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This thesis examines identity as a process, how it is a reflection of, or reaction to, 

social, economic, and political circumstances. Identity is examined, through an 

ethnographically informed analysis, as it is represented, contested, and focused in the 

visual discourse of a small population.  The research suggests that identity manifests at 

specific and strategic moments within the symbolic practices of resistance in coastal 

Ecuador.  Grievances to economic and political power structures are acted out in clear-cut 

identity terms, or motifs, and function to organize diverse interests into social action.  

The study illustrates two identity motifs that are commonly asserted in the local context: 

depictions of being indigenous and of being the underdog.  Using local examples, this 

thesis addresses the complexities of identity formation, examines the strategic capacity of 

identity, and offers insight into the relationships between identity, resistance, and power. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

BACKGROUND AND THEORETICAL CONCERNS 

 

Introduction  

In the village of Salango and in the neighboring Puerto Lopez, the sea breeze 

gently rocks fishnet hammocks as the sun fades.  The smell of frying fish alerts the 

barefoot children playing soccer that it’s time to eat.  Men sharing cold beers down the 

dirt road finish up their card games and head home. The locals describe themselves and 

their home as tranquilo, always with a sense of pride.  And although there is no denying 

this emanating tranquility, evidence of complex socio-political dispute blankets the 

surrounding environment, adding quite a different dimension to the otherwise idyllic 

setting.   

 Street art, such as murals and graffiti, and events, such as protests and parades, are 

especially significant cultural practices.  In his book The Interpretation of Cultures 

(1973), Clifford Geertz argues that culture is expressed through external symbols.  To 

Geertz, “culture is not something locked inside people’s heads, but rather is embodied in 

public symbols, symbols through which the members of a society communicate their 

worldview, value- orientations, ethos, and all the rest to one another, to future 

generations-and to anthropologists” (as quoted in Ortner 1984:129).  These signs and 

symbols, sometimes fixed in space, at other times pushed and pulled through it, are 
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essential media in the experience of identity.  

 This thesis considers identity as it is represented, contested, and focused in the 

visual discourse of coastal Ecuador. Of primary concern is how identity functions as a 

critical element in the symbolic language of resistance. The research suggests that 

grievances to economic and political power structures are acted out in clear-cut identity 

terms, or motifs, which manifest in the visual repertoire.  I explore two such identity 

motifs that are commonly asserted in the local context: being indigenous and being the 

underdog.  I argue that these identity motifs are strategically articulated as a response to 

external pressures and that they operate to produce new meanings, to organize diverse 

interests into action and, ultimately, to influence social, political, or economic change.  

In essence, this thesis seeks to document a moment of transition, where struggle and 

identity intersect to affect flows of power and to alter human social arrangements, and 

where the elements of the past and the concerns of the present are pulled together in an 

effort to secure the future.  

  

Methodology 

 The original research presented in this thesis was collected over a period of three 

months in the summer of 2007.  During this time, I lived with a local family in Salango 

and was fully immersed in the daily cultural activities of the village.  I was able to 

become familiar with the local situation, paying particular attention to community 

politics, public expression, and individual perceptions about identity.  Formal interviews 

were conducted and audio-recorded. Interviews varied in length from 10 minutes to over 

an hour.  These took place in the subjects’ home, office, at an outdoor table, or along the 
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malecón (boardwalk).  Information garnered from more informal conversations that 

occurred throughout the day was recorded in note form.  Subjects were generally more 

comfortable, and offered more detail, when the audio recorder was off.  I selected 

individuals to interview for various reasons such as their participation with the visual 

landscape (ie. if their house, store or bar had a sign or if they were involved in or witness 

to a parade or demonstration), or for their position in a political or administrative system.  

Others were selected using snowball sampling.  I deliberately selected subjects to allow 

for representative perspectives across age, gender, and occupation. Names of some 

subjects have been changed, either upon request of that subject or as a protective 

precaution. 

 Trusting Eric Wolf, who said, “things are rarely what they seem and they are only 

rarely how they are presented to you by the locals” (2001:53), I also included observation 

as a key element to my methodology.  I paid particular attention to the visual 

environment and how people interacted with it.  Because of the nature of the research, 

convenience sampling was most feasible. More often than not, I came across information 

or witnessed behavior that was relevant to my research by being in the right place at the 

right time.  By the same token, there were incidences that would have certainly added to 

the study but that I did not hear about until later.  One of the biggest restraints in doing 

my research was the reality that I could not be in more than one place at one time.   

Another was that resistance displays and events are not generally publicized, so I was not 

always privy to necessary information.  That said, there was rich material for researching 

the symbolic language of resistance in this local setting. Public spaces in Salango and 

Puerto Lopez are literally covered with messages; layers of political party posters are 
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pasted over faded images of past candidates, dissident graffiti is sprayed across walls, and 

parades and demonstrations are commonplace.  

Additional knowledge about the area and about the subject matter was gained 

from the work of my advisor, Michael Harris (2003, 2007) as well as from a recent 

dissertation written by Daniel Bauer (2008).   

 

Theoretical Background 

Grounded in the work of many authors, my own theoretical stance recognizes a 

social reality, which is constituted from many factors.  The varied literature I pull from 

encompasses a concern with identity, discourse, power and resistance.  These concepts 

are conceived and deployed within the complex framework of the local society.  

Processes of identification, discourses and counter discourses produced through social 

interaction, economic and political relations, and the actions and reactions that develop to 

generate resistance to the status quo all share the same overlapping domain.  

Further, these cultural phenomena are considered as part of a much wider, even 

global, framework.  The multiple permeable boundaries (Lowie 1920) surrounding the 

local culture, as well as the historical circumstances that shaped the existing social 

configurations of the area, are taken into account as elements that help define the present 

culture.  Culture is regarded throughout this analysis as, most basically, a system of 

similarly shared meanings, which are both unevenly distributed and transformed through 

social interaction.  Wolf explains, “Any coherence that [culture] may possess must be the 

outcome of social processes through which people are organized into convergent action 

or into which they organize themselves” (Wolf 1999: 66).     
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I will most comprehensively examine how identity, a social object generated 

through these interactive processes (Jenkins 2004:178), both initiates and influences 

convergent action. Identity-making and -unmaking are based on a synthesis and 

management of, on the one hand, a plurality of self-understandings and, on the other, 

external definitions, all of which are impermanent and circumstantial.  Richard Jenkins 

calls this internal-external dialectic of identification a matter of ascription: by individuals 

of themselves and of individuals by others (Jenkins 2004:107).  Identity is negotiated; it 

becomes constructed and reconstructed at the core of these internal and external forces.  

“Our identities are never discovered.  They are always constituted, constructed, invented, 

imagined, imposed, projected, suffered, and celebrated.  Identities are never univocal, 

stable, or innocent.  They are always an accomplishment and a ceaseless project” 

(Mendieta 2003: 407).   

  In Franz Kafka’s short story “A Report to an Academy” (2003 [1917]), an ape 

describes to a group of Englishmen how, in order to escape from the cage he was in and 

to survive, he acquired a human identity and asserted his humanness daily.   Describing 

the ape’s strategic self-created existence, Walter Sökel writes, “Identity is 

performance…It is not a static essence, a given, but a constantly reenacted self-

representation” (Sökel 2002:283).  The story is satirical but nonetheless illustrates that 

the assertion of, or performance of, identity is predicated on interests beyond 

identification itself.  Identity, which can be constructed, rearranged or redefined in 

strategic ways, is necessarily entangled with what an individual or what a group wants.  

Discourses that build new meanings of identity can be used as effective means of 

achieving one’s interests. “The process of ‘activating’ an identity requires a continual 



 
 

6

engagement in the production of meaning” (Foweraker 1995:12).  Meaningful knowledge 

is produced, expressed and emphasized in cultural materials, and consequently influences 

behavior and action. “Who we are to each other…is accomplished, disputed, ascribed, 

resisted, managed, and negotiated in the discourse” (Benuell and Stokoe 2006:4). 

Building or reconstituting an identity can redefine a group’s position in society and can 

transform the existing social structure (Castells 1997:43).  “The question of whether a 

discourse is true or false is less important than whether it is effective in practice” (Hall 

1996: 205).  

Discourses always operate in relation to power; they are part of the way power 

circulates and is contested (Hall 1997).  “Foucault demonstrated that power is not simply 

something static held in the hands of the elite but rather is mobile throughout society” 

(Silva 2004:6).  This thesis pays particular attention to the impact of political and 

economic power as an aspect of human social relations.  “Concentrations of political and 

economic power generate ‘forces’ or ‘vectors’ with enormous potential to disrupt human 

arrangements” (Schneider 1995:3).   These disruptions demand that people react or cope, 

at times provoking oppositional responses (Schneider 1995: 3).  Foucault writes “There 

are no relations of power without resistances.  The latter are all the more real because 

they are formed right at the point where relations of power are exercised” (1980:142).  

The resistance efforts I recorded during my ethnographic work were all directed at larger 

power structures, reactions generated as a response to inequality, whether material or 

symbolic.  The groups were formed around identity, an approach meant to distinguish 

one side from an opposing side, a delineation between “us” and “them”, to encourage 

participation. 
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A collective front gives the impression of a united group, but this is not 

necessarily the reality.  Social movements are usually more heterogeneous and 

fragmented than they appear (Foweraker 1995: 12), made up of “shifting factions, 

temporary alliances, diverse interests, and a continuous flux of members and hangers on” 

(Tilly 1984:310). Recognizing the common goals of, and accommodating the differences 

between, a movements’ members, “can give rise to an identification based on common 

purpose” (Kirsch 2000:101).  “Indeed, without an understanding of identity, of the 

‘passion of the actors’ (Cohen and Arato 1992), there is no way of explaining why social 

movements move” (Foweraker 1995: 12). Moreover, without knowing the values of 

social actors, it is impossible “to explain why certain stakes and not others become 

issues” (Scott 1991).   

