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R e s u m e n

Este trabajo se enfoca en el boom cauchero y su impacto entre los grupos Waorani ubica-

dos en la violenta frontera ecuatoriana. Antes de 1910, los Waorani a veces recolectaban

caucho para intercambiar con los comerciantes en la cuenca baja del rı́o Curaray. Pero

el comercio pacı́fico terminó abruptamente. Después de 1930, con el colapso del boom,

la mayor parte de los Waorani no optó por el aislamiento voluntario, sino que siguieron

a los runa quienes se retiraron a los márgenes occidentales de la selva. Desde allı́, los

Waorani atacaron a los asentamientos kichwas para robar herramientas de acero y, en

ocasiones, a los cautivos. Simultáneamente, incrementó la violencia entre las famil-

ias Waorani. Ya para 1958, cuando llegaron los misioneros norteamericanos, muchos

Waorani estaban dispuestos a buscar otra salida. Tales acontecimientos sugieren que

nuestra visión de la sociedad Waorani y su relación con el mundo exterior necesita una

revisión fundamental. [Amazonı́a, colonialismo, Ecuador, etnicidad, guerra, petróleo,

pos-colonialismo, pueblos indı́genas, Waorani]

A b s t r a c t

Anthropologists have often described the Waorani people in eastern Ecuador as fear-

some warriors who violently reject contact with outsiders and even with other Waorani.

Yet archival and documentary sources paint a very different picture. Even before Ameri-

can missionaries arrived in 1958, Waorani did not generally opt for voluntary isolation.

This article highlights the key roles played by external actors—mainly rubber collectors

and other commodity extractors, missionaries, and government agents—in altering

Waorani responses to the outside world. It describes how changing relations between

Waorani groups and outsiders have reshaped patterns of conflict and power in Waorani
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society. And finally, it refutes the twin myths of voluntary isolation and the “traditional

war complex” as cultural explanations for Waorani resistance to change. Such myths

underlie the fundamentally misguided government policy that has failed to safeguard

indigenous rights in eastern Ecuador and to protect vulnerable peoples on extractive

frontiers. [Amazon, Amazonia, colonialism, Ecuador, ethnicity, indigenous people, oil,

postcolonial studies, Waorani, warfare]

The time has come to put aside once and for all a shameful mythology dishonestly

peddled to tourists that portrays the Waorani as moving examples of primitive

people who have been miraculously preserved, and sees the survivors of the Casa

Arana as living fossils from the Stone Age.

Taylor (1994:18)1

Between 1885 and 1930, a dozen powerful rubber barons (señores ribereños)
dispatched hundreds of workers into the rain forests along Ecuador’s lower Napo
and Curaray rivers (see Figure 1). Blocked by Peruvian gunboats from expanding
downriver, the señores ribereños soon invaded remote tributaries occupied by
Waorani and other “unpacified” groups.2 Work gangs—mostly Kichwa-speaking
Indians (runa) from the Andean foothills—killed Waorani and anyone else who
got in their way. Longhouses were burned and survivors enslaved. As late as 1923,
the British Protestant missionary Howard Dinwiddie (1924:37) met white and
Kichwa residents along the Napo who urged him to form “a well-armed party for
the purpose of shooting [Waorani] Indians.” Generations afterward, Wilson and

Figure 1 The shifting frontier, 1885–19658
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Yost (2001:118) write, “Waorani can still name relatives who disappeared in the
rubber trade.”

By 1930, rubber collection had collapsed: the hunters had become the hunted.
Ruined by the Great Depression, señores ribereños abandoned their downriver
estates (called fundos). Runa workers moved 200 kilometers upstream, settling
around a dozen sugar and cotton haciendas near Puyo and Tena. Perhaps as few
as ten or 15 extended Waorani families still survived on isolated hilltops near the
Yasunı́, Tiputini, and Tivacuno rivers. But they did not stay there. As rubber workers
withdrew, Waorani bands followed them upriver and built new longhouses at the
forest margins. To their economy of hunting, collecting, and gardening, Waorani
added another activity: plunder.

This article analyzes extensive historical evidence left by rubber collectors, mis-
sionaries, government officials, anthropologists and, eventually, by the Waorani
themselves.3 It describes how shifting relations between Waorani groups and out-
siders have reshaped patterns of violence and power in Waorani society. It also
highlights the key roles played by external actors—mainly commodity extractors,
missionaries, and government agents—in altering Waorani responses to their out-
side and internal worlds. Above all, it is intended to refute the twin myths of
voluntary isolation and a “traditional war complex” as cultural explanations of
Waorani resistance to change. The Ecuadorian government has often invoked such
myths to disregard indigenous rights in eastern Ecuador and ignore the claims of
vulnerable people on extractive frontiers.

In pursuing this project, I have drawn on work by Ferguson and Whitehead
(1992) and by Ferguson (1992, 1995) about “war in the tribal zone”—the region
that is “continuously affected by the proximity of a state, but not under state
administration” (Ferguson and Whitehead 1992:3). In his analysis of Yanomami
conflict, Ferguson (1992:204) has described how population collapses and access
to steel tools in Amazonia “shatter[ed] social organization and create[d] chaos,
conflict and disorder” within communities that were formerly united by “kinship,
marriage and leadership patterns.” Their preferred method of resolving disputes—
moving elsewhere—was “greatly reduced by the political imperative to remain
close to the sources of Western manufactures” (Ferguson 1992:205). Conflict and
trade created new winners and losers; former allies became enemies and relatives
often became antagonists. Relationships of power based on access to steel replaced
ties based primarily on kinship and marriage. Warfare created unconventional
opportunities for leadership, which was almost always contested.

