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Introduction 

One of the greatest things about Ecuador is the small remaining percentage of the 

indigenous staying true to their ancient culture. The indigenous people of Ecuador make up 

about eight percent to forty percent of Ecuador’s population, although the percentage is often 

argued due to the inability to properly count active tribes and the indigenous moving in and out 

of urban areas (Minority Rights Group International, 2014). Through decreasing population and 

inability to properly keep track, the indigenous groups are often disregarded when implementing 

new economic and governmental procedures across Ecuador (Becker & Clarke, 2007; Minority 

Rights Group International, 2014; The Past, N/A). In addition, as the economy is changing 

towards a more Western style, the lasting beauty of the rural areas are often over visited by 

tourists, depleting Ecuador of its natural resources, resulting in minimal natural resources the 

indigenous use to survive. The traditional ways of the indigenous is important in order to 

remember the culture and history of Ecuador, but to also bring awareness to the benefits of 

keeping in touch with ancient roots in order to remain a healthy and rational in the rapidly 

changing and modernizing Ecuador.  

 

General History of the Indigenous in Ecuador  

 According to Las Olas Ecuador, archaeologists date the arrival of native Ecuadorians 

back to 10,000 BC bringing over pre-Columbian traditions. Throughout the centuries the 

indigenous self taught themselves pottery making, metal working, and navigational skills which 

assisted in their future advancements and conflicts with other tribes. During this time period 

According to Las Olas Ecuador, around the 1400’s AD began the emergence of invasions from 

the Incas upon various tribes inhabiting the southern and central highlands. Centuries after 

conflicts between tribes came conflicts through geopolitical power and continuing need for 

dominance over the newly acknowledged country of Ecuador. Through the battles of power 



began the forgetfulness of the indigenous tribes and all of the traditions that were brought over 

from various South American backgrounds and preserved for centuries (Hugo, 2009). The 

problem of ignoring the indigenous has only since exacerbated especially with recent struggles 

against Chevron/Texaco with excess crude oil harming the land and the people since the 

discovery of Ecuadorian oil in 1967 (Kimerling, 2006). Advancements in the political and 

economical realm of Ecuador have become so far involved that the elites of Ecuador have 

ignored the natives of their country (Hugo, 2009). The indigenous have been one of the hardest 

working groups in terms of human rights to have their cultures and tribes acknowledged and 

respected enough to not be harmed and forgotten. 

 

History and Benefits of the Cañari (Kanari)  

 The Canari tribe, or Kanari as spelled in Kichwa, a language native to Ecuador, entered 

the country around three thousand years ago and were known as one of the most important tribes 

in the region (Brogan, N.D., A,&D, 2014). An ancient myth floats around with the belief that 

Canaries came from a macaw. The story begins with a flood washing all but two brothers of the 

Canari population who sought shelter atop a mountain, and when they finally returned back to 

their hut they found it rebuild and stocked with food. As the brothers came back from their 

adventures, every night there was food on the table and one day they decided to wait for their 

provider and to their fascination the well-wisher turned out to be a transformation of a half 

woman, half macaw. One of the brothers married this woman and reproduced creating a new 

Canari population (Canari, 2016; Mythical origin of the canaries, 2016).   

The canaries settled into Ecuador long before the Inca’s and lived a semi-nomadic style 

lifestyle, having the ability to efficiently utilize all of their natural resources (Indigenous 

Communities from Ecuador, 2004).  The canaries also placed great importance on the sun and 



the moon using the constellations and the skies as a calendar and also created The Temple of the 

Sun in Ingapirca. The constant use and studies of the constellations and the moon cycle assisted 

the Indigenous Canaries with their agriculture and crops (Greenfield, 2014).  In doing so 

generated a reputation of engaging in social life and natural remedies for food, shelter and 

medication. The Canari civilization became increasingly prevalent during the Inca conquest 

because of their resistance and ultimately their unfortunate defeat. After losing a majority of their 

freedom to the Incas in the early sixteenth century, the canaries relied on other tribes and the 

eventual arrival of Spanish colonial leaders to join forces and successfully take down the Incan 

empire in the late sixteenth century (Brogan, N.D.). 