 This thesis begins with an understanding that identity, discourse, power and 

resistance are all interrelated.  I explore these concepts within a local context where 

identity is central in practices of resistance, public displays of expression are common, 

and an unequal access to resources is apparent.  I argue that identity is strategically 

articulated in the visual discourse as motifs, and further, that identity motifs organize 

individuals into convergent action.  As a collective, with a common identity and purpose, 

locals can generate enough power to respond to inequality and challenge structural 

institutions. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

  

 Notions of identity and acts of resistance, which are constituted within a complex, 

power-laden framework of society, are also deployed and debated within equally 

complex webs of thinking in the academic world. There exists a rich array of differing 

perspectives and approaches on these topics and their relationship to each other.  In this 

chapter, I discuss contemporary literature pertinent to my research and analysis.  Moving 

beyond straight theory, I present ethnographic examples that address the complexities of 

identity-making and resistance, and I engage with some of the relevant questions these 

studies raise.  

 

Notions of Identity 

Though conceptions of cultural identity continue to be debated within the 

anthropological field, the inventive nature of identity is generally acknowledged.  

Throughout this thesis, and in the works I present in this chapter, identity is understood as 

a phenomenon that is socially constructed and reconstructed through time. Neither 

timeless nor still, identities are continuously “emerging…not fixed, but poised, in 

transition” (Hall, 1992:310).   They are routinely redefined and modified in response to 

external pressures.  The ethnogenetic process of forging a new identity is reactive and 
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borne out of struggle.  In the struggle to exist, “communities can and must reconfigure 

themselves, drawing selectively on remembered pasts” (Clifford 2001:479).   

Identity is political; it is a collective and public pursuit (Calhoun 1994) that is 

“articulated, constructed, invented, and commodified” to achieve a goal (Hill and Wilson 

2003).  In these pursuits, labeled “identity politics,” “power partially determines the 

outcomes, and power relations are changed by the struggles” (Calhoun, 1994:21).  Hill 

and Wilson differentiate “identity politics” with what they refer to as “politics of 

identity,” which are motivated by “more of a ‘bottom up’ process through which local 

people challenge, subvert, or negotiate culture and identity and contest structures of 

power and wealth that constrain their social lives” (Hill and Wilson 2003: 2).     

   Recent ethnographic studies showcase the malleability of identity, acknowledge 

the strategic capacity of identity in social and political processes, and raise questions 

about the credibility of an identity that is actively produced.  Brian Haley and Larry 

Wilcoxon (2005) trace back the historical identities of a network of families in southern 

California who claim pre-colonial ancestry.  The history of the group is described by the 

authors as a “tale of ethnogenesis,” their identity having been renegotiated with great 

frequency over a timeline spanning four centuries.  During that time, the group has self-

identified as Mexican, Indian, Mestizo, Mulatto, Spanish, White, Mexican American, and 

most recently Chumash, based on changing social and political pressures.  The authors 

label the group neo-Chumash to distinguish them from a different group that identifies as 

Chumash, and that has maintained this continuous identity since colonial contact.  Rather 

than discounting the identity claims of the group, though, the authors use the example to 
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reveal the “normalcy of identity change as a politically motivated, socially-contextualized 

action” (Haley and Wilcoxon 2005: 433).  

The work highlights the ease by which cultural identities can be constructed and 

reconstructed, and advances the discussion on identity as an adaptation to external 

pressures.  Though this particular example is extreme, it shows that social, political, 

economic, and emotional interests influence the experience and presentation of identity. 

The example is not a simple “tale of ethnogenesis”, as the identity of the group depended 

on a complete re-imagining the past. In this case, “the historical memory long considered 

crucial to cultural identity is balanced by a historical imagination” (Haley and Wilcoxon 

2005: 433).   The group did not “[draw] selectively on remembered pasts” (Clifford 

2001:479) but rather created their identity from “whole cloth,” challenging essentialist 

notions of identity.  The work demonstrates that identity is not an essential substance, a 

static object, but can be invented, transformed, even constructed from nothing. 

Indigenous groups are frequently the focal subjects in discussions concerning 

identity formation.  The prevalence of anthropological work on the topic can be attributed 

to the recent upsurge in claims of indigenousness in all parts of the globe. The rise of 

indigenous identification is occurring at a time when being indigenous has become 

politically and economically advantageous.  Because of this, the economic and political 

links inherent in the revitalization of traditional cultural practices prompts contestation 

and questions of authenticity.  Not surprisingly, these questions are often at the heart of 

negotiations over land and resources.  The issues are complex and specific to individual 

contexts.  Some groups have irrefutable ties to the pre-colonial past and have held on to 

customs, language, traditional dress, and so on.  Groups without a tenable connection to 
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the past have asserted symbolic identities.  In some cases, historical and anthropological 

research has enabled contemporary groups to learn aspects of traditional cultures that had 

been lost.  The gathered knowledge allows them to build new “indigenous” forms, 

reinventing traditions from elements of the past.  

 The trend toward the revitalization of traditional culture is disparately perceived 

in the literature as: 1) a way to recreate parts of a culture lost during colonization and 

subsequent periods of “acculturation,” 2) a response to new hegemonic forces, or 3) an 

instrumental way to transform the present by reimagining the past.   

To James Clifford (2001), “the relevant question is whether, and how they 

convince and coerce insiders and outsiders, often in power-charged unequal situations, to 

accept the autonomy of a ‘we’” (Clifford 2001:479).  In this vein, some anthropologists 

have noted cases in which indigenousness was constructed and performed to present an a-

historical, unaltered, culture (Viatori 2008:105; see also Sylvain 2005).  Groups pick up 

on certain diacritics associated with indianness in the popular imagination (Ramos 

2003:372), acting out the part of “native” to indicate or prove their legitimacy, 

renegotiating and re-emphasizing traditions that had only existed symbolically, and 

deploying discourses of cultural essentialism while downplaying contemporary dress, 

language, and customs.  From an anti-essentialist perspective, this form of self-

representation is a response to “power-saturated contexts, which force indigenous 

subjects to inhabit certain positions if they want to be recognized by governmental and 

non-governmental institutions” (as described in Cepak 2008: 201, see Freidman 1996 for 

more on an anti-essentialist perspective). 
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Jan French (2004) explores some of these same issues in her poignant discussion 

of the indigenous identity formation among the Xocó in Brazil.   French uses the Xocó, 

one of 30 new groups that have been recognized by the state as indigenous since the mid-

1970s, to illustrate the relationship between self-identification and land struggles.  The 

indianness of the Xocó tribe is not something evident from their language, cultural 

practices, or physical appearance. The group was born out of a decision to struggle 

against the landowning family they had worked for.  The group differentiated themselves 

from their neighbors and relatives because of shared interests, which were primarily 

economic; their formation was not based on existing cultural similarities or differences.   

In Brazil, cultural criteria such as a form of dance and the use of a hallucinogen 

have been used by the state in determining the legitimacy of a group.  These practices, 

which were meant to distinguish indianness, were crucial to Xocó recognition and “were 

learned and invented” (French 2004: 664).  The group took control of their own history to 

secure land rights, asserting the symbols associated with indigenousness.   The Xocó, 

which was made up of mixed race members of visibly African decent, gained indigenous 

recognition in 1979.  The strategic embodiment and evocation of identity, through the 

construction of symbolic identity markers, allowed the group to use the government 

method of ascription to their advantage.  This case was “not just about (or not necessarily 

at all about) indianness but more fundamentally about political subjectivities forged in the 

struggle for land that, when tied to claims of indigenous identity, result in communities of 

likeness” (French 2004: 664).   

French extends her inquiry beyond questions of how traditions are redefined, 

reconstituted or invented, to examine more closely why they receive such attention. The 
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actions taken by the Xocó bring to life Jenkins’ description of identity being entangled 

with a group's interests (2004:178).   Their identity was self-determined, at least in part, 

to achieve specific goals.  What is most interesting is that the Xocó group had to learn 

traditions to gain recognition as being authentically Indian.  The authenticity of all 

tradition, not just invented tradition, is called into question.  Is it not ordinary to invent 

traditions not fully understood? While traditions are, in this case, clearly “an invention 

designed to serve contemporary purposes,” (Hanson 1989:890) the process of identity-

formation that every group experiences is "dynamic, creative, and real" (Linnekin 

1990:161).  Are not all traditions “invented?”  Acceptance of the new is most often a 

function of time.  Perhaps what should be called into question is not tradition, but the 

concept of authenticity.  

 
Resistance 

 By organizing themselves under one umbrella identity label, whether it is based 

on gender, race, the environment or so on, groups build a basis on which they are able to 

politicize their collective identity, challenge dominant power structures, and accomplish 

their goals.  Melluci suggests that collective identity should be analyzed as a process of 

“constructing an action system” (Melluci 1995: 43).  He explains, “individuals acting 

collectively ‘construct’ their action by means of ‘organized’ investments: they define in 

cognitive terms the field of possibilities and the limits they perceive while at the same 

time activating their relationships so as to give sense to their ‘being together’ and to the 

goals they pursue” (Melluci 1995: 43).  This collective identity is a discursive product 

and its accomplishment depends on the ability to encompass many interests while 

maintaining a united goal.  
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 There is an abundance of literature focused on collective action, with large-scale 

social movements receiving the majority of attention.  Authors distinguish post-1960’s 

social movements as identity-driven, while “old” movements prioritized class.  Such a 

clean-cut dichotomy is problematic in this thesis (and in general) as the identity concerns 

of the so-called “new” movements are intrinsically linked to the material and economic 

grievances that are the focus of “old” movements.  Economic relations and conditions 

continue to be motivating factors in acts of defiance even when they are identity-driven.  

Social movements are new in the sense “that they eschew the conventional political 

institutions of the day in favor of heterogeneous collections of groups and individuals, 

employing impolite (‘contentious’) tactics and organizing challenges to old social values” 

(Stahler-Sholk et al. 2008:4).  