In contrast to Ferguson’s approach, anthropological research on the Waorani
has tended to describe them as largely untouched by outside forces until Ameri-
can missionaries arrived in 1958. In their work on Waorani warfare, for example,
Robarchek and Robarchek (2008; see also Boster et al. 2004) have identified Wao-
rani as “the most violent society known to anthropology,” isolated from the outside
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world and driven by a highly unusual “war complex.” According to Rival (2002:40),
Waorani isolation was maintained by withdrawing to remote hideaways beyond
the reach of rubber collectors and other fortune seekers. Echoing Robarchek and
Robarchek, she characterizes them as “fierce isolationists” whose autarkic social
order “can be understood only in terms of social and symbolic structures in-
ternal to their own society” (Rival 2002:xix). Other researchers have explained
Waorani behavior in biological or ecological terms. Beckerman and Yost (2007),
Erickson (2008), and Beckerman et al. (2009) attribute “autochthonous warfare”
to subsistence or reproductive strategies. “The basic conditions of evolutionary
biology provided the ultimate causes” of internal warfare, write Beckerman and
Yost (2007:179), even when warfare cascades out of control.

The most significant exception to “primordialist” or “essentialist” discussions
of Waorani warfare has recently been provided by Casey High (2015). “Amazonian
societies should no longer be seen through the lens of an anthropology that
ignores the dynamic processes by which culture is constituted and transformed,”
he writes (2015:57). Instead, “the experiences of Amazonian people today should
be understood in terms of historical transformations and indigenous practices
that extend beyond the local.” Throughout most of the 20th century, as we shall
see, Waorani groups remained in continuous, albeit normally hostile, contact with
outsiders—the opposite of isolation. At least since the 1920s, warfare and violence
closely followed the ebb and flow of commodity cycles, regional trading patterns,
and agricultural settlement in the Napo and Curaray Basins. Ultimately, notes
Cipolletti (2002:112), warfare subsided between 1960 and1970, when steel tools
became available peacefully through missionaries and other channels. For nearly
20 years, spear killings remained virtually unknown. Then in the 1980s and 1990s,
they began again, as oil development brought renewed conflict between “civilized”
Waorani and so-called uncontacted groups. This article describes how such conflict
arose and what it tells us about the forces that have shaped Waorani society.

Rubber and the Waorani War Complex

On January 8, 1956, five American Evangelical missionaries were speared to death
after landing their small plane at “Palm Beach,” a sand bar in the Curaray River.
This event marked the beginning of what became “the most famous missionary
campaign of the twentieth century” (Stoll 1982:279). At first, the missionaries
were divided about how to understand Waorani society, but by the early 1960s,
one view prevailed: Waorani people represented the relics of a premodern age,
stuck in their bewildering culture of extreme isolation and violence. In time,
many social scientists, advocacy organizations, and indigenous political leaders
themselves came to adopt similar views.
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In contrast, Miguel Angel Cabodevilla (2010:88) argues that this vision of
Waorani history should be treated simply as a “figure of speech.” Extensive contact
with cowodi (outsiders) dates from at least the 1880s and probably much earlier,
although Waorani were generally lumped in with other “savage” groups (infieles
or aucas) and were often misidentified. In addition to raiding, Waorani also traded
with cowodi and occasionally settled among them. Waorani captives worked as
rubber tappers on virtually all of the major fundos. Through the 1940s and 1950s,
cowodi intruders were sometimes given free passage through Waorani territory
(Elliot 1996:94). And over the years, at least 20 Waorani, mostly young women,
took refuge from conflict among Waorani longhouses by fleeing to white haciendas.
Later writers often overlooked such events because they contradicted the emerging
narrative of Waorani isolation and violence: “not as aberrant or unusual, but as
the normal state of existence” (Ferguson 1992:199).

It is unlikely that Waorani bands had been isolated for very long before the Rub-
ber Boom began. Throughout the eighteenth century, Portuguese slavers ranged
up the Napo and Putumayo as far as modern Puerto Ası́s in Colombia (Hill 1999;
Taylor 1999; Wasserstrom et al. 2011). By the 1870s, survivors faced another sort
of danger. According to the English traveler Alfred Simson (1886.:236), Zápara
traders along the Napo raided “savage” groups farther inland and sold their chil-
dren to white merchants upriver for “a hatchet, a knife, a couple of yards of coarse
lienzo [cloth] . . . or any special article they may most stand in need of.” The
Rubber Boom intensified such raids. Between 1887 and 1892, rubber men set up
a dozen fundos along the Curaray and Cononaco rivers and brought in “civilized”
Zápara workers (Bravo 1907:61–63; see also Alomı́a 1936:321). By the middle
1890s, according to Jesuit Father Gaspar Tovı́a, all of these traders were raiding in-
fieles to “sell the ‘pacific’ Indians, while the ‘fierce’ ones were killed outright (Tovı́a
1893:17).”

