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Two Faces of the Covid-19 Pandemic in Ecuador
Waorani Egalitarian Health Responses in the Light of National Public Health Inequalities

ANDREA BRAVO DÍAZ

Abstract This paper reviews notes taken during the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic. It offers a contrast be-
tween early reactions and public health measures in urban areas of Ecuador, as opposed to the Ecuadorian Amazon, 
in particular the Waorani territory where most notes were written. The Waorani people remained in relative isolation 
until few decades ago, and still have families that refuse any peaceful contact with outsiders; the process of con-
tact for the Waorani, as for other Amazonian people also meant dealing with several epidemics and territorial pres-
sures. It is in this historical context that COVID-19 reached the forest; colonial history, and modern-day quasi-colo-
nial relations between the state and indigenous people meaning that most diseases and deaths among indigenous 
people have not been acknowledged by the government. This silence contributes to inequality in health outcomes.  
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Introduction

Returning to a year-old pandemic diary while 
still facing a COVID-19 outbreak is not easy. Still, 
the Curare Journal’s proposal to think over these 
notes, might be a good chance to share worries, 
initial understandings, and hopes. Here, I review 
some notes taken during the first months of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. These notes were mostly 
written while quarantining in the Yasuní National 
Park1, a territory that overlaps with the Waorani’s 
ancestral land, up north in the Ecuadorian Am-
azonia. The last part of the diary was written in 
Cuenca, an Andean city located in the south of Ec-
uador, which is my home. 

When Ecuador declared the first COVID-19-
related quarantine, I was conducting research 
among the Waorani people focused on their no-
tion of health, as part of an ongoing project de-
veloped alongside Waorani leaders and an inter-
disciplinary team of public health professionals2, 
aiming to understand and –hopefully– address 
some of the contemporary social and environ-
mental determinants of health affecting Waorani 
people living near oil camps. The results of this 
work have not been published yet, and the field-
notes that I review here are part of a preliminary 
attempt to understand the pandemic, although the 

reflections are informed by previous long-term 
ethnographic work (see BRAVO DÍAZ 2020a). 

The first section includes a brief introduction 
to Waorani people, while considering their first 
responses to the pandemic. A second section dis-
cusses access to information and responses to 
pandemic-related news in the forest. A third sec-
tion offers an analysis of the notion of isolation 
and the practice of it, noting different meanings 
applied to COVID-19 by people living in the forest. 
This is followed by a consideration of how public 
health measures were navigated in the forest and 
in urban areas. This paper finishes with a reflec-
tion on the lack of access to accurate and differen-
tiated data about indigenous disease and deaths, 
and the position of the anthropologist while writ-
ing/thinking/feeling from the periphery through-
out a pandemic. 

A new disease in the forest, again? 

The Waorani people with whom I have worked live 
in settlements located near oil camps and along 
roads that connect those camps. Living in perma-
nent settlements in the oil milieu means changes 
in the Waorani livelihoods; they note that the for-
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est near the roads is being depleted and the riv-
ers contaminated. Hence, many families include 
processed food in their diet and rely on temporary 
jobs for accessing products from the market. Yet, 
permanent settlements are relatively new among 
the Waorani – the first village was stablished by 
missionaries after promoting a process of contact 
that started in the late 1950s – most settlements 
respond to the need to ensure political recogni-
tion by the Ecuadorian state and access to external 
resources, such as those delivered by oil compa-
nies. The Waorani seem to have remained in rela-
tive isolation for centuries and their language is 
different from other known phylum (RIVAL 2016: 
49–50). They used to live on forest hilltops chang-
ing settlements every few months, organized in 
groups of related but geographically distant long-
houses, each one formed by up to 35 close rela-
tives and a few permanent followers and visitors 
(Rival 2002: 94–99). Contemporary villages in 
which I have conducted fieldwork reach up to 280 
people, but tensions are frequent and when they 
arise people tend to abandon these large villages 
and form new settlements resembling the long-
house organization.

An analysis of the Waorani relation with the oil 
economy  (LU, VALDIVIA & SILVA 2017) is beyond 
the scope of this paper, but it is important to note 
that the expansion of the oil frontier into Waora-
ni territory started alongside attempts to contact-
ing them. The Waorani lived in relative isolation 
in a vast territory until they were pushed to move 
to the missionary village in the South of their ter-
ritory in the 1960s and 1970s (see CABODEVILLA 
1994: 383–393); when some families moved back to 
their ancestral land up North, there was ongoing 
oil extraction. In other words, they were forced to 
deal with the expansion of the oil frontier, a pro-
cess that brought with it multiple waves of colo-
nization. Young generations are currently dealing 
with the depletion of their forest resources, while 
struggling to find ways to access money, goods, 
and services without depending on the oil compa-
nies. In the areas where I have worked, the latter is 
expressed more as an aspiration rather than a cur-
rent possibility. The oil-related economy is partic-
ularly difficult to navigate because there is an en-
tanglement between the oil companies and the 
Ecuadorian state, resulting in social services be-

ing offered as compensations for people’s agree-
ment with new oil extraction (BRAVO DÍAZ 2021). 