Resistance is a flexible concept and can be understood as “any action, imbued 

with intent, that attempts to challenge, change, or retain particular circumstances relating 

to societal relations, processes and/or institutions” (Routledge 1996:415).  Though an 

inordinate amount of attention is paid to large scale movements, subversive agency takes 

many forms.  James Scott noted that the interests of the economically or politically weak 

are often defended using “everyday forms of resistance” (1985: 29), individual or 

collective acts that “fall short of revolution in intent and effect” (Eckstein 2001: 8). These 

non-institutional forms include non-compliance, deceit, property destruction, and simple 

foot-dragging.  Subaltern resistance, including critique of and action against power 

holders, can take place below the surface, out of public view (Scott 1990), or in the 

public arena.  For the politically and economically weak, these alternative methods are 

often the only means to voice their issues. 
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Studying Resistance: Some Debate in Anthropological Inquiry  

 Because resistance is essential in this thesis, it is necessary to address concerns 

regarding the concept in contemporary anthropological literature.  The discipline of 

anthropology has “an innate capacity for subversion” and an “ethnographic sensitivity to 

the existence of non-dominant patterns of meaning and practice” (Jansen 2000: 393) so it 

is hardly surprising that the concept of resistance receives a great amount of attention.   

 Michael Brown writes of a “love affair with resistance” in anthropology.  He 

alleges that the concept is overemphasized, that “resistance has come to monopolize the 

anthropological imagination” (1996:729).  Brown points to the potential danger in this 

“theoretical hegemony of resistance;” expecting that “once the personal is redefined as 

political, the everyday survival strategies of our interlocutors can be reconstituted as 

subtle forms of subaltern rebellion” (1996:729).  Further, because resistance is informed 

by “an explicitly moral sensibility,” (1996:733) Brown fears the concept will be applied 

arbitrarily and unchecked.  

 The worries that Brown and others (Sahlins 1993, Ortner 1995) express are not 

completely unwarranted, even if inflated.  Brown’s critique throws the baby out with the 

bathwater.  By focusing on resistance as “a perfect vehicle for the expression of moral 

fervor precisely because it is so vague, so easily left to the eye of the beholder” 

(1996:730), Brown all but dismisses more subtle forms of dissent that are left up to more 

qualitative interpretation.  Vague, and seemingly trivial, behaviors are sometimes 

significant acts of resistance.    

 Abu-Lughod warns of a similar tendency in anthropology of romanticizing these 

localized subversions, “to read all forms of resistance as signs of the ineffectiveness of 
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systems of power and the resilience and creativity of the human spirit in its refusal to be 

dominated” (Abu-Lughod 1990: 42).  She suggests using resistance as a “diagnostic of 

power.” By inverting Foucault’s assertion that “where there is power, there is resistance” 

(1978:95-96), she demonstrates that resistance can be used more strategically in aiding 

the examination of power, rather than simply presented as a sign of human freedom.  

Brown, however, feels the concept of power has similar problems to that of resistance. 

He complains  that “the complexity of human ingenuity is reduced to a limited set of 

anointed forces, variables, or functions-in this case, [one] freighted with at least as much 

moral meaning as analytical utility” (1996:734).   

 Though limitations of concepts like resistance and power should be taken into 

account, their usefulness as analytical tools cannot be negated. A critical accounting of 

social processes, with or without implicit moralism, should allow for a nuanced view and 

add to the understanding of resistance.  

 

Identity in Resistance 

Stef Jansen responds to critiques of “privileging any form of resistance as a 

welcome challenge to the system” (Jansen 2000: 394) by acknowledging the ambiguous 

nature of resistance.  He demonstrates how similar discursive practices can be deployed 

to serve different, and even contradictory, agendas (Jansen 2000: 394), referred to by 

Foucault as the “tactical polyvalence of discourses” (1976:100).   In his thorough article 

Victims, Underdogs and Rebels: Discursive Practices of Resistance in Serbian Protest, 

Jansen describes how self-representation was differentially articulated during two waves 

of dissent.   
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Themes of identification, or what he terms identity motifs, were central to 

resistance.  The motifs resonated “with everyday mechanisms of coping and belonging, 

grounded in nationalist representations of what it means to be a Serb” (Jansen 2000: 400).  

Discursive acts of resistance were shaped around implicit and explicit notions of identity.  

The acting out of resistance, with an emphasis on visual, performative, and participatory 

forms, was central to creating a sense of shared meanings (Jansen 2000: 397).   

 

Visual Discourse 

The transmission of information to the visual world is part of the experience of 

identity, and identity is reinforced through visual motifs. The visual is a powerful element 

of the human sensory experience and is integrally tied to who a group conceives itself as 

being.  Something as simple as a color or a ribbon can become a significant statement of 

identity and can fuel emotional unity.  Taking it to the streets, so to speak, functions to 

visually, spatially, and temporally communicate resistance.  

The visual element has long played a role in political, economic, and social 

contention.  Various forms of public visual expression exist to demonstrate resistance, 

including street art, such as murals and graffiti, and events, such as protests and parades.  

Cross-cultural studies (see Arreola 1984; Jarman 2005; Brown 1994; Opala 1994) 

demonstrate the varied methods, motivational factors, and functions of public visual 

expression in modern society.  Lyman Chaffee’s (1993) comprehensive cross-national 

view of street art contends that visual discourse should be viewed and researched as a 

form of mass communication. He explores the use of this method by the state, by 
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collectives, and by individuals (1993:3) as a way to relay information, to declare control, 

to politicize issues, to make demands or to attract attention.   

Chaffee notes that when the goal is to reach as many people as possible, location 

is a key concern.  In Latin America, especially, a street culture tradition in which people 

tend to socialize in public spaces means that these high traffic areas are likely to receive 

the most exposure (Chaffee 1993: 10).  In countries, like Ecuador, the populist style of 

political campaigning “dictates that politicians must engage people directly on the streets 

and in plazas,” (Chaffee 1993:11).  A collective or an individual, as well, will use public 

space in order to voice their message to a large number of people. 

Unlike other forms of mass media, public expression offers universal accessibility 

with few constraints. Graffiti is often used because it is easy to install and can ensure the 

safety of anonymity.  For the price of a bottle of spray paint, one can construct and 

display any message they choose.  There are no boundaries of good taste or censorship to 

adhere to, and the opinions expressed are frequently candid (Lynn and Lea, 2005:42).  

 Street art and public events can be used to declare control, to politicize issues, to 

make demands or to attract attention.  Chaffee differentiates between the psychopolitical 

control and the control of a territory.  The former refers to the control of the general tone 

or public consensus.  In Latin America, this is known as que opinia la calle or what does 

the street think (Chaffee 1993: 17).  The actual demarcation of a territory, on the other 

hand, functions to communicate the perceived control of an area.  Marginalized 

collectives, even if they are not garnering much support, have the ability to politicize 

particular issues or undermine the legitimacy of those in power (Chaffee 1993: 26).  
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Public expression can be used to display resistance to a government, or protest about a 

particular governmental policy.   

As a form of resistance, public expression can “help shape perceptions” and, as a 

result, mobilize people (Chaffee1993: 4). This thesis offers an analysis of the visual 

discourse in coastal Ecuador, examining how people inform and persuade through this 

form and how it affects the perceptions and behavior of the local population. Firstly, the 

setting of the research is considered.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

SETTING  

 
Although this study was conducted in a localized setting, this chapter 

acknowledges the permeable boundaries of the culture as well as its connections to the 

nation and the rest of the world.  Cultural phenomena are influenced by events that occur 

on a national and even global scale and by historical circumstances.  In this chapter, I 

offer a brief political and economic background of Ecuador in order to contextualize the 

cultural activity of these small coastal villages within a larger framework.  Locals 

conceive of themselves, foremost, as individuals and, secondly, within their societal roles 

in their village.  As such, the local setting is presented in this chapter to allow for a sense 

of how individuals carry out their daily routine before they are presented as participants 

of collective identities and agents of change.  Lastly, I present a synopsis of the 

archeological and ethnographic studies that have been conducted in Ecuador’s coastal 

region.  These studies provide detailed historical, political, and economic background 

information about the area.   

 
Modern Ecuador: Political and Economic Situation 

 
Ecuador has experienced a tumultuous few decades, marked by pronounced 

governmental and economic instability.  In this section, I will briefly summarize events 
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that have led to economic and governmental crises and exacerbated political, economic, 

and social inequalities during the country’s race toward development.   

The discovery of commercial quantities of petroleum in Ecuador boosted the 

national economy.  Through the 1970s, the revenue from this single export fueled 

economic growth and financed unprecedented government spending as national 

industries and infrastructure were built up in the push toward modernization.  The 

government subsidized its development programs by borrowing money in international 

markets, hedging its loans on future oil earnings.  Import-substitution programs were 

implemented to “stimulate manufacturing and industry, create domestic jobs, and prevent 

social unrest” (Gerlach 2003:37). The revenue from petroleum “made it possible to 

continue overdependency on one export, a tradition begun by cocoa and continued with 

bananas, which maintained and, some say, heightened the nation’s social, economic, and 

political vulnerability to fluctuations in the international price of a single product” 

(Gerlach 2003: xvi).  

Immediately following the transition from military to civilian rule in 1979, the 

government maintained the same developmentalist agenda. Leaders continued to be 

elected “based on charisma and their promises to alleviate the conditions of the large poor 

sector, rather than on specific economic or administrative platforms” (Selverson-Scher 

2001: 7) Through the rest of the 1980s a fractured party system, shifting policies and 

promises from one leader to the next, and extreme corruption undermined the ability of 

democracy to function in Ecuador.  “Both left- and right-wing parties and presidents 

promised political reform and return to economic growth, but few delivered” (Vélez and 

Gallegos 2005:126).  The transition from authoritarian regimes to democracy left the 
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government unable to meet the basic needs of the people while, at the same time 

empowering citizens to demand services and resources (Crandall 2005: 3).   

Structural inequalities, exacerbated by globalization processes and neoliberal 

economic policies, were a driving force behind social movements (Johnston and Almeida 

2006), some of which were powerful enough to destabilize and oust the government.  

Inequality and injustices felt by the indigenous population led to the strengthening of an 

indigenous national identity.  La Confederación de Nacionalidades Indígenas del 

Ecuador (CONAIE; The Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador) was 

formed as a basis of mobilization.  In 1990, a mass protest was organized by CONAIE, 

which demanded a solution to land conflicts and was tied to the group’s perceived need 

for both structural reform and better rights for indigenous people.  The uprising was de-

centralized, which contributed to its success.  Communities protested based on their 

specific needs and by using the most suitable methods.  “Main access to roads were 

blocked; markets were boycotted; water supplies to urban areas were cut off; and in some 

cases, military personnel were kidnapped and held hostage by indigenous 

groups…released unharmed after local government officials signed an agreement with 

CONAIE promising to respond to its demands ”  (Selverston-Scher 2001: 39).  This 

uprising established that indigenous groups were a strong force; they nearly paralyzed the 

country.  It also opened a new political space and ensured that indigenous rights would be 

“a permanent part of the political agenda” (Selverston-Scher 2001:70). 