After 1900, as older rubber stands were cut down, the señores ribereños moved
into Waorani territory along the Tiputini, Nushiño, and Yasunı́ rivers.4 Waorani
groups fought back. “A young cauchero [rubber collector] of my acquaintance,”
wrote Father Emilio Gianotti (in Cabodevilla 1994:196), “paddled by canoe with
60 Indians to the Tiputini headwaters . . . One night, as they were cooking din-
ner, they heard bird calls and other animal cries, just before two of them were
run through with spears.” Around 1910, another cauchero, Hector Garcés, took
20 Indians to the Nushiño. When they returned from the forest one afternoon,
they found their camp and guns destroyed, but they escaped without further harm
(AGN 1910a, 1910b; Blomberg 1957:135–136; Guillermina Garcés in Dall’Alba
1992a:13).

Not all contacts with Waorani during these years were violent. In the early stages
of rubber collection, Bravo (1907:63) noted, indios infieles—perhaps “uncivilized”
Zápara, perhaps Waorani, perhaps both—lived among runa workers. In 1903, a
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customs official in Solano asked them for help in catching rubber smugglers (AGN
1903). At about the same time, Elliot (1996:97–98) writes, a cauchero named
Sandoval “managed to carry on a lively rubber trade with the Aucas . . . They
would leave rubber for him at the edge of his property and in exchange he would
leave machetes, knives, and clothing for them.” This trade continued until 1917.
Around 1910, another cauchero, Javier Dávalos, “managed to make friends with
members of a small sub-tribe of ‘Aucas’ known as the Wabos” on the Tivacuno
River (Loch 1938:113). “Unlike their savage kinsmen, the Wabos were not hostile;
and Dávalos induced a Wabo woman to work for him.” Dávalos called her Isabela,
which transmuted into Ssabela. “She remained on friendly terms and, together
with a few men of her tribe, frequently met the Quechua Indians,” probably to
barter rubber for steel. They met to trade, not because they were Kichwa.

Sometime between 1905 and 1910, however, caucheros on the Napo and the
Curaray decided to end the possibility of auca resistance. They organized a large
raiding party and attacked seven or eight longhouses between the Yasunı́ and
Tiputini. A few Waorani survivors fled to the Cononaco; eight boys were captured;
everyone else was killed because “they refused to be tamed” (Santorio and Manuel
Jipa in Cabodevilla 1994:194–195). The longhouses were burned. Over the next
20 years, cauchero violence grew and the prospect for peaceful interaction faded.
Between 1910 and 1930, señores ribereños organized 15 major raids on Waorani
settlements, perhaps many more. In 1920, for example, Waorani attacked runa
workers on the Curaray; rubber traders retaliated by killing 80 men, women,
and children (Blomberg 1957:55). Frequently, 18 or 20 Waorani died in a single
incident. In response, Waorani groups launched at least 25 attacks of their own.
The Waorani war complex—involving aggressive defense against intruders—was
taking shape.5

Without peaceful access to steel, Waorani society itself underwent a transfor-
mation. Until this point, we have little evidence that Waorani groups fought with
each other. But as cowodi aggression grew, three related Waorani bands—headed
by men named Wawe, Ima, and Kare—began to raid for tools far up the Curaray
and Napo (Cabodevilla 1994:272, 2010:35). Kare soon moved his extended family
to the Curaray, where they plundered runa settlements and attacked fundos along
a 100-kilometer stretch as far as the Arajuno River (Blomberg 1957:123–124). Ima
and Wawe raided Kichwa villages on the Napo, and terrified cowodi up to the
Ahuano (AGN 1919a, 1919b, 1923). Then, in 1913, Ima killed Wawe, most likely
over how to share the spoils or divide the territory. Family alliances fractured. By
1923, when the German ethnographer Günter Tessmann (1999:167) interviewed
two Waorani men on the Napo (whom he called Ssabela), he concluded that
the Waorani were “not very numerous, given that different groups, whether sub-
tribes or clans, are constantly declaring war on each other and have almost been
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annihilated.” No doubt cowodi repression accelerated internal violence: when one
group was decimated, its survivors became easy prey for others.

Conquering the New Frontier

As Waorani raiders advanced up the Napo and the Curaray, officials in the Oriente
(Ecuador’s eastern rain forest) complained that Western civilization itself was
under attack (AGN 1926a, 1926b). In reality, they were losing a bitter territorial
war. As the price of rubber collapsed, señores ribereños and their Kichwa workers
withdrew to a few solvent haciendas far upriver in the Andean foothills. By 1930,
Dominican missionaries recorded more than 1,600 runa living in the foothills—
and none downriver (Oriente Dominicano 1931:121). In 1933, Carlos Sevilla (a
leading ribereño) finally abandoned Capricho, his estate on the middle Curaray,
unable to defend it against Waorani attacks (Loch 1938:34). The next year, Guikita
and Moipa (members of Kare’s band) forced Kichwa settlers at Huito to move their
village across the Villano River, which became the de facto boundary of Waorani
territory (Loch 1938:34). Between 1921 and 1930, archival records list 28 (known)
Waorani attacks against cowodi—three times the total number that had taken place
over the previous 20 years (see Figure 2).

Nonetheless, the warfare economy undermined solidarity within Waorani so-
ciety. Rival (1996:73) notes that “there were never enough steel tools for everyone,”
so one expedition led to another. “The great warriors constantly organized raids
against white people and Quichua,” Rival writes (1996:74), “which required help
from other groups. If these groups refused, they became targets of retaliation
. . . setting off cycles of internal warfare.” Moreover, rewards were not evenly
distributed: for example, Moipa married four wives while most men apparently
struggled to find just one (Blomberg 1957:36; Tidmarsh and Grefa 2002). Waorani
bands raided each other for steel, wives (who were often captives), and strate-
gic dominance. As High (2007) has suggested, Waorani later came to associate
leadership and individual authority with extreme violence.

