended to diffuse social 

discontent in rural areas. The law was the first state attempt to confer legal recognition for 

settlements and collective land rights to the native inhabitants of the Amazon region (Dean 

2002). The Arakmbut realized that their recognition as “native communities” and the titling of 

their lands would enable them to better protect their territories from outsiders. The role of 

FENAMAD in implementing the titling process was to sign agreements with state agencies in 

charge of titling indigenous lands and to obtain financial and technical support from NGOs. Land 

titling was implemented through projects run by the federation or NGOs, which supported 

indigenous settlements with the long and complex process of registration, land demarcation and 

territory extension. Several Arakmbut settlements were officially registered and received land 

titles through these projects, including the communities of Puerto Luz, San José del Karene and 

Barranco Chico, which had their lands titled in 1986. The federation also helped the Arakmbut to 

obtain concessions for gold deposits located within their communities, and to get the support of 

NGOs and Congressmen to draw up and pass bills of mining legislation. Applying for mining 

concessions within community lands was used as a strategy to halt the advance of mining settlers 

into indigenous lands. 

FENAMAD also managed a number of development projects intended to make 

communities more economically autonomous. These projects covered a wide array of issues, 

including education, agricultural production, health, environmental conservation, ecotourism and 

the protection of indigenous peoples in voluntary isolation. To obtain financial and technical 

assistance to implement these projects, federation leaders forged networks with international 
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donor agencies, mainly with Scandinavian organizations such as Norwegian Agency for 

Development Cooperation (NORAD), Danish International Development Agency (DANIDA), 

and Rainforest Foundation Norway, but also with others such as Bread for the World, W. Alton 

Jones Foundation, Global Environmental Facility (GEF), and International Benevolence 

Initiatives (IBIS). Funding received through these projects helped the federation to cover its 

administrative costs. Emphasis was placed on educational projects that provided indigenous 

youth with scholarships for high school and college education, waiver of application tests to 

universities, and training in bilingual education. 

The largest of FENAMAD’s projects was the Territorial and Sustainable Development in 

Madre de Dios Program (also called Plan Karene), initiated in the early 1990s. The project was 

funded by DANIDA and implemented by FENAMAD with the support of the International 

Work Group for Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA). British anthropologist Andrew Gray, who had 

carried out doctoral dissertation in San José del Karene between the 1980s and the 1990s, had 

conatcts with IWGIA and played a key role in securing the funds. The project had two main foci: 

territorial defense and economic sustainability based on selfsufficiency. The territorial 

component incorporated a strategy to defend Arakmbut lands by strengthening its legally 

recognized boundaries, removing settlers through legal action, and providing training in 

indigenous rights and Peruvian law. The economic component included revolving funds for 

breeding small animals, which was intended to improve local diet with the consumption of 

protein (IWGIA 1999). While the land defense component succeded in titling three communities 

and evicting numerous settlers, the impact of the project in promoting selfsufficiency was 

limited, since the Arakmbut eventually became increasingly dependent on gold mining to secure 

their livelihood (IWGIA 1999). 
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These projects, I contend, were less important in bringing material benefits to the 

communities than in building capacity, both at the individual and the organizational level. 

Several individuals who received higher education through FENAMAD’s projects eventually 

became federation officials or were hired as staff for the projects implemented by the federation. 

Participation in the management of these projects also became a source of training, money and 

social status, which in turn enabled some individuals to forge and expand their personal social 

networks, and eventually get positions within the local and regional governments. Through the 

management of these projects the federation also enhanced its prestige as a competent 

administrator, which in turn increased its ability to attract more international funding. 

The indigenous individuals who led the formation of FENAMAD and became its officers 

belonged to a political elite whose authority no longer derives from traditional sources of 

knowledge and influence, but from their mastery of intercultural relations. Indeed, they received 

formal education at schools in the Dominican missions of Shintuya and El Pilar, in Madre de 

Dios, and Quillabamba and Sepahua, in Cuzco. Additionally, after finishing school, many of 

them served mandatory conscription in the army. These experiences provided them the necessary 

skills to successfully navigate in the national society: literacy, command of the Spanish 

language, and exposure to the national culture in its regional variant. Thus, upon returning to 

their communities, these individuals led the process for the official recognition of their 

settlements and, due to their knowledge of the state bureaucratic structure, were appointed as 

their first headmen. They also cultivated friendship ties with the anthropologists who would 

eventually help to create FENAMAD. 

Organizations as Networks 

While FENAMAD was primarily an initiative of Arakmbut communities, it became and 

worked as a multiethnic federation. Originally, Thomas Moore and Andrew Gray promoted the 
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idea of forming an Arakmbut ethnic federation, but the Arakmbut rapidly realized the importance 

of establishing alliances with the other ethnic groups of the region to consolidate the nascent 

organization, and opted for a multiethnic federation. Thus, when the federation was created in 

1982, the Arakmbut were supported by the Yine of Diamante and the Matsigenka of Shirigayoc 

(FENAMAD 2007). Also, as the federation proved to be efficient in helping their member 

communities to get official recognition and land titles, communities from other ethnic groups 

asked to be affiliated. From 1982 to 2012, the federation’s constituent base grew from seven to 

32 communities from all over the Madre de Dios region. This multiethnic character contrasted 

with the model of “ethnic federations,” which were originally thought as associations of 

settlements belonging to a single ethnic group. The federation’s multiethnic character was 

reflected in the name it adopted, which refers to a geographical area (Madre de Dios) rather than 

to a particular ethnicity. Nevertheless, except for including delegates from all ethnic groups 

affiliated, FENAMAD’s organizational structure reproduced the model of ethnic federations.  

Even though FENAMAD’s base communities shared a history of land invasion by 

outsiders, their ethnic differences have worked against the building of intercommunity solidarity. 

One of the main reasons for this is the rivalry, distrust and conflict that have long characterized 

relations among ethnic groups in Madre de Dios. In pre-Columbian times, most of these groups 

considered themselves enemies and remained in a permanent state of war, even among groups of 

the same linguistic family such as the Harakmbut. These conflicts were exacerbated by the 

incursion of rubber traders and missionaries into indigenous territories. For example, Zapiteri 

and Arasaeri groups, fleeing the rubber gatherers, penetrated into Arakmbut territory, causing 

conflicts over natural resources. Many of these groups fought over the trading goods that 

missionaries distributed among some groups to attract them to their missions. These interethnic 
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conflicts persisted even after the Harakmbut were concentrated in Dominican missions in the late 

1950s. The concentration of groups in settlements larger than the traditional Harakmbut 

settlements also caused conflicts over the nearby natural resources, while competition over the 

trading goods and women controlled by the priests brought about accusations of sorcery and 

even murders (Gray 1997b). Today people from the Arakmbut communities of Puerto Luz and 

San José del Karene treat each other with suspicion and sometimes with some disdain. A man of 

San José once told me that he considered the people of Puerto Luz to be “less civilized.” In 

Puerto Luz, people call those of Shintuya “sorcerers,” clearly alluding to the Wachipaire who 

live there, who are widely known for their reputation as sorcerers. Interestingly, when I was in 

Shintuya, the people had the same opinion about Puerto Luz.  

In this context, FENAMAD has contributed to create bonds of solidarity between its 

member communities. By constantly bringing together the heads of its constituent communities, 

who otherwise would not have had much contact, the federation has improved communication 

between distant indigenous settlements. During meetings called by the federation, community 

delegates not only exchange information and make collective decisions, but also, more 

importantly, construct a common identity and strengthen their solidarity bonds.3 Moreover, the 

federation calls, funds and leads protests in the form of strikes, rallies and demonstrations in 

Puerto Maldonado, in which community members participate. Engagement in these protests also 

enables indigenous people to put aside their ethnic rivalries and build identity and solidarity. 

Rick Fantasia (1988) argues that solidarity does not result automatically from collective interests 

but from relationships that emerge in action, and especially in struggles. Thus, through the 

                                                 
3 As people from these different ethnic groups are bilingual, speaking both their own native languages and the 

national language of Spanish, linguistic diversity was not an issue. Spanish is used as a lingua franca that facilitates 

communication among members of different ethnic groups. 
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creation of networks among its member communities, the federation has contributed to lessen the 

divisive effects of ethnic-based parochialism, making possible the existence of a multiethnic 

federation. 

FENAMAD has also been key in lessening the costs of mobilization of widely dispersed 

communities in a large region. Due to long distances between most communities and Puerto 

Maldonado, mobilization involves high costs of transportation, food and lodging for the 

protestors. The federation not only provides protestors with shelter by allowing them to stay in 

its own building while in Puerto Maldonado, but also, when available, allocates funds to cover 

part of these costs. The costs of mobilization significantly decreased with the growth in 

communication infrastructure that the Madre de Dios region has experienced in the last decade. 

Today almost all native communities in the region have a public satellite telephone or access to 

cell phone and Internet service in nearby towns such as Delta Uno or Boca Colorado. Through 

telephone or e-mail, information between the federation and its member communities has 

improved and it is now fluid and faster. In addition, the completion of the Interoceanic highway 

in 2011, an asphalted road that connects the Brazilian state of Acre with the Pacific coast of 

Peru, has substantially reduced geographical distance between Puerto Maldonado and many 

communities located in the middle and lower part of the Madre de Dios Basin. For example, in 

the 1980s it took a two to three-day boat ride to get from Puerto Luz to Puerto Maldonado. Now 

the same distance can be covered in four hours, and leaders of Puerto Luz constantly travel back 

and forth from their community to Puerto Maldonado, where they attend meetings or participate 

in protests. These improvements in communication have considerably reduced time and costs of 

coordination for mobilization and transportation of protestors. 
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On the other hand, the mobilization of FENAMAD’s member communities has also 

depended on existing kinship and ethnic ties linking federation leaders and members of 

communities. Kinship networks are used by federation leaders to forge political alliances and 

recruit supporters for mobilization. Federation leaders mobilize their own kinsmen and those 

groups with which they establish alliances. When federation leaders call for a mobilization, it is 

very likely that their kinfolk will join, while other kin groups have to be persuaded to participate. 

This is accomplished by convincing the leaders of these kin groups, who in turn will mobilize 

their respective kinsmen. Once federation leaders manage to form an alliance with specific kin 

groups, these groups become their followers. For example, in 2000 a federation leader from the 

Shipibo group mobilized six communities to throw a Korean mining company off the lands of 

the community of Arasaire. The six communities that supported the mobilization were primarily 

Shipibo communities. When the federation leadership is dominated by a particular ethnic group, 

federation-led mobilization is often supported by communities of the same ethnic group. 

But FENAMAD has not only relied on existing networks, but also has built new alliance 

networks with other sectors of the popular movement in Madre de Dios. These networks have 

been crucial in strengthening the federation’s capacity to express its demands. The federation 

started forging these networks in the early 1990s and over the years the range of these alliances 

has been expanded to encompass almost all rural and urban popular organizations in the region. 

While its main ally has been the Federación Agraria Departamental de Madre de Dios 

(FADEMAD), an organization representing peasant farmers who have come from the nearby 

Andean highlands, FENAMAD has also established alliances with loggers, miners, Brazil-nut 

harvesters, school teachers, the settlements on the outskirts of Puerto Maldonado, and even 

mototaxi drivers. In 2000, the federation joined with all these organizations to create a 
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coordinating body called Asamblea Regional de Madre de Dios (García 2000), which later 

changed its name to Alianza de Federaciones de Madre de Dios. In 2008, the Alianza joined the 

the Frente para la Defensa de los Intereses de Madre de Dios, the Confederación General de 

Trabajadores del Perú, and other social and political organizations to form an even higher level 

of coordination called Comité de Lucha de Madre de Dios. 

Mobilizing as part of the larger popular movement in the region has proved to be 

extremely advantageous for the achievement of FENAMAD’s goals. Several examples illustrate 

this. In 2002, after 10 years of petitioning and several mass demonstrations organized by 

FENAMAD with the support of the Alianza de Federaciones, the Amarakaeri Communal 

Reserve, a natural protected area intended to benefit the surrounding Harakmbut, Yine and 

Matsigenka peoples, was finally established. In 2008, the Alianza de Federaciones launched a 

regional strike to make local demands and support an Amazon-wide uprising led by AIDESEP 

against a package of legislative decrees passed to ease the implementation of the Free Trade 

Agreement with the United States. Puerto Maldonado was paralyzed during three days in which 

the regional government offices were occupied and ultimately burned down. These and other 

protests throughout the Amazon obliged the Congress to repeal two of the most controversial 

decrees. A year after, however, little had been done to revoke the remaining legislative decrees. 

AIDESEP then organized new demonstrations in different parts of the Amazon. In June, shortly 

after the tragic events of Bagua, a new regional strike in protest for the massacre and demanding 

the definitive revocation of the decrees was organized by the Comité de Lucha de Madre de 

Dios, ending up in a public demonstration at the city’s main square, where FENAMAD’s leaders 

symbolically burned down signs representing the legislative decrees.  
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Two other events illustrate the role of different social networks in indigenous 

mobilization. The first one took place in October 2009, when 200 natives from seven 

communities rallied to Salvación, where they would occupy Hunt Oil’s base camp and force the 

company to halt its operations within the Amarakaeri Communal Reserve. Hunt Oil had installed 

in 2007 its base camp in Salvación, a small town in the Madre de Dios province of Manu, in 

preparation for seismic exploration activities. Indigenous leaders sailed upriver for three days, 

collecting members of eight communities in their way up to Shintuya, from which they would 

continue by road. The mobilization, led by FENAMAD, also involved communities that do not 

border the reserve and hence have not been designated as beneficiaries, such as Boca Inambari, 

which nonetheless showed solidarity with the communities directly affected by the company. 

Manuel Kameno, an old Arakmbut leader of Boca Inambari, took a leading role in mobilizing 

not only members of his kin group but natives of several other communities. The mobilization 

was carried out not only by Arakmbut communities, but also by Yine and Matsigenka 

communities that are beneficiaries of the reserve and would be affected by Hunt Oil’s operations. 

Upon arriving at Shintuya, the protesters were received with insults by the Shintuya 

dwellers, who had previously signed an agreement with Hunt Oil to accept US$30,000 in 

compensation for allowing the company explore for oil within their titled lands. In Salvación, 

small peasant settlers of the area, grouped in the Federación de Campesinos de Kosñipata, 

asserted they would also be affected by Hunt Oil’s activities, expressing their solidarity with the 

natives’ demands. Fifty policemen were sent to Salvación, who dissuaded the protesters from 

their original plan of occupying the company’s installations. Instead, the natives demanded a 

meeting with high executives of Hunt Oil and high-ranking government officials, who never 
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arrived at Salvación. Hunt Oil would continue its operations in the reserve, and by 2012 it was 

preparing the opening of eight exploratory wells. 

Two years later, in March 2012, FENAMAD allied with FEDEMIN, a body representing 

mestizo miners, to launch a mobilization against some decrees that banned mining activities 

taking place outside a designated 500,000-hectare corridor. President Ollanta Humala’s 

government enacted these decrees in response to the environmental devastation caused by 

decades of illegal mining in Madre de Dios. Both miners and native communities that make a 

living through gold mining feared for their livelihoods. FENAMAD then demanded the 

government approve a bill allowing indigenous people to legally work gold within their 

communities. As the government did not meet these claims, indigenous people from ten native 

communities joined thousands of miners in a two-week “mining strike” that ended up with three 

protesters killed.  

The indigenous leaders who promoted the strike mobilized their own kin groups and 

allied communities. As the ten communities that participated in the strike fought over the right to 

make a living through gold mining, this economic activity worked as a source of identity. 

Communities that are not involved in gold mining neither expressed solidarity with the “mining” 

communities nor supported the strike. FENAMAD broke up its alliance with FEDEMIN when 

the miners abruptly suspended a negotiation process with state officials. Although its alliance 

with the miners, most of whom practice mining illegally, was highly criticized by 

conservationists and other sectors of civil society, including other indigenous organizations, 

FENAMAD succeeded in forcing the government to negotiate the bill. 

Most of these networks, however, are temporary since they are based on changing and 

fragile alliances. This has to do with at least three factors. First, among Amazonian indigenous 
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people, politics consist of ever-shifting alliances. Indigenous people belong to different social 

units: household, residence group, community, ethnic group, federation, and nation-state, each 

with its own sense of identity and solidarity. Indigenous people may emphasize one set of 

identities and solidarities depending on the circumstances. When conflicts internal to the 

community arise, household or residence groups’ identity prevail and networks with outsiders 

may take precedence over internal ties. In the face of conflicts with outsiders, indigenous peoples 

may invoke their community, ethnic, federation or even national identities. Second, alliances 

with some social actors become imperative under certain political junctures and, because of this, 

they have specific goals. When these circumstances change or the goals are accomplished, those 

alliances become less advantageous and come to their end. And third, alliances break easily 

when one of the allies does not fulfill the accords on which the alliance has been based. There 

are some networks, however, that are more durable, such as the ones built on alliances with 

anthropologists and FADEMAD. But networks are not only unstable and dynamic; they are also 

the field of power relations, as we will see in the next section. 