Ecuador’s fragile democracy and poorly regulated economy continued into the 

1990s. None of the democratically elected governments finished their terms in office, 

marking the political instability.  Economic and social instability followed suit.  “Oil 
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continued as the economy’s axis and…the economic interests and social groups that the 

new wealth helped to create or transform had developed strong expectations of the 

government as well as an array of predictable demands based on self interest.  As a 

consequence, while petroleum prices declined for most of the decade, state spending and 

heavy borrowing from abroad continued unabated in a futile effort to meet those 

expectations and demands” (Gerlach 2003:81).  

A series of events which included natural disasters, a sharp drop in oil prices, a 

rise in interest payments, and the devaluation and subsequent collapse of the currency led 

to a major economic crisis.  In January of 2000, in a last-ditch effort to pull Ecuador out 

of the recession and to boast his own approval ratings, then president, Jamil Mahuad, 

announced the transition from the devalued national currency, sucres, to the US dollar.  

Indigenous groups mobilized once again to remove the president from office.  Within 

weeks, CONAIE staged a coup, working together with the armed forces, and effectively 

overthrew the president.   

Putting the economic failure into figures: the GDP per capita fell by 14% from 

1980 to 2000, compared to growth by 10% per capita from 1960 to 1980 (Weisbrot et al. 

2006).  Although the adoption of dollarization was largely opposed, the measure was 

sustained.  The International Monetary Fund (IMF) stepped in to provide loans and 

implement a structural adjustment program aimed at stabilizing the economy. Under the 

program, the IMF guided the transition to dollars and ensured that government spending 

was decreased to help with the interest payments on borrowed funds.  The majority of the 

population saw only the negative consequences of the program, especially because of 

cuts in social spending.  Continuing inequalities in Ecuador have contributed to a 
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rejection of the economic model and an overall disillusionment with global market-driven 

capitalism.   

As the neoliberal consensus begins to erode throughout all of Latin America, a 

growing left-leaning movement has been able to secure itself as the alternative political 

solution.  Visible economic growth under that type of leadership in Venezuela, along 

with populist social movements, served as a catalyst for the election of the current 

president, Rafael Correa.  Correa is Ecuador’s ninth president since 1996, a figure that 

highlights the continued instability over the past decade.  Current political and economic 

agendas, under his leadership focus on creating stability as well as correcting some of the 

detrimental mistakes that were made during the rush toward development.  

 

The Coast and Its People 

     My research was conducted in the Pacific coastal region of Ecuador in the province of 

Manabí (Figure 1).  The region has a unique topography; the arched shoreline is cradled 

by low mountains.  The climate is characterized by two distinct seasons: wet and dry.  

During the cooler, wet season a persistent mist known as garua hangs in the air during 

the day and heavy rains drum loudly on the tin roofs at night.   Because the region is 

located just below the equator, the dry season can get hot, even for the locals.  They cool 

off either in the ocean or in the shade (usually along with a cold beer).   

 During my field work, I lived in the village of Salango, which has a population of 

about 1400 people.  Ecuador’s main coastal highway connects Salango to neighboring 

towns and to major port cities and divides the town between east and west.  The west side 

less densely populated and some horticulture takes place in the tropical vegetation.  The  



  

 

                   
 

                             
                            Figure 1: Manabí Province (shaded). 
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houses on the east side are closer together along dirt roads that follow the curve of the 

shoreline.  At the southernmost point stands a fish-meal factory called simply la fábrica. 

The local prostitution house, known as the bandera blanca is steps from the beach, right 

next to the town cemetery, and marks the northernmost point of Salango.  

 The waves hitting the shore are a constant sound, and their salty taste lingers in the 

air. The beach figures prominently into daily life; it is tied to identity and to survival.  

The ocean sustains the village. Artisanal fishing drives the economy with the majority of 

men in the village connected to it in some way.  Even when they grow too old to row out 

to the hulled wood and fiberglass fishing boats for overnight fishing trips, men contribute 

by sitting on the beach and mending nets (Figure 2).  When the fishermen arrive back to 

shore, their wives cook them seafood.   Children congregate on the beach.  They’ll sit 

single file in one of the many bongos (rowboats) lining the shoreline, laughing wildly, 

pretending to row to a fishing boat.  Young boys will sometimes take a bongo out to the 

bay, catch a single fish, sell it on shore, and split their earnings.  Even the dogs run 

around with whole fish in their mouths on a lucky day.  

  Webs of reciprocity and family keep anyone from going hungry in Salango.  As it 

is told, even lending a hand in bringing the bongos back to shore will procure you a fish 

to eat.  Beyond that, generations of endogamous marriage has resulted in kinship patterns 

in which family ties weave through the village in complex ways.  For example, I was 

perplexed by the number of people that Anita, a young Salangueño woman who acted as 

my guide, referred to as a cousin.  She began to describe the family tree, first orally and 

then on paper.  Before she could get from her maternal grandparents to herself, she had 

already used about five sheets of paper.  



 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Man mending fishing nets on the beach in Salango. 
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 In Salango, I lived in the home of a young couple, Fernando and Ana Maria, and 

their two boys: 5-year-old Danilo and Andrés, who was born during my stay.  Their 

house is painted a bright yellow and plastic sheeting covers the windows.  In the back of 

the house is a chicken coup, made by draping old fishing nets over a wood frame, which 

holds about 7 chickens.  A couple of roosters roam free around the area.  From one tree 

hang large ripe papaya and from another a bunch of bananas hang low to the ground.  

Every so often Fernando would cut a stalk of sugar cane and invite Danilo and me to 

share it with him.  “¡Que rico!” (how delicious!)  Danilo would inevitably exclaim as he 

chewed vigorously on the stalk and tasted the sweet juice with delight. 

 Fernando’s motorcycle sits inside a small wooden gate on the side of the house.  He 

rides the motorcycle, in his daily uniform of a t-shirt, shorts and flip flops, around the 

village and along the coastal highway to neighboring villages.  Walking and bicycling are 

the most common mode of transportation in the village.  To travel outside of Salango, 

people go to the bus stop on the coastal highway and wait for either the bus or a passing 

truck to jump into, handing a quarter to the driver in either case. Those with trucks or 

motorcycles almost always pick up Salangueños they see on the way to and from Puerto 

Lopez, and they expect to be called on for favors such as hauling loads or taking someone 

to the medical clinic.    

  Fernando and Ana Maria’s house is set in the same neighborhood as Fernando’s 

mother, four of his siblings, and their families. Ana Maria’s parents, her siblings, and 

their families also live nearby.  Childcare is treated as a shared responsibility among both 

extended families and it was as common for Danilo to spend time at his grandmothers’ as 

for a group of his cousins to be fed lunch by Ana Maria.  When Andrés was born, Ana 



 
 

29

Maria’s sisters filled the house with clothing that had been passed to them in the same 

fashion.  In turn, Ana Maria offered them bottles of her breast milk to feed their youngest 

children. 

 Fernando’s family owns one of the two restaurants in town, El Pelícano. This 

restaurant and the Delfín Mágico both offer seafood dishes like ceviche, as well as local 

delicacies like Spondylus and Percebes (an edible gooseneck barnacle). Fernando also 

runs El Pelícano Tours with his brother.  They advertise whale watching, sport fishing, 

snorkeling and diving.  Some weeks go by without any business, and even without any 

tourists, as the tourism industry is still very new in Salango.   

 The majority of tourists come to the area between June and August every year, the 

prime time to see Pacific humpback whales. However, Puerto Lopez, ten miles to the 

north, is more geared toward tourism. The town is larger than Salango, with a population 

closer to 16,000, and the numerous hostels, restaurants, cyber cafes, bars, and 

discotheques accommodate the many national and international tourists that visit every 

year.     

 Puerto Lopez also has a central market and convenience stores. In Salango, most 

items needed for cooking or for the household can be obtained from tiendas (small stores) 

or from vendors.  Tiendas carry staples like rice as well as cold drinks, snacks, and 

cigarettes.  Most tiendas are attached to the owner’s house and sometimes require a loud 

“¡a ver!” to get someone’s attention. There are also more specialized stores in town such 

as the pharmacy, the hardware store, and the bakery.  In addition, people simply write on 

the exterior of their house if they have something to sell, exemplifying a tendency toward 

visual communication: se vende helado, se emplastican documentos, se vende hielo, se 
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vende petróleo, se vende gelatina, hamburguesas, jugo de coco, (we sell ice cream, we 

laminate documents, we sell ice, we sell gas, we sell gelatin, hamburgers, coconut 

juice) and so on (Figure 3). Of course, there are houses with services not advertised.  

Everyone knows, for example, that to play on the PlayStation at César’s house costs 10 

cents.   

 To supplement the income in her home, Ana Maria washes clothes in a machine for  

a handful of neighbors, a convenient service since most families still wash by hand. The 

machine is set up in the backyard next to the chicken coup and she spends much of her 

day loading clothes, hanging them on a line, and folding them.  She listens for vendors 

driving by selling cheese, eggs, fruits and vegetables, calling out prices over the attached  

loudspeaker.  Men and women walking down the dirt roads with buckets full of shrimp 

yell "camarón camarón." Clothes, shoes, lottery tickets, newspapers, TV remotes, bed  

frames and everything else imaginable is sold this way.  Even bills are collected and 

vaccines delivered in this door to door fashion.  Typical of many women in Salango Ana 

Maria remains in or near the house during most of the day.  Though the female role is 

generally centered on domestic concerns, women here are well-informed on political and 

economic issues and equally involved with decisions and actions taken in the community.  