This situation intensified after 1937, when Shell Oil Company began to explore
for petroleum in the Oriente. From their base camp in Arajuno, Shell geologists
methodically surveyed the region, and came under repeated attacks (Adler 1942;
Dall’Alba 1992aa:404; Kappeler and Rod 1941; Tschopp 1942). During the next
decade, 15 Shell workers were killed. Then, in 1947, Shell called off its survey
because it had failed to find “commercial quantities” of oil. For Waorani families,
the territorial crisis had passed. Attacks on outsiders, after doubling in frequency
since 1937, soon dropped by half.

Nonetheless, violence among Waorani remained high. In 1947, Moipa speared
Kaento, further splitting the larger Kare–Guikita family (Wallis 1960:192). Next
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Year Attacks Leaders

1901–1910 2 Ima, Wawe

1911–1920 7 Ima

1921–1930 28 Kare, Guikita, 

Moipa

1931–1940 32 Guikita, 

Moipa

1941–1950 26 Guikita, 

Moipa

1951–1960 14 Moipa, Ñiwa

1961–1970 30 Ñiwa 

1971–1980 6 Taga

1981–1990 5 Taga, ?

Total 150

Figure 2 Waorani attacks against outsiders, 1901–19909
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he killed Kare, who had raised him and his brother Iteka. “It was like a nightmare,
a chain of spearings that left their ten longhouses reduced to four,” writes Ca-
bodevilla (1994:307). In 1955, a Catholic mission was built in Coca on the Napo.
Moipa watched as runa farmers settled around the mission, and he decided to raid
them, too. His ambition set him against another young leader, Ñiwa, who was
already living in the forest opposite Coca. Sometime between 1955 and 1958, Ñiwa
killed Moipa (Enkeri in Cabodevilla 1994:311).

Missionaries, Soldiers, Oilmen

Beginning in 1954, American Protestant missionaries reoccupied Shell’s aban-
doned camps at Arajuno and other sites along the frontier. Only 85 kilometers
away, Guikita’s longhouses sat unconverted—true infieles, the Holy Grail of mis-
sionary work. And yet the missionaries’ boss, Wilfred Tidmarsh, an experienced
and sensible man, hung back. An earlier evangelist had almost been killed, he
noted, while Waorani refugees warned of violent rivalries among longhouses. No,
Tidmarsh told his eager young colleagues, not yet: but soon.

In the event, Tidmarsh’s five subordinates did not wait for the right moment.
While he was out of the country, they landed a small plane on the Curaray at a
place they called Palm Beach and were speared by Guikita’s band. Even so, none
of the three small missionary organizations involved in this episode ultimately
“conquered” the Waorani. That honor was claimed by a relative latecomer to
the mission field, the Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL, also known as the
Wycliffe Bible Translators). In 1955, SIL missionary Rachel Saint (sister of the
dead missionary pilot) arrived at Carlos Sevilla’s Hacienda Ila to learn the Waorani
language from a young woman named Dayuma.6 Ten years earlier, Dayuma had fled
Moipa’s attack on Kaento and lived as a servant at Ila. In 1958, Saint and Elisabeth
Elliot (whose husband Jim was also killed at Palm Beach) reunited Dayuma with
her family (Guikita’s group), who lived along the Tiweno River.7 For the next
15 years, SIL assiduously enticed other Waorani families into its Tiweno mission.
At its peak, 500 out of all 630 Waorani people lived there (Yost 1981:679).

Why were Saint and Dayuma so successful in attracting formerly hostile
families to their mission station? Most explanations emphasize three points:
Saint’s prohibition against spearing; SIL’s willingness to provide tools and food;
and the difficulty of finding suitable spouses outside of one’s immediate family
(Beckerman and Yost 2007; Rival 1996:22; Stoll 1982; Yost 1981). But the Wao-
rani world was also shrinking fast. Before abandoning oil exploration in 1947,
Shell had completed a road connecting Ambato in the Ecuadorian highlands to
the Napo River, a few days’ walk from Waorani territory. By the late 1950s, this
road, muddy but passable, extended to Tena and Archidona (Wasserstrom and
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Bustamante 2015). Plantations producing tea, sugarcane, and cattle spread around
Puyo and spilled into the “no-man’s-land” beyond.

As agricultural settlement shifted eastward, runa communities occupied the
buffer zone that Guikita and Moipa had enforced for 20 years. Now, however,
settlers could call on the army, which in 1952 set up a base at Villano. This post
was soon visited by a single Waorani man and three women, who remained there
for several hours and left without incident. Unlike earlier arrivals, they were not
refugees from internal warfare and they showed no interest in staying on. Similar
reconnaissance missions—no doubt intended to assess cowodi strength without
provoking retaliation—took place through the 1950s. In 1957, Guikita’s band made
their last raid against Ahuano; after that, it was time for a different strategy. And
that was exactly what SIL offered them.

In late 1957, Guikita sent three women to see what they could find out about
the missionaries. Elliot and Saint proposed a simple transaction: “We will build
an airstrip. From now on you will not kill . . . Just think about food—don’t think
about killing people” (Elliot 1961:63). When the airfield was ready, it became the
“main port of entry” for tools and other valuable things, which Dayuma distributed
to Waorani who followed her rules. Raiding on the upper Curaray effectively ceased.