Indigenous Mobilization and Power Relations 

While FENAMAD has been successful in securing land titles and development projects 

for indigenous peoples, it has also contributed to reproduce some existing social inequalities. 

Since its founding, the federation has experienced internal tensions stemming from the struggle 

among ethnic groups over its political and economic control. Power differences shape 

differential access to the federation’s resources and government. As a result, a male-gendered 

indigenous elite from the communities more integrated into the national society and market 

economy dominate the federation.  
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Ethnic and Gender Inequalities 

During FENAMAD’s first years of existence, geographical proximity to Puerto 

Maldonado, where the federation was headquartered, determined its members’ differential access 

to its political and economic control. Puerto Maldonado, located in the lower part of the Madre 

de Dios Basin, was made the federation’s headquarters because, as the capital city of the Madre 

de Dios Region, it has access to communication facilities and is where state agencies and NGOs, 

with which the federation has to deal, are located. Arakmbut leaders, who live in the Upper 

Madre de Dios, could not afford their movement to Puerto Maldonado and visit the member 

communities, widely dispersed throughout the region. This discouraged the Harakmbut from 

running for election as FENAMAD officials. In this context, leaders of ethnic groups of the 

lower part (Ese’eja, Shipibo, and Amahuaca) took advantage of their proximity to Puerto 

Maldonado to gain access to key leadership positions (president, vice-president and secretary) 

and rapidly took over the control of the federation. 

Representatives from communities closer to Puerto Maldonado would dominate 

FENAMAD from 1985 to 1995, as is evidenced by the elected presidents during this period, who 

all belonged to the Ese’eja people (Table 5-1). During this period, with the support of Centro 

Eori the federation obtained financial resources and started to implement its first development 

projects. Communities from the Lower Madre de Dios benefitted more from these projects, 

either because leaders prioritized communities from their own ethnic groups as beneficiaries, or 

because they were unable to reach the more distant communities. The Harakmbut resented that, 

despite being the initiators of the federation, they were not able to control project resources. 

Because of this, they began complaining of being excluded from their benefits. Matsigenka 

communities also felt their demands were not being served and, instigated by an NGO working 

with Matsigenka communities in the neighboring Urubamba watershed, expressed a desire to 
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split with FENAMAD and adhere to another federation (García 2003). In response to these 

tensions, and as an attempt to withdraw from FENAMAD and form their own organization, the 

Harakmbut created the Consejo Harakmbut (COHAR) in 1993. The explicit use of the term 

Harakmbut in the name of this new organization was indicative of the ethnic character of the 

tensions that originated the split. Ethnic identity would remain important for COHAR even when 

it later incorporated the Matsigenka and Yine groups and shifted its name to Consejo Harakmbut, 

Yine y Machiguenga (COHARYIMA). 

Table 5-1.  FENAMAD leadership by ethnic group, 1982-2014 

Period 

 

President’s name Ethnic group 

1982-1984 

1985-1986 

1987-1988 

1988-1989 

1989-1991 

1991-1995 

1996-1997 

1998-1999 

2000-2001 

2002-2003 

2004-2006 

2007-2009 

2010-2012 

2013-2014 

Pedro Quique 

Roberto Masías 

Félix Kuakuibehue 

Miguel Pesha 

Miguel Pesha 

Miguel Pesha 

Antonio Iviche 

Antonio Iviche 

Antonio Iviche 

Victor Pesha 

Jorge Payaba 

Antonio Iviche 

Jaime Corisepa 

Klaus Kicque 

Arakmbut 

Ese’eja 

Ese’eja 

Ese’eja 

Ese’eja 

Ese’eja 

Arakmbut 

Arakmbut 

Arakmbut 

Ese’eja 

Shipibo 

Arakmbut 

Arakmbut 

Arakmbut 

Source: FENAMAD (2007). 

In 1995, the Harakmbut regained control of FENAMAD. At that time, increasing profits 

from gold mining and availability of project funds made it easier for leaders from the distant 

Harakmbut communities to establish residence in Puerto Maldonado. With the Harakmbut 

control of the federation, its resources started to be allocated primarily to communities of the 

upper region. As with the Harakmbut ten years ago, this caused the communities of the lower 

part to complain of their lack of attention by the federation. A former Ese’eja leader of 

FENAMAD recalls how a rice husking machine purchased by Plan Karene was handed out to an 
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Arakmbut community, where rice was not produced. Tensions reached their peak in 2006 when, 

during a congress, a list dominated by candidates of the Upper Madre de Dios won the election. 

Leaders of the lower part responded by creating the Consejo Indígena del Bajo Madre de Dios 

(COINBAMAD). A Shipibo leader and founder of COINBAMAD described the formation of 

this organization in these terms:  

There was no organization that represented the lower communities, because it is 

true that the work FENAMAD was doing no longer reached all the communities. 

Thus, we gathered to coordinate and said why don’t we form an organization that 

looks after communities of the lower Madre de Dios only. There’s already an 

organization working up there and they have their reserves, they have their 

Wanamey project, they have several projects up there, and there’s nothing in the 

lower part. It’s as if FENAMAD had forgotten about the lower part. And then, I 

repeat, we got together and formed COINBAMAD with seven communities. 

Even though over time economic and communication improvements have reduced 

geographical distance between communities and the FENAMAD’s office in Puerto Maldonado, 

there are still some communities that because of their greater isolation participate less in the 

federation’s government and benefit less from its resources. This happens, for instance, with the 

Matsigenka communities of Yomybato and Tayakome, which are located on the Manu River, 

several days’ outboard motor ride upstream from Puerto Maldonado. Delegates of these 

communities are never elected for key positions within the federation, as most of them lack 

Western education, command of Spanish and speech, and familiarity with the national culture, 

which are highly valued as qualifications for being a leader. Leaders of more acculturated 

communities take advantage of these limitations to politically influence delegates from isolated 

communities and gain their votes during the federation’s elections. As they are less integrated 

into the market economy and therefore rarely can afford the high costs of transportation to Puerto 

Maldonado, members of more distant communities do not have the chance to express their 

demands and influence the federation policies. Since the federation is usually short on funds, its 
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leaders do not visit these communities very often, nor can they pay for their delegates’ expenses 

for traveling to Puerto Maldonado. Only communities that can raise communal funds, such as 

those that receive rents from mining settlers, are able to cover the travel costs of their delegates. 

Another expression of ethnic-based political struggles took place when Antonio Iviche, 

four times president of FENAMAD, ran for the presidency of the Madre de Dios Regional 

Government in the 2010 elections. This was the first time in the history of the region that 

indigenous people directly participated in an electoral process. Iviche was proposed as a 

candidate by the delegates who attended a FENAMAD congress held in Boca Inambari in 2009. 

In order to launch Iviche’s candidacy, the delegates formed Pueblo Unido (United People), a 

political alliance with no affiliation to an existing political party. Indigenous communities 

wanted to break the dependence upon mestizo political parties that did not represent indigenous 

people’s interests. The delegates then sought to get the support of the Alianza de Federaciones 

for Iviche’s candidacy in order to gain votes, but the different social groups represented by the 

Alianza could not agree on a single candidate. Also, some Shipibo leaders like Julio Cusurichi 

and Juana Payaba, who rejected Iviche’s election as candidate representing the indigenous 

people, decided to run for election with other political parties or coalitions. This divided the 

indigenous voters and weakened Iviche’s candidacy who eventually did not win the election. 

FENAMAD also reinforces social inequalities by reproducing gender differences already 

existing in its member communities. Women have become increasingly involved in the political 

affairs of their communities, their participation in FENAMAD is less than that of men. Now it is 

becoming fairly common to see women expressing their opinions in communal assemblies or 

being elected as delegates or members of their communities’ governing boards.4 Many factors 

                                                 
4 Both men and women attend community assemblies and participate in them, but they differ in the way they 

participate. When men participate, they stand up, step forward and express their opinion about a topic being 
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have contributed to the empowerment of indigenous women in the region, among which we can 

mention their increased access to schooling and their participation in state programs 

implemented in rural communities, such as Mother’s Clubs, Glass of Milk Committees, and the 

Popular Canteens, all of which require female participation. Nevertheless, women have still less 

access to leading positions. Like men from the more distant communities, they generally have 

less schooling and are less fluent in Spanish than men, and their level of socialization with 

members of the regional society is limited. Further, housekeeping and childcare, two activities 

that belong almost exclusively to the women’s domain, represent serious limitations for female 

participation in politics. Even if a woman is willing to engage in politics, her husband would not 

let her do that, which explains why those women who have succeeded in politics are mostly 

single. 

These gender inequalities at the community level are reproduced at the level of the 

federation. Within FENAMAD, women are usually chosen for minor positions and 

responsibilities within the federation’s governing board, such as spokesperson, fiscal or the 

person responsible for the women’s development area. Despite their increasing leadership skills, 

women have never been appointed as presidents of the federation, nor even as vicepresidents. 

When a new leadership is to be elected, the lists of candidates are made by men, who usually 

look for other male delegates. If female delegates are invited to be candidates, it is only for 

secondary positions. Even during protests and manifestations, female participants are relegated 

to subordinate roles such as cooking or bringing water to the protestors.  

                                                                                                                                                             
discussed. Not all men speak out during assemblies. Most of them just attend these meetings and remain quiet, 

although they may make discrete comments. Women stand close to their husbands and while they never step 

forward to speak out, whenever they express an opinion they do it to protest, almost always by yelling.  
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Differences in status between men and women also affect the kind of networks they are 

able to build up. Unable to access leading positions within FENAMAD, women cannot develop 

the networks with key actors that only those positions offer. Spaces and opportunities that permit 

leaders to build these networks, such as meetings and workshops, are available only to those in 

the highest positions within the federation’s political structure, which are monopolized by men. 

This does not mean that female leaders are not able to build up their own networks, but these are 

not the kind of networks that bring economic and political advantage. Also, women have been 

less involved in projects implemented by FENAMAD in its base communities, which means they 

had less access to the training provided by those projects such as learning how to use a computer 

or manage a budget. By excluding them from these projects, women were prevented from 

acquiring the qualifications needed for leadership positions, as well as from accessing networks 

facilitated by those projects. 

Networks of Power 

The three indigenous federations currently existing in Madre de Dios differ in the 

networks they build up and rely on to get access to resources. The conflict between FENAMAD 

and COHAR was solved when the Harakmbut resumed control of the federation and agreed to 

recognize COHAR both as part of the federation and as an autonomous organization (García 

2003). But COHAR, and later COHARYIMA, have actually operated more under the umbrella 

of FENAMAD, depending on its resources and networks to operate. Thus, when the federation 

found itself short of funds and was no longer able to support it, COHARYIMA stopped working. 

COINBAMAD, in contrast, remained as an autonomous federation and received no financial 

support from FENAMAD. Therefore, COINBAMAD had to build its own network with 

influential individuals and organizations in order to get financial and technical resources. During 

my fieldwork, COINBAMAD’s leaders were applying for funds and expanding their network of 
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support in order to carry out development projects to benefit communities of the Lower Madre 

de Dios. 

Amazonian indigenous people have been historically excluded from positions within the 

municipal and regional governments, which has prevented them from influencing public policies 

and diverting state resources towards native communities. In this context, indigenous federations 

have sometimes resorted to clientelist networks with state officials in order to gain access to 

resources. This is partly because governments regularly pour resources into their own clientelist 

networks for the purposes of securing votes (Molineux 2002). The building of these networks, 

however, may depend on the sympathies that indigenous leaders may have towards some 

individuals in a certain moment. For example, in 2012 COINBAMAD leaders were willing to 

cultivate networks with and receive support from the president of the Regional Government, 

while some leaders within FENAMAD overtly opposed him and rejected any relation with him.  

In the past decade, however, indigenous people have sought to participate more in the 

local government. They have seen participation in government as a strategy to influence 

decision-making and serve indigenous interests. This greater political participation, however, 

does not necessarily reflect a substantial democratization of the political system. Indigenous 

people are offered positions of little importance and, in most cases, their inclusion in electoral 

lists responds to the necessity of complying with indigenous quotas that are required by law 

(Espinosa 2012). As we have seen, no indigenous leader has so far been successful in being 

elected as mayor or regional president in Madre de Dios.  

Despite their minor importance, these positions facilitate the acquisition of some state 

resources. For this reason, FENAMAD and COINBAMAD compete with each other for the 

same state resources by promoting their own representatives in the local government. As a result, 
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both FENAMAD and COINBAMAD have managed to place their candidates in positions within 

the regional government, the municipality, and the state mining agency. In the process, however, 

mutual distrust and resentment have emerged among both federations. FENAMAD leaders, for 

example, dismiss COINBAMAD’s representatives as potential allies in the local government, 

despite their ability to influence the state and NGOs in favor of indigenous interests. Thus, while 

putting indigenous people in the local government has helped indigenous organizations to gain 

access to state resources, competition for resources has eroded solidarity ties between these two 

federations and the communities they represent. 

While the clientelist networks that some native communities maintain with Hunt Oil have 

enhanced communities’ access to resources, they have also eroded communities’ allegiance to 

FENAMAD, which has had negative impacts on the indigenous mobilization for land rights. For 

example, I was able to observe how networks between some communities and Hunt Oil 

weakened the federation’s campaign against oil drilling within the Amarakaeri Communal 

Reserve. As we have seen, the corporation used its economic power to get the communities’ 

consent for its oil project, including giving gifts to communities, hiring indigenous people as 

employees, and even bribing indigenous leaders. Some individuals engaged in these networks in 

order to advance particular economic interests rather than remaining loyal to FENAMAD’s 

interests, resulting in tensions within communities and between communities and the federation, 

sometimes exacerbating existing kinship and ethnic-based rivalries. As a result, the federation 

has not been able to keep communities together against the oil consortium. 

Some community members have framed their decision to support Hunt Oil within the 

cultural idiom of reciprocity with FENAMAD. As the head of Puerto Luz said: “FENAMAD 

leaders come here and just tell us not to accept the company, but they should say they’re going to 
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implement a project to provide the community with electricity or gasoline for our power 

generator.” Consider also the case of a Wachipaire man of the community of Shintuya, who was 

hired as a public relations manager by the oil company. FENAMAD deemed this Wachipaire’s 

decision to further his own interests rather than remaining loyal to the Harakmbut’s collective 

interests to be a betrayal, but the Wachipaire justified it by arguing a lack of reciprocity on the 

part of the indigenous organization. In a conversation with his sister, who is a fierce opponent of 

oil development within the reserve, the Wachipaire scolded her: “Why do you support 

FENAMAD? Does it give you any job or something?” 

Patron-client relations are not only exclusive to relations between indigenous 

organizations and state and corporate actors. To a certain extent, FENAMAD’s role in 

implementing land titling and development projects may have at times led to semiclientelist 

relations with its member communities. Upon returning to Puerto Maldonado, after some weeks 

of fieldwork in Puerto Luz, I went to see the president of FENAMAD. When I was telling him 

how my findings could help improve the relationship between the federation and the 

communities, he turned his astonished gaze toward me and said: “But FENAMAD and the 

communities are one and the same.” The communities, however, may perceive their relationship 

with the federation as one based on patron-client relations, in which allegiance to the federation 

is exchanged for support for territorial defense and development projects. In a certain way, 

FENAMAD replaced the role played before by the missionaries in providing communities with 

Western goods and services such as education, health care, and work in lumbering and cattle 

ranching projects. In this context, the maintenance of the constituencies’ allegiance to the 

federation, and ultimately of solidarity between communities, depend upon how much the 

federation is able to allocate resources to meet the communities’ needs and demands. 
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Although not based on clientelist ties, FENAMAD’s relations with funding agencies have 

sometimes taken place in a vertical way. Over time, the federation has become fully dependent 

on project funds to cover its administrative and operational costs, and now it functions primarily 

as an NGO. In the last decade, donor agencies have funded the federation almost exclusively to 

implement projects aimed at promoting the creation and management of reserves for the several 

indigenous groups in voluntary isolation existing in the region. As oil development and logging 

have increasingly threatened the rights and lives of these indigenous groups, their protection not 

only attracted the interest of donor agencies but also became a primary goal for the federation. 