 In contrast, the men in Salango spend most of their day out of the house.  In the 

mornings, they gather along the paved malecón, watching as the previous night's catch is 

brought to shore. The fish is packed on ice, loaded into trucks destined for Puerto Lopez, 

Manta and Guayaquil.  Fernando stands on the beach with his brothers, greets other men, 

and picks out fresh fish for the family restaurant.  He then buys something for his own 

table, carries the fish home with his finger hooked in the gills, and places it in the  



 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3: Services offered in a household are painted right onto the exterior wall in 
Salango. 

 

 

 

 
 

 
31



 
 

32

sink to fillet later.   

 A typical breakfast includes fish, plantains and instant coffee or tea.  In the 

afternoon, the children are let out of school and families sit down for their biggest meal 

of the day.  The first course is always soup (with fish, crab, or chicken) and the second is 

fish, ceviche, octopus or some other seafood, served with a pile of rice and plantains. 

Dinner is usually a much lighter meal, which might consist of fried fish or plantains with 

cheese.  For special occasions like birthday parties, a chicken is slaughtered or purchased 

in Puerto Lopez and served, followed by cake and custard. 

  Every morning, after eating breakfast, I watched Danilo trot off to school in his 

uniform and I made my way across the central plaza to pick up Anita, my main 

informant. The front door of her grandmother’s house was always open and I was invited 

inside.  Anita and her brother have lived in their grandmother’s home since the separation 

of their parents.  Both of her parents have since remarried and each has two additional 

children. Anita maintains a very close relationship with her mother but it is her 

grandmother, Estaura, and her uncles that assist her financially.     

 Estaura is a matriarchal figure whose house is usually full of her sons, daughters 

and their children.  As I wished a good morning to members of the household and the 

relatives stopping by, Anita appeared at her bedroom door with a smile, hair tousled and 

one eye still closed.  I played with her little brother, now my godson, as she gathered 

water to bathe herself and to make tea.  

 Anita is nineteen years old.  She has rich olive skin and thick, near-black hair that 

falls straight down past her shoulders.  She is cheerful, social, and more unabashed than 

most young women in Salango.  She is the only female in her tight group of friends and 
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prefers spending most of her leisure time with them (which leads to some amount of 

gossip from watchful older women).  

 As a twelve year old, Anita tells me, she cried for days when her closest female 

cousin, Lizzette, (also twelve at the time) ran away to the neighboring town of Puerto 

Rico to the home of her boyfriend's family.  The act generally signifies marriage, though 

twelve is especially young; women are commonly married between 15 and 18 years of 

age. Lizzette's parents made attempts to bring their daughter home, but when she ran 

away for the third time, the parents finally accepted the marriage and Anita, as she tells it, 

lost her best friend.  While many of her peers have since married and had children 

(Lizzette now pregnant with her third), Anita eschews the thought of marriage for herself. 

At the moment, she is focused instead on working and studying.  She is one of only a 

handful of women from her generation that have set these priorities. Anita plans to 

graduate from college.  She has completed classes in Quito and is currently attending the 

university in Puerto Lopez.   

 Once dressed and eaten, Anita always joined me as I carried out my daily research 

in Salango and Puerto Lopez.  Neither my presence in the village nor my research was 

considered out of the ordinary.  Students and scholars from various disciplines have 

conducted research here, and Salango and the surrounding area have been sites of 

numerous anthropological investigations, some of which are detailed below. 
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Studies in the Area  

Archeological work 

The village of Salango and the surrounding areas have been sites of numerous 

anthropological investigations.  Extensive archeological work conducted during the 

1980s found evidence of a prehistory that extended back 5000 years (Norton et al. 1983). 

The cultural stages, which include Valdivia (3500 B.C. – 1500 B.C.), Machalilla (1500 

B.C. – 800 B.C.), Chorrera (900 B.C. - 300 B.C.), Bahía (500 B.C. - 650A.D.), Guangala 

(100 A.D. – 800 A.D.), and Manteño (800 A.D – 1532 A.D.), are prominently displayed 

as a timeline in the Museum of Salango (Centro de Investigaciones Museo Salango).  

Subsequent archeological research established that the production of worked 

Spondylus (a warm-water mollusk) occurred at coastal sites throughout the southern 

Manabí region and was likely part of a long distance trade network (Harris et al.2004, 

Martinez 1997). A written account by Francisco Pizarro describing sea-faring merchant 

Indians with “some shells from which they make coral and white beads” corresponds to 

the antiquity of shell-working and indicates the value of the material (Pizarro [1844]: 

196-200; as translated in Currie 1995:511).    

Artifacts from the excavations completed in the area are housed in the museum, 

displayed in correspondence to their cultural stages.  The museum exists at the site of an 

old hacienda.  Known locally as “el museo” the space has been under the charge of the 

communal landholding entity, the Comuna1, since an organized land struggle dislocated 

the hacienda system in the 1970s.  The former hacienda also serves as living and 

 
1 The Comuna system provides an administrative framework for agricultural communities. The Comuna 
Salango was established in 1976. It is legally recognized, according to the Law of Agricultural 
Communities (known as the Ley de Comunas), by the Ministry of Agriculture. 
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classroom space for national and international scholars, most notably an annual field 

school established by Florida Atlantic University’s Department of Anthropology.  

Valentina Martinez and Michael Harris have trained groups of students since 1996 in 

archaeology and ethnography, respectively, and the villagers in Salango are very 

accustomed to the annual presence of students from June until August. 

 

Ethnographic work 

Ethnographic work conducted by Michael Harris demonstrates how a politically-

charged conflict over land sparked the rearticulation of local identity.  As he describes, 

political opinion began to shift in the mid-1990s. At that time some members of the 

village expressed dissatisfaction with the role of the Comuna, complaining that the land-

based organization had outgrown its usefulness.  The slight unrest eventually led to the 

establishment of the Parroquia.  This new institution was set up in opposition to the 

Comuna and their rhetoric focused on progress. They “promised to bring modernity to the 

village, by linking to the nearest port town politically” (Harris 2003:4).  They made good 

on the promise by immediately building a paved and lit oceanfront boardwalk, the 

malecón, which was paid for by the provincial government.  

The new Parroquia and its supporters also sought to make communal property 

privately owned.  As it stood, communally-owned land could only be possessed by and 

transferred between members of the Comuna.  In reality, the Comuna lacked enough 

power to challenge those in possession of the land from acting as owners.  During the 

push toward private land-ownership, a large parcel of communally-held land was staked 

out and marked off by families in the village.  In 2001, Patrick, a wealthy Swiss land 
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proprietor who had already amassed lands “rivaling any hacienda of old,” gained 

membership into the Comuna by majority vote.  The next year, he was sold this same 

parcel of undeveloped coastal land and paid both the Comuna and those individuals who 

had staked out portions. However, a number of Parroquia members refused to sell, 

“proclaiming their unwillingness to let land pass to foreign hands” (Harris 2003:6).    

Patrick encircled his land, cutting off access to the “unsold” plots.  Some 

members of the community cried that the land sale was done in a corrupt manner and 

against their accord and suggested that the Comuna directorate had been paid off.  

“Politically,” Harris explains, “they searched for a manner to contrast themselves against 

the ‘foreign aggressor’” (2003:7).  Indigenous political parties from the Andes and the 

Amazon had recently started programs on the coast and these groups conveyed 

knowledge of how indigenousness could be use to help secure land rights.  As the 

argument developed, it became apparent that proving their pre-colonial ancestry would be 

a significant advantage.  Suddenly, local institutions in Salango were drastically 

transformed: “The original Comuna, landowner for the poor farmer, [had] become an 

agent of the capitalist.  The Parroquia, representing “progress” and private ownership 

now [led] the fight for “ancestral lands” (Harris 2003: 10).   

The opposition to the communal land sale argued its illegality, based on “national 

regulations that prohibit the sale of indigenous lands” (Harris 2003: 8).  However, the 

Ecuadorian government did not recognize the inhabitants of Salango as indigenous, but 

rather as mestizo or mixed blood.  According to this classification, the sale of the 

communal land was considered by the state to be legal.  The principle reason for the 

mestizo classification is that indigenous customs here have not been maintained.  The 
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ancestral inhabitants of the area took balsa wood rafts up and down the coast as early as 

800 years ago, adapting to new ideas and new influences.  Coastal people were the first to 

experience Spanish contact and were forcibly assimilated.  By contrast, populations 

elsewhere in Ecuador are significantly more isolated.  There was less Spanish settlement 

due to this geographic inaccessibility.  Under Spanish rule, native populations in the 

highlands held greater value because they served as a labor force for agrarian production, 

which was very limited along the coast (Bauer 2008:139). 

To craft themselves as the original inhabitants of the area, those in opposition to 

the land sale went to the museum and studied the archeological reports.  “Suddenly 

anthropology became relevant, our reports poured over, our advice sought, the museum 

consulted” (Harris 2007: 7-8). The research conducted in this area had been available for 

years, but was now suddenly politically relevant as a basis for defining a new identity.  

The group took ownership of the regional prehistoric Manteño culture, calling themselves 

Manta.  

 With the help of the Ministry of Agriculture, new leadership was appointed for 

the Comuna and the old directorate was tossed out.  The new group was made up of many 

of the former Parroquia members. The new Comuna reoriented, or re-indigenized, 

themselves to join in the fight for their lands.  Harris explains that the pre-Colombian 

identity they have only recently asserted had always existed as potential.  The connection 

to an archaeological past had been felt, but was never truly articulated.  Salengueños are 

“rather frequently brought face-to-face with their prehistoric selves.  Scratch the surface 

of the region and ceramic is uncovered.  All households have them…The ceramics are 

distinctive and repudiate any disconnection to the past” (2007: 5).  The pre-Columbian 
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Manteño culture that once occupied the same space 1000 years ago left behind a great 

amount of self-representational ceramics and the sculpted life-like faces of these ceramics 

are strikingly similar to faces in Salango’s current population (see Figure 4 and Figure 5). 

Harris’ work demonstrates that “identity is contingent, borne of contest and context as 

much as the result of continuous connection” (2007:8). Today, the rhetoric in the  

Comuna remains largely the same.  The president of the Comuna explains the 

institution’s mission as: “taking into account the past, respecting the roots of past, and  

recuperating the culture.”  

Work by Daniel Bauer adds to the complexities of identity in this area.  He 

contends that the rich pre-history of Salango and the surrounding region serve as points 

of emphasis in the articulation of contemporary identity.  He examines how Salangueños 

connect themselves to the past through cultural celebration and through economic 

practice.  