Even as Guikita and his kinsmen foreswore violence, however, another group,
led by Ñiwa (and eventually known as the Piyemoiri-Ñiwairi or simply Piye-
moiri) launched a full-scale assault along the Napo. By 1963, settlers (white and
runa) had covered the area around Coca with small cattle ranches and farms
(Cabodevilla 2007:309–310). In response, Ñiwa’s kinsmen stepped up their at-
tacks, often crossing the Napo to steal their tools, kill their cattle, and kidnap their
children. Over the next decade, they made 30 raids, compared to only 14 during
the 1950s. The cowodi often replied in force. In 1962 and 1963, army patrols
shot several Waorani on the Cononaco and the Curaray after Ñiwa’s band mur-
dered a sergeant and two infantrymen (César Pérez in Dall’Alba 1992bb:97; Stoll
1982:292). In at least one incident, soldiers allegedly threw tear gas grenades from a
helicopter to drive Waorani people farther into the forest (Cabodevilla 1994:370).
Ñiwa himself was killed in 1965 as he led an attack on Kichwa settlers near Coca
(CICAME in Cabodevilla 2010:94).

By then, the country was ruled by a military junta (1963–67) with ambitions
to settle the Oriente and restart oil exploration. As conflict with Waorani in-
creased again, many officers advocated a “military solution” to restore order (Stoll
1982:292). Through the 1960s and 1970s, SIL negotiated with generals, oil com-
pany managers, and government officials to avoid the so-called armed option. Its
strategy involved moving all Waorani out of harm’s way while lobbying on their
behalf for permanent rights to land with a government that had legally classified
Waorani territory as unoccupied and open to all comers.
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Figure 3 Waorani territory, 1955–199010

Despite significant setbacks, SIL’s strategy seemed to work, at least for a while.
In 1968, survivors of Ñiwa’s group, harassed by settlers and army patrols, “sick and
malnourished,” arrived in Tiweno (Stoll 1982:296; Yost 1981:679). A year later,
the Instituto Ecuatoriano de Reforma Agraria y Colonización (IERAC), Ecuador’s
land reform agency, agreed to recognize a special Waorani “zone of protection”
(or “Protectorate”), which was “the closest thing to a reservation that they were
likely to get” (Stoll 1982:298). In 1970, Baiwa’s group (the Baiwairi) moved to
the Protectorate (see Figure 3). From 1971 to 1975, SIL relocated the last major
band, the Wepeiri (Yost 1981:679; 683). Of 630 Waorani, only 100 or so remained
outside.

Ñiwa’s death in 1965 set off a power struggle between his sons and his brother,
Kimontare (Cabodevilla 1994:363). Shortly thereafter, Kimontare was also killed.
Rather than follow their enemies to Tiweno, Kimontare’s relatives, led by a man
named Taga, moved southward toward the old Waorani heartland around the
remote Tivacuno, Nushiño, and Yasunı́ rivers (Cabodevilla 1994:446). Here they
became known as the Tagaeri. At least one other group, today called the Tarom-
enani, had also hung on there (CICAME in Cabodevilla 2010:115). As Piyemoiri
and Wepeiri families departed for the mission, Taromenani spread into their newly
vacated territories.

The Politics of Trade

Within the Protectorate, Saint and Dayuma struggled to enforce control because
“a politics of trade goods was replacing a politics of war” (Stoll 1982:298). In
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1971, another former Ila captive, Wiñame (Zoila) and her husband Dabo, rebelled
and founded Dayono, where they traded directly with outsiders (Cabodevilla
1994:398–399). Then a third ex-refugee, Olga, and her husband Bave went out on
their own (Lino Tagliani in Dall’Alba 1992a:33). Over the next few years, other
Waorani families left Tiweno for the Protectorate’s borders where they bartered wild
game for shotguns and similar merchandise (Stoll 1982:303; see also Cabodevilla
2010:115–126). Waorani men married Kichwa women and took Kichwa compadres
(fictive kin). “During the second half of the twentieth century,” write Reeve and
High (2012:142), “interactions between the Curaray Kichwa and their western
Waorani neighbors shifted from those dominated by fear, avoidance, and hostility
to regular visits, trade, and intermarriage.” Eventually, Waorani moved outside the
Protectorate itself (Rival 1996:27). By 1979, two-thirds of Waorani men worked
part-time for oil companies (Yost 1981:699). They no longer needed SIL for tools
and food. (In 1981, SIL left Ecuador.) As warfare subsided, Waorani society became
more egalitarian: the role of war leader subsided into memory and narrative—at
least while peace prevailed (High 2013, 2015:11).

Almost immediately, however, missionized Waorani ran into hostile Tagaeri
warriors. So did oil workers. In 1967, a joint venture between Texaco and CEPE
(the state oil company, now Petroecuador) discovered petroleum reserves in the
Oriente. A major access road, the Vı́a Auca, was built across Waorani territory;
oil production began in 1973. Around a decade later, the government leased
out three new exploration areas (Blocks 14, 17, and 31) on Waorani land; each
block covered 200,000 hectares. Moving into these areas from the Vı́a Auca, oil
workers often fought with Tagaeri: Taga was killed in 1984 while attacking an oil
camp. By 1987, Catholic missionaries could see disaster looming. Bishop Alejandro
Labaca and Sister Inés Arango tried to broker a peace deal, but they, too, were
speared. Meanwhile, government officials stood on the sidelines. “The government
abdicated its responsibility for maintaining order in Amazonia,” writes Cabodevilla
(1994:429); “CEPE and the army were in control, often working together and
sharing operations.”