Today, the canari civilization in Ecuador is minimal and often as a disestablished tribe 

because of the fusion between the Spanish empire and indigenous tribes after the defeat of the 

Incan empire. Although, the approximate 150,000 (Indigenous Communities of Ecuador, 2004) 

indigenous members that identify as Canari reside in Cuenca in and around the Canar regions. 

The identified indigenous canaries are a tribe that still embodies their ancient tradition in terms 

of travel, work, shelter, and sustenance. The Canari benefit the society by not emitting pollution 

by cars or other forms of public transportation since their modes of transportation consist of 

travel by horses. Canaries today still do the work and labor they did centuries ago in terms of 

creating agriculture, or laborious work such as sharing their traditional artifacts and clothing that 

is not harmful to the environment (A&D, 2014). Canaries also have a tendency to consume the 

food they produce, along with using their surroundings in terms of plants and animals. The 

production and consumption process of food is all through Canari hands rather than a 

westernized style of a factorized process and consuming hormones. Medication, a field that has 

become completely westernized in developed and developing countries, is also all created 



through natural production and traditional remedies for the current Canari population. The Cajas 

National Park in close proximity to the Canar region located in Cuenca, Ecuador showcases the 

variety of plants used to combat all types of sicknesses and diseases. The canaries use the 

medicinal plant chuciruaga to cure typhoid fever and lupions, also known as chocho, to increase 

calcium intake (Diego, 2016, January 13); Bailon-Moscoso, Romero-Benavides, Tinitana-

Imaicela, & Ostrosky-Wegman, 2015). A vast majority of these plants are endemic to Ecuador 

which is what makes the preservation of the land and the traditional uses of the endemic plants 

rare, useful, and beautiful. The indigenous tribes of Ecuador, with a main focus on the canaries, 

have only benefited the earth, their surroundings, and all the people they come in contact with 

therefore it is vital for the the Ecuadorian government to protect the indigenous and the land they 

inhabit along with recognize all indigenous tribes as a continuing culture that benefits society as 

a whole.       

 

History and Benefits of the Inca Civilization 

 The Inca Empire is one of the most widely known civilizations due to the large size and 

representation in many South American countries such as Peru, Ecuador, Columbia, Chile, 

Bolivia, and Argentina (Inca Empire, 2016). In Quechua, the native Incan language, Inca 

translated to Tawantinsuyu, meaning “The Four Regions” representing the fable of four siblings 

leaving their death as marks on four different areas during their journey to find land worthy 

enough to inhabit (Inca Empire, 2016). Tawantinsuyu literally translates to “Four Directions-

Under-the-Sun-United” and more accurately represents the four directions on a compass, similar 

to the geographical spread of the Inca empire (Nations Uknown: Tawantinsuyu, 2014).    

 In the early fifteenth century the Incas began a small colony in what is now southern 

Peru and stretched their power north to Columbia, west to the Peruvian coastlands, south into 



Chile, and east into Bolivia (Nations Uknown: Tawantinsuyu, 2014; Cartwright, 2014). The Inca 

empire took advantage of their central geographical location and actively utilized their skill sets 

in creating advanced roads and infrastructure in order to expand their empire across South 

America (Jarus, 2013; Cartwright, 2014). The Incas also attributed their growth and conquests to 

their original emperor Emperor Pachacuti, who originated the idea of a city structure to represent 

a puma, much like Ingapirca (Jarus, 2013; Diego, 2016, January 14). Unfortunately, the Inca’s 

luck did not last and their empire was defeated in 1572 by the Spaniards combining forces with 

tribes, such as the canari, originally conquered by the Inca empire (Inca Empire, 2016; Jarus, 

2013; Cartwright, 2014).    