The Festival de la Balsa Manteña is celebrated annually to commemorate the 

indigenous past of Salango through the construction of a balsa raft, a replica of what 

Spanish explorer Francisco Pizarro described.  The festival started in the mid-1990s to 

commemorate the ancestral populations that existed before the arrival of the Spanish.  As 

the land problems intensified, however, the festival transformed from a celebration of 

past inhabitants into a celebration of a connection to that ancestral past.   

Contemporary Spondylus craft production also illustrates a way that the past is 

exemplified in the present.  Corresponding to its pre-Columbian function in coastal 

Ecuador, “Spondylus is economically important to the contemporary population of  
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Figure 4: Manteño ceramic 
Photo courtesy of FAU Archaeological field school 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5: Contemporary coastal inhabitant 
depicting profile similarities to ceramic artifact 

Photograph courtesy of Centro de Investigaciones Museo Salango 
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Salango” (Bauer 2008: 106).  Bauer describes the material as “an essential symbol of 

community identity. As a material object Spondylus is one of the few tangible 

connections that exists between coastal Ecuador’s pre-Columbian past and its 

ethnographic present” (Bauer 2008: 106). Artisans create necklaces and other trinkets 

from this shell material.  The products are often shaped in the form of whales and 

dolphins and are bought as souvenirs by the tourists in town for seasonal whale-watching.  

Bauer suggests that while these designs are sharply distinct from the artifactual Spondylus 

displayed in the museum, the economic practice is inherently linked to the pre-

Columbian past, and are a way of keeping past tradition alive in the present.  It is 

important to note that these prehistoric symbols, pulled into the present to represent 

tradition and a connection to the past, are fairly new developments.  The Festival de la 

Balsa Manteña and Spondylus production, which articulate a connection to the past, are 

invented (or at least re-imagined) traditions. 

 

Summary  

 This chapter places the coastal setting within a national economic and political 

framework and within the context of its own history.  The political space that has opened 

up in Ecuador as a result of indigenous social movements, and the power that indigenous 

populations have gained, have ramifications for the decisions being made by these local 

villages.  As Harris puts it, “until recently there has been little pressure, no need, to bring 

to bear other senses of group identity” (2007:4).  However, as I will demonstrate in the 

next chapter, notions of identity have been activated within the local discourse and serve 

as the basis for challenging power structures.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

IDENTITY MOTIFS IN THE SYMBOLIC LANGUAGE OF RESISTANCE   

 

Introduction  

 Public spaces in coastal Ecuador are literally covered with messages; murals, 

posters and graffiti cover the walls, and celebrations and demonstrations commonly take 

place in the streets.  This chapter examines how certain aspects of identity are energized 

or highlighted in the visual cultural repertoire.  Following Jansen (2000), I illustrate how 

thematic self-representations, or identity motifs, are strategically represented and focused 

in the discourse and I examine the central role of identity motifs in resistance. I argue that 

identity motifs are articulated in response to external pressures and that they are 

instrumental in both shaping collective identity and moving the collective into action. I 

track two such identity motifs that are commonly asserted in the local context: being 

indigenous and being the underdog.   

 

BEING INDEGINOUS 

In the center of Salango, right across from the Catholic Church, someone 
has sprayed a message in red paint across the clean white exterior of 
Eduardo’s house (Figure 6).  It says “Nuestro pueblo es grande, ‘en la 
desgracia’ por ti Patrick. Fuera carajo” (Our village is great. The shame 
is on you, Patrick. Leave, damn it).  Up the road a little further, there is 
more of the same message: “Fuera Patrick!” (Leave, Patrick!), in black  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 6: Graffiti on Eduardo’s house that says,“Nuestro pueblo es grande, ‘en la 
desgracia’ por ti Patrick. Fuera carajo” (Our village is great. The shame is on you, 
Patrick. Leave, damn it).   
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paint, stretches across an abandoned wooden house on the main road.  
Taking a moment to sit on the curb near the museum, I notice a sign 
hanging from the balcony (Figure 7).  In carefully printed green marker it 
reads “Patrick Bredthauer: Usurpador de tierras.  Fuera de aqui. Ya 
estamos cansados que con tu sucio dinero tengas al pueblo dividido” 
(Patrick Bredthauer: Appropriator of lands. Leave from here.  We are 
already weary that with your dirty money you have divided the people). 

Ronaldo, a 24-year-old local bar owner, notices my curiosity and 
leans forward.  He quietly admits that the graffiti sprayed across the 
community center (Figure 8) was his own doing.  The first part is from a 
speech by Ernesto “Che” Guevara (1964).  It reads“esta gran humanidad 
ha dicho ‘¡Basta!’ y ha echado a andar. Y su marcha, de gigantes, ya no 
se detendrá” (For this great mass of humanity has said, "Enough!" and has 
begun to march. And their march of giants will not be halted). Ronaldo 
attributes the last lines of graffiti “!Preferimos morir de pies a vivir 
arrodillados! (We would rather die on our feet than live on our knees) to 
Simón Bolívar, (though the infamous quote is actually linked to Zapata, 
the Mexican revolutionary).  He tells me “The graffiti is a signal of 
resistance because there is a fight that has been occurring regarding 
problems with Patrick.” 
 
Patrick, the subject of graffiti and posters found throughout the small village, is a 

wealthy European land proprietor. As discussed in the previous chapter, he has acquired a 

vast amount of land in the area. In the small village of Rio Chico, to Salango’s south, for 

instance, Patrick purchased land along the coast.  He delineated his acreage by 

constructing a wall.  The wall cuts off that village’s access to the beach, and has forced 

the residents of Rio Chico to abandon their fishing economy, and to focus solely on 

agriculture.  A detailed in Chapter 3, Patrick purchased land in Salango from the 

Comuna, the group entrusted with safeguarding the shared parcel in 2002.  He stated 

plans for building a hotel that caters to wealthy Europeans, but thus far has done little 

with the land save putting up a barbed wire along the perimeter.  

As the signs claim, the town is divided. Differing opinions about the disputed land 

sale and about the future of Salango have been strong enough to split families. The new 

Comuna has instituted a freeze on land sales, holding titles and effectively preventing  
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   Figure 7: A poster hanging in Salango.  It says “Patrick Bredthauer: Usurpador de     
   tierras.  Fuera de aqui. Ya estamos cansados que con tu sucio dinero tengas al pueblo            
   dividido” (Patrick Bredthauer: Appropriator of lands. Leave from here.  We are already     
   weary that with your dirty money you have divided the people). 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 8: Graffiti on the community center in Salango. It reads“esta gran humanidad ha 
dicho ‘¡Basta!’ y ha echado a andar. Y su marcha, de gigantes, ya no se detendrá. 
!Preferimos morir de pies a vivir arrodillados! Fuera Suizo” (For this great mass of 
humanity has said, "Enough!" and has begun to march. And their march of giants will not 
be halted. We would rather die on our feet than live on our knees! Leave Swiss man!) 
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people from selling.  Those Salangueños arguing against this directive, push for 

privatization.  They recognize that selling plots of land that sit unused would afford them 

the opportunity to build a fishing boat or a house.  Others agree with the Comuna’s action 

for fear of the alternative. If land is sold to outsiders, such as Patrick, they foresee a bleak 

future.  After witnessing the situation in Rio Chico, the threat of losing control over their 

land and livelihood is very real to them.  

Ronaldo can’t stand the idea of having to work in a hotel.  He maintains a 

decidedly relaxed lifestyle in Salango.  He works when he chooses and plays pick-up 

volleyball daily.  He shudders to imagine Salangueños working long hours and cleaning 

hotel bathrooms.  Likewise, the president of the Comuna fears “If we do not fight for 

Salango’s tomorrow, the youth are not going to be able to enjoy their beaches that their 

fathers and grandfathers enjoyed.  They will not be able to enter the mountains that their 

grandfathers entered.  Because, in the moment that Patrick is owner of everything he will 

put up fences and prohibit entrance. To anyone.  Already the youths of Rio Chico have 

lost their beach.” 

Following the 2002 land sale, opponents of privatization recognized that “being” 

indigenous was the most feasible means of gaining political leverage. Contemporary 

Salangueños do not have an indigenous language nor do they dress in traditional clothes 

like many of the groups in the highlands and in the Amazon. They speak only Spanish 

and prefer to wear t-shirts and shorts.  Still, the group set about constructing their 

community as indigenous, rearticulating their identity based on evidence of a pre-colonial 

descent.  Archaeological research, conducted in the area since the 1980s, was consulted 
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as a basis for defining their new identity.  The records provided the group with some 

knowledge of the past and offered a basis from which to reinvent lost customs.  

Ties to the archaeological past were articulated in the local political institutions, 

discussed by Harris (2003), as the new leadership appointed for the Comuna re-

indigenized themselves to join in the fight for their lands.  The ancestral ties were also 

asserted, as Bauer (2008) described, through crafts and festivals.  During the summer of 

2007, when I conducted my fieldwork, posters commissioned by the Comuna (Figure 9) 

boasting of the 5000 years of history and culture hung in tiendas, bars and homes around 

Salango. 

A tangible link to this history had always existed as potential but, until recently, 

remained latent (Harris 2007:5).  Reimagining and enacting this identity is an adaptation 

to external pressures and a way to challenge the dominant power structure.  The 

production, expression, and emphasis of these new meanings, function to renegotiate 

group identity as indigenous.   

To be sure, not everyone in Salango accepts this indigenous identity and some 

still identify as mestizo. During an interview with Marcelo, for example, I ask whether he 

considers himself indigenous.  He replies to the inquiry about his identity with a question 

of his own:  

“You are from the United States, right?” He asks. 
“Yes” I answer. 
“Well,” he says, “the land that you live on was once occupied by native people... 

 ...so does that make you indigenous?” 
 

