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INDIAN POLICY·lN EASTERN PERU: PAST AND PRESENT 

Since the title of this paper effectively states the purpose of 

writing the article, I shall begin with a definition. Indian policy refers 

to both the goals and practices of interest groups toward Indians. Interest 

groups are defined as all organizations that behave purposefully toward 

Indians, including Indian groups themselves. It should be clear that Ido 

not, by this definition, limit policy to official government laws, pronounce- 

ments or programs. When policy is "official", I shall refer to it as formal 

policy. But every group that has dealt with Indians over the past 350 years 

of close contact in Peru has had policy, whether covert or overt, and,_·as 

often as not, the national government has either been unaware of specific 

practices, unofficially in league with such practices, ar powerless to change 

practices even if it wished to doso. 
·, 

My definition of policy includes both cognitive and behavioral aspects. 

Goals of policy include either conscious goals or unconscious goals at 

varying levels of specificity. At the broadest leve!, with respect to the 

goals of interest groups toward Indians over time, we can isolate three 

qualitatively different kinds of policy that have been actively pursued, and 

a fourth which has been only occasionally pursued. lhe first kind of policy 

might be referred to as "salvation" policy. This goal emphasizes winning 

the "hearts and minds" of the Indians, civilizing them as it were. It is 

worth noting that all salvation policy carries with it certain not-necessarily- 

desired consequences such as getting Indians to work, getting them to settle 

in sedentary lifestyles, etc., but these are not primary goals. lhe salvation 

policy has been most characteristic of religious missionary groups throughout 
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the history of cont ac t , al though modern times ha* seen other kinds of 

missionaFies than the religious. 
li/' 

The s~c_ond kind of policy derives from the "conquest;" mentality and - 

we may term it conquest policy. Associated concepts are economic development 

and progress. ln this constellation of concepts, the products of the land 

and waters are the object of desire, and Indian policy, such as it is, is 

~evoted to:iard mobilizing and controlling lndian labor. Salvation policy can 

~e and has been a _means to th?t end •. At times ,conquest policy has dictated 

that the. land itself is of value, particularly in the andean foothills. 

T9 the degree that the laber of Indians on their own former holdings is 

?!gnificant, conquest policy is applied. If the labor of Indians is not 

~~eded, the fourth kind of policy is brought into play (see below). 

~~nquest policy has been the rationale behind the most pervasive and 

~haracteristic institutions that have linked Idians to whites and mestizos 

@Ver time._ Conquest policy pas been carried out by commercial interests, 

~ilitary forces, political leaders, church officials, and even the Indians 

themselves at times. lt is instructive for me, as well, that my analysis of 

this sort of policy over time indicates such a thorough collaboration, 

indeed a blending, of commercial and political interests in controlling 

Indians as to make Marx's concept of the state the only viable theoretical 

explanation of the phenomena. 

lhe third kind of policy we can distinguish might well be termed 

11advocacy" policy. Its thrust is to plltect Indian rights, cultural values, 

ar lands. Such policy can either be paternally isolationist (Indian parks, 

~eserves, etc.), rare in Peru, ar it can be integrative, dedicated toward 
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guiding and aiding Indians to take their place in a modern world (see 

Varese 1972 for an eloquent defense of the latter possibility). 

A fourth kind of policy is that of extermination or remova!, but this 

has rarely been a goal in Peru as opposed to other countries in South America. 

Very little of anything, including land, has ever been valuable in eastern 

Peru without Indian labor. Military reprisals for Indian resistance to 

other policies, primarily salvation and conquest, have normally been the' 

channel for this sort of policy, but from time to time, colonists and 

commercial interests have been known to pursue extermination policy in 

order to free lands for occupation or exploitation, usually by capital- 

rather than labor-intensive methods. 

It should be explicitly recognized that Peru has never developed an 

institutional complex such as the SPI and !ater FUNAI in Brazil, agencies 

which deal, in however a flawed manner, specifically with Indian policy 

and/or welfare. Developments such as the first Native Cammunity Law in 

1974 which attempted to deal rationally with the problem óf integrating 

forest lndians into the national structure, are altogether unprecedented 

in the country's history of relations with tropical forest Indians. Indeed; 

if anything has 11saved" the tropical focest Indians of Peru, it is the ~mper- 

sona! factors of topography and geopolitics. Peru presently has a population 

of tropical forest lndians that is estimated at nearly 220,000 (Uriarte 

1976; Varese 1972; see figure 1 for a general guide to tribal locations 

and populations as of 1971), two-and-a-half times the native Indian population 

of all of Brazil. This may be explained in two ways. The Spanish crown, 

through the Jesuit missianary establishment and the use of troaps, was able 
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to impose a shifting political boundary between what is now Brazil and 

Peru by the(early 18th century, thereby minimizing the effects of slave 

expeditions emanating from Brazil. Secondly, the coastal and Andean 

rulers of Peru have always been prevented, by the difficulties of access 

to the eastern frontier, from effectively dominating the region until the 

present, ex;ept along major rivers. These accidents of history and 

geography allowed Peru to become a refuge for immigrating Indians in the 

16th and 17th centuries (Bollaert 186~; Edmunson 1922; Vasquez 1881), 

and protected and preserveq many aspects of Indian culture up to the 

present. Even today, communication with, and transportation to, the 

Peruvian tropical forest region is somewhat difficult. Outside the 

influence zones of cities such as !quitas, Yurimaguas and Pucallpa, 

messages can still take weeks to travel a hundr.ed miles, and travel 

is often slow and hazardous. 