Then in 1990, President Rodrigo Borja issued a decree recognizing Waorani
indigenous territory, comprising nearly 680,000 hectares that overlapped the old
Protectorate and several oil exploration blocks. Borja’s decree warned that Wao-
rani rights could be revoked if they obstructed petroleum development (Rival
1992:163). Young Waorani leaders formed the Organization of the Huaorani Na-
tion of Amazonian Ecuador (ONHAE, now NAWE, Nacionalidad Waorani del
Ecuador), primarily to negotiate so-called community benefits with oil companies
and government agencies. Rival (2002:168) provides an illuminating description
of how the process played out:
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Since the late 1970s, [oil companies] have resigned themselves to the fact that native

forest dwellers form an integral part of their industrial environment. They treat

Huaorani villages as additional camps to be serviced and provisioned . . . I saw

helicopters fly weekly to every village and deliver what was usually given to oil

workers: rations of food, pots, axes, gardening tools, tents, medicine, and so forth.

The goods, wrapped in individual bundles, were publicly distributed by company

employees and schoolteachers. These gifts were extremely appreciated.

Eventually, Waorani Territory came to abut the Yasunı́ National Park (created
in 1979) and the Zona Intangible Tagaeri-Taromenane (1999), a buffer zone where
no development was supposed to occur (Pappalardo et al. 2013). In 1992, however,
Ecuador’s Constitutional Court confirmed the government’s right to drill for oil
within protected areas—effectively opening Waorani land and the Yasunı́ National
Park to petroleum operations. The Zona Intangible (Untouchable Zone) remained
in limbo: established by decree, not by legislation, it could also presumably be
changed by decree.

Oil development in Waorani territory set off another spate of conflict and vio-
lence. New roads extended into the forest, attracting Waorani families and Kichwa
migrants eager to take advantage of opportunities for trade or employment. Few
Kichwa settlers held secure land rights, so instead of farming they cut timber
on Waorani land. The Vı́a Auca became a central artery in this illegal business:
aerial photographs showed a growing spider web of shadowy logging trails extend-
ing eastward into “protected” Waorani areas every kilometer or two. At strategic
checkpoints, enterprising Waorani gatekeepers collected bribes and monopolized
trade (Cabodevilla 2007, 2008).

Within a few years, however, valuable timber near the Vı́a Auca became scarce.
By the late 1980s, loggers paddled down the Curaray and its tributaries into forests
occupied by Tagaeri and Taromenani families. Entry was effectively controlled by
the Babeiri, a Waorani group that strategically positioned itself at the only viable
point of access. By 1993, Babeiri feared that Tagaeri resistance would interfere with
their collection of tolls and bribes (Cabodevilla 2010:121). They organized five
raids against the Tagaeri, during which one of their own warriors was killed. “His
relatives have pledged to avenge him and to wipe out the Tagaeiri,” write Robarchek
and Robarchek (2008:27). As it turned out, this was not necessary. In 2002, Babeiri
learned that Taromenani attackers downriver had destroyed the largest Tagaeri
longhouse, carrying off women and children (Cabodevilla 2004:41–42).

The oil industry provided another major source of wealth and conflict that
upset the delicate balance among Waorani families and their neighbors. In the
mid-1980s, Petroecuador adopted “community compensation” policies requiring
foreign companies to pay for transit rights on Indian land and access to well sites
(although not the oil itself, which belonged to the government). Compensation
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agreements were negotiated with self-appointed Waorani “leaders” or “chiefs” who
distributed payments in tools, food, and other commodities among family mem-
bers and other coresidents. Once again, these intermediaries occupied a privileged
link between Waorani groups and outsiders, just as Dayuma and others had done
a generation earlier.

As petroleum exploration extended into eastern forests during the 1990s, oil
companies watched with alarm when Taromenani groups (estimated by Cabodev-
illa at around a hundred people living in four longhouses) encroached on their
operations. In 2003, Babeiri raiders again took matters into their own hands—
allegedly to avenge the 1993 Tagaeri ambush. Cabodevilla (2007:17) recorded this
account from Babe’s brother:

Babe ordered the attack. He called in people from several communities . . . He

promised to pay whoever killed the Taromenani. He has a lot of money, which he

gets from three sources: oil men, loggers, and tourists . . . Babe convinced nine

people to make the raid. He got gasoline [for their outboard motor] from the oil

company, but he didn’t tell anybody why he needed it.

Reportedly, 26 Taromenani were killed. Was this vengeance or preemption?
Probably both, but powerful forces outside of Waorani territory made the conflict
inevitable. After a couple of news cycles, government officials dropped the subject.
No further action was taken.

If their intention was to contain the Taromenani threat, Waorani raiders largely
failed. During the following decade, Taromenani stepped up their attacks on loggers
and Kichwa squatters who made their way into the Zona Intangible. In 2008, loggers
killed five Taromenani near the middle Curaray, where they had gone to harvest
hardwoods (La Hora 2008). Taromenani soon exacted their revenge. Over the next
two months, according to news reports, three loggers died. Tit-for-tat violence
continued until 2013, when Taromenani raiders killed an old Waorani couple
living scarcely 20 kilometers from Petroecuador’s oil wells in Block 31 (De Marchi
et al. 2013; De Marchi and Pappalardo 2013). Within days, Waorani men from
the nearby settlement of Yarentaro attacked a Taromenani longhouse. As many as
30 people were slaughtered; two young girls were kidnapped. Again, the wheels of
justice ground slowly: several attackers were imprisoned and then released a few
months later. It was a family affair, authorities said—part of Waorani culture; they
had no right to interfere.