Occupying the same space as an ancestral population, he feels, does not make him 

indigenous.  His response mimics the hesitation many have about identifying with a past  



 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Poster commissioned by the Comuna  
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they are so disconnected from.  However, as the notion of “being indigenous” is 

expressed and emphasized, activated in the discourse, the number of self-ascribed 

indigenous Salangueños continues to expand.  The indigenous motif has become the 

critical element in resistance activities.  Publicly displayed messages are an oppositional 

response to the threat to their land, their subsistence and their future.  Through the 

messages of dissent, with meanings quite permanently attached to houses and billboards, 

the dispute has become part of the everyday landscape.   

The opinions about the graffitied messages around Salango differ.  While some, 

like Carlos, feel “the graffiti is good because it publicizes the problem for people that 

don’t know,” others, like the 28-year-old Beatriz, disagree.  She is part of a growing 

consortium looking for new ways to help the economy to ensure the future of Salango 

and its people.  She feels that publicizing the social problems hurt the village’s chance of 

developing in the direction of tourism.  Beatriz says, “My goal is to work in tourism.  I 

know the graffiti is not good for tourism in Salango.  When Europeans come here and see 

“fuera gringo,” they feel insulted.  They don’t know the context so they just think it’s a 

sign of disrespect.”  Eduardo, who lives in the house pictured in figure 6, simply fears for 

his safety.  He described the night that someone sprayed the message on his house.  “I 

was sleeping and I woke to a strong smell at 4AM.  When I looked, my house was 

painted.  I cannot paint over it because I am a renter. I am frozen with worry because the 

gringo can come and threaten or hurt me.”   

To Rosa, the owner of a tienda in the center of town, the importance of the 

situation takes precedence. She displays a sign at the store entrance that reads, “Fuera 

Suizo! De la communidad y del pais.”(Leave Swiss man!  From the community and the 
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country).  She explains, “Not everything is glorious, not everything is pretty.  But we 

have to keep living.  The hope that the majority of the town shares (and I include myself 

here as I was born here) is that we are free.  That we live with dignity.  And that we are 

not slaves to anyone, especially a stranger.”  Her choice of words is telling.  The signs 

and graffiti that blanket the walls of Salango are directed at one person, Patrick, but he 

has come to epitomize greater structures of injustice and inequality.  Rosa’s statement 

associates Patrick with colonial power while reasserting her own connection to Salango.    

 The displayed messages are formed around identity to distinguish two opposing 

sides through the construction of similarities and differences.  Individuals, whose 

identities are ambiguous and easily transformed, face two extremes in the visual 

discourse.  The poor community is juxtaposed against Patrick’s capitalism and his “dirty 

money.” Ronaldo’s (albeit misidentified) Bolívar quote associates Patrick with the white, 

European conquerors of the past, polarized against the indigenous peoples, struggling 

against that force.   The inhabitants in Salango, who interact with the street art and watch 

the protests, naturally place themselves in the category most similar to them (poor, 

honest, peaceful, struggling), which facilitates the growth of the collective “indigenous” 

group.   

The indigenous motif that is constructed and presented is community-based.  Fear 

of retribution from Patrick, whether justified or not, has probably added to the more 

collective nature of resistance activities.  Individual agency, like late night graffiti, is 

anonymous and acted out as part of the greater whole.  A collective front, coupled with 

recognition of common goals, is needed to produce a strong enough reaction to challenge 

the structural conditions. 
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By defining the land conflict as an indigenous struggle, and asserting this identity 

daily, the group has gained acceptance from the majority of individuals in Salango as 

well as external ascription and support from larger indigenous entities like CONAIE.  In 

2004, backed by national indigenous support, they were able to generate a cohesive 

movement under their newly formed indigenous identity.  They blocked the main coastal 

highway, stopping traffic and demanding official recognition.  The method, reminiscent 

of the indigenous uprising led by CONAIE, was successful (Bauer 2008:146) and led to 

recognition by the state as indigenous.  

As the conflict over land continues, street art functions to keep the issue at the 

forefront as part of the everyday landscape.  As Rolando said, the graffiti is a signal of 

resistance. The spray-painted messages claim ownership of the land by demanding that 

Patrick, the man who holds the title of that land, leave.  The social process of land control 

is organized and justified by the collective assertions of indigenous identity. The simple 

message “Fuera Patrick!” is now understood as indigenous resistance. 

Representing Salango 

 I joined three young Salangueño men on a trip to Quito for a two-
day seminar hosted by CONAIE.  They had only recently redefined 
themselves as indigenous people, the Manta, and their plight was, 
likewise, only recently recognized as a legitimate indigenous struggle, so I 
was interested in both how they would be received and how they 
represented themselves.   

We arrive in Quito at 5:30 in the morning, exhausted from the 
overnight bus ride.  Though they wore extra layers in anticipation, the 
guys squeal as they exit the bus and jump up and down trying to stay 
warm in the cold air. We pile into a taxi and make our way to the seminar 
location.  Ronaldo tries to convince the driver to put on the heat, but to no 
avail. As the windows fog from our breathing, Héctor, sitting to my right, 
uses his finger to etch a face of Bob Marley into the moisture.  He takes 
his time to draw wavy lines for the dreads and a giant joint jutting from his 
lips.  



 
 

52

 Over breakfast, they throw together a presentation about Salango.  
Héctor begins with the sentence: “In 1993 Mr. Patrick Bredthaur began to 
buy up our lands.”  At the mention of Patrick, one of them remembers a 
song and they all sing: 
 

Yo pregunto a los presentes 
Si no se han puesto a pensar  
Que las tierras es de nosotros y no  
El que tenga mas 
 
Si molesta con mi canto  
Alguien que no quiere oír  
Le aseguro que es un gringo  
O un dueño de este país  
 
A deslumbrar, a deslumbrar que las 
Tierras es nuestra y tuya y de que el  
de Pedro y María de Juan y José.  
 

I am asking those present 
If they haven't started thinking 
That the land is ours and not 
he who has more 
 
If you are bothered with my song 
someone who doesn’t want to hear 
I assure you he is a gringo 
or an owner of this country 
 
To illuminate, to illuminate that the  
The lands are ours and yours. 
Pedro's and Maria's, Juan’s and Jose's 

 
 
 The song is similar to one sung by children, though some of the words have been 

substituted to make it applicable to the situation in Salango.  It is a symbolic challenge to 

the structural conditions that allow a person, and in this case a “gringo,” to purchase land.  

Land is not owned by “he who has more.”  In other words, money does not and cannot 

buy ownership of land as land belongs to everybody.  In song, the young men reject the 

legality of Patrick’s land ownership as they reject the entire concept of privately held 

land.  The idea that the land belongs to everybody, that it is “Pedro’s and Maria’s, Juan’s 

and Jose’s,” stems from the communal landholding model which is upheld by the 

Comuna and is symbolic of indigenous discourse. 

 When we enter the first seminar session, a woman hands each of the young 

Salangueño men a folder, which reads Venimos a Trabajar Para Construir Nuestra 

Propia Historia (We are working to build a history that is ours).  She directs them to 

depict their culture on the cover.  Independently of each other, the three of them illustrate 
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their “culture” in almost identical ways.  Héctor and Guillermo each draw a birds-eye 

view of Salango with mountains leading toward the shore, while Ronaldo chooses a 

vantage point looking in from the ocean, a fisherman’s perspective.  Each of them map 

out the Comuna and the museum. In the ocean, all three of them draw a balsa raft.  In 

addition, Ronaldo draws a large fishing boat with his name on it and Héctor includes a 

whale, octopus, fish, and sharks. On the back of his folder, Guillermo adds a Spondylus 

shell.  The representations by both Héctor and Guillermo are from a similar perspective 

as the “Salango: 5000 Years of History and Culture” poster that hangs in their village.    

As they finish their drawings, the introductory presentations begin.  There are at 

least twenty cultures from Ecuador represented and each small group sends a 

representative to introduce them. Each wears their culture’s unique style of clothing and 

begins with a sentence in their traditional language.  A man from the sierra region is first 

and speaks in kichwa.   He wears a woven poncho and from the back of his straw hat 

hangs a long black braid.  Following him is a woman with a long skirt.  Layers of brightly 

covered shawls wrap around her shoulders and red beads decorate her neck.  Next, a 

young man from the Amazonian region describes his culture, Woa.  The Salangueño men 

widen their eyes at the mention of his multiple wives.  Finally, it is time to present the 

Manta culture.   

Ronaldo stands up and begins in Spanish.  The people in the audience 
chuckle and crack a couple jokes before he continues.  He laughs along 
and finishes introducing Salango: “Our typical plates include Spondylus 
and plantains.  We also have a museum where people come to study.  
Because of this, we know much of the past 5000 years.” 

 
 What stood out in their depiction of culture and the way they represented their 

culture to a crowd of indigenous people is their focus on the past.  The drawings they 
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made depicted a balsa raft and Spondylus, both cultural symbols of the pre-colonial past.  

The way they understood their culture, and represented it, corresponded to the way it was 

repeated in the visual discourse and was actually an imitation of the design of the poster.  

When Ronaldo spoke, he depicted a similar version of “culture,” as if it is an unaltered 

thing.  In reality, Spondylus is not a typical dish.  It is available, for a price, and generally 

geared toward tourists.  The way the crowd received Ronaldo is also indicative of the 

new meanings of indigenousness in Salango. They laughed at how Ronaldo looked and 

acted because he more closely resembles any contemporary Mestizo Ecuadorian than he 

does an Indian. He presented his culture as something that is unaltered from the past, yet 

is devoid of any traditional cultural markers (dress, language).  His repetition of the 

“5000 years of history of culture” seems offered almost as a way to legitimize his being 

there.   The young men cannot escape their contemporary identity but represent their 

culture as centered on the pre-colonial.  When I pressed the young men specifically about 

their current culture, they expressed that they “did not have culture” and that culture was 

something from the past.  The challenge for them has been to reconcile these two distinct 

parts: at the meeting and in their daily lives, they pull the elements of the past into the 

present to secure their future.  