The structure of this paper is historical and chronological since it 

purports to treat Indian policy in the past and the present. Much of the 

story, as I tel1 it, is from the perspective of the Indians themselves, 

but I shall, at times, provide disembodied descriptions and analyses 

of policy. My sense of historical periods is informed by a desire to 

isolate periods significant to lndian peoples. ln this intent I differ 

from other students of eastern Peruvian history (San Roman 1975; Werlich 

1968), although there are certain events, such as the Jesuit expulsion of 

1768 and the end of colonial status in 1824, which tend to be "natural" 

markers, of equal interest to Indians and to those who dominate and 

exploit them. My purpose in creating historical periods is, therefore, not 

to rewrite the history that has been written, but to characterize the 
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relationships which linked Indians to the dominant economic systems at 

various times in the past in accordance with my conceptual scheme of "kinds" 

of policy. This enterprise should not be taken to suggest that I conceive 

of such periods as static entities; indeed, it must be expressly recognized 

that some kinds of relations between Indians and white-mestizos, patron-client 

relations and debt-peonage, for example, are most persistent, enduring 

over centuries until the present. Nevertheless, each period may be said 

to have certain practicés which amount, under my definition, to Indian 

policy. It is precisely these policies in the frequent absense of focused 

and directed formal government Indian policy that are the most significant 

to Indian peoples. 

I have found it useful in writing this paper to distinguish between 

the montana, the eastern Andean foothills above 500 meters in elevation, 

and the selva, the tropical lowlands. The two regions have had very 

different histories, and if I seem to concentrate on the history of 

the selva with an occasional mention of the montana, it is because so much 

has been written about the latter and so little about the former. It is 

difficult in the extreme to make generalizations that can apply to both 

regions. 

I have also found it useful to distinguish between the mostly riverine 

Christianized and acculturated Indians, now called cholos by their lowland 

countrymen, and the less acculturated and generally non-Christian Indians 

since the two categories have had quite different relations with European 

cultures over the course of history, and since some policies, especially 

conquest policy, have been applied in the extreme to the cholo populations. 

lhe remainder of this paper will be devoted to a discussion of Indian 

life and Indian policy in each of my historical periods, with special 

emphasis on the political and economic situation of Indians in eastern 
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Peru since 1974, when Peru, for the first time in history, actually began 

to apply a coherent formal policy with respect to the tropical forest 

peoples. Successively-, I will discuss the period of the Jesuit rnissions 

of Mainas, the period of slavery under rnilitary rule in the post-Jesuit 

era, the period of independence through the rubber boom, the rubber boom 

itself, the post-boom depression, and the period of military rule which ended 

in 1980. A final section will discuss the movement toward native solidarity 

and self-determination in extremely recent times. 

THE MISSION PERIOD (1638-1768) 

The period of Jesuit occupation of the missions of Mainas and the 

Paraguayan missions constitutes the first period, after the initial 

forays of explorers, in which formal policy was specifically directed 

toward Indians in the tropical lowlands. This périod is often pictured 

as a more or less halcyon age in which Indians were merely instructed 

in Christian traditions in the comP.lex institutions that were the missions. 

It is true that the Jesuits in the Mainas missions tended to protect Indians 

at times from the terrible effects of slavers emanating from Brazil, but 

to see them only in this light is to seriously distor the meaning of their 

presence. lhe peri~d was characterized by coherent policies towards·Indians, 

both by those who wished to exploit them through the mechanism of encomienda 

(conquest policy) and by the Jesuits who wished to "reduce11 them in two 

senses. lhe Indians were to be "reduced to the faith" by bringing them 

back to Christianity, following medieval religious theory, and they were to 

be 11reduced" geographically to population concentrations that could be 

eff±ciently managed. 
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lhe Indians of the selva, as distinguished from the montana Indians, 

largely escaped the effects of encomienda and later repartimiento during 

the Jesuit period. lhe Mainas Indians (a specific ethnic group) on the 

Maranon River were carried off to work for the landowners of the new 

town of Borja (Jimenez de Espada 1897:CLIV; Chantre y Herrera 1901:32-46) 

in encomienda, but they soon rebelled in 1635, putting an end to the encomienda 

system in the selva. By 1638, the Jesuits had been called in to pacify the 

savages. 

lhe Jesuit enterprise included the lower Maranon River, the lower 

Huallaga River, and the upper Amazon River including all the rivers flowing 

into the Maranon from the north. lhe enort~ous Ucayali River-region and the 

drainage of the Madre de Dias River remained hinterlands during most of this 

period except for scattered and somewhat irregular Franciscan activity in 

parts of the Ucayali region. lhe rranciscans, perhaps because of'their 

harsh regimen for the missions, seemed to have a genius for causing Indian 

uprisings. At least four times as many Franciscans as Jesuit fathers were 

killed in the selva and montana (Izaguirre 1923-29, Vols. I, II). lhe 

Franciscan missions on the Ucayali, Pisqui, Archani, and Aguaytia rivers 

had about 2000 Indians by 1766, but were totally destroyed in that year by 

an uprising and were not reoccupied for a quarter of a century (Izaguirre 

1923-29, Vol. II:234-265). Likewise, the Franciscan mission of La Merced 

in the central montana became the object of a rebellion that began in 1737 

and resulted in the loss of the entire central montana to the Franciscans 

for nearly 100 years (see Metraux 1942 for a report on this revolt). 

lhe Jesuits were successful initially because they possessed the 

steel tools which totally altered the relations of Indians with their forest 
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environment. Indians of the time would do anything for steel axes and 

machetes, even move