Similar to the Canaries, the Incas placed great importance on astronomy and sought 

guidance from a creator God, a Sun God, a thunder God, and an Earth Goddess (Jarus, 2013). In 

addition to looking at the celestial sky as a form of religion, the Incas used methods similar as 

the Canaries in creating their own calendar that assisted in harvesting crops and continuing 

architectural work. In accordance with the whole indigenous population the Incas also engaged 

in laborious work and traded services, although what sets the Incas apart from other indigenous 

is their heavy involvement in the textile industry. As the Canari tribe used natural resources and 

animals for survival in terms of sustenance, the Incas grew cotton and herded alpacas and bats to 

create exclusive clothing (Jarus, 2013). The Incas were one of the first to create a centralized 

economy with the belief that all members of the civilization should be properly taken care of, 

resulting in provided necessities such as food, clothing and shelter in return for loyalty and 

community service (Jarus, 2013). Although the literal concept of implementing an autarky is 

frowned upon, the concept of becoming a self-sufficient individual is a necessary and beneficial 

factor to a growing economy. Regardless of the Inca’s centralized economy, the population of 



the Incas and various other indigenous individuals became self-sufficient creating a rational, 

stable, and mentally happy community.  The Inca civilization created a falsely negative 

reputation due to the empire’s mass expansion throughout South America with the impression 

that the expansion occurred from extensive militia use (Jarus, 2013). On the contrary, many 

emerging tribes and developing nations in the world today can use the Inca empire as an example 

of how to build and expand empires through peaceful negotiations with outsiders and providing 

benefits for fellow members.  On the surface the Inca Empire is negatively seen, although the 

aspects of self-sufficiency, peaceful negotiations, and effectively using one’s skill set are all 

factors that lead to a successful community.  

 

Environmental Threats to the Indigenous in Ecuador  

 The remaining population of the Indigenous in Ecuador is often ignored due to the 

minimal representation and a diminishing population. As the country of Ecuador has been 

developing, the leaders focus their efforts towards mirroring the Western civilization in terms of 

a capitalistic system, ignoring the harmful aspects occurring to the natural beauty of Ecuador. 

The negative environmental impacts derived from an increase in international trade, increased 

GDP, and rapid advancement gravely affect the indigenous still remaining in Ecuador.  

 In the early twentieth century Ecuador’s cost of exporting of bananas, shrimp, and cacao 

was significantly less than their imports of machinery, chemicals and fertilizers, computers and 

various other technologies, causing a trade deficit, meaning decreasing valuable resources in the 

exporting country (Beittel, 2013; Amadeo, 2016). In 1967, the discovery of copious amounts of 

oil in the Ecuadorian Amazon rainforest was seen as the solution to poverty underdevelopment 

caused by continuing cycles of trade deficit (Kimerling, 2006). At that moment the unstable 

government and economy was desperate to catch up to neighboring developing nations, resulting 



in making haste decisions for the purpose of economic development rather than focusing on the 

safety and health of the Ecuadorian residents within the Amazon rainforest. Five short years after 

the discovery and creation of transport pipeline, ChevronTexaco (interchangeable with Chevron 

and Texaco) began and continued to export crude oil to the United States with little to no regard 

to the homes they destroyed in the Amazon rainforest, and the disruption to the Indigenous’ daily 

lives (Kimerling, 2006). Worst of all, prior to the lawsuit filed against Texaco in 1993 on behalf 

of the indigenous in Ecuador, the indigenous did not have equal representation in Ecuador in 

order to sooner voice their opposition.  

 One of the priorities that Texaco did not fulfil was a proper clean up of the excess crude 

oil and other harmful chemicals spilling onto the land, along with creating a faulty pipline 

resulting in 16.8 million gallons of crude oil leakage (Gay, Shepard, Thyden, & Whitman, 2010). 

The excess chemicals and crude caused short and long term harm to the physical and mental 

health of the indigenous residing the in the Amazon rainforest. The indigenous population 

receives their nutrients and well-being from natural resources provided from the Earth, such as 

the consumption of plants and free range animals and fish. The excess crude oil affected the 

water that the indigenous drink, cleanse, and eat their fish from causing an increase in cancer 

rates, pregnancy complications, morbidity, morality, malnutrition and many other ailments (Gay, 

et.al, 2010). Harmful chemicals and crude oil built up over decades does not only deplete natural 

resources, but also puts indigenous groups at the risk of extinction by depleting their food source 

(Mecham, 2001). The traditional healthy lifestyles that the indigenous cherished for hundreds of 

centuries all seemed irrelevant in the eyes of economic development.    