Now many communities complain about the fact that issues such as territorial defense, health 

care or education no longer receive the attention the federation used to give them in previous 

years. COINBAMAD’s member communities, in particular, are more interested in improving 

their livelihoods through better engagement in the market economy, and question FENAMAD’s 

current emphasis on the protection of the isolated indigenous peoples. Thus, donor agencies have 

had an ambiguous impact: on the one hand, with their funding they have maintained FENAMAD 

alive as a network of communities but, on the other hand, they have generated tensions by 

prioritizing some topics over others. 

Patron-client relations used to regulate communities’ relationship with rubber traders and 

missionaries and now they also permeate their interaction not only with the state and 

corporations, but also with FENAMAD, a perspective stemming from the way indigenous people 

first related to outsiders. The strategy that rubber traders and missionaries used to attract and 

secure native labor was the delivery of free gifts, which then turned into enslavement or debt 

peonage. This form of articulation to the wider society established a patronage style of relating to 

outsiders that is now deeply rooted in the natives’ culture. 
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Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have presented a case study of the Federación Nativa del Río Madre de 

Dios y Afluentes and one of its constituent communities, Puerto Luz, in order to show how social 

networks influence the Arakmbut mobilization for their land rights. I have attempted to shed 

light on the mechanisms through which social relations facilitate recruitment of activists, the 

creation of organizations and networks, and access to financial and technical assistance. I have 

also tried to illustrate how organizations created for the defense of land rights constitute 

contentious fields where prevalent ethnic and gender inequalities are reproduced. 

Sociologists focus on the role of social ties in recruiting activists for social movements, 

especially ties with friends and acquaintances. My research advances this literature by specifying 

the differential effects of social ties on political mobilization. This chapter showed that recruiting 

participants in social movements can also be a function of kinship ties. Even though households 

are highly autonomous, and cooperation between them is limited, external threat may activate 

solidarity bonds and bringing different residence groups together. In this process, kinship ties 

(bonding networks) among members of residence groups enhance communication and 

coordination for mobilization. Kinship ties are also important to forge solidarity and encourage 

political alliance with the neighboring community of San José del Karene. Leaders mobilize their 

kinfolk by resorting to kinship solidarity.  

Increasing encroachment of miners on Arakmbut lands in the late 1970s and early 1980s 

rendered forging alliances among several communities and ethnic groups more necessary. It 

became clear that to defend indigenous lands kinship networks and the number of individuals 

they could mobilize were not enough. While kinship ties are central to mobilize people at the 

community level, at a much broader scale they have the effect of dividing rather than uniting 

communities. In this context, bridging ties have been more crucial to bringing kin groups and 
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communities into larger multiethnic political organizations. Friendship networks with 

anthropologists were crucial to secure the resources (knowledge and networks with state 

officials, donor agencies, and other federations) necessary to create organizations and navigate 

the bureaucracy of the land titling process. In this sense, social networks not only enhance 

individual participation in mobilization. They play a key role in facilitating access to resources 

for the formation of organizations and the implementation of development projects. Networks 

with anthropologists offered the Arakmbut more horizontal relations and enabled them to 

circunvent disadvantageous patronage relations with poltical parties and the state. Therefore, 

different social networks play different roles at different scales. 

On the other hand, social networks are not only social resources that help individuals and 

groups to make rational decisions and reduce transaction costs, allowing society as a whole to 

achieve economic development and democratic governance, as economistic approaches to social 

capital argue. From a Bourdieusian perspective, my study enriches social capital theory by 

presenting a case of the down side of social networks. Indigenous federations like FENAMAD 

empower indigenous people by enhancing their capacity to mobilize constituent communities, 

get land titles and financial resources, implement development projects, and defend indigenous 

peoples’ rights. But at the same time, FENAMAD enables better-off groups to maintain their 

privileges by controlling the organization and benefitting more of its resources. The position of 

individuals and groups within the social structure influence the ability to construct and 

accumulate more social capital. 

While ethnic federations became powerful tools to advance indigenous interests, they 

have also worked as political arenas for internal and external domination. Once FENAMAD was 

created and started to operate as an intercommunity coalition, tensions based on ethnic 
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differences and rivalries arose. Leaders from different ethnic groups struggled over the resources 

that became available through new networks built with national and international NGOs, leading 

to attempts by the subordinate groups to create their own organizations. Furthermore, ethnic 

groups more integrated in the national political and economic system dominated communities 

from the more isolated and less acculturated ethnic groups. As a result, members of the latter 

groups have had less access to the federation’s political structure and the economic benefits of its 

projects. Similarly, despite their increasing political experience, women are still less successful 

in accessing key positions within the federations. Consequently, ethnic and gender inequalities 

that existed in native communities before the creation of FENAMAD are reproduced within this 

organization. 

Finally, networks not only create solidarity and bring social benefits. They may also 

create tensions and have antisocial effects. Networks between federations and state and 

corporation actors tend to be built upon patron-client relations. State officials and corporation 

staff use the distribution of goods and services to gain indigenous peoples’ political allegiance or 

compliance with their development projects. To a certain extent, even FENAMAD uses 

development projects to gain communities’ loyalty. While these networks may bring economic 

benefits to federations and communities, dilemmas have arisen to pit individuals against the 

group, and communities against FENAMAD, threatening to weaken indigenous mobilization. In 

the same way, while friendship and godparenthood networks wtith invitados may enhance the 

ability to gain access to resources at an individual level, they may also erode community 

solidarity and create internal division, hindering communty’s ability to mobilize collectivelly.
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CHAPTER 6 

THE CULTURE OF INDIGENOUS MOBILIZATION 

Indigenous mobilization is not simply the result of material forces or the selfish calculus 

of economic interests. It also represents modes of political culture. The way the Arakmbut have 

built networks with anthropologists and NGOs to form organizations is part of an indigenous 

tactic of making political alliances against common enemies, deeply rooted in their culture. 

Today, in order to protest the social and political change that has been imposed on the Arakmbut 

for decades, they combine culturally specific practices such as raids and body paints with more 

activist and union-oriented politics such as marches, speech acts, and the framing of demands 

within global discourses. Nevertheless, political culture has not been widely explored to explain 

how social movements come into being and develop. In this sense, a thorough comprehension of 

issues of culture may contribute to our understanding of not only why rural people resist but also 

why they resist the way they do.  

The culture of resistance has been widely studied using the theory of everyday forms of 

peasant resistance. Political scientist James Scott, perhaps the most salient representative of this 

approach, asserts that peasants become involved in everyday forms of resistance (small covert 

acts of defiance against local elites) because of their unwillingness to resort to open political 

protest. He further contends that even in the absence of organized protest movements, peasants 

are able to refuse to accept the legitimacy of the existing structure of domination (Scott 1986:6; 

1990:79-82).  

Scott (1976) emphasizes the importance of “traditional” cultural elements in peasant 

resistance (such as norms of reciprocity, the right to subsistence and millenarian beliefs). 

Kerkvliet (1990), however, is more inclined to see everyday resistance as a product of modern 

cultural influences, associated with notions of citizenship and nation-state. While acknowledging 
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that peasants may draw upon cultural values and norms rooted in the past, Kerkvliet argues that 

peasant struggles may be informed by the notion of basic rights (rights to human dignity and 

decent standards of living), as distinct from the subsistence rights of any “traditional” moral 

economy.  

While we have started to understand hidden forms of resistance, their relations with open 

forms of struggle remain almost completely unclear. Existing studies seem to point in different 

directions. Adas (1986:82), for example, suggests that “denial protests” (such as foot dragging, 

feigned incompetence, fleeing to remote areas) may work to dissipate social discontent and 

create division among the peasants, leaving them more vulnerable to repression. In his opinion, 

other forms of resistance such as protest through “retribution” (destruction of crops, arson, etc.) 

may be more effective in engendering open political struggles. He also argues that even in the 

presence of open resistance, the lack of formal organization and sophisticated ideologies may 

represent serious obstacles. In this context, political protest depends on external political 

leadership.  

Some studies of peasant politics in Latin America have come to the same conclusion and 

have suggested that urban-based political leadership is a condition for the transformation of 

peasant unrest into a political movement (Hobsbawn 1973). Nevertheless, more recent literature 

on guerrilla movements in Latin America shows that political alliances between urban left-wing 

political leaders and their would-be indigenous supporters may end up in sometimes tragic 

misunderstandings (Brown and Fernández 1991; Rojas Zolezzi 2008). At the same time, other 

studies show that local cultures of resistance and community-based leadership, which were 

intrinsically linked to peasant political mobilization, may be at the base of successful political 
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struggle (Smith 1989). Indeed, Kerkvliet (1993:481) argues that small acts of defiance led by 

local organizers may in fact prepare the ground for more open political struggles. 

Scholars have also pointed to broader political contexts as the crucial factor behind the 

transformation of hidden into open resistance. Kerkvliet (1993:471) describes how, in the 

Philippines, it was not until a process of national political democratization started, which 

dissipated the risk of repression, that peasant leaders found interlocutors in the local and national 

government. In Latin America, neoliberal democratization prompted the politization of 

indigenous people because it threatened community autonomy and not because it brought 

political freedom (Yashar 1999, 2005). What are the relationships between broader socio-

political processes, changes in social organization, and the tactics of Madre de Dios indigenous 

peoples in defense of their rights? 

In this chapter, I examine Arakmbut ways of doing politics and their historical and 

cultural roots. Specifically, I discuss old indigenous forms of resistance, and how these have 

articulated to new principles of political participation that took form in historically particular 

modes of mobilizing against predatory state policies. I argue that, in consistence with what 

theorists of the everyday forms of peasant resistance suggest, the case of the Arakmbut political 

mobilization shows the presence or absence of a repressive state as the determining factor in the 

evolution of indigenous forms of resistance. In the following sections, I first discuss how while 

the Arakmbut remained in the frontiers of the state, they openly resisted attempts to subjugate 

them. Then I examine how, with their incorporation to the nation-state, the Arakmbut resorted to 

more hidden forms of resistance.  

From Autonomy to Open Resistance 

For much of its history, the region that is currently known as Madre de Dios remained 

politically and economically autonomous from wider processes. The different states that were 
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formed in what is now Peru—Inca, colonial and republican states—attempted successively to 

subjugate this region’s native people, but it was not until the 1950s and 1960s, during the 

Republican period, that this region was significantly incorporated into the national state. Unlike 

the Andean indigenous peoples, who first were subject to the centralized Inca state, and then 

became integrated to the colonial regime, Amazonian native peoples maintained their 

independence from Incas and Spaniards, and hence were not articulated to a central system of 

domination (Remy 1994). Thus, since the presence of state institutions has been marginal until 

very recently, Madre de Dios remained as a frontier region. The weakness of state repression, 

and in some cases the lack of it, enabled the native population to develop open forms of 

resistance. 

Raiding and Fleeing 

One of the most common traditional forms of resistance among native Amazonians are 

raids. When outsiders attempted to invade their territories and subjugate them, the Madre de Dios 

indigenous peoples responded by defending themselves or attacking the invaders. Several 

accounts describe how indigenous groups violently repelled Inca armies, Spanish conquistadors, 

rubber gatherers, missionaries, and gold prospectors. In 1400 A.D., Tupac Inca Yupanqui and 

10,000 soldiers reached the headwaters of the Madre de Dios River, in Wachipaire territory, 

where they stayed for two years in preparation for an expedition to the Moxos region, in present-

day Bolivia. There, the bellicose Chuncho mercilessly exterminated the Inca troops (de la Vega 

2006). Unable to subjugate the natives, the Inca resorted to trade and marriage alliances to assure 

access to the lowland natural resources they demanded. 

After the Spanish conquest of the Inca, several expeditions to the Madre de Dios region 

in search of the legendary treasures of Paititi were attacked by hostile Indians. Indian attacks, 

along with harsh climate, natural barriers and unknown diseases, contributed to the failure of 
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these endeavors (Califano 1982). The attacks on both Inca and Spanish expeditions contributed 

to forge the fame of the Mashco as tireless warriors who defended the impenetrability of their 

territory with great violence. For this reason, the Spanish did not use native labor in plantations 

and mines, but brought laborers from the nearby highlands. Unable to defeat the natives and 

colonize the lowlands, the Spaniards only controlled the upper parts of the basin, where they 

established coca plantations and extracted gold. While these posts were raided by hostile Indians, 

the major resistance strategy used by the natives was fleeing to the periphery of these areas 

during the peak periods of the outsiders’ activities, and returning in periods of less intensity, thus 

forming an “elastic” frontier with the highland laborers (Moore 2006:19). 

With the decline in the production of coca and gold in the late sixteenth century, the 

Madre de Dios region entered a long period of relative calm that lasted for the next two 

centuries. During this time, the presence of outsiders in the region was minimal and hence 

aggression to the natives decreased. This changed in the nineteenth century when the recently 

independent Peru promoted the exploration and incorporation of the Madre de Dios Basin. This 

new policy responded to the increasing interest in exploiting natural resources (especially 

cinchona bark and rubber) and the necessity to protect the national borders against the increasing 

threat of neighboring countries. This new period marked an increase in confrontations between 

outsiders and native populations, and in the violence of these encounters. In 1896, rubber baron 

Carlos Fermín Fitzcarrald and his flotilla of native guides, who had penetrated into the upper 

Manu River, were attacked by fiercely resistant Mashcos, losing 50 men. In retaliation, 

Fitzcarrald ordered his men to massacre an entire village (Reyna 1942). In some cases, several 

ethnic groups would get together to face the aggression of outsiders, as occurred in 1873 when 
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groups of Wachipaeri, “Sirineri” and “Tuyuneri” mobilized together to face the abusive 

expedition of Cuzco prefect Colonel Baltazar La Torre (Göhring 1877). 

In this period, indigenous resistance involved not only attacks and eviction, but also 

avoiding confrontation. One of these forms of resistance has been isolation from external 

aggression. After their violent encounter with rubber gatherers at the turn of the twentieth 

century, the Arakmbut retreated into the headwaters of several tributaries of the Madre de Dios 

River and were not contacted again until the 1950s. The groups that are currently known as 

“indigenous peoples in voluntary isolation” are believed to be the descendants of groups who 

fled the rubber traders who between 1880 and 1920 enslaved many indigenous groups in Madre 

de Dios (Huertas 2002). These groups took refuge in remote areas of the forest.  

Despite some exceptions, the first contacts between Dominican missionaries and 

Harakmbut groups were characterized by violent confrontations, resulting in the killing of priests 

and native people (Alvarez 1940). Nevertheless, this period did not last long and the natives 

accepted to be relocated in mission posts, mostly attracted by Western trading goods and 

medicine. At that time, hundreds of Harakmbut were dying due to the new diseases brought by 

the outsiders. Fleeing continued to be a resistance tactic even when the Harakmbut were 

concentrated in mission posts. When accusations of sorcery and murder aggravated the tensions 

between several ethnic and maloca groups in the mission of Shintuya, they fled the mission and 

returned to their homelands, where they founded new settlements. This strategy was used also 

when the Arakmbut faced new threats in their new settlements. One of the reasons why the 

Arakmbut of Puerto Alegre moved to Puerto Luz was the installation in the former of a supply 

depot by the Japanese oil company Peru-Cities Service, which turned this remote village into a 
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center of air traffic for oil exploration in the area. This caused frequent conflicts between the 

Indians and the company’s workers, forcing the Arakmbut to move out (Moore 1981:140-141).1  

The invasion of indigenous lands by mining corporations and settlers in the 1970s and 

1980s brought about a return to open and violent forms of resistance. To repel the invaders, the 

natives resorted to physical expulsion of outsiders, which is a practice widely used by indigenous 

people to defend their lands. In mid-1978, two large mining companies occupied the lands of the 

community of Boca Inambari. One of them brought 300 workers to wash gold within the 

community lands, while the other operated two tractors to extract gold. Violent confrontations 

between the Indians and miners ensued (Moore 1985b:173). This conflict led in 1978 to the first 

large indigenous mobilization towards Puerto Maldonado. Almost all members of Boca 

Inambari, supported by several indigenous people from other communities, rallied to Puerto 

Maldonado to demand the government their land rights be respected (Moore 1985b:173). In 

1981, after a mining company left the community due to economic failure, Puerto Luz managed 

to throw all mining settlers out of its lands (Moore 1985b:174). Attacks also included raids into 

mining camps. Extreme cases occurred when the Arakmbut, driven by anger, pillaged the mining 

camps or burnt the machinery down. The Arakmbut resorted to these forms of resistance 

especially when the authorities did not respond to their complaints. The miners often responded 

by filing criminal suits against the Arakmbut, for which the former always had the support of the 

police (García 2003:282). 

These violent forms of resistance were coupled by other nonviolent forms of land 

defense, which included depriving the miners of their equipment and the opening of gardens in 

                                                 
1 Village fissioning is also a mechanism used by many indigenous groups to solve internal conflicts. When a conflict 

between households or kin groups arises, one of the groups will avoid confrontation by leaving the village and 

establishing elsewhere, sometimes in other part of the community. Many new settlements have been formed this 

way. The settlement pattern of Puerto Luz is the result of the dispersal of households due to conflicts that arose from 

the concentration of people. 
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strategic places. In order to force mining settlers to leave their communities, the Arakmbut took 

their equipment away and in some cases hid it in the forest or sank it in the river. On the other 

hand, the Arakmbut have opened gardens in areas under the threat of miners’ invasion. By 

opening gardens the Arakmbut attempted to establish their possession over land and discourage 

the miners from encroaching on it (Moore 1985b:174). 

In some cases, the Arakmbut have received the support of outsiders. In Puerto Luz, for 

example, the Arakmbut were supported by father Adolfo Torralba, a Dominican priest who 

resided in this community from the mid-1970s to 1986. Torralba chose to carry out his 

proselytization work by residing in Puerto Luz because the strategy of bringing together many 

groups to Shintuya and other missions failed. In Puerto Luz, Torralba not only promoted the 

creation of a school in the community and delivered to the Indians some trading goods such as 

shotguns, he also advised the Arakmbut about strategies to defend their territory 

(Rummenhoeller et al. 1991:224). 

The Mission and the School 

Two of the most important sources of social change among the Arakmbut have been the 

mission and the school. Missionaries and schoolteachers privileged patronage ways to relate to 

the natives, which prevented the natives from developing and strengthening ties among them. 

This caused cultural and institutional changes that did not encourage solidarity and cooperation 

among the natives, but competition and individualism. This in turn accentuated tensions within 

maloca groups and among them, negatively affecting the possibility of mobilization beyond the 

settlement groups. 

In pre-mission times, all residents of a settlement group used to live in one communal 

house or maloca. Malocas were not isolated from each other as fiestas that brought several 

malocas together would frequently take place, encouraging contact and the exchange of 
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information, songs and stories between them (Gray 1996:227). This settlement pattern changed 

after the Harakmbut were concentrated in missions. In the Shintuya mission, about three hundred 

and fifty Harakmbut were brought together, which was a major change in their lifestyle since the 

maloca groups used to comprise between fifty and a hundred people. Because this caused 

tensions, most of the maloca groups split up and made their own settlements within the mission, 

with those who lived nearer the houses of the missionaries being more integrated into the sphere 

of the mission (Fuentes 1982:167). Furthermore, the missionaries encouraged the norm of living 

in nuclear-family huts.  

After fleeing the mission and returning to their homelands, the Arakmbut no longer lived 

in malocas but in individual huts. When the Arakmbut founded Puerto Alegre, they preserved to 

some extent the effect of living in a maloca by arranging their new houses around a soccer pitch 

that took the place of the open space in the center of the maloca. But further tensions among 

families led them to spread out and form smaller residence groups. They no longer performed 

their rites of initiation either, which were abandoned while in Shintuya as they were ridiculed by 

the priests and the more acculturated indigenous groups. Arakmbut ceremonies were replaced by 

Christian rituals that took place every Sunday in the church. These rituals made sense primarily 

in the context of living in a maloca, and once that was gone all aspects of the culture associated 

to it disappeared (Gray 1996:256). 

While missionaries’ discourse in sermons may have encouraged love for one’s fellow, in 

practice they promoted competition among individuals instead of mutual aid. This was apparent 

through the patronage way in which missionaries related to the natives, and the competition that 

this generated over access to resources and even women that the missionaries controlled. During 

the period of contact, the Dominicans attracted the Harakmbut to the missions with gifts of 
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highly desirable goods, but once they were brought to the missions those goods became 

commodities that were available only to those who behaved according to Christian precepts 

(Wahl 1987). The priests not only rewarded appropriate behavior with the promise of an 

afterlife; those who conformed to the structures of the mission were considered worthy of 

benefitting from the advantages held by the power of the priests, such as Western goods or 

support in the lumber mill, cattle ranch, or coffee cultivation. To ensure this, the missionaries 

kept the interaction between the natives and dealers, traders and other representatives of the 

national capitalist system to a minimum. This not only prevented the natives from being 

exploited by outsiders but assured the missionaries the advantageous role of intermediaries 

between the natives and the outside world of Peruvian society (Gray 1996). The natives had to 

compete for access to resources such as money, goods, jobs, education, and grace from God. 

They also had to compete to gain access to women, as Dominican priests controlled marriage and 

decided whom men could marry. The power held by the missionaries ultimately bred resentment 

among those who lost out (Wahl 1987:268). 

Conflict thus constantly arose between the different Arakmbut maloca groups and with 

the Wachipaire in competition for access to resources and women. While initially the Arakmbut 

got on well with the Wachipaire, and even joined in their masato fiestas, disputes between the 

two groups eventually arose due to competition for resources.2 The problems over women arose 

from the shortage of eligible female marriage partners, and the priests, unaware of Harakmbut 

marriage practices, arranged inappropriate marriages. These tensions expressed themselves 

through accusations of sorcery rather than aggression against the priests, and at least two women 

were murdered by the Arakmbut. Nevertheless, the accusations were directed to those who were 

                                                 
2 Masato is a drink made of fermented manioc common to many Amazonian indigenous groups. The Harakmbut did 

not know masato, but the Huachipari adopted it from the Matsigenka, who were their neighbors. 
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closer to the missionaries (Fuentes 1982:186; Gray 1996:252). In this context, it was easy for the 

priests to exploit these conflicts in order to obtain compliance with their plans for the mission. 

With the Protestant SIL missionary-linguists the situation was quite similar. In their 

dealings with the Arakmbut of Puerto Alegre, SIL members also emphasized individualism. 

Wage labor and trade were always dyadic relationships between one native and one SIL person. 

Missionaries requested the Arakmbut for labor on an individual basis and without involving 

corporate groups such as the residence groups or clans. The Arakmbut thus learned to respond to 

this, and competition developed among members of the same kin groups, in a manner previously 

unknown to them (Moore 1979:117-18). Furthermore, like the Dominicans, SIL missionaries had 

access to a seemingly endless supply of exciting new goods and services, and to some extent 

they were able to satisfy the new needs created among the natives. Thus, the SIL missionaries 

took on a patronage role as they had the power to facilitate or impede access to desired trade 

goods according to the degree of cooperation the natives gave them in their projects. Despite his 

efforts to avoid favoritism, Robert Tripp, the SIL missionary who spent most time in Puerto 

Alegre, was not always able to prevent some manipulation and paternalism from occurring 

(Moore 1979). 

Both Dominican and SIL missionaries ran schools in Arakmbut communities, with very 

similar impacts on the ability of natives to cooperate with each other. Both organizations started 

to compete for the right to provide schooling to indigenous children right after the Arakmbut 

were contacted. The Dominicans not only installed boarding schools in their missions, but also 

founded in 1953 the Asociación de Misioneros Seculares (MISEMA), a mobile team of 

educators, while SIL established its government-approved bilingual schools throughout much of 

the central and northern Peruvian Amazon. When the SIL missionaries started to expand their 
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school network, the Dominicans turned MISEMA into Red Escolar de la Selva del Sur Oriente 

Peruano (RESSOP), which built schools in the newly formed Arakmbut communities that would 

be ran by lay-missionary teachers (Aikman 1999:42-3). Puerto Alegre received the attention of 

SIL, which opened a bilingual school in 1973, ran by a native teacher from the community who 

had previously attended primary school in the mission of Shintuya and spoke some Spanish 

(Moore 1981). The SIL school was closed when the agreement between SIL and the government 

came to its end and was not renewed. Then, after moving to Puerto Luz the Arakmbut petitioned 

for and were sent a RESSOP lay-missionary teacher (Aikman 1999:44). The Puerto Luz primary 

school has since then been run by RESSOP, but teachers, who are mostly of Andean origin, are 

now provided by the Ministry of Education. 

Mestizo school teachers identify themselves with the national culture and not with the 

Arakmbut. They consider themselves to be ethnically and culturally superior to the Arakmbut, 

who are thought to be in need of development. According to the teachers, modernization means 

the adoption of the national language, values and customs, a way of life of which they consider 

themselves to be a role model (Aikman 1999:57). In this way, the content of class lessons often 

ignore Arakmbut history and knowledge, promoting instead Peruvian history and a sense of 

national identity through lessons on Peruvian “heroes” who died defending the country. Since the 

children are taught to identify with the national culture rather than with their own culture, the 

school system deprives the Arakmbut of the cultural elements with which they may build and 

rebuild an ethnic identity that could generate solidarity ties among families. 

To carry out projects to modernize the community, teachers call meetings to plan the 

projects and their implementation. But one of the main hindrances to the teachers’ work is the 

lack of resources, not only teaching materials and adequate infrastructure, but also labor. This is 



 

 

204 

 

why teachers rely on the parents’ work to carry out any project intended to improve the school or 

the community, and parents are required to provide free labor for these projects. Most of the 

times, either the turn-out is low or the parents simply reject the projects for finding them in 

conflict with their own culture. This makes access to labor one of the main bottlenecks for the 

teachers’ plans to implement their ideas of modernization. For these reasons, teachers continually 

compare the Arakmbut schoolchildren and parents with those in mestizo settlements, viewing the 

differences in terms of degrees of willingness to cooperate and work towards common goals. 

While the Arakmbut are seen as being lazy and backward, the mestizos are considered to be 

cooperative and hardworking. The differences between Arakmbut and mestizo social 

organization and cosmology are not given any consideration (Aikman 1999:62), nor even the 

teachers’ own negative impacts on Arakmbut solidarity. 

In such conditions, teachers have developed strategies for coping with labor shortage. In 

the absence of money to secure the parents’ labor, teachers resort to establishing and maintaining 

good relations with some members of the community. One approach is to establish “formal” 

relations with selected individuals through compadrazgo ties. In Puerto Luz, teachers use this 

institution to form alliances with certain individuals and families. Over the years these teachers 

have nurtured a ritual kin network that could be mobilized for support for school initiatives. 

Teachers render educational services to their godchildren in exchange for the parents’ political 

support to their projects, a relation that is reinforced through other forms of gift exchange. As  

with the priests in the times of the mission, the teachers’ use of clientelist ties to recruit labor and 

support brings about resentment among those who are left outside those networks, resentment 

that in the end undermines the ability of the Arakmbut to build solidarity bonds. 
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From Open Resistance to Organized Political Mobilization 

Until the 1950s, development of the Amazon region was of secondary interest for the 

Peruvian elites. This changed dramatically in the 1960s, when several public policies aimed at 

incorporating and developing this portion of the country led to massive investments in roads and 

communications infrastructure, colonization schemes, extension programs in agriculture and 

cattle raising, and projects of petroleum and other resource extraction (Smith 1982, 2005; 

Aramburú 1984; Chirif 1985). One of the main consequences of these changes was the 

encroachment of indigenous lands at unprecedented levels. Thousands of Andean colonists, 

cattle ranchers, and mining and oil corporations invaded the lands of indigenous settlements. 

Under these new circumstances, the traditional ways in which native people had been protecting 

their lands, based on physical expulsion of invaders and fleeing, became insufficient. Supported 

by outsider allies, especially anthropologists and missionaries, in the late 1960s indigenous 

Amazonians formed organizations that brought together several indigenous settlements of the 

same ethnic groups. The roots of these new organizations were clearly indigenous, as they 

worked as councils of leaders from each indigenous settlement. In the early 1970s, as part of 

state policies that sought to promote popular participation in politics, a government led by 

progressive military promoted the formation of native communities and federations among 

indigenous Amazonians. These state-promoted organizations impinged on already existing 

indigenous councils, making them legitimate interlocutors of the state. As a result, indigenous 

resistance became less open and violent, and more organized and hidden. Raids and attacks were 

replaced by law-suits, demonstrations, and appropriation of global discourses.  

The Ethnic Federation 

Organizing has become the main expression of indigenous political mobilization in the 

Amazon. The primary organizational model adopted by indigenous Amazoiniasn is the “ethnic 
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federations,” a loose association of autonomous settlements of a particular ethnic group, 

represented by their delegates and an elected leadership (Smith 1985, 1996). The idea of creating 

ethnic federations in the Amazon stretches back to mid-century and was encouraged in most 

cases by urban-based nonindigenous individuals and organizations such as anthropologists, 

missionaries, United States Peace Corps workers, state officials, NGOs, and political parties. The 

formation of the Federación Shuar in Ecuador in 1964 is recognized as the first major landmark 

in the trend toward organized indigenous struggle. Salesian missionaries planned and carried out 

the establishment of the Federación Shuar to counteract the growing advance of colonization into 

Shuar territory, which threatened to deprive missionaries of converts and labor (Salazar 1981). 

The next significant milestone in the region came in 1969 when Yánesha communities in the 

central Peruvian Amazon formed the Congreso Amuesha. Richard Smith, an American 

anthropologist who arrived in the country in 1966 as a volunteer with the United States Peace 

Corps, was key in the formation of the Congreso Amuesha. Since the Yánesha had lost most of 

their lands due to massive migration of Andean colonists into their territory in the late 1950s, 

Smith helped representatives of twenty Yánesha communities to form the Amuesha Congress in 

1969 (Smith 1996). In other cases, the presence of SIL served as a direct catalyst. The SIL’s 

educational and civic programs among Amazonians, operative since the mid 1950s, inspired 

ethnic organizational activity.  

This increase in militant mobilization among indigenous Amazonians was part of a larger 

process that included highland peasant farmers. This upsurge in indigenous mobilization brought 

about grater demands for agrarian reforms and increased migration of rural landless to the urban 

centers. The response of the elites was to redirect highland migration to the Amazon forests as an 

alternative to land tenure reforms. To expedite the colonization of the Amazon, the state invested 
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in the building of penetration roads into the forest, thus placing this remote area under political 

control and integrating it into the national society and market economy. In many cases, 

missionaries were commissioned by the state to carry out this endeavor (Smith 1985:16). 

Nearly all the first ethnic federations began as meetings of headmen or representatives of 

different settlements of a particular ethnic group who were looking for common strategies to 

defend their land base and ethnic identities (Chirif 1974; Salazar 1977). While these initial 

meetings evolved in different ways, depending on the level of acculturation, participation in the 

market economy, and ethnic particularities, they have shared several features. They have 

basically worked as alliances of landed corporate groups with a tradition of cooperation in 

political, economic and social issues (Smith 1985:17). By the 1970s, emergent native leaders 

from all major ethnic groups in the Peruvian Amazon formed their own local ethnic federations, 

whose organizational structure shared common elements with the Congreso Amuesha: (1) a 

voluntary alliance of autonomous settlements; (2) an elected leadership representative of and 

accountable to the constituencies; (3) a combination of political representation and lobbying for 

providing goods and services; (4) a unity based on ethnic identity; and (5) autonomy regarding 

outside actors (Smith 1996:94-5). Acoording to Smith (1985:17), the reason why Amazonian 

native people opted for the model of ethnic federation has to do with the fact that the areas where 

these organizations proliferated were peripheral to or outside of Inca and Spanish states, and for 

that reason indigenous peoples were able to preserve a strong sense of their ethnic identities. 

Nevertheless, indigenous organizing not only responded to the interests of indigenous 

peoples and nonindigenous supporters; it was also a result of state intervention. This took place 

in the 1970s, under Velasco military administration. Velasco was part of a reformist faction of 

the military who saw its task as breaking the stranglehold of the traditional oligarchy and 
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instituting a redistributive form of economic development. As political parties and civilian 

leaders were seen as incapable of implementing these urgently needed reforms, Velasco installed 

a regime based on an “inclusionary” corporatist-style system of interest representation that was 

intended to move beyond clientelism while controlling social mobilization (Stokes 1995:33). 

Thus, in order to replace the traditional role political parties played as intermediaries between the 

state and grassroots organizations, Velasco government encouraged popular participation in state 

institutions and decision-making processes (Franco 1979). To accomplish its aim of creating a 

new structure of local political activism and attracting popular loyalty, Velasco government 

created in 1971 the Sistema Nacional para la Movilización Social (SINAMOS), a centralized 

mobilization agency.  

SINAMOS hired Peruvian anthropologist Stefano Varese to found a Division of Native 

Communities of the Jungle, a special section intended to deal with the specific problems of 

Amazonian indigenous communities. Believing that the solution for most of indigenous people’s 

problems would come with their organization, SINAMOS personnel defined as their main task to 

help indigenous people organize themselves (Smith 1974:31). Thus, SINAMOS fostered the 

creation of two forms or modalities of political organization: (1) the class-based peasant-like 

“agrarian leagues” that in turn would be integrated into a national-level umbrella organization 

called Confederación Nacional Agraria (CNA), also created with the help of SINAMOS (Guerra 

García 1983); and (2) ethnic-based “congresses” (Chirif 1974; Morin 1992; Nugkuag 1985). At 

that time, the issue of whether indigenous organizing should be based on class or ethnic terms 

was intensively debated (Espinosa 2004).  

The administration of General Francisco Morales Bermúdez closed down SINAMOS in 

1978, and prioritized colonization and road building rather than titling of indigenous lands in the 
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Amazon. The same year, a group of anthropologists who formerly worked for SINAMOS 

founded the Centro de Investigación y Promoción de la Amazonía (CIPA), an NGO that would 

play an important role in the formation of indigenous organizations in many parts of the Peruvian 

Amazon, including Madre de Dios. The return to a democratically elected government in 1980, 

after twelve years of dictatorship, did not interrupt the neoliberal economic policies initiated by 

Morales Bermúdez. Nonetheless, the political rhetoric of democracy that accompanied these 

policies, which emphasized dialogue between “civil society” and the state, gave a new impulse to 

the organization of native Amazonians. NGOs such as CIPA shared this rhetoric and promoted 

the participation of social organizations in the public space, by helping in the institutionalization 

of indigenous organizations.  

In Madre de Dios, the formation of an ethnic federation was the result of the intervention 

of at least three external actors: the state, anthropologists, and NGOs. SINAMOS came to Madre 

de Dios in 1975, but it created neither agrarian leagues nor ethnic federations, since it focused its 

work on the registration and titling of several indigenous settlements in accordance with the 1974 

Law of Native Communities (Moore 1985b:175; Rummenhoeller et al. 1991). In 1979, CIPA 

signed an agreement with the Ministry of Agriculture to demarcate the territory of four 

indigenous settlements in Madre de Dios, most of them Harakmbut. By forming native 

communities, SINAMOS and CIPA promoted the adoption of the bureaucratic and hierarchical 

model of organization (governing boards and communal assemblies) that would later influence 

the model adopted by FENAMAD. 

In this context, anthropologist Thomas Moore played an important part in indigenous 

organizing in Madre de Dios. During the 1970s and 1980s, it was considered that so-called 

“traditional” local resistance tactics were insufficient to protect indigenous lands, and that a more 
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organized political action was required (Rummenhoeller et al. 1991:390). Then a doctoral 

student at the New School of Social Science in New York, Moore arrived in Madre de Dios in 

1971 to conduct dissertation research among the Arakmbut of Puerto Alegre. At that time, Peru-

Cities Service had installed a supply depot in Puerto Alegre, leading to conflicts between the oil 

workers and the Arakmbut. Then the Arakmbut asked Moore for support against the abuses of 

the oil company. In coordination with Stefano Varese, Moore took an Arakmbut delegate to 

Lima to get the support of SINAMOS against the oil company. This experience gave the 

Arakmbut a clear idea of the effectiveness of networks with outsiders, and the need to form an 

organization began to be discussed. 

By the late 1970s, several ethnic federations, among them the Consejo Aguaruna 

Huambisa, the Congreso Amuesha, and AIDESEP had already been formed, and served as a 

model for the creation of other regional and local indigenous organizations all around the 

Peruvian Amazon. Thus, between 1980 and 1981, with the financial support of Oxfam UK, some 

Arakmbut delegates were taken to Lima to hold some meetings with AIDESEP’s leaders (García 

2003:279; Gray 1986:82). Also, in 1981 AIDESEP sent one of its leaders, a Yanesha Indian, to 

support the organization of a federation in Madre de Dios (Moore 1985b:175). Moore, AIDESEP 

and Oxfam UK promoted the “ethnic federation” model that represented only the interests of the 

Arakmbut, a model that contrasted with the union-like model of other indigenous federations 

created at the time by the CNA. The Arakmbut, however, opted for an inter-ethnic alliance 

because they considered they had their own mechanisms to affirm their identity internally, while 

the federation would be devoted to deal with external issues. The result of the meetings with 

AIDESEP and other federations, as well as various other local inter-community meetings, was 

the first FENAMAD congress held at Boca del Karene in January 1982 (Gray 1986:82). 
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While initially ethnic federations reflected indigenous forms of social organization, 

eventually they had to adjust to formal models imposed by the state. James Scott (1998) argues 

that statecraft is a project of legibility. Whether through the work of forest scientists or urban 

planners, state-making agents simplify and standardize societies that for them look chaotic and 

complex. The Peruvian state demanded Amazonian indigenous people to fulfill formal 

requirements that would “institutionalize” their organizations. Thus, ethnic federations adopted 

juridical formulae from national legislation (e.g., civil associations) that made indigenous 

peoples legally visible and valid interlocutors for the state. For example, in 1986 FENAMAD 

was legally recognized and registered as a “non-profit association.” At the same time, the 

demand for political participation prompted indigenous people to use these juridical resources to 

institutionalize themselves, and to look for NGOs’ help in the fulfillment of the legal formalities.  

The emergence of organized indigenous politics in Madre de Dios was a direct result of 

indigenous people’s engagement with the national political system. In the early 1970s, a military 

dictatorship not only allowed indigenous peoples to organize themselves, but also was an active 

advocate of indigenous organizing. With the return to a democratic regime in 1980s, the new 

government became uninterested in indigenous organizing, but there was enough political 

freedom for anthropologists like Thomas Moore and NGOs like Oxfam UK to support the 

Arakmbut to find organizational models in accordance with their own culture and needs. This 

proves that we should take the role of political regime with caution. In this case, a military 

regime did not necessarily mean violent repression and, as will be seen later in this chapter, a 

democratic regime not always is exempt from repressive forms of political control. 

Old Societies, New Organizations 

FENAMAD’s organizational model found no few difficulties for its adoption by the 

Arakmbut. At the beginning, many people did not understand the federation’s structure and 
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objectives. Although there are several historical examples of the different Harakmbut groups 

making alliances to fight non-indigenous aggressors, such as Baltazar La Torre in the 1870s, and 

the inter-ethnic mobilization towards Puerto Maldonado in support of Boca Inambari in 1978, the 

idea of an organization that brings together members from different territorial and ethnic groups 

who historically have not been friends was not well received by the elders.  

The social structure of many indigenous peoples of lowland South America is 

characterized by independence, individualism, egalitarism, and even hostility among groups 

(Salazar 1981:589). As we have seen in Chapter 4, within Arakmbut communities sociality is 

characterized by an stress on personal autonomy, an aversion to hierarchies, and a rejection of 

coercion (Overing 1988). Prior to the formation of FENAMAD, the Arakmbut had nearly no 

experience with a level of organization beyond the community level. In the pre-contact period, 

the different malocas within a territorial group would band together for celebrations that could 

last several days, but beyond the maloca the only form of organization seems to have been the 

war-leader. This person, however, led his group only as long as the conflict lasted. This lack of 

larger organizational structures, as well as the extremely antagonistic nature of relations between 

different groups, would prevent any kind of spontaneous collaboration and the creation of 

indigenous organizations. This explains why there have been few examples of unified 

organizations beyond the level of the community or territorial group. In fact, in the literature 

there are no examples of independently and spontaneously created indigenous organizations that 

have arisen from the level of communities. 

 When Amazonian indigenous people finally adopted the model of the ethnic federation, 

they understood it in their own cultural terms. Indigenous peoples conceived of missionaries and 

anthropologists as leaders whose abilities they wanted to harness. They not only accepted these 
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agents of change but also encouraged them to assume a leadership role, at least during the first 

years of the organization. The Arakmbut use the word wairi to refer not only to a respected 

Arakmbut men but also to non-indigenous “advisors” who have supported them over the years 

(Gray 1986:117). Indeed, Gray (1986:108) mentions that some Arakmbut believed that the roles 

of political leaders need not be played by indigenous peoples but by non-indigenous support 

groups and advisors to traditional leaders. Still, non-indigenous leaders are expected to behave 

according to indigenous models of leadership. Unlike Western conceptions of leadership as 

hierarchical in nature and predicated on relations of subordination and domination, indigenous 

people conceive of leaders as providing ideas and taking initiative on behalf of their groups.  

 It is important to note, however, that it is the indigenous people who decide to take 

advantage of the skills and financial resources of non-indigenous actors and not the other way 

around. The leadership role that these actors play is limited in scope and they could in no way 

coerce or impose their will on anybody, and their position is not permanent but dependent on 

their continuing success which, in turn, is indicative of their limited power. They are followed as 

long as it is worthwhile, but if they fail or are no longer perceived as sufficiently powerful, they 

could be abandoned. This happened to Thomas Moore in the FENAMAD congress held in Santa 

Rosa de Huacaria in 1995. After the final session, the newly elected president of the federation, 

Antonio Iviche, approached Moore and told him that they were thankful for all Centro Eori had 

done for FENAMAD but they would not need it anymore. This also explains why the role of 

external advisors has mostly been played by anthropologists and other human rights activists, 

who showed more sensitivity to the indigenous peoples’ own interests and worldview. 

Indigenous Amazonians have been more reluctant to establish alliances with urban-based, left-
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wing political parties, which have seen indigenous peoples with a paternalistic and sometimes 

racist attitude. 

 Many indigenous peoples do not share the assumption that political leadership should be 

necessarily exercised by people of their same ethnic background. This is probably derived, in 

part, from a concept of the other that rather than emphasize the inferiority of the other, tolerate it 

and strongly desire it (Overing 1996:53). Therefore, when Gray (1986:117) asserts that outside 

agents only became wairi among the Arakmbut when “no indigenous wairi seemed powerful 

enough to take on the power which threatened them,” he might be missing the point. It is 

possible that the main interest of the Arakmbut was in the efficacy of that person as a leader 

rather than in ethnicity. Indeed, it is clear that ethnic federations became more popular with 

indigenous people once their efficacy was demonstrated. Gray (1986:115) reports that the 

Arakmbut communities became more enthusiastic in FENAMAD’s support once it had proved 

its utility in a conflict over land invasions.  

 Furthermore, when FENAMAD was created and the Arakmbut had to choose between 

two organizational models, they opted for the one that reported more benefits. One of these 

models organized FENAMAD on a centralized basis with a permanent office in Puerto 

Maldonado that could be managed by indigenous representatives, probably students who had 

finished their courses at secondary school there. The office would operate to put pressure on the 

government to respect indigenous rights; would act as a commercial center, helping communities 

sell their produce in the city such as wood, crops or handicrafts; and would be a cultural center 

and hostel for those staying in town or in need of medical treatment. The other model viewed 

FENAMAD as decentralized and each community as a satellite of the federation. The officers 

would make regular visits to the communities and discuss their needs and requests during 
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frequently held general assemblies. Decisions would be taken in more participative fashion and 

there would be no central base. At the end, the first option was chosen (Gray 1986), probably 

because that would provide personal benefits to community members. 

 The correlation of legitimacy with ethnicity, however, is manifested in the attitudes of 

both the friends and enemies of indigenous organizations. Attacks on indigenous organizations 

and political movements often focus on the white people behind the curtains who are supposed to 

be in control. Enemies of the indigenous movement often attempt to portray outside agents as 

manipulators of the indigenous people. In Peru, for example, whenever indigenous people 

protest, government officials state that they are being manipulated by leftist NGOs for political 

purposes. 

 It is not surprising that indigenous organizations are not financed by their members, a 

situation that is also normal among the Arakmbut (Gray 1986:111). But this cannot be explained 

only by arguing that indigenous communities are too poor to redistribute surpluses to their 

representative organizations. In fact, there are examples in which it has been perfectly feasible 

that indigenous people finance their own organizations, such as the Piaroa’s Organización 

Indígena Piaroa Unidos del Sipapo (OIPUS) that was largely financed by its member 

communities, or the Enxet of Paraguay who, despite their great poverty, are capable of 

generating central funds, at least within communities (Kidd 1997). A leader should help his 

group, and this may be a common phenomenon in lowland South America given the frequently 

observed requirement that indigenous leaders be generous. Given the existence of well-funded 

non-indigenous leaders it would not make sense if communities themselves were to provide 

money for their own organizations. 
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 The creation of organizations was also a result of a pursuit for independence from 

anthropologists and NGOs. In fact, as I explained in Chapter 5, the formation of the Consejo 

Harakmbut (COHAR) was a result of the Arakmbut’s desire to become independent from Centro 

Eori and to manage the federation’s funds and projects autonomously. This was not exclusive to 

FENAMAD, but a process common to Peruvian Amazonia. Evaristo Nugkuag, one of the initial 

founders of AIDESEP and its several times president, considers the birth of AIDESEP as a 

strategy to set up a native agenda without the influence of CIPA (Greene 2006:341). 

The incorporation of legal formulas that allowed indigenous federations to have a state-

recognized political status is not in contradiction with their main objective: the defense of 

indigenous people’s rights and culture. But arguing that the formalization is at odds with the 

aims of indigenous organizations is ignoring the dramatic changes indigenous peoples have 

experienced through a long history of engagement with the national society. On the other hand, 

this view does not consider the possibility that formal organizations used by the Indians to 

uphold their demands be understood and practiced from their own cultural and political 

perspective. 

Seeing like an NGO 

The organizational culture of ethnic federations is not confined to the building of 

networks of ethnic groups and communities; it also incorporates centralized and hierarchical 

governing and decision making structures that are taken from bureaucratic styles of civic life. As 

Amazonian Indians were increasingly exposed to the national society, they adopted bureaucratic 

structures “that represent the ne plus ultra of Latin American civic life” (Brown 1993:312). With 

the formation of indigenous federations the number of ministry-like positions rapidly proliferated 

(Chaumeil 1990:109), and this is a characteristic not only of ethnic federations but also of every 

grassroots organization (health committees, Mother’s Clubs, Glass of Milk Committees, Popular 
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Canteens, and Parents Associations), in which each official has a formal bureaucratic title, 

ranging from president and secretary to treasurer. 

An important structural element shared by ethnic federations is an elected leadership 

representative of and accountable to their constituencies (Smith 1996:94-5). FENAMAD is 

managed by a governing board (junta directiva) composed of a president, a vice-president, a 

secretary, a treasurer, a spokesperson, and a fiscal. Each member is assigned one or two areas of 

work, which currently are seven: organization, territory and natural resources, economy and 

production, education and culture, health, indigenous women, and indigenous people in 

voluntary isolation. A general assembly of delegates of the federation’s village members meets at 

least once a year to elect a governing board that will act on its behalf and to make decisions 

about the programmatic goals of the organization (Smith 1985). FENAMAD holds an assembly 

or congress of community delegates every two years. In this congress, a new leadership is 

elected and the main goals, plans and policies of the organization are set by delegates of all the 

constituent communities. The main mechanism of decision-making is universal voting, and each 

delegate has the right to vote in any decision or election.  

This coincides with the notion that most people have of democratic governance, but some 

deficiencies can be identified. Initially, Moore worked with Arakmbut leaders to find a formula 

that would enable the federation to keep a broad ethnic representation in the governing board. In 

those years, candidates were chosen from and by all delegates of the assembly, and the goal was 

to include members of all ethnic groups, emphasizing the qualification of the candidates as the 

main criterion for their election. But this changed when, after serving as AIDESEP’s president in 

Lima, an Arakmbut leader came back to Madre de Dios and was elected FENAMAD’s president. 

This leader promoted the use of AIDESEP’s planchas electorales (electoral lists) in 
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FENAMAD’s elections. Planchas electorales consist of forming up to three lists of candidates 

who are chosen from among the delegates attending the congress, who will then run for the 

federation’s offices during the election. Individual leaders form their “own” lists through secret 

negotiations in which political alliances, rather than ethnic representativeness, play a key role. 

These alliances are based on ethnic and friendship ties and, according to a federation leader I 

interviewed, sometimes on the exchange of votes for monetary rewards.3 

The federation has much of the protocol of the state bureaucracy. The calling and holding 

of assemblies, the election of the governing board, and the duties of the elected officials are 

regulated by the federation’s statutes, which follow the Peruvian civil code. The secretary 

records all the decisions and agreements made in each assembly in a minutes book, which has 

been previously legalized by a notary. The style in which the minutes are written follows the 

byzantine format of all official documents. 

Once FENAMAD got external support to design and fund development projects, a 

bureaucratic apparatus was needed to successfully undertake those projects. Thus, the 

management and implementation of development projects involved the incorporation of 

personnel in a wide range of hierarchical positions, such as project coordinators, specialists, 

managers, accountants, secretaries, etc. Development projects also required a wide array of 

literacy practices, such as agenda and report writing, planning meetings and project documents, 

accounting and administration, media dissemination of information, and myriad other activities 

associated with projects and accountability (Aikman 2001:114). Indigenous leaders had to learn 

these procedures and in fact some of them occupied leading positions within the projects, 

                                                 
3 Procedures to elect leaders have also been used as a political tool to pave the way for the election of certain 

candidates. For example, an Arakmbut man who had been proposed as a candidate for the federation presidency was 

disqualified for not being a delegate sent by his community, as is stipulated by the federation’s statutes (FENAMAD 

1994). 
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especially those who had college degrees, although the most specialized and technical tasks were 

left for nonindigenous professionals that were hired by the projects.  

Over time, project bureaucracies became an integral part of the very functioning of 

FENAMAD. Until 1997, the year in which FENAMAD began to implement its largest 

development project so far, Plan Karene, the federation depended on Centro Eori’s 

accountability system. In fact, some tensions with Centro Eori regarding funds management were 

among the reasons why FENAMAD decided to terminate its relationship with this NGO (García 

2013:290). Plan Karene contributed to implementing FENAMAD’s own administrative system, 

which was key to helping the federation get funding for new projects. Now the federation 

operates as an hybrid of an ethnic federation, with a governing board comprised by leaders 

democratically elected, and an NGO with a salaried staff of lawyers, anthropologists, foresters, 

agronomists, communicators, Global Information System (GIS) specialists, and extensionists.  

This NGO-style of functioning has not been exempt from some confusion among the 

constituent communities regarding FENAMAD’s role. In fact, since its constituencies do not 

contribute funds for its operational expenses, FENAMAD found itself forced to rely on an NGO-

style structure and depend on project funds to survive as an organization and fulfill its objectives. 

Therefore, besides its function as a representative organization, defending the territorial rights of 

the communities, FENAMAD has played a role in providing development projects and other 

goods and services to their constituencies.  

Although much of the projects and funds have been devoted to the defense of 

communities’ land rights, such as titling projects, FENAMAD has had to meet increasing 

demands from their constituencies that tend to view the federation as a provider of health care, 

education and production services. One of the main consequences of this has been the 
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development of patronage relations between FENAMAD and the communities, as the latter have 

conditioned their allegiance to the federation on the provision of goods and services. The 

confusion and tension are well expressed in the answer an exleader of FENAMAD gave to one 

of my questions about the relations between the federation and the communities. When I asked 

his opinion about the fact that some communities were asking FENAMAD to provide them with 

electricity or gasoline for their power generator in exchange for their support against Hunt Oil, 

he answered: “FENAMAD cannot meet those demands because it is not an NGO.” 

Organized Mobilization 

While spontaneous community-based mobilization still takes place, now FENAMAD 

centralizes most of the political mobilization of its constituent communities. The federation 

began to advise community members about their legal rights and tactics of land defense. Thus, 

the Arakmbut received training on how to watch their territories by patrolling the rivers in 

outboard canoes along the community borders. Patrolling allowed the Arakmbut to expel many 

outsiders who were attempting to seize community lands (Moore 1985b:174). In a sense, 

organized mobilization led by the federation has taken preeminence over the less organized 

community mobilization. When I asked an Arakmbut man from Puerto Luz why the community 

had not yet taken any action against some miners found inside the community, he explained: 

“We are waiting for FENAMAD to tell us what to do.”  

Organized mobilization has also included many forms of street protest. While there were 

rallies to Puerto Maldonado before FENAMAD was created, street demonstrations in this city 

became a common form of resistance only after the formation of the federation in 1982. Until 

then, each community spontaneously and individually mobilized every time its members 

experienced a threat to their land rights. Now the federation calls and leads strikes and 

demonstrations in Puerto Maldonado. While in Puerto Maldonado, community members may 
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stay at the federation’s building, and sometimes their costs of transportation from their 

community and food are covered by the federation. Nevertheless, the shift to this “open” form of 

protest was not fast. The main obstacle for the mobilization of indigenous people to Puerto 

Maldonado was their lack of identity cards (Libreta Electoral). Every time they travelled from 

their communities to Puerto Maldonado for a mobilization or other purposes, those without 

documents were arrested by the police at checkpoints. Most of the times, the policemen 

subjected them to humiliating abuse, such as to set them clean the bathrooms or clear the garden 

of the police station. Therefore, one of the main tasks of FENAMAD and its allied 

anthropologists and NGOs was to help indigenous people to get identity cards and to file suits 

against abusive policemen. 

Once this problem was overcome, indigenous people experienced more freedom to 

protest in the streets of Puerto Maldonado. Street protest is an organized form of mobilization 

that involves the joint action of several communities. Its purpose is basically to have indigenous 

demands heard by regional and national authorities that are headquartered in the capital city of 

the region. Street protest includes many forms of expressing disagreement with state policies and 

decisions affecting indigenous rights. These forms include marches, road blockades, chants, tire 

burning, banner holding, building occupations, and public speeches. 

The different forms of street protest are not of indigenous origin. Many of them are 

actually practiced by protestors all around the world and have been around for many decades. In 

Peru, this style of protesting became popular in the 1970s, when class-based unions organized 

several strikes in many cities under the influence of leftist political parties (Sulmont 1977). 

These modalities of protest were reproduced by Madre de Dios unions that were active in the 

1970s and 1980s. In 1980, several unions representing different labor groups had been organized 
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or reorganized in Madre de Dios (Moore 1985b). FADEMAD, an organization based on a union 

model, became FENAMAD’s main ally in several protests. FENAMAD learned modes of street 

protests from all these actors. 

Although street protest has been widely used by FENAMAD, it is not the main form of 

indigenous resistance. Marches and demonstrations may sometimes occur in a peaceful manner, 

but most of the times they result in violent confrontations with antiriot policemen, sometimes 

with tragic consequences like the shooting and killing of some protesters. Because of the violent 

repression they may provoke, open forms of protest are always the last resort, negotiation and 

dialogue being the first options. Strikes, with their many forms of street protest, are generally 

called when several attempts to have the government hear indigenous demands have been 

exhausted. The shift to an organized form of indigenous mobilization in the Amazon has 

generally involved a reduction in the level of violence. Many founding leaders of the Aguaruna 

people of northern Peru who organized the Consejo Aguaruna Huambisa acknowledge the shift 

from “customary” war-like politics to a “modern” version of peaceful institutional politics 

(Greene 2006:339-40).  

Rather than street protest or community border patrol, and despite the rebellious culture 

of indigenous people, the main forms of organized resistance are more subtle in nature, such as 

framing indigenous demands in global discourses, making alliances with powerful outsiders, and 

appealing to international legal frameworks to hold state authorities to their own normative 

commitments (e.g. International Labor Organization’s Convention 169). In this sense, this case is 

consistent with Scott (1986)’s theory in that repressive political regimes prevent the rise of open 

resistance. Nevertheless, open resistance did not necessarily arise with the advent of democratic 

openness, as Kerkvliet (1993) describes for the Philippines. FENAMAD was created under the 
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democratically elected government of Fernando Belaunde Terry, a government more repressive 

than the previous military regimes. In fact, unlike the case of Otavalo analyzed by Korovkin 

(2000), in which hidden forms of resistance preceded organized political action, the case of 

FENAMAD reveals a reverse process in which organizing rather meant the shift from open to 

hidden resistance. 

 

 

Figure 6-1.  FENAMAD leader giving a speech in Puerto Maldonado’s main square. Photo by 

Danny Pinedo 

 

Identity Politics 

The local dimensions of Peru’s Amazonian indigenous movement were globally 

influenced from the start. This influence came from linkages with international actors and 

advocacy networks despite the movement’s apparent insignificance and invisibility in the 

“national” scene. Since the 1980s, indigenous organizations from different Amazonian countries 
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forged alliances with two global actors, human rights and environmental activists, turning the 

Amazonian indigenous movement into an ecological-ethnic-political international movement. 

This global articulation was not based only on alliances with international activists, but also on 

the appropriation of transnational discourses of environmentalism that connect indigenous 

peoples and tropical rainforests (Conklin and Graham 1995). 

Becoming Indians in Madre de Dios 

One of the key factors that enabled the various indigenous groups in Madre de Dios to 

collectively mobilize is the construction of an ethnic identity. When mining corporations and 

settlers’ pressure on indigenous lands dramatically increased in the late 1970s and early 1980s, 

the defense of indigenous lands through the mobilization of single communities became 

insufficient. The union of several communities and ethnic groups in a federation to face the 

threat of outsiders became an urgent necessity. Although the different Madre de Dios indigenous 

peoples were able to organize around a common political agenda through FENAMAD, many 

problems remained unsolved, such as maintaining unity among peoples who had previously been 

enemies. Rivalry and tensions between kin groups, settlements, and ethnic groups were a major 

obstacle for an inter-community and interethnic indigenous coalition. In order to overcome the 

divisive effects of these tensions, FENAMAD’s leadership promoted the construction of an 

identity that rather than resorting to any particular ethnicity it draws on the idea of “indigenous 

people” as a general category comprising all ethnic groups in Madre de Dios. 

To forge their own identity discourse, FENAMAD leaders relied on previously existing 

narratives on the unity of Madre de Dios indigenous peoples that are actually culturally diverse. 

This has been more apparent in the case of Harakmbut-speaking peoples. Since the first accounts 

on the Harakmbut, this group has been described as divided into six sub-groups with their own 

dialect and other discrete cultural features. Thus, it is commonly said that the Harakmbut are 
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comprised by the Arakmbut, Wachipaeri, Sapiteri, Toyeri, Arasaeri and Kisambaeri, names that 

etymologically referred to the places these groups originally inhabited and were, and still are, 

used for selfdenomination. As we have seen in Chapter 3, all these denominations were not in 

fact ethnic names but a way to denote a group by its geographic position. The Mashco 

denomination, as well as that of the six Harakmbut sub-groups, were “created” through the 

contact with outsiders, from the rubber gatherers and missionaries to anthropologists. Even the 

notion of fierceness and warlike nature of the Mashco Indians was invented in the midst of 

violent contact with rubber gatherers, explorers and missionaries. 

These groups present marked cultural differences, among which language is the most 

important, as each group speaks their own dialect, but differences also include particular body 

paints, ornaments, clothing, and cosmology (FENAMAD 1992). Despite these cultural 

differentiation, the Harakmbut have been depicted as pertaining to a single ethnic group or 

linguistic family. The Dominican missionaries spread the idea that the diverse Harakmbut groups 

made up a single socio-cultural conglomerate. Anthropologists also significantly contributed to 

create this idea of ethnic unity. The early ethnography on the Harakmbut groups identified them 

as a unit (Lyon 1967). Subsequent studies found enough evidence of linguistic similarities 

among the Harakmbut dialects that they were classified as a single linguistic family called 

Harakmbut Hate (Lyon 1975). Thus, the Harakmbut came to be recognized as a socio-cultural 

entity encompassing various subgroups linked by similar kinship systems, languages, myths, and 

customs (Califano 1982; Gray 1996, 1997a; Helberg 1996; Moore 1975, 2003; Wahl 1987). 

Thus, the previously called Mashco became the new self-denominated Harakmbut. These 

narratives of the Harakmbut unity became a key element in the social construction of an identity 

comprising not only all Harakmbut groups, but also all ethnic groups of Madre de Dios. 
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Ethnic identity as a culturally constructed category rather than as a given cultural feature 

has been emphasized by several scholars (Jackson 1991). An event that vividly illustrates the 

constructed nature of ethnic identity was when the Arakmbut people of San José del Karene and 

Puerto Luz, accompanied by FENAMAD representatives, Centro Eori staff, and British 

anthropologist Andrew Gray, held a meeting in the latter community to discuss common 

problems. One of the issues addressed during the meeting was whether the Arakmbut should be 

called Arakmbut instead of Amarakaeiri, as they had been called since the first contacts. After 

much deliberation they opted for Arakmbut since Amarakaeri is a derogative term that means 

murderer (Gray 1997b). The interesting thing here is that the word Arakmbut as an identification 

marker is used only before an outside audience, since in everyday conversation among the 

Arakmbut the term is used only to denote “people.” 

During public speeches, statements, reports and other written documents FENAMAD 

leaders use the term “indigenous people” to refer to their constituent communities, downplaying 

any specific ethnicity. When they need to refer to a particular community, they use the name of 

the community and very rarely the ethnic group with which the members of that community 

identify themselves. In Peru, indígena (indigenous person) has historically referred primarily to 

Andean indigenous peoples. Its use was largely absent in Amazonia where the Velasco 

government adopted the tern nativo (native) into official usage in order to replace the colonial 

Spanish and Quechua vulgarisms used to refer to the lowlanders (salvajes, chunchos, jívaros, and 

so on).4 The law that in 1974 conferred Amazonian indigenous settlements legal recognition and 

land titles incorporated the term comunidades nativas (native communities) for newly registered 

indigenous settlements. In line with this shift, in 1982 the Harakmbut and their supporters 

                                                 
4 Velasco did the same with the use of “indígena” to denote the indigenous people of Andean communities. His 

government replaced the then derogative term “indígena” for the more neutral word “campesino” (peasant). Thus, 

the name of Andean peasant farmers shifted from “indigenous communities” to “peasant communities.” 
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decided to call the nascent indigenous federation “Federación de Comunidades Nativas del Río 

Madre de Dios y Afluentes,” (Federation of Native Communities of the Madre de Dios River and 

its Tributaries), avoiding any reference to particular ethnicities.  

Today urban-based white and mestizo sectors of Peruvian society call indigenous 

Amazonians “nativos,” although the latter prefer to use the term “pueblos indígenas” to identify 

themselves. In 1984, AIDESEP hosted a meeting in Lima which was attended by newly created 

indigenous organizations from four other Amazonian countries. The result of this meeting was 

the creation of the Coordinadora de Organizaciones Indígenas de la Cuenca Amazónica 

(COICA), the transnational organization that now represents Amazonian peoples from nine 

South American countries. This meeting served as an initial point of dissemination of the now 

internationally legal terminology of “indigenous peoples,” used in the United Nations and other 

international agreements (the ILO’s Convention 169, for example). The impact of the 

dissemination of this international legal terminology is now evident in everyday forms. While 

older Amazonian federations typically adopted the term “native” into their organizational 

rhetoric, the newer ones frequently substitute the term “indigenous” for it (Greene 2006). 

 Nevertheless, this identity is not a monolithic discourse impervious to ethnic-based 

factionalism. Discrete ethnic identities emerge especially in the context of tensions within 

FENAMAD’s constituencies. These conflicts are expressed in a cultural language, as when the 

Harakmbut boast of still having their own language, while ridiculing the Shipibo for having lost 

their native language and now nearly no Shipibo speaks it. We have seen in Chapter 5 that when 

leaders from the lower part of the basin, mainly Ese’eja and Shipibo, took control of 

FENAMAD, the Harakmbut formed COHAR, an organization that, unlike FENAMAD, 

emphasized ethnic affiliation. When Julio Cusurichi, a Shipibo leader, won the Goldman Price 
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for his contribution to the defense of indigenous rights, especially for the creation of a reserve for 

indigenous people living in voluntary isolation, many Arakmbut leaders accused him of 

individually appropriating the authorship of collective indigenous struggles. The Arakmbut 

particularly resented the fact that achievements made mostly by Arakmbut people were 

acknowledged in a leader from a different ethnic group. 

Visual signs of indianness 

When I asked Mankehue, an elder of Puerto Luz, what he recalled the most from the time 

of the Dominican missions, he responded that the priests taught the Harakmbut to wear clothes. 

The most acculturated Harakmbut groups in the mission considered wearing Western clothing as 

a sign of being civilized and often ridiculed those who still wore traditional costumes. 

Paradoxically, forty years after they fled the mission, the Harakmbut take off their Western 

outfits and put on their feathered costumes to go out to the streets and express their political 

demands. Headdresses, body paint, feathered ornaments, and bows and arrows once played a role 

in traditional rituals and warfare. Today many traditional rituals are no longer performed, while 

intertribal war is not practiced anymore. Nevertheless, indigenous peoples still use these 

artifacts, although in a very different context. Objects that embody the qualities associated with 

being Indian are essential cultural elements of indigenous activism. As markers of identity, this 

paraphernalia is used to mobilize not only non-indigenous supporters but also to forge solidarity 

among indigenous groups. 

When indigenous people rally on the streets of Puerto Maldonado, organize meetings and 

perform public speeches in the city’s main square, or call a press conference at FENAMAD’s 

office, they take their mass-produced Western clothing off, paint their faces and bodies, and put 

on colorful costume that set them apart as “Indians.” They exhibit several external signs that 

speak of their condition as Indians, such as wearing feathered headdresses and cotton tunics, 
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wielding spears, bows and arrows, and showing off body paints and nakedness. The purpose of 

this exhibition of visual signs of indianess is to legitimize indigenous people’s demands before a 

non-indigenous public. Indigenous people seek to make sure that their look conforms to the 

image that non-Indian, urban based sectors of Peruvian society have formed of native 

Amazonians, who are imagined through stereotypes that represent indigenous Amazonians as 

semi-naked people wearing feathered ornaments and wielding bows and arrows. 

 

 

Figure 6-2.  Indigenous demonstration in Puerto Maldonado. Photo by Danny Pinedo 

 

In a context where the issue of authenticity is at stake, indigenous people wear visual 

signs of indigeneity to affirm their quality of Indians. In Peru, the issue of who is an Indian is a 

very sensitive one since indigenous people demand from the state certain rights that are granted 

on the basis of their condition as Indians. For example, the recognition as “native communities” 
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and the titling of collective lands are granted only to settlements whose inhabitants fulfill the 

requirement of being Indians. The need to affirm indigenous identity through images of 

indigeneity stems from the fact that the condition of being Indian is related to a traditional way 

of life that is connected to a conservationist ethics. Indigenous people will be considered as 

authentic Indians as long as they show external signs of indianness, which means that they still 

have a lifeway that is traditional and hence ecologically harmonious. This is evident when Madre 

de Dios indigenous peoples are represented in parades held during festive days such as 

Independence Day or the anniversary of the founding of Puerto Maldonado. Primary school 

children use stereotyped images to represent Indians with semi-naked and painted bodies and 

wearing feathered ornaments and grass skirts. There is an obsessive tendency of representing 

Indians through these stereotypes even though it is so evident that the majority of indigenous 

people no longer look like that. 

The fact that indigenous people do not use visual signs of indianness on a daily basis has 

been used by some representatives of the regional elite to deny the authenticity of indigenous 

leaders and, hence, to question the legitimacy of their claims for land rights. The manager of one 

of the largest logging companies in Madre de Dios talked to me about Antonio Iviche, an 

Arakmbut leader, in these terms: “Antonio is not really an Indian. When he wants to make a 

claim to the state he wears his feathers. But during a normal day you can see him wearing jeans, 

calling from his cell phone and driving a motorbike.” Urban-based elites’ imagery of indigenous 

people sees visual signs of indianness as incompatible with most of the material expressions of 

modernity. 

By providing a source of identity, distinguishing Indians from non-Indians, body image 

creates a sense of solidarity between the different indigenous groups of Madre de Dios. I suggest 
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that by sharing an identity that is constructed through a body image that is distinctive of an 

indigenous culture, indigenous groups experience a sense of communion that is based on a 

feeling of belonging and goes beyond the sharing of interests. Nevertheless, body image may 

also serve to emphasize difference among indigenous groups. Since members of each ethnic 

group use their distinctive body image, public manifestations of protest may provide the context 

to affirm discrete ethnic identities rather than a unique “indigenous identity.” Thus it is easy to 

identify the Shipibo people by their cotton tunics called cushma or the Arakmbut by their body 

paints and feather ornaments. An emphasis on discrete ethnicities rather than on an all-

encompassing indigeneity as the basis for identity becomes more relevant when internal tensions 

among different groups accentuate. 

Indians and environmentalists 

Nevertheless, FENAMAD's experience with the international environmental movement 

represents an exception to the way in which this articulation took place in the majority of 

Amazonian countries, including other lowland regions of Peru. Despite its efforts to legitimize 

indigenous peoples’ rights to land by constructing a self-image of an organization concerned 

about the Amazon rain forests and their biological diversity, FENAMAD’s alliances with 

environmental activists and NGOs have been very difficult to forge. FENAMAD’s emphasis on 

indigenous peoples’ rights to land and natural resources collided with environmentalists’ concern 

about the conservation of biological diversity, complicating any synergy between the two actors. 

As a result, during the first two decades of FENAMAD’s existence, none of its projects was 

funded by a conservation funding agency. 

In the 1980s, the relation of FENAMAD with environmental NGOs working in Madre de 

Dios was marked by vertical interaction, prejudice and mistrust, even though at that time the 

environmental movement increasingly acknowledged indigenous people as allies rather than 
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enemies of conservation. At that time, the work of conservation NGOs in Madre de Dios was 

focused on the creation and management of natural protected areas, especially national parks and 

reserves, intended to protect Madre de Dios’ high biological diversity. Tensions between the 

federation and these NGOs arose when the former began to demand its participation in decision 

making concerning the Manu National Park, especially where the park threatened the territorial 

rights of bordering native communities or groups in voluntary isolation localized within or near 

it. Often federation leaders were not included in the planning processes for this park (García 

2003:299-300). 

In the early 1990s, as a result of its increasing demands for inclusion, FENAMAD was 

finally allowed to participate in the planning processes for natural protected areas. After the 

creation in 1990 of the Tambopata Candamo Reserved Zone, a democratic planning process was 

opened in which FENAMAD along with other local unions took active participation in 

consultation and decision making activities. Two forums were held in 1992 and 1993 in Puerto 

Maldonado to discuss issues related to the planning of the reserved zone, including registration, 

titling and enlargement of lands for three native communities adjacent to the reserved zone. 

FENAMAD not only took active part in these debates but also co-organized the second forum 

(García 2003:300-1) 

FENAMAD’s participation in local conservation planning was not only a result of its 

struggles for inclusion but also of shared interests with environmentalists. The conditions for the 

building up of a quasi-alliance with environmental NGOs did not emerge until the second half of 

the 1990s, when the federation organized a campaign against the plans of the consortium led by 

Mobil Oil Corporation to explore for hydrocarbons within two biologically diverse areas of 

Madre de Dios. Since they were also against oil development in these areas, environmentalists 
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became sympathetic to the federation’s opposition to Mobil. In 1996 the consortium had been 

granted two oil blocks for seismic exploration, one overlapped the Tampopata Candamo 

Reserved Zone and the proposed area for the Amarakaeri Communal Reserve (La Torre 

1999:120), and the other an area that served as a refuge for two indigenous groups in voluntary 

isolation. The federation’s efforts to protect ethnic territories from mining settlers and defend the 

rights of isolated groups against Mobil received the support of several national and international 

organizations. This garnered international attention and acknowledgement for the federation, 

which in 1997 was awarded the Bartolomé de las Casas prize. 

FENAMAD’s enhanced international credentials as an advocate of indigenous peoples’ 

rights and the conservation of forests within ethnic territories served to attract funds from at least 

one major international environmental funding agency. In 2002, the Global Environmental 

Facility (GEF) agreed to fund FENAMAD with US$989,010 to implement a project for 

conserving biodiversity within the Amarakaeri Communal Reserve, which had been created that 

same year. The project, known as Conservation and Sustainable Use of Biodiversity in the 

Amarakaeri Reserve and Neighboring Indigenous Lands, was aimed at carrying out sustainable 

co-management of the reserve by local communities and the state. This has been the only 

FENAMAD project supported by an international environmental agency to implement 

conservation activities within indigenous areas. 

FENAMAD’s love affair with the international environmental movement did not last 

long. Once the GEF-funded project ended in 2007, environmental NGOs resumed their vertical 

style of interaction with indigenous people. At that time, the environmentalist agenda shifted 

from an emphasis on resource management and biodiversity conservation to a concern about 

reducing the impacts of climate change. Thus, several NGOs sought to carry out REDD 



 

 

234 

 

(Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation) projects within the forests of 

some native communities, but without requesting permission from FENAMAD. The federation 

protested against this new attempt to exclude indigenous people from conservation planning, and 

after launching its own REDD initiative called “Indigenous REDD,” it managed to force NGOs 

to partner with the federation to implement these projects within indigenous lands. 

Neither drawing on the language of environmentalism nor building alliances with 

environmental activists were of central importance for enhancing FENAMAD’s image and its 

ability to mobilize foreign support. This was more a result of the international acknowledgment 

of the federation’s advocacy of the territorial rights of native communities and isolated 

indigenous groups, as well as of its struggles to be included in the regional planning processes of 

natural protected areas that affected indigenous rights. This way, FENAMAD did not change its 

project agenda to reflect international concern for environmental conservation, but it remained 

adhered to an agenda aimed at the defense of indigenous peoples’ territorial rights. 

Conclusion 

In the above discussion, the cultural underpinnings of indigenous mobilization in Madre 

de Dios have been described and analyzed from a historical perspective. The proponents of the 

theory of everyday forms of resistance argue that the way the peasantry has historically resisted 

elite domination has been shaped by broader political regimes (Scott 1985, 1986, 1990; Kerkvliet 

1993). My data show that the cultural patterns of indigenous mobilization in Madre de Dios have 

evolved from open, spontaneous forms of resistance to hidden, organized political struggle. The 

most important factor in explaining this particular evolvement is the nature of state formation in 

this particular portion of the Peruvian Amazon. While the region remained outside of 

neighboring predatory state formations, the natives were able to repel any attempt of domination 

by deploying overtly violent forms of resistance. When the region was effectively incorporated 
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into the Peruvian nation-state in the twentieth century, state repression increased and the native 

groups resorted to more hidden forms of mobilization. 

 While politically autonomous, indigenous groups of the region put into practice forms of 

resistance that were spontaneous and confrontational. Two common resistance tactics at this time 

were raids and isolation. While indigenous Amazonians were at times able to form intertribal 

alliances to face external aggression, resistance was mostly based on localized selfdefense. In 

this context, the lack of large political assemblages worked in favor of the natives, since this 

forced outsiders to conquer each group individually. Local forms of resistance have survived 

until the present day, as many communities still practice them. 

In the 1960s, the state increased its presence in the southeastern Amazon lowlands. In 

order to facilitate access to the natural resources of the area, especially gold, a road that 

connected Puerto Maldonado to Cuzco was completed in 1965. Since the late 1970s, state 

reforms that liberalized mining and oil industries prompted the arrival of corporations and 

thousands of settlers in Arakmbut lands. In this context, traditional ways of indigenous 

mobilization became insufficient to hold back massive invasions of lands. While the need for 

more permanent and larger organizations became urgent, the autonomous nature of indigenous 

settlements, ethnic rivalry, and geographic distance worked against the formation of networks of 

settlements and ethnic groups. Similarly, the patronage way in which missionaries and school 

teachers interacted with indigenous people, and the ideologies of individualism to which 

patronage gave rise, made it even more difficult to forge solidarity within and between local 

indigenous settlements. In this context, ethnic federations emerged as an alternative model that 

met the requirements for an organization beyond local groups. Larger organizations made it 

possible to improve communication among local settlements and forge solidarity among them. 
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Organized mobilization brought a new way of doing politics. This new political culture 

was based on bureaucratic and hierarchical structures of governance. Ministerial-like positions 

proliferated wherever a new federation was created, while universal voting was adopted for the 

election of governing boards. In this context, FENAMAD evolved into an NGO-like 

organization, becoming dependent on external funds for development projects and hire qualified 

personnel to implement them. To a certain extent, this organizational change responded to 

external pressures towards making indigenous organizations more legible and hence legitimate 

interlocutors of state and other outside actors. 

 While traditional forms of resistance are still in practice at the community level, 

FENAMAD centralized and rationalized political mobilization, introducing globalized forms of 

protest such as rallies, road blockades, speeches, chants and banner-holding. These forms of 

protest, however, are not FENAMAD’s main modus operandi. The successive democratic 

political regimes have proved to be extremely repressive against native Amazonians. In this 

context, fighting in the legal arena and framing indigenous demands into globalized discourses 

became the main forms of resistance. Legal recognition of indigenous settlements, titling of 

community lands, and creation of communal reserves are all more effective strategies to defend 

land rights than strikes and demonstrations. Global narratives have been appropriated and 

reformulated not only to influence public opinion and gain nonindigenous support, but also to 

forge solidarity bonds among autonomous kin groups and communities. In this process, 

FENAMAD has been more successful in capitalizing on identity and human rights discourses 

rather than on environmental narratives. 

Although ethnic federations eventually became more bureaucratic, they were understood 

and, to a certain extent, adapted to more traditional forms of leadership. Indigenous leaders are 
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now chosen for their command of the Spanish language and familiarity with the national culture, 

and some of them may even reproduce more Western, authoritarian styles of government, but 

they are still pressured by their followers to show generosity in the distribution of goods and 

services. The role of anthropologists and other activists is still seen through this cultural lens. 

The moral obligation to be generous, along with a clientelist culture inherited from missionaries 

and school teachers, has led FENAMAD to use the distribution of development projects to gain 

its constituencies’ allegiance. Patron-client relations are deeply rooted in the political culture of 

the country, permeating all aspects and levels of political life, including ethnic federations. 

The theorists of the everyday form of resistance point to political repression as the main 

factor explaining the form peasants choose to resist (Scott 1985, 1986, 1990; Kerkvliet 1986). In 

this sense, they argue that democratic regimes offer better political conditions for the emergence 

of overt forms of resistance. This chapter has shown that political regime should be taken with 

caution. In Peru, not only did the military regime of Juan Velasco Alvarado not repress 

grassroots organizations, but rather it promoted them as a strategy to gain popular support and 

control popular classes. Many Amazonian ethnic federations were formed under this military 

dictatorship. The return to democracy in 1980 provided more political openness for the creation 

of popular organizations and the participation of activists and NGOs in popular organizing. At 

the same time, however, democratic governments showed repressive styles of political control 

that are usually associated with authoritarian regimes. 

Some scholars of the everyday forms of resistance theory emphasize the role of 

traditional cultural elements in shaping peasant resistance, such as reciprocity, the right to 

subsistence, and hidden forms of resistance (Scott 1976, 1977). Others consider resistance as a 

product of both cultural values rooted in the past and modern cultural influences, such as notions 
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of citizenship and nation-state (Kerkvliet 1990). This study is consistent with the latter approach 

in that it presents a case in which indigenous mobilization combines modern with traditional 

forms of resistance. The Arakmbut adopted formal and bureaucratic organizational models, 

borrowed notions from the human rights discourse (self-determination, territorial rights), appeal 

to international legal frameworks (ILO’s Convention 169), and employ open tactics of protest 

such as strikes and demonstrations. At the same time, they follow political practices deeply 

rooted in local and national culture, such as the use of interethnic political alliances to get 

support for mobilization, and of generosity and patronage to gain access to desired resources. 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSIONS 

This dissertation explored indigenous sociality and its implications for political 

mobilization among indigenous people of the Peruvian Amazon. In particular, the study sought 

to understand how the different forms of social relations in which indigenous people engage, and 

the symbolic meanings they embody, influence their capacity to mobilize people and resources 

with the aim to defend their land rights. In this respect, the dissertation has focused on social 

networks built on kinship (including fictive kinship), friendship, and patron-client relations and 

their role in facilitating and/or inhibiting the formation of organizations, recruitment of 

supporters, and access to resources for mobilization. The study has also sought to explore the 

cultural traditions that inform indigenous mobilization and the political conjunctures that made it 

possible for them to appear and evolve. The general theoretical literature on this subject and 

specifically in the context of the Amazon is inconclusive on several vital questions. The 

dissertation sought to answer three of these questions: (1) what are the main characteristics of 

sociality among the Arakmbut? (2) How does this sociality influence their capacity to mobilize 

for land rights? And (3) what cultural traditions and political conditions gave rise to the ways 

they mobilize? 

Indigenous Sociality and Networks 

The dissertation shows that, among the Arakmbut, sociality is characterized by a 

combination of altruistic and instrumentalist relations. The prevalence of one type of sociality or 

the other depends on the degree of closeness, both social and spatial, among individuals. Thus, 

relations among individuals linked by close ties of kinship and friendship are characterized by 

conviviality and generosity. Since close kin and friends tend to live in close proximity, forming 

discrete compounds of huts, conviviality and generosity are confined to households living in the 
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same residence group. Thus, Arakmbut sociality is also associated with a settlement pattern 

characterized by the division of the village into smaller kin-based clusters of households. Among 

the Arakmbut of Puerto Luz, there are six patrilineal and exogamic clans whose members are 

dispersed among different residence groups. Since clans are exogamic and residence after 

marriage is mainly virilocal, residence groups are comprised by male adult siblings and their 

respective households. Thus, in a residence group men tend to be of the same clan, while women 

belong to different clans. Residents of the same cluster show generosity to each other through 

food sharing and help in gardening, with no expectation of return. The residence group is also the 

space where everyday socializing and cooperation in the form of barbasco fishing take place. All 

these activities strengthen the bonds of solidarity among households of residence groups. 

Beyond residence groups, relations among kin and friends become less convivial and 

more instrumentalist, in the sense that the provision of help is accompanied by an expectation of 

reciprocation. At the level of the settlement, interaction is limited and confined to assemblies, 

fiestas, work parties and barbasco fishing, although the frequency and importance of each of 

them vary. Community assemblies and fiestas seem to be more important, the former being a 

regular form of discussing and making decisions about collective issues, and the latter an annual 

mechanism to socialize and relax tensions among all kin groups in the community. Community 

work parties and fishing with barbasco have decreased in importance in the past decade and 

nowadays are carried out less frequently. In general, despite their diminished importance, these 

forms of interaction contribute to smooth things over and strengthen solidarity bonds at the level 

of the settlement group. 

The Arakmbut also show a strong tendency to establish social ties with outsiders. 

Outsiders with whom the Arakmbut develop ties include mining settlers, school teachers, 
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loggers, traders, and anthropologists. Relations with these actors are built mainly through 

friendship, godparenthood and patron-client ties. These social ties are based on morals of 

reciprocity, which means that any provision of goods or services to the other party entails an 

expectation of retribution. In general, these social ties are governed by an instrumentalist 

motivation since they are seen as a social mechanism to gain access to recourses. Miners have 

capital but lack lands to mine gold, while the Arakmbut own lands but lack capital. This explains 

why the Arakmbut look for outsiders, especially settlers and school teachers, as godparents. This 

reciprocal exchange may create solidarity bonds that in some cases are stronger and more 

important than those among kin.  

Although this reciprocity is accompanied by the ideology of an equitable exchange, in 

practice the quality and amount of what is returned may vary according to the social tie and 

parties involved. Friendship and godparenthood are generally horizontal relations characterized 

by balanced reciprocity. Patron-client ties give rise to more vertical relations and, hence, 

reciprocal exchange is less balanced. Nevertheless, a distinction should be made between 

patronage relations with loggers, more in the form of debt-peonage, and clientelist relations with 

Hunt Oil. The Arakmbut tend to avoid relations that place them in a subordinate position, which 

is reflected in the fact that deb peonage with loggers is not as exploitative as in other parts of the 

Amazon. Even though timber patrons have comparatively more access to financial capital, they 

do not control access to trading goods, which can be acquired by the Arakmbut through 

participation in the market. This is not the case with clientelist relations with Hunt Oil, which 

relies on its disproportionately higher economic power to impose the terms of the exchange. 

Sociality among indigenous Amazonians has been analyzed from two major approaches: 

one that argues that Amazonian sociality is based on individual autonomy and the search for a 
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convivial life in community by turning affines into kinfolk (Belaunde 2001; Gow 1991; 

McCallum 2001; Overing Kaplan 1975; Santos Granero 1991), and another that views affinity 

(non-kin) and predatory relations as more important for Amazonian sociality (Descola 1994; 

Taylor 1996; Viveiros de Castro 1992). This study is only partially consistent with both 

approaches. On the one hand, my findings show that the Arakmbut sociality is characterized by 

personal autonomy and aversion to any form of structural constraint, coupled with an emphasis 

on conviviality, mainly expressed through generosity, among kinfolk. Unlike the conviviality 

approach, however, the Arakmbut show a strong tendency to establish ties with affines and other 

outsiders. Since pre-Columbian times, the Harakmbut have engaged in trading, marriage and war 

relationships with Andean highlanders. Nevertheless, they do not seem to practice turning 

outsiders into kin by using kinship teknonyns. 

On the other hand, unlike the predatory approach, Arakmbut’s relations with outsiders are 

not based on unilateral taking, but on balanced reciprocity. This is consistent with their aversion 

to engage in lopsided relations. This morality of balanced reciprocity with outsiders is attached 

to friendship, god-parenthood and patron-client relations, which in some cases take preeminence 

over relations to other Arakmbut in the community. Nonetheless, a distinction should be made 

between debt-peonage relations with timber patrons and clientelist relations with corporation or 

state actors. In the latter case, the relation is marked by an extreme inequality in political and 

economic power, which results in a highly unbalanced reciprocal exchange that is more 

detrimental to the Arakmbut. The Arakmbut do not freely engage in these relations, which are 

usually imposed by the state, and lack the power to negotiate more equitable terms of the 

relation. More research is needed, however, to explore how indigenous peoples’ relationships 
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with outside actors other than the traditional outsiders (settlers, timber patrons), such as state, 

corporate, and NGO actors, interact with local understandings of sociality. 

Networking to Mobilize 

Over the past four decades, the Arakmbut lands have attracted highland settlers and 

corporations seeking to exploit their rich gold and hydrocarbon resources. The presence on 

Arakmbut lands of mining companies and settlers, and more recently of oil corporations, has 

represented a threat to their livelihoods and a violation of their land rights. How have highly 

atomized, kin-based groups, with a strong tendency to establish ties with outsiders, organized 

themselves to defend from this threat? In this dissertation, I have demonstrated that social ties 

have played a crucial role in mobilizing indigenous communities. Nevertheless, social networks 

have had differential influence on political mobilization depending on the type of social tie and 

scale. 

When the Arakmbut of Puerto Luz experienced encroachment on their lands by mining 

companies and settlers, they have been able to overcome their kinship-based divisions, and 

collectively expelled invaders from their community lands. At least two factors have contributed 

to this. First, the Arakmbut experience shared incentives to collectively defend their land base. 

These incentives come from two factors: (1) all community members depend on land for their 

livelihoods (gold mining, horticulture, and hunting-fishing); and (2) community members are 

coowners of those lands. Therefore, any invasion of those lands is perceived as a threat to the 

interests of all community members. Second, once a common threat is perceived and a decision 

in favor of selfdefense has been made, kinship solidarity facilitates (1) recruitment of members 

of residence groups; and (2) alliances with the neighboring community of San José del Karene. 

This collective action, however, is temporary and lasts as long as the common threat is 
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perceived. Once this common threat is gone, social organization returns to its atomized state and 

community solidarity remains latent. 

Bridging ties with outsiders have had differential effects on indigenous mobilization, 

depending on the type of social relations and the actors involved. These social relations are based 

on friendship, godparenthood and patron-client ties, and have linked Arakmbut people with 

missionaries, anthropologists, mining settlers, school teachers, and corporation employees. At 

the individual level, engagement in relations with outsiders has been beneficial for the Arakmbut 

as it has enabled them to gain access to scarce resources such as money, trading goods, jobs, 

formal education, health care, gifts, etc. At the community level, however, these relationships 

have exacerbated existing rivalries among kin groups and created conflicts between individual 

and collective interests, weakening community-level solidarity. Loyalty towards one’s friends, 

godparents and patrons has overridden solidarity among kin groups, inhibiting their capacity to 

mobilize against external threats. 

My research has shown that social ties with anthropologists and other indigenous rights 

activists have had more positive effects on indigenous mobilization. Networks with these actors, 

primarily based on friendship, were crucial when an escalation in land invasions rendered the 

creation of more permanent coalitions of kin groups imperative. The Arakmbut relied on 

networks with activists to gain access to the technical and financial assistance necessary to form 

an ethnic federation that would help them to defend their land rights more effectively. Once it 

was created in 1982, FENAMAD provided communities with an ad hoc institutional platform to 

forge networks with international donor agencies, and channel technical and financial resources 

to fund and implement land titling projects and other benefits such as bilingual education, health 

care, agricultural projects, and legal defense. The small population that characterizes ethnic 
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groups in Madre de Dios required that FENAMAD play a role as a coordinating body of a 

multiethnic network of communities. In this context, the federation not only improved 

communication between communities, but was central in leading and funding indigenous 

mobilizations. 

Nevertheless, while FENAMAD has operated as a powerful tool to advance indigenous 

interests in Madre de Dios, it has also reproduced existing social inequalities among indigenous 

groups and between them and outsiders. Ethnic groups have tended to compete for the political 

control of the federation and its economic resources, leading to the creation of competing 

federations by secessionist groups. In this context, I argue that the creation of organizations is 

not the result of rational planning but of political struggle. Ethnic tensions also played a part in 

the indigenous people’s inability to consolidate their participation in electoral politics.  

As the management of an indigenous federation requires specialized knowledge on how 

to deal with the outside world, FENAMAD has come to be dominated by indigenous leaders 

from ethnic groups more integrated in the national society and hence more educated and 

acculturated. Thus, those who have received formal education in mission schools, have been 

enrolled in mandatory military conscription, have forged personal networks with outsides, and 

have learned how to navigate the intricate state and NGO bureaucracies, became part of an 

indigenous elite that has dominated FENAMAD since its inception. Moreover, their experience 

as federation officials and project staff provided these leaders with further opportunities to 

acquire more specialized knowledge and expand their personal networks, enabling some of them 

to occupy positions in larger indigenous federations or the regional government. Subordinated 

groups such as women and members of less integrated and acculturated communities have been 

less successful in gaining access to FENAMAD’s political structure. While their political 
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participation in local communities and the federation has undoubtedly increased in the past 

decade, women are still less represented in leading positions. Members of the more isolated 

communities have even less chances to gain experience and be elected as leaders. 

Sociologists have emphasized the role of social networks in recruiting activists for social 

movements, especially ties with friends and acquaintances (della Porta 1988; Gould 1993; 

McAdam 1986, 1988; Snow et al. 1980). My research contributes to this literature by specifying 

the different kinds of social ties affecting political mobilization and their differential effects 

among an Amazonian indigenous group. Chapter 5 showed that the mobilization of participants 

in a social movement can also be achieved through kinship ties. Among the Arakmbut, leaders 

mobilize their kinfolk by appealing to clan solidarity. Moreover, social networks not only 

enhance individual participation in mobilization. They may also play a key role in facilitating the 

formation of social movement organizations and access to the resources necessary for them. This 

role has been played primarily through bridging networks with anthropologists and other human 

rights activists. Friendship ties with nonindigenous actors were more critical to create 

organizations capable of forging multicommunity and interethnic coalitions, as well as gaining 

access to resources for mobilization. In contrast with relationships with missionaries and political 

parties, which have traditionally been built on patronage and an authoritarian culture, friendship 

networks with anthropologists offered more horizontal reciprocal relations. 

My research also advances sociological theory on the role of social networks in social 

movements by defining the differential effects social networks have at varying scales. While 

kinship ties are central to mobilize people at the community level, their role becomes less 

effective at a much broader scale. At an intercommunity level, long-term ethnic tensions prevail 

over kinship ties. By creating personal loyalties, godparenthood and clientelist networks may 
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enhance the ability to gain access to resources at an individual level, but they may also 

undermine political mobilization at a collective level. 

On the other hand, an important school of social capital theory sees social networks only 

as enhancing collective action and access to resources (human, capital, and cultural capital) 

(Coleman 1988, 1990; Putnam et al. 1993). From this perspective, social networks are seen as 

social capital that can be accumulated and help individuals and groups to reduce transaction costs 

and make rational decisions, allowing society as a whole to achieve economic development and 

democratic governance. Applying this approach to indigenous federations in Latin America, 

some scholars have argued that organizations as social capital enhance local communities’ 

livelihoods and access to land rights (Bebbington and Perreault 1999; Bebbington et al. 1993; 

Perreault 2001, 2003). From a Bourdieusian perspective, my study enriches social capital theory 

by presenting a case of the down side of social networks. While indigenous federations like 

FENAMAD represent a powerful institutional tool to mobilize individuals and resources for the 

defense of indigenous land rights, they also enable better-off indigenous groups to maintain their 

privileges by controlling the organization, appropriating its resources, and building personal 

networks. The differential position of individuals and communities within the prevailing social 

structure influence the ability of some to construct and accumulate more social capital. More 

isolated and less acculturated communities, as well as women, occupy the lower strata and hence 

have fewer opportunities to participate in and benefit from the organization. 

Political Mobilization as Culture 

The ways the Arakmbut mobilize have their roots in a combination of traditional and 

modern cultural models of resistance and protest. These cultural patterns have been shaped by 

the broader political and economic processes to which the region has been articulated throughout 

history. In this sense, it can be argued that indigenous mobilization in Madre de Dios, and 
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perhaps all around the Peruvian Amazon, has evolved from open to hidden forms of resistance. 

For centuries, the Madre de Dios region remained politically and economically autonomous, a 

condition that allowed indigenous dwellers to resist external domination and develop a culture of 

resistance that is still prevailing. In this context, indigenous resistance was based on practices 

associated with intertribal war such raids and selfisolation, albeit some forms of intertribal 

alliances were also forged to face external aggression. 

Circumstances changed with the increasing articulation of Madre de Dios to the national 

society. External interest in the region’s natural resources increased, and policy reforms were 

implemented to improve communication to the area and encourage private investment in 

resource extraction. Poverty in nearby highland areas, as well as the rise in the international price 

of gold, led to massive migration into the area, affecting indigenous land rights. Under these new 

circunstances, traditional ways of mobilization became unable to ensure the defense of 

indigenous land rights and cultural integrity. Land rights defense increasingly required more 

permanent and larger alliances among different communities and ethnic groups. 

Initially, deeply rooted cultural patterns worked against the adoption of more organized 

forms of resistance. The need for formal organizations faced much resistance stemming from the 

nature of indigenous social organization and new cultural models of behavior. The autonomous 

nature of indigenous settlements and ethnic rivalry made it difficult to create networks beyond 

the settlement group. The culture of patronage introduced by missionaries, patrons and school 

teachers exacerbated individualist attitudes and weakened solidarity among local settlements and 

ethnic groups.  

Articulation to the nation-state increased contact not only with outsiders but also with 

new cultural models of resistance. These new models were primarily based on organizing. 
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Organizing was also promoted by Velasco authoritarian regime in its attempt to gain support 

from and coopt lower classes. Formalization rendered indigenous organizations more legible to 

the state, making indigenous people legitimate interlocutors. In this context, the ethnic federation 

provided the Arakmbut with an alternative model that met the requirements for an organization 

beyond the residence group. Surprisingly, this Velasco military dicatorship provided enough 

associational freedom that enabled indigenous people to make contact and build networks with 

anthropologists and NGOs. Networks with anthropologists and human rights activists, largely 

based on the ancient indigenous culture of establishing intertribal and interethnic alliances, 

finally made it possible to create FENAMAD. Indigenous networks consolidated with the return 

to a democratically elected government in the 1980s, which also provided the political space for 

anthropologists and human rights activists to foster the creation of organizations in ways that 

responded to indigenous interests.  

Organizing, especially through the fomation of ethnic federations, enabled indigenous 

peoples to strengthen communication among local settlements and ethnic groups. Autonomous 

communities and rival ethnic groups started to forge solidarity bonds through participation in 

mobilization fostered by FENAMAD. Nevertheless, this solidarity, albeit temporary and goal-

specific, still coexists with individualism and tribal rivalries and tensions.  

The adoption of formal organizations inaugurated a new form of indigenous politics. 

Leadership and decision-making became hierarchical and bureaucratic, although these new 

structures were combined with more traditional notions of leadership as the generous distribution 

of goods. FENAMAD centralized and rationalized political mobilization, introducing global 

forms of protest such as strikes, rallies, road blockades, speeches, and banner-holding, although 

traditional forms of resistance are still practiced at the community level. Nevertheless, 
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FENAMAD’s main strategies to advance indigenous interests are hidden in nature. Important 

hidden tactics of indigenous activism include invoking national and international legal 

frameworks on indigenous rights, titling indigenous lands, and framing indigenous demands into 

global narratives of identity or human rights, all of them used to legitimize indigenous political 

claims. 

In this sense, this dissertation advances the theory of everyday forms of resistance by 

providing a more nuanced examination of the politcal and cultural factors underlying the 

different forms of indigenous resistance in an Amazonian region. Theorists of the everydaty 

foms of resistance tend to emphasize dichotomic interpretations of these factors: forms of 

resistance are whether hidden or open, traditional or modern; politcal regimes are either 

democratic or autoritharian, repressive or tolerant, leaving little or no space for complex and 

sometimes contradictory combinations (Scott 1985, 1986, 1990; Kerkvliet 1986). This study 

shows that politcal organizing can result either from democratic openness or authoritatian, as 

actors may use local organizations to coopt lower-class movements. It also shows that even 

under democratic regimes repression may characterize state relations with subjects, rendering 

hidden resistance more relevant.
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