While the Waorani have organized at a national 
level to protest against the extractive developmen-
tal model, and the national indigenous movement 
is the strongest social movement in Ecuador, their 
claims have not been listened to. The pandemic 
irrupted just a few months after the October 2019 
indigenous national protest (see ALTMANN 2020). 
To calm the protest the government agreed to stop 
some of the austerity measures; however, in spite 
of this, similar economic measures have been im-
plemented during the pandemic. After the 2021 
national elections, the indigenous movement has 
a good representation in the National Assembly, 
but the conditions for indigenous people have not 
improved. It is in this context in which the pan-
demic reached the forest; and as noted in the fol-
lowing diary excerpt, COVID-19 is not the first for-
eign disease with which the Waorani had to deal 
in their process of contact: 

[In the company of some grandchildren in their 
teens an] elderly indigenous woman stopped a car 
from the Ecuadorian government. She took a vine 
and started whipping the car, saying in Wao ter-
ero (indigenous language): ‘you should not go out, 
you should not carry diseases.’ I was able to talk 
with this woman afterwards, and she expressed 
her concern about the disease that she knew was 
coming from outside. She called it kuyo (flu), and 
she, as many other elderly people during these 
days, reflected on coronavirus while recalling the 
polio epidemic that they experienced when they 
accepted peaceful contact few decades ago. (Diary 
excerpt, 25-03-2020 Yasuní-Ecuador)

The elderly woman did not manage to avoid 
the spread of the virus, and she and her commu-
nity became ill early in May 2020. Over this pan-
demic diary review, I focus on the initial percep-
tions and responses that the Waorani developed 
for making sense and protecting themselves from 
the COVID-19 pandemic; although those percep-
tions and strategies changed over the course of the 
pandemic, in particular after recovering from the 
first mass-contagion of the disease. 

For the Waorani, as for most of Amazonian peo-
ple, contact was intertwined with imported dis-
eases (Diary excerpt, 11-03-2020, Puyo-Ecuador). 
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This was one of the first thoughts I recorded in 
my pandemic diary. It was a reaction to the ways in 
which Waorani people expressed their concerns 
regarding the COVID-19 pandemic; from the very 
beginning they related their understanding of the 
pandemic to memories of past epidemics. For el-
derly Waorani those first epidemics happened in 
their lifetime, and they particularly recall the po-
lio epidemic as a devastating event. Even when 
official records refer to 16 deaths, Waorani nar-
ratives recall it as if it were hundreds. The polio 
epidemic happened in the late 1960s (LARRICK 
et al. 1979: 168); since then they have dealt with 
flu, hepatitis B, tuberculosis, and more recently 
the COVID-19. As Antonio, a young Waorani lead-
er said in one of our first pandemic conversations: 
‘we used to worry about HIV, now we only care 
about coronavirus’ (conversation from diary ex-
cerpt, 12-03-2020 Yasuní National Park-Ecuador). 
In the process of making sense of the virus and its 
possible threats, Waorani people either repeated 
stories of past epidemics, or compared COVID-19 
to other “foreign” lethal diseases. The following 
excerpt is an attempt to make sense of the first ad-
justments and worries regarding this new disease.

Ongai, a Waorani friend, visited me to check how I 
was doing. We are both adjusting to the new rules 
of social distancing. She attempted to shake my 
hand, I replied “coronavirus”, she smiled, and 
few minutes later we were both wearing masks 
and talking about the virus. In this conversation 
Ongai mentioned “when we lose our elderly, we 
will have no strength.” I have spent the past four 
years researching and writing a doctoral the-
sis, trying to understand what it means to “live 
well” for the Waorani people, a notion that in-
cludes peace, happiness and strength. The latter 
seems to be particularly important for inform-
ing Waorani’s strategies to deal with the pandem-
ic. Strength or vitality, which is called piñe or pi-
ente, is contained in the bodies of strong people 
(teemo piyengue). The Waorani perform a variety 
of daily caring practices as well as rites that al-
low for the intergenerational sharing of vitality, 
which is also maintained through certain ecologi-
cal practices. When Ongai reflected about what it 
would mean for the Waorani to lose their elders, 
she gave several examples of how their society 
might grow weaker without their elders. She sug-
gested that the Waorani, as a society, are still mak-
ing sense of contact with outsiders and as such 