 Developed western civilizations, the United States for example, have seen a decrease of 

natural resources caused by the rapid growth of industries and corporations to fit a capitalistic 



economy. After economic prosperity in Ecuador following the massive export of crude oil, two 

billion barrels to be exact (Gay, et.al, 2010), Ecuadorian government officials and economists 

decided to accelerate efforts for increasing economic prosperity at the expense of the 

environment, more specifically the trees used to produce oxygen for the entire populous, along 

with providing shelter and comfort for the indigenous that live among the trees in the Amazon 

rainforest. Deforestation is a direct cause of increasing colonization, logging, and through the 

demands of the industrial sector requiring efficient production at low production costs (Mecham, 

2001). The necessity to compete for a higher GDP, gross domestic product that provides a value 

on all finished goods and products, with already developed nations only benefited Ecuador in the 

short run in terms of economic gains. Unfortunately the pressure on Ecuador to fully develop 

into a democratic nation is causing Ecuador to lose the endemic plants and other natural 

resources that make Ecuador so unique.  

 With incredible advancement in travel technologies, tourism within Ecuador has 

increased allowing for the acknowledgment of this developing country counterbalancing the 

harmful environmental implications that derive from travel (Hunter & Green, 1995).  First and 

foremost, international travel requires transportation which releases emissions, increases 

pollution and decreases air quality, which is already diminishing due to deforestation and excess 

chemicals and oil seeping through the land. The transportation industry, i.e. planes, cars, and 

trains, do not only emit harmful chemicals back into the air we breath, but these machines also 

consume resources that are difficult to recreate, and produce large amounts of waste both factors 

contributing to a regressing environment (McKercher, 2010). The transportation industry used to 

effectively import and export tourists are causing grave negative effects on the environment 

rather than inputting benefits.   



How to Protect the Indigenous in Ecuador and Why is it Necessary?  

 The traditional lifestyle of the Indigenous in Ecuador consists of the ability to be self-

sufficient, and to peacefully serve the community. Unfortunately, with recent efforts to increase 

economic prosperity, the indigenous groups are losing the ability to perform their traditional 

lifestyles and are increasingly becoming extinct. A major solution to the problem of losing 

tradition and knowledge is to slow down economic development to prevent causing harm to the 

population and the environment that provides natural resources necessary for survival. There 

have been recent advancements in countries that host indigenous populations, mainly in South 

America, in human rights movements for the protection of the indigenous, for example the 

lawsuit against ChevronTexaco in 1993 on behalf of the indigenous residing in the Amazon 

rainforest in Ecuador (Kimerling, 2006). One of the major efforts taken to recognize the 

indigenous in Ecuador is President Correa’s reformed constitution to create a “pluri-national” 

state to include the indigenous people (Amazon Watch, N.D.). On an international level the 

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People (UNDRIP) have created a non-

binding declaration that gives indigenous groups the right to freedoms, consent, and recognition 

(Amazon Watch, N.D.).     

 The main argument for protecting and preserving the land of the indigenous and the 

indigenous population itself follows a morality clause. Regardless of the size of a population 

represented in a specific country, eight to forty percent in Ecuador (Minority Rights Group 

International, 2014), all cultures should be accepted and recognized in order to promote equality 

across the country. Holistically, protecting the indigenous also provides an experience to learn 

about the unknown and unfamiliar. A main reason as to why the indigenous and their land should 



be protected and cherished is to break down barriers and create an equal nation in Ecuador and 

eventually break borders across the world.   

 

Conclusion 

The indigenous worldwide are finding it extremely difficult to participate and survive in a 

developing world where self-sufficiency is rare. The indigenous population in Ecuador 

specifically have gone through not only decades of physical and mental harm to individual 

bodies, but suffered through the loss of their homes and land preserved for centuries. The 

harmful affects on the environment and on the native residents are resulting in an unhealthy and 

unhappy community, which counteract the productivity and success of the economic realm. 

Protecting the indigenous population will also result in preserving the beauty and natural 

resources provided by the geographical location of Ecuador showcasing thousands of endemic 

plant and animals. Not only is it immoral to disregard the natives who pride themselves on 

centuries of traditions, but it is ignorant to not realize the damage done to the Earth caused by an 

unfair competition of economic prosperity, which results in harmful damages to all human 

bodies, not just those who intimately live with the land.   
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