BEING THE UNDERDOG 

A 25-cent bus ride from Salango will bring you 10 minutes north 
to Puerto Lopez.  Walking along the main roads after a rain, flip-flopped 
feet navigate between cloudy puddles and slippery green sludge.  From a 
loud speaker Anita and I hear music.  Seeing my interest, she carefully 
ventures across the street with me to get a closer listen.  We hold on to 
each other to prevent falling into the messy street.  The familiar music has 
passersby unconsciously nodding their heads to the tune. We finally arrive 
to the music, which is emanating from a large white dump truck.  On top 
of the packed trash stand two men in grey polo shirts embroidered with the 
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name Miguel Plua in blue thread.  Plua is the mayor of the canton, an area 
that includes Puerto Lopez and the surrounding towns.   
 The voice coming from the speaker sings “Miguel Plua está 
trabajando para Puerta Lopez.  Ayuda los pobres” (Miguel Plua is 
working for Puerto Lopez.  He helps the poor). Anita smirks, pulling her 
straight bangs behind her ear and tells me in a hushed voice that his 
message was “illogical.”  She explained, “Puerto Lopez is a mess.  There 
are no paved roads and no proper sewers and drainage.  Plua does not 
help us poor people.”  After a pause she adds “But we are strong.”   
 

 Anita’s statements allude to common sentiments about political corruption and 

lack of resources in the area.  Many expressed the belief that local politicians bribe and 

steal and that money meant for the public is used, instead, for personal use. More 

importantly, though, is her reaction.  Rather than explaining the situation from a victim’s 

standpoint, she affirms the strength of her community.  Strength in the face of adversity is 

a theme of self-depiction that is repeated again and again in both conversations and in the 

visual repertoire.   

 Figures that have historically represented a struggle against hegemonic forces are 

often displayed on t-shirts, on automobiles, and inside the home.  For example, young 

men in Salango and Puerto Lopez regularly wear shirts and hats with images of Che 

Guevara.  The same face decorates bumpers and is hand painted on a wall of bars (Figure 

10) in Puerto Lopez.  Bob Marley, even though his English-language lyrics are not 

understood, is recognized as a symbol of struggle.  His music is a recurring soundtrack, 

accompanying volleyball games in the day and pouring out of bars at night.  In addition, 

the face of Jesus adorns many homes.  Framed pictures of him are hung above doors or 

on a wall near the dining area.  These figures are each admired as heroes and symbols of 

strength, representative of a struggle against a greater power. The depictions of the 

underdog identity, even though they are un-prompted forms of expression, are acts of  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 10: A hand-painted Che Guevara poster hanging in a bar. 
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resistance.  These seemingly banal symbols on themselves, and in their personal spaces 

are a way of ascribing the identity motif of underdog to their community.  

 The same underdog theme is woven through the visual discourse in Salango, 

overlapping with depictions of indigenousness.  The Indian is portrayed as an underdog 

and similar meanings are produced.  On the exterior of the Comuna, for instance, Che 

Guevara’s quote is redirected at the wealthy landowner and represents a hard struggle  

against powerful forces.  Likewise, graffiti calling attention to socio-political issues and 

driving this notion of the underdog are found on the walls of Puerto Lopez.    

 Miguel Plua belongs to the major conservative party in Ecuador, the Partido 

Social Cristiano (PSC; Social Christian Party) represented by the number 6. Hand-

painted murals from previous campaigns still decorate the sides of houses, bars, and other 

surfaces.  Spray paint was used to transform these murals into slogans about corruption. 

From the giant 6, someone wrote various messages so the murals read, for example, "La 

6 anos sin agua" (6 years without water) and "La 6 Millones Ladrones" (6 million 

thieves), drawing attention to the lack of resources and corruption (Figure 11). Though 

the grievances draw attention to the people as victims of the political structuralconditions, 

the graffiti does not simply display an acceptance of victimhood.  Rather, the exercise of 

subversive agency in itself makes apparent the underdog mentality.  

Though the community never explicitly labels themselves as underdogs, collective events 

clearly demonstrate that this motif, the strength in the face of adversity, was ascribed in 

the local identity.  One such event was a high school parade that was organized as a 

celebration of the 13th anniversary of the founding of the canton of Puerto Lopez: 

 The food vendors and crowd standing in front of the high school 
entrance back up as the front of the parade exits.  A boy leading the parade  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 11: Dissident graffiti superimposed on a PSC political mural in Puerto Lopez  
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holds a sign that says “13 años y no tiene una ambulencia.”  (13 years and 
[Puerto Lopez] has no ambulance). Following behind him is a small 
donkey pulling a wooden, two-wheeled cart. (Figure 12), a red cross 
representing that it is an ambulance.  Another sign reads “En mi burro 
Ambulancia voy con mi enfermo camino a Guayaquil” (In my donkey 
ambulance I go walking to [the city of] Guayaquil with my sick patient). 

In the cart are two students with their heads wrapped in bandages 
covered in fake blood, with three girls dressed as doctors riding along with 
them.  As the donkey pulls these students along the main road, the 
spectators cheer them on and laugh.   

 
The students succeeded in drawing attention to the lack of an important resource 

in their town.  News of the display made its way to the mayor and to the local ministry of 

health and the students found that it generated a conversation within the town.  The claim 

that they would walk to Guayaquil, a city four hours away by car, was obviously not 

meant to be taken seriously.  However, by exaggerating and adding humor to their role as  

an underdog, the students found a relevant way to draw attention to and politicize the 

issue.    

Shared meanings influence behavior.  Building an identity defines a movement, 

allowing the collective group to “articulate popular demands and they politicize issues 

previously confined to the private realm” (Scott 1991:155).  The spectators were 

empathetic to the cause, able to identity with the self-conscious representations of their 

community.   

The identity motif of underdog, enacted in resistance acts, has not been effective 

in gaining any immediate or tangible resources for the community.  It certainly did not 

produce an ambulance.  Still, identification has allowed them to build around common  

goals, creatively challenging dominant power structures and collectively generating 

oppositional power. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

              

  

      

 

Figure 12: Students in a donkey-pulled ambulance during a parade. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION 

 

This thesis showed how identity is ambiguous and flexible, constructed and 

transformed in social and political interactions.  Identity is “an accomplishment and a 

ceaseless project” which is “constituted, constructed, invented, imagined, imposed, 

projected, suffered, and celebrated” (Mendieta 2003: 407).  Using ethnographic 

examples, this thesis illustrated identity as a process, as something that can be re-

imagined, rearranged, and even invented from “whole cloth,” and as a product predicated 

on interests beyond identification itself.    

This thesis looked at the assertion of, or performance of, identities as oppositional 

responses to external pressures.   Following Jansen (2000), thematic, definitive self-

representations, or identity motifs, were examined in the local context as they were 

strategically expressed and emphasized in the discourse.  The thesis examined two such 

identity motifs that were asserted in the visual repertoire of coastal Ecuador: being 

indigenous and being the underdog.  The identity motif “being indigenous” was clearly 

reconstituted to fit an agenda.  As French (2004) illustrated among the Xocó in Brazil, 

Salangueño identification as indigenous was born out of the decision to struggle for the 

land.   The threat led them to assert an identity that had previously remained latent. It was 

more about the political efficacy of the identity than about a desire to confirm ties to the 
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land.  The “being the underdog” motif that was communicated through public art and 

demonstration in Puerto Lopez was also a response to material deprivation.  Villagers of 

Puerto Lopez felt that political corruption had robbed them of basic resources such as 

water and an ambulance.   

Both identity motif examples were managed and deployed in the visual discourse 

to communicate dissent.  The indigenous identity was present throughout Salango, 

symbolically asserted in daily activities, economic endeavors, and celebrations.  The 

identity motif “being the underdog,” was individually and collectively asserted in the 

visual discourse of Puerto Lopez.  Non-institutional, “everyday forms of resistance” such 

as graffiti were used as a way to critique power-holders and politicize and draw attention 

to local issues.   

Identity motifs served as simplified summaries of a collective as they were woven 

through the visual discourse.  Spectators became participants as new meanings of identity 

became activated in the discourse.  Messages of dissent graffitied on the walls of Salango 

distinguished opposing sides, and confronted individuals with two extremes.  The poor 

community juxtaposed against Patrick’s capitalism, the native against the white, foreign 

“conqueror”, the poor, honest, peaceful, and struggling against a rich, greedy and 

powerful force.  The inhabitants of Salango, who interact with the street art and watch the 

protests, naturally placed themselves in the category most similar to them.  The motifs 

evoked shared meaning from the audience and encouraged greater participation.  These 

shared meanings facilitated the growth of the collective “indigenous” group and allowed 

them to organize collectively against the structural conditions.  
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Seemingly banal behaviors, such as blasting a Bob Marley song, wearing a Che 

Guevara t-shirt, or posting the image of Jesus on a house resonated with the “underdog” 

identity motif in Puerto Lopez.  Simple messages that critiqued political corruption such 

as “6 years without water” added to the dialogue and invoked a sense of shared 

grievance. When high school students in Puerto Lopez drew attention to the lack of an 

ambulance in town, through a comical donkey-pulled substitute that led their parade, the 

identification as “underdogs” was immediately familiar to the crowd.  Though not 

explicitly defined as “underdogs”, the identity motif was clear in the display.  The 

ambulance represented the collective as poor, forgotten coastal people without resources, 

and reinforced the same people as always strong.  The display was defiant in its humor, 

and showed that the coastal villagers are content and proud despite the conditions that 

they must deal with.  The high school group symbolized and emphasized their weakness 

and lack of influence against a powerful political entity and many were able to associate 

with the motif.    

As groups built around each identity motif, they were able to generate more and 

more power to respond to concentrations of political and economic forces that had 

disrupted or threatened the status quo, communicating resistance or critique and eliciting 

change through coherent meanings and actions. The examples in this thesis illustrated 

that collective identity drove resistance forward, functioning as an action system for the 

otherwise powerless.  In Salango, it is the groups “indigenousness” that serves as the 

basis for their collective opposition to the selling of their sacred, rightful land. While in 

Puerto Lopez, shared meanings formed around the “underdog motif” continue to serve as 

a critical force in collectively challenging dominant power structures.    
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The two identity motifs highlighted in this thesis display the tactical management 

of identities as they are constructed, rearranged and redefined in specific and strategic 

ways.  This thesis has shown that the inventive nature of identity allows groups to 

construct new meanings of identity in the discourse and use them to organize diverse 

interests into social action.  The activation of a collective identity in each of these 

instances was clearly instrumental, with the assertion of “being indigenous” and “being 

an underdog” initiated by and influential in achieving set goals.  
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