rely on their elders, who “speak loud”, to identify 
the best response in the face of potential dangers. 
This means that elderly people are not only at the 
core of social reproduction – ensuring a replen-
ishment of vitality and knowledge – but that they 
are also more knowledgeable in identifying the 
dangers of outsiders, even when peaceful media-
tion with outsiders is developed mainly by young-
er bilingual Waorani. It requires the sensibility 
and experience of skilful adults and elders to pro-
tect the hunter-gatherer society as a whole from 
these dangers. This is how the Waorani survived 
colonial threats and incursions while protecting 
themselves in inter-riverine territories.3 (Diary ex-
cerpt, 6-05-2020 Yasuní-Ecuador)

To understand Ongai’s reflections we should 
consider Waorani intergenerational knowledge 
transmission and its relation to wellbeing. Histor-
ic narratives and myths contain what can be seen 
as a manual for dealing with risks, most of them 
coming from outsiders being kowori (non-Waora-
ni) humans or non-humans. CONKLIN (2015: 62) 
notes among the Wari’, that they have overcome 
epidemics, interethnic violence and multiple co-
lonial threats through an “egalitarian health-not-
wealth orientation”, which is precisely the ap-
proach that most Waorani people have developed 
during the pandemic. Their emphasis on collec-
tive wellbeing encompasses an egalitarian social 
organization, ensuring equal access to forest re-
sources, but also freedom to decide their health-
seeking trajectories in an autonomous way. De-
spite the Waorani’s relative isolation until a few 
decades ago, their historic accounts recall several 
external territorial pressures – their recent histo-
ry includes pressures related to rubber extraction, 
the oil boom and colonization. In other words, for 
the Waorani people, external threats are not new, 
and the knowledge of how to deal with risk and the 
related threats of koworis relies on the memories 
of elderly people. Since for the Waorani knowl-
edge is embodied (HIGH 2015) it is also a form of 
strength or vitality, which is sometimes shared 
through their sweat. Thus, when Ongai said ‘when 
we lose our elderly, we will have no strength’ she 
was summing up in one phrase a deep historical 
and cosmological understanding of how a society 
reproduces itself, and how that involves dealing 
with threats, for which elderly people’s knowledge 
is essential. In contrast to other societies that have 
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isolated their elderly people, at the beginning of 
the pandemic the Waorani families gathered to lis-
ten to stories of past epidemics that their elderly 
people repeated, until some of them retreated to 
the forest for a few weeks. This strategy of isola-
tion will be further discussed, I shall now review 
some excerpts regarding the access to news dur-
ing the pandemic.

COVID-19 news

Making sense of the virus also required access to 
information. In the forest, most people have ac-
cess to news from the city over the internet, when 
they manage to reach a Wi-Fi spot. Satellite TV is 
not affordable, but a few families pay for it when 
they can. The apps that people use most frequent-
ly are Facebook (primarily), WhatsApp and You-
Tube, though the latter rarely works with weak sig-
nal. The quality of news shared over social media 
is a recurrent concern in the pandemic diary; the 
following excerpt reflects on the news shared in 
relation to the first epicentre of the pandemic in 
Ecuador: 

People here are worried not so much about the 
rise in reported cases of COVID-19, but mostly 
about social media news, particularly those relat-
ed to “hundreds” of deaths in the city of Guaya-
quil – the epicentre of the outbreak in Ecuador– 
which are said to be happening in excess of the 
official reports. (Diary excerpt, 21-03-2020 Yasuní-
Ecuador) 

Later in March, the official Ecuadorian media 
would acknowledge that the situation in Guayaquil 
was indeed grim. The initial hesitation from offi-
cial sources to acknowledge the number of deaths, 
generated distrust and might have influenced peo-
ple’s attitudes towards other news that circulated 
over social media. Social media conspiracies and 
fake news are still around, even when the topics 
might have changed – from the origin of the virus 
to vaccine speculations.

