Otovalo Fiesta de San Pedro

Ecuador’s Indigenous and the New Constitution

By Phillip Bannowsky

At the annual Fiesta de San Pedro, held in the shadow of Mount Imbabura in Peguche, Ecuador, the traditions that have sustained the Otovalo Indigenous culture for five centuries play out in music, fireworks, prayer, dancing, drinking, and food. The question Ecuador faces as its Constitutional Assembly constructs “Socialism in the Twenty-first Century” is how to build on such traditions to overcome the corruption and privilege of the past.
This is Phillip Bannowsky, with an eyewitness report from Peguche, Ecuador.

“Socialism in the Twenty-first Century” aims to restore the balance between the state and the private sector after decades of disastrous private enterprise fundamentalism. One of the greatest challenges is how the state can promote economic development without overriding the communal relationship to Mother Earth, or Pacha Mamma, that has been traditional to such Indigenous cultures as that of the Quichua-speaking Otovalos of Peguche.
Positive signs are the inclusion of the concept of Pacha Mamma in the proposed constitution, the idea that the earth is a living organism, with its own rights and needs. Another good sign is the prohibition against transgenic seeds, which could contaminate the seed stock that has brought the world corn, potatoes, and quinoa and undermine the small-scale farming by which Indigenous campesinos have fed their families for thousands of years. Holding water as a human right and prioritizing human over industrial use is also in the proposed constitution and fulfils Indigenous aspirations.
The indigenous are troubled, however, by the concept of the state as the owner of all natural resources, and there is an intense conflict between a state intent on extracting oil and mining revenues to fund its social programs, and the Indigenous and their environmentalist allies, whose struggles have been essential in building the coalition that brought President Rafael Correa to power. They also resist the concept of the state as fully and solely responsible for social security. Previously there were two separate systems, one for the white and mestizo majority and one for the campesinos, the peasants and Indigenous agricultural workers, although neither system was well-funded or capable of meeting basic needs.
The Indigenous could find themselves on the side of their old enemies, the oligarchs and the discredited “partidocracia,” in opposing the new constitution if their needs are not met. The same music, the same food, the same dancing, and the same fiestas are celebrated among all classes and races in this country. As the clouds pull free of Mount Imbabura and the sun shines on those dancing San Juanitos on its flanks, perhaps the common Indigenous culture of all Ecuadorians holds the key to national unity and a better future.
This is Phillip Bannowsky saying cayaminchacaman, or Quichua for “until another day.”