We may never know when and why the Taromenani chose to remain apart
from other Waorani, or how the latest round of killings began. Since the late
1980s, oil development and logging have inevitably reinforced inequality—most
prominently, between “civilized” Waorani and more isolated Taromenani. Still,
throughout the 1990s, a lone boatman or traveler might occasionally encounter
small groups of Taromenani in the forest and pass unmolested. Tourists camping
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nearby often left gifts and were seldom bothered. When Waorani attackers over-
whelmed the Taromenani in 2003, they found abundant signs of ongoing contact
with the outside world: six new axes, many machetes, aluminum pots, and re-
worked pieces of plastic (Andueza 2004:80). Such encounters provide reminders
of Guikita’s selective raiding in the 1940s and 1950s—eager to acquire the things
he wanted while jealously protecting his frontiers. But now, ambitious “conflict
entrepreneurs” like Babe, with tacit government approval, readily step into the role
of war leader when frontiers must be contested.

Conclusion

In her ethnographic study, Rival (2002:43) claims that Waorani preserved their
essential premodern society in “nomadic and autarkic enclaves living in the in-
terstices between larger and more powerful groups with whom they refused con-
tact, trade and exchange.” As Reeve and High (2012) have shown, however, since
the 1950s relations between Waorani and Kichwa people have oscillated among
violence, exchange, and intermarriage. Their discussion specifically challenges
isolationist views of Waorani warfare—the “war complex”—described by Ro-
barchek and Robarchek (2008) and other writers. Ethnographic accounts (e.g.,
Beckerman and Yost 2007; Yost 1981) often argue that warfare is primarily mo-
tivated by vengeance—even for events that may have happened a generation or
more before. But this narrative fails to explain why potential Waorani killers—
who reportedly work themselves into a murderous rage before spearing (Rival
2002:55)—decide to postpone their revenge for years or decades. How do they
identify the right moment? What precipitates the urge to attack? As Reeve and
High suggest, and my analysis seems to confirm, actual violence coincides with
periods of heightened external pressure or opportunity. In most cases, violence
is specifically targeted to achieve economic or political objectives, although it is
almost always attributed to revenge.

How does Waorani warfare fit into broader patterns of violence and political
economy in Amazonia since the late nineteenth century? Two illuminating cases
come to mind: Jı́varo (Shuar and Achuar) people living south of the Waorani; and
Yanomami in Venezuela and Brazil. Like the Waorani, Jı́varo groups were known for
warfare and their rejection of outsiders (Harner 1972). During early colonial times,
they successfully ran off Spanish authorities and resisted Jesuit missionaries (Taylor
1999:216). Later, as Spaniards settled along major rivers, Jı́varo and other groups
in the region abandoned “village-type habitats or big multifamily longhouses” and
settled in “isolated domestic units,” like Waorani family groups (Taylor 1999:231).

Before 1960, according to Harner (1972:180–182), lethal violence among the
Shuar took two forms: feuding and warfare. Unlike Waorani spearing, Shuar feuds
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usually did not last long. One group might move away or pay to end the dispute;
or it stopped when each side had suffered equal losses. Warfare was different. It
was organized by practiced war leaders who assembled large raiding parties to
attack people “of another language”—most often Achuar. Their objective was to
take and shrink trophy heads, known as tsantsa (Harner 1972:145). Through the
mid-nineteenth century, such expeditions occurred once or twice a year.

Beginning in the late 19th century, however, tsantsa raids increased dramat-
ically. European and American collectors took a fancy to shrunken heads, which
became the only thing that Shuar families could exchange for guns and tools
(Steel 1999:754). The arrival of Catholic missionaries in 1892 did little to slow
this commerce. “Even though the Shuar were able to obtain machetes, cloth, and
other Western goods more easily from the missionaries,” Steel writes (1999:755),
“guns could only be acquired through the illicit trade.” And because they had more
guns, the Shuar could take more tsantsas, leading to greater violence. The trade in
shrunken heads was finally suppressed by Ecuadorian authorities in the 1960s.

But the story does not end there. Beginning in the 1890s, Catholic, and later
Protestant, missions became a major source of goods for Shuar families. Instead
of abating violence, the missions themselves brought about a sharp escalation in
internal feuding, which was usually justified as revenge for sorcery. Steel (1999:757–
758) tells the story of a Shuar leader who lived with his family close to the mission
in Gualaquiza and dominated its trade with nearby groups. When a rival decided to
establish his own relationship with the missionaries, the two men began a vendetta
that left few family members alive.

Similar events took place among the Yanomami. Ferguson (1995:54–55) has
described how trade with missionaries in the early twentieth century brought
sharply escalated warfare among Yanomami groups. People living close to the
missions dominated regional trading networks; they were often attacked by more
remote communities whose goal was to “make life unlivable for monopolists en-
sconced in prime locations, thus forcing them to move.” During periods of scarcity,
violence grew as poorer groups attacked richer ones. With slight modifications,
this description easily fits pre-1960 Shuar feuding and Waorani “revenge killings,”
as family heads fought over access to runa settlements and plunder.