During the first months of the pandemic, the 
amount of pandemic-related information over so-
cial media was overwhelming. Pandemic-related 
content varied on different platforms; in addition 
to the news, there were collective efforts to reflect 
on the virus, and humour was an important part 
of how Ecuadorians dealt with it:

People circulate all sorts of material over social 
media, from jokes that help people dealing with 
the outbreak – Ecuadorians are good at making 
“memes” or jokes – to recordings of patients who 
explain their symptoms, and even some empirical 
recipes “against” the COVID-19. (Diary excerpt, 21-
03-2020 Yasuní National Park-Ecuador)

Waorani people were particularly effective in 
using social media to strengthen their care net-
works. They would share news of people being ill, 
news of death, news of recovering with a detailed 
account of the recipes and bodily practices in-
volved in such recovery, and after that they shared 
invitations to football tournaments and feasts to 
celebrate the – temporary – “end” of the pandem-
ic. Efforts to distance themselves from the time 
of misfortune were striking; while there might be 
ontological reasons for taking physical distance 
from the corpses, the Amazonian approach to-
wards distancing oneself from death as something 
from the past – or even something that should be 
forgotten (see TAYLOR 1993) – might be related to 
the understanding of life as a process of replen-
ishment, which only happens after death and mis-
fortune allows life to thrive again. Yet, with new 
variants of concern circulating in Ecuador, and 
considerable uncertainty regarding vaccination4, 
the pandemic is still a concern.

Isolation

This section explores the notion of isolation as 
one of the main pandemic-related adjustments. 
I discuss here how isolation for people living in 
the forest has different meanings, and how it is 
reflected from an historical point of view. Prox-
imity to the cities and roads influence the ways in 
which people pursue isolation, for instance:

My grandfather told me that they were only able 
to survive the epidemic by fleeing to the forest, 
now we will do the same’, said a Waorani friend. 
Indeed, we are seeing several trends of mobili-
ty among indigenous people due to coronavirus. 
First, indigenous people who live in the cities are 
coming back to the villages; second, elderly peo-
ple are moving their residence to isolated places 
in the forest or planning to do it any time soon; 
third, young families remain along oil roads, but 
are preparing themselves to leave the roads and 
isolate themselves in the forest depth when they 
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hear about a positive case of coronavirus around. 
(Diary excerpt, 25-03-2020 Yasuní National Park-
Ecuador)

For the Waorani living near oil camps, the ex-
pression ‘fleeing to the forest’ draws a differentia-
tion between ‘the forest’ which is a socio-biologi-
cal being, and the places where people gather in 
communities often located along the oil roads –
roads that were opened for the oil business.  While 
for a Waorani person, living in the middle of the 
Yasuní Park, isolation meant getting far away from 
the roads and the oil company infrastructure, for 
Waorani people living in Amazonian cities, isola-
tion meant moving to forest villages. These iso-
lation strategies did not last long, some elderly 
people spent more time in forest camps, but most 
families opted to spend daily time in forest activi-
ties while maintaining residence in their villages. 

After two months of not going to stores in the 
nearest town, people living in the forest run out 
of sugar, salt, and other essentials. These include 
simple things like using matches and lighters to 
start a fire that have become part of Waorani life 
after contact, and which make perfect sense con-
sidering the hardships of otherwise searching for 
the right wood, rubbing it in the right way, with 
enough strength so as to start a fire (and it is bet-
ter if is not a rainy day in the dense moist tropical 
forest). Thus, total isolation for people living in vil-
lages could not last long. 

While in the city, isolation as a public health 
measure meant staying at home, in the forest, peo-
ple opted for restricting access to their communi-
ties. Domestic isolation of single households with-
in a village did not make sense for the Waorani 
– unless they knew someone was sick – because 
most people who live in a same village are rela-
tives. If isolating themselves from the kowori (non-
Waorani) proved to be difficult, isolating them-
selves from other Waorani threatened the societal 
reproduction that relies on daily sharing among 
those who live together, and frequent gathering 
for extended sharing with relatives that live near-
by. This is one of the reasons why after they recov-
ered from the first wave of the pandemic, they or-
ganized football tournaments and feasts. 

Pandemic-related isolation and mobility in the 
Yasuní Park was also marked by the presence of 
the oil company:

Mobility within this part of the forest is controlled 
by an oil company, they have a post from where 
they check park visitors, allowing -or not- their 
entrance. The oil company has banned mobility 
from today, a sort of curfew, which follows the 
one established by the Ecuadorian government 
at a national level. (Diary excerpt, 25-03-2020 Ya-
suní National Park-Ecuador)

Accessing the Waorani villages located within 
the Yasuní National Park is not an easy task. The 
nearest Amazonian city is at least a three hour 
driving to the Waorani village closer to the begin-
ning of the oil road; in between those three hours 
the car would have to cross the river Napo in a flat-
boat, and pass through a sort of border control in 
the oil company riverine post. Thus, for most Ec-
uadorians, the Waorani living in the Yasuní Na-
tional Park are already quite isolated. Yet, the Wa-
orani living in villages do not consider themselves 
to be isolated, nor do they want to be. They instead 
consider that the ones who live in isolation are 
their relatives who never accepted peaceful con-
tact with outsiders; the following excerpt reflects 
about the situation of those Waorani families in 
contrast to our pandemic-related isolation: 

Today I have read some articles about isolated in-
digenous people, those who live in this national 
park and have trekking paths a few hours from 
here. Quite strange to read about isolated people 
while experiencing isolation in our own bodies, 
and globally! These people, who have been called 
“lost people”, people in voluntary isolation, un-
contacted people, have been silently dealing with 
our encroachment. We might now have a more 
emphatic understanding of what it means to be 
isolated, or even to fear contact with outsiders. 
(Diary excerpt, 10-04-2020 Yasuní National Park-
Ecuador)

The articles I was referring in this diary entry 
are part of a special issue dedicated to people liv-
ing in voluntary isolation in Amazonia (OPAS et al. 
2018). Those articles show that the territorial pres-
sures surrounding “isolated” people are such that 
the notion of isolation is contested, they refuse to 
establish peaceful relationships with outsiders 
while having to deal with increasing encroach-
ment from colonizers, oil camps, loggers, state 
workers, missionaries, scientists, tourists, and 
other indigenous people. The Waorani families 
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living in isolation share some pathways for collect-
ing seasonal fruit that overlap with the territory 
of Waorani people living in villages – those who 
maintain contact with outsiders. The former also 
collect goods that the others – including illegal log-
gers, oil workers and other Waorani – might leave 
on the way, from plastic to tins. This puts in per-
spective their isolation, but it also raises concerns 
regarding the public health measures that might 
apply to avoid spreading disease to their lands. 
The reflection about isolated people living in the 
Yasuní National Park gives us a lot to think about 
concerning our experience of isolation during the 
pandemic. If most of us have experienced some 
feeling of encroachment and contact-related anx-
iety, then, once we recover from this anxiety and 
feel less encroached, it is perhaps time to think 
about those people that have been born within the 
colonial encroachment, and during their lifetime 
that condition has only increased.

A final aspect of the pandemic-related isola-
tion that was present in my diary was the issue of 
changes in the perception of time; this excerpt of-
fers a reflection on that:

Temporality – The quarantine was extended at 
least one week longer in Ecuador; so far, for those 
who are safe at home, quarantining has already 
affected their relationship with time. My mother 
told me today ‘hope you have a good Sunday’, but 
today is Saturday. After laughing about it, in a fam-
ily chat my father said: ‘we do not know anymore 
what day we are living on, we only know when 
day light is and when night comes’. This struck me 
as being similar to the temporality in the forest, 
where I am spending this quarantine. For people 
living in the forest time goes on a day to day logic, 
it is organized not around “work” but in consider-
ation of needs and ecological factors. Time is sea-
sonal, we know for example that at this time of the 
year monkeys are eating fruits, it is a time of abun-
dance in the forest, the season will end around 
June. (Diary excerpt, 11-04-2020 Yasuní-Ecuador)

Quarantine-related isolation changes our daily 
schedules and, in some cases, even our dreams, 
those working at home and parenting might agree 
with the suggestion that domestic time rarely 
works the same as office time; time at home is or-
ganized attending to the needs and unexpected 
changes in the domestic micro-cosmos. I suggest 

here that pandemic temporality is expressed over-
all in the form of uncertainty:

Our temporality has changed in a way that we are 
not able to reach a post-pandemic time (it is over, 
we survived!) and we are not quite clear what sort 
of time is now. When the pre-pandemic schedule 
has faded, the post-pandemic is uncertain. But in-
digenous people here in the forest have for a long 
time experienced this kind of uncertainty in rela-
tion to the dangers of outsiders; since accepting 
peaceful contact their livelihoods have been in-
creasingly uncertain.’ (Diary excerpt, 11-04-2020 
Yasuní National Park-Ecuador)

Risk and uncertainty, these are two conditions 
that people in the forest deal with frequently. The 
Waorani tend to make jokes to reduce uncertain-
ty-related tension. From our isolated cubicles we 
have been trying to take control of the pandemic, 
but at least in Ecuador, uncertainty and tension 
is on the rise. I shall conclude that the pandemic-
related isolation in the city is not the same as the 
pandemic-related isolation in the forest, which 
might sound obvious, but what I mean by this is 
that when a Waorani person walks in the forest 
they engage in a number of ecological experiences 
and relations, since the forest is considered to be 
a socio-ecological locus full of non-human beings 
–e.g., trees are considered to be intelligent sen-
tient beings–  thus, pandemic-related isolation in 
the forest is not isolation from life, as it can be in 
cities full of concrete.