For anthropologists, the isolationist/essentialist trope in Ecuador should now
be a settled issue. As Taylor points out in her epigraph, it is based on historical
fiction, not history. Today, its primary use lies in justifying the government’s
refusal to protect vulnerable people on Ecuador’s expanding frontier (Aguirre 2010;
Cabodevilla 2008; De Marchi et al. 2013). By ignoring “the dynamic processes
by which culture is constituted and transformed,” in High’s words, it distracts
attention from the real causes of conflict and their potential solution. Demystifying
the historical relationships that have linked Waorani groups to the outside world
and each other will allow us to reject this tired framework once and for all. “History
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is not about the past,” writes Ira Berlin (2015:5), “it is about arguments we have
about the past. And because it is about arguments that we have it is about us.”
Hopefully, a clearer view of the Waorani past will allow us to refocus our attention
on the rights of native people in Ecuadorian society and on the structural conditions
that work against them.

Acknowledgments

The author thanks Marı́a Eugenia Tamariz, Camilo Mongua, and Marı́a Fernanda
Delgado for their assistance in the archives. He also recognizes his deep debt
to Miguel Angel Cabodevilla for access to unpublished reports from Shell Oil
Company. Finally, he would like to acknowledge the helpful comments he received
from Marc Becker, Teodoro Bustamante, Brian Ferguson, Casey High, Laura Rival,
David Stoll, and three anonymous JLACA reviewers.

1During the early 20th century, Julio César Arana was the most infamous rubber merchant in

western Amazonia. His firm, the Peruvian Amazon Company, was known as the Casa Arana.
2Cabodevilla (1994), Rival (1996, 2002), and High (2015) have examined the difficulty of distin-

guishing Waorani from Zápara and other unpacified bands, all of whom were generally called aucas or

infieles (“savages” or “infidels”). In this article, I have used currently preferred spellings, for example,

Waorani for Huaorani, Kichwa, for Quichua, et cetera.
3This article and previous publications are based on nine years of archival research in several

countries: the former Province of Napo-Pastaza in Tena, Ecuador; the ex-Vicariate General of Caquetá-

Putumayo in Sibundoy, Colombia; the national archives in Quito and Bogotá; the Ecuadorian Ministry

of Defense; the Jesuit archives in Cotocallao, Ecuador; the Library of Congress in Washington; the

Vatican Library in Rome; the Newberry Library in Chicago; and the New York Public Library. I have

also used published and unpublished travelers’ accounts and private papers kindly provided by former

missionaries. Additional information was obtained from various Evangelical colleges in the United

States. Altogether, such sources, involving more than 50,000 pages, provide a remarkably fine-grained

(if sometimes incomplete) picture of events within the region’s three major river basins: the upper

Putumayo, Napo, and Curaray. Previous reports (Reider and Wasserstrom 2013; Wasserstrom 2014;

Wasserstrom and Bustamante 2015; Wasserstrom et al. 2011; Wasserstrom and Southgate 2013) have

reconstructed the historical trajectories of Cofán, Siona, and lowland Kichwa people in the region.
4Rice (1903) gives a fascinating account of Samuel Roggeroni’s expedition to the Tiputini in 1900.

Roggeroni, who came to eastern Ecuador from Guayaquil, played a major role in the region’s rubber

trade with Iquitos, Peru.
5In 1909, Waorani raiders killed three caucheros on the Nushiño River (AGN 1909). Two other

attacks took place around the same time. Travelling down the Napo in 1923, the Protestant missionary

pioneer Howard Dinwiddie (1924:39) observed that Waorani were “apparently made savage by their ill

treatment at the hands of the whites.”
6On the “Palm Beach” killings, see especially Elliot (1961, 1996), Cabodevilla (1994:319–333), and

Stoll (1982). Dall’Alba (1992aa) collected oral histories of the trip to Tiweno. Blomberg (1957:49–51)

and Wallis (1960) chronicle Dayuma’s flight to Hacienda Ila.
7In 1960, Elliot, who never joined SIL, was replaced by another missionary/linguist, Catherine

Peeke.
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8Figure 1 is based on AGN (1903, 1910b, 1910b, 1926a, 1926b), Blomberg (1957), Bravo (1907),

Cabodevilla (1994, 2007, 2010), Cipolletti (2002), Dall’Alba (1992a), Dinwiddie (1924), Elliot (1996,

1961), Loch (1938), Rice (1903), Rival (1996, 2002), Simson (1886.), Tessman (1999), Tidmarsh and

Grefa (2002), Tovı́a (1893), Wallis (1960), and Wasserstrom and Bustamante (2015).
9These calculations are derived from Adler (1942), AGN (1903, 1910a, 1910b, 1926a, 1926b),

Blomberg (1957), Bravo (1907), Cabodevilla (1994, 2007, 2010), Cipolletti (2002), Dall’Alba (1992a),

Dinwiddie (1924), Elliot (1996, 1961), Kappeler and Rod (1941), Loch (1938), Oriente Dominicano

(1927–1931), Rice (1903), Simson (1886.), Tessman (1999), Tidmarsh and Grefa (2002), Tschopp

(1942), Tovı́a (1893), Wallis (1960), Wasserstrom and Bustamante (2015). Where documentary sources

refer to “repeated attacks,” I have arbitrarily counted them as three.
10This figure is based on Adler (1942), Blomberg (1957), Cabodevilla (1994, 2007, 2008, 2010),

Dall’Alba (1992a), De Marchi et al. (2013), Elliot (1996, 1961), High (2015), Kappeler and Rod

(1941), La Hora (2008), Rival (1996, 2002), Wallis (1960), Wasserstrom and Bustamante (2015), and

Wasserstrom and Southgate (2013).
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