Public health, differences between the forest 
and the city 

This section offers a contrast between the forest 
and the city in relation to the forms in which pan-
demic-related measures were experienced: 

Governmental decisions for containing the out-
break have developed quite rapidly over the week-
end, my family and friends in the city have not 
quite yet taken in that they should not leave their 
homes from tomorrow on. Videos about panic 
buying in the city circulate over social media, it 
is quite hard to imagine the situation from here. 
There are already 37 cases of COVID-19 in Ecua-
dor. (Diary excerpt, 15-03-2020 Yasuní National 
Park-Ecuador)
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Early in March, people in Amazonia expressed 
great concerns about the global pandemic, recall-
ing oral narratives of recent epidemics, while in 
non-Amazonian cities most people with whom I 
talked –family, friends and colleagues– did not 
seem quite concerned, and some even expressed 
‘discomfort for the excess of information on coro-
navirus’ (Diary excerpt, 10-03-2020 Quito-Ecua-
dor). In contrast, once the quarantine was de-
clared, people in the city started panic buying, 
while in the Yasuní, at least the first days, and 
apart from some mobility from Amazonian cit-
ies to the forest, village life seemed to continue 
as usual. From the forest we wondered about the 
changes in the city life:

Every lunch and dinner someone has brought up a 
conversation about COVID-19, we know people in 
the cities are on their third day under lockdown….  
We are wondering how people without homes are 
dealing with this, particularly many Venezuelan 
refugees who live each day from what they man-
age to get on the street, is Ecuador prepared for 
supporting those in need? (Diary excerpt, 19-03-
2020 Yasuní National Park-Ecuador)

While the Waorani do not have a word that can 
be translated as poverty, in an attempt to define it, 
a Waorani leader pointed out to the children hun-
gry on the street – in the cities – noting that the 
Waorani villages do not have that sort of poverty, 
because they would not refuse to feed a relative. 
The “hungry children” kind of poverty was in the 
streets of Ecuador before the pandemic, and now 
we know that during the pandemic that only has 
increased5. The first outbreak of the pandemic in 
Ecuador happened precisely in one of those un-
equal cities:

I grow up with an awareness about Guayaquil, 
a city on the Ecuadorian coast, being a very un-
equal place, as it was a city with growing slums. 
But only now, when Guayaquil has become one 
of the worst affected epicentres of coronavirus in 
Latin America, it strikes me that we silently ac-
cepted inequalities to endure. I have learnt from 
friends around the world about Ecuador being all 
over the news, the dramatic situation in Guayaquil 
is a grim sight of what can happen in other parts 
…. I have seen videos -over social media – show-
ing corpses abandoned on the streets. (Diary ex-
cerpt, 10-04-2020 Yasuní National Park-Ecuador)

For a country with great inequalities, facing 
a pandemic is an unimaginable task. Even when 
the Ecuadorian state had a good network of pub-
lic health services, in big cities like Guayaquil, 
the pandemic was way beyond the public health 
capacity to respond. The news of what was hap-
pening in Guayaquil reached everywhere, only 
increasing the fears of the virus; it was then that 
some Waorani started planning to isolate them-
selves in the forest, while my family and friends 
in the city expressed great fears of going out, even 
to the store. 

Everyone in Amazonia knew that if public 
health services where overwhelmed in the cities, 
people in rural areas have almost no hope of ac-
cessing a place in a hospital. Thus, people started 
to organize themselves, leaders generated allianc-
es with anybody that might support their people; 
families in the forest started searching for medici-
nal plants, those that were known for treating re-
spiratory diseases and increase strength. The pro-
vision of public health in Amazonia, in particular 
test and COVID-19 relief aids, depended on alli-
ances with non-governmental institutions, some 
of them with problematic entanglements.  Reac-
tions to the first known case of COVID-19 in the 
Yasuní are recorded below:

This National Park is a complicated frontier, 
the presence of the central state equals a small 
health post and a park guard – some police are 
also around in recent days – whereas the presence 
of the oil company is ubiquitous. So far what we 
know is that the first positive case is related to an 
oil company worker, he is an indigenous Kichwa 
and there are not testing campaigns or other ma-
jor actions being taken to prevent the virus from 
reaching recently contacted indigenous people.

Meanwhile, the news of this case has circulat-
ed on social media, indigenous leaders have ex-
pressed their concerns about the wellbeing of 
their people. The concern is shared with a few 
NGOs and activists, but the state seems unable to 
properly address this pandemic. (Diary excerpt, 
20-04-2020 Yasuní National Park-Ecuador)

The few health workers in Amazonian health 
posts have been heroes working with little re-
sources, and they have little influence regarding 
how resources are distributed, since such distri-
bution is centralized from the cities. Thus, indige-
nous leaders, academics and NGO formed allianc-
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es to support the public health services, providing 
them with COVID-19 tests, and other resources. 
We also know that from the beginning of the pan-
demic a wave of loggers entered Amazonia offer-
ing economic relief in exchange for balsa logging, 
some of the virus spread is arguably linked to that 
informal economy, which grew alongside the pan-
demic in the Yasuní Park and elsewhere in Ecua-
dorian Amazonia. 

Waorani strategies for preventing the spread 
of the pandemic into their territory worked until 
May, when most villages recorded COVID-19 cas-
es; the following excerpt reflects on how people 
cared for each other in the forest after they faced 
the disease, often without access to public health-
care:

One Waorani friend just recovered from the virus, 
once he felt better, he started sharing recipes and 
detailed treatments over social media. He, him-
self, received recommendations from other in-
digenous people, mainly Kichwa people from el 
Puyo. Since he has recovered, he is now keen in 
ensuring all his people and friends have the same 
chances for surviving. (I prefer not to make pub-
lic the detail of the recipe and treatment). (Diary 
excerpt, 01-06-2020 Cuenca-Ecuador)

When I first started working with Waorani 
people in 2014, the power of the whites was epit-
omized by the power of biomedicine, and only 
few young people used to drink medicinal for-
est plants as a preventive practice for the mainte-
nance of health. It is understandable since during 
these decades of contact they have faced some ail-
ments that are only preventable with vaccination 
– such as hepatitis B – or effectively treated with 
biomedicine. Yet, the coronavirus surprised us 
with the reactivation of intergenerational sharing 
of medicinal knowledge. Young Waorani seemed 
to have the knowledge of how to collect and pre-
pare medicinal plants, and if not, they needed no 
more than a few instructions from elders. Soon al-
most every family was drinking medicinal plants 
on a daily basis, and young adults were sharing 
their recipes over social media. As in the above 
quoted dairy excerpt, my Waorani friends would 
send messages trying to help with detailed ac-
counts of their health treatments, because us, the 
kowori (non-Waorani) were helpless. Every time I 
went back to my hometown, my Waorani friends 

would reach me on my way off with medicinal 
plants and recently prepared syrups for my fam-
ily, they wanted the kowori to survive. At the end of 
this pandemic diary the situation in the cities, as 
expressed in the excerpt below, has not improved:

Several hospitals in Ecuador have reached their 
full capacity, even in Andean cities like Cuenca. 
The government advice is to go back to economic 
activities, there is more concern about the econo-
my than about people’s health. (Diary excerpt, 27-
06-2020 Cuenca-Ecuador)

If health services are overwhelmed, good and 
reliable infrastructure for collecting and sharing 
differentiated epidemiological data among the Ec-
uadorian population is almost non-existent. Thus, 
we do not have a detailed understanding of how 
the Waorani managed to survive the first wave of 
the pandemic in their communities –after test-
ing positive to COVID-19 tests– with little access 
to ventilators, and with no more than two record-
ed COVID-19 related deaths, in a population of 
around 3000 people.  

While we already had our first vaccination cor-
ruption scandal, mass vaccination has been slow; 
by May 2021 around a 10 percent of the Ecuador-
ian population was vaccinated, and new variants 
with potential for reinfection have already been 
detected in Ecuador. Most families including my 
own have lost relatives due to COVID-19 and I 
start to understand why in the middle of this un-
certainty they “put themselves in hands of” their 
preferred deity:

I ask my mother why our extended family does 
not follow the preventive measures (they do wear 
a mask when going outside, but only because it is 
mandatory). My mother explains “they put them-
selves in the hands of God”. (Diary excerpt, 15-06-
2020 Cuenca-Ecuador)

An aunt called for a catholic priest, he arrived 
with a mask, and asked whether the police used 
to pass by often, he asked that while noting that 
we were “an illegal gathering”. My aunt responded 
assuring that “we are fine”, and the priest took out 
his protective mask. He then conducted the mass, 
getting quite close to the people with no protec-
tion at all. (Diary excerpt, 30-06-2020 Cuenca-Ec-
uador)
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The role of religion during this pandemic is a 
topic on its own, whether having a good health-
care system, pandemic relief packages, and clear 
guidance from the beginning of the pandemic, 
Ecuadorians –including the priests– would have 
followed social distancing rules, we do not know. 
What we know is that guidance was ambiguous 
from the beginning, and the government offered 
no help for those who have lost their jobs. Almost 
50 % of people who have a job are working in the 
informal economy6, after a few weeks of quaran-
tine there was no other option than to go out and 
“trust” God. Added to the already complex Ecua-
dorian context, in Amazonia we witnessed envi-
ronmental tragedies related to extractive activi-
ties:

There is much more to say about Ecuador at this 
time but I will conclude with just one more “news”. 
There has been an oil spill in Amazonia, which 
has polluted the rivers nearby this area, hundreds 
of Amazonian riverine people would be unable to 
access water and fish from these polluted waters. 
While Ecuadorian institutions are already col-
lapsed with COVID-19, how can we expect some 
help/justice for these people? Is this not enough to 
think about different post-pandemic models? (Di-
ary excerpt, 10-04-2020 Yasuní, Ecuador)

Different activist and human rights organiza-
tions joined a campaign for compensation after 
the above-mentioned oil spill. This campaign, 
which showed detailed evidence of the damage, 
lasted months and it is still unknown whether peo-
ple received adequate compensation and aid. In 
other words, while the pandemic has impacted 
people across the word, it worsened its effects in 
places where people were already facing previous 
inequalities, colonial oppression, and extractive-
related dispossession.

Final Remarks

This pandemic review has noted that the Ecua-
dorian healthcare has been overwhelmed since 
the beginning of the pandemic. Then, Amazoni-
an leaders generated a number of alliances and 
networks among different indigenous nationali-
ties to develop what can be regarded as their own 
epidemiological strategy to tackle the pandem-
ic; non-indigenous allies joined those networks 

and we have seen a blooming of collaborative ini-
tiatives, giving local responses even for services 
such as formal education. Still, it is not fair that 
the oil companies and the government keep avoid-
ing their moral and social responsibility, as it is 
not fair that the wealthy of the world are accumu-
lating the resources that might put an end to this 
pandemic.

While the Ecuadorian government was not 
able to provide reliable data about the number of 
COVID-19 cases and deaths at a national level, in-
digenous organizations in Ecuador managed to 
provide updates of the cases among different in-
digenous nationalities up to December 2020. The 
normalization of governmental silence regard-
ing indigenous deaths is no doubt a continuation 
of our colonial history; even if we overcome the 
pandemic, we have not overcome the structural 
inequalities that are affecting people in Ecuador, 
and ‘the bodies abandoned on the streets of Guay-
aquil are still in our hearts’ (11-05-2020 Cuenca-
Ecuador).

It is not news that writing from the periphery 
is a difficult task, but senti-pensar (feeling/think-
ing) from the border is a decolonial project (MI-
GNOLO & TLOSTANOVA 2006). I am grateful to Wa-
orani people for allowing me to navigate these 
difficult times with them, to learn from them, to 
collaborate in their projects, and for allowing me 
to record these memories. At this point we have 
cried together; we have walked together, and we 
have anka totamonapa (laughed a lot) despite the 
pandemic. It is through the privilege of digest-
ing emotions in the forest, and the Waorani ap-
proach towards generosity and collective happi-
ness as a form of care, that I have been able to 
gather strength to write from the periphery in a 
pandemic.

Notes
1 I was staying in a scientific station that is located in the 
Yasuní Park, only visiting nearby villages while I was al-
lowed, and while COVID-19 had not yet arrived at this part 
of Amazonia. The Station is part of the Pontifical Catholic 
University of Ecuador (PUCE).
2 All working at the Institute of Public Health of PUCE.
3 An analysis of this diary excerpt was already in-
cluded in a Spanish version of the pandemic notes 
published by the journal Periferia, and the magazine 
Anthropolitan. 



CURARE 44 (2021) 1–4

36  ANDREA BRAVO DÍAZ

4 Ecuador developed a mass vaccination programme 
after finishing the writing of this paper.
5 See for instance: https://www.telesurenglish.net/
news/Over-52-of-Ecuadoreans-Fell-Into-Poverty-in-20 
20- 20210101-0009.html [15.10.2021].
6 See for instance: https://www.primicias.ec/noticias/
economia/persons-empleo-informalidad-ecuador/ [15. 
10.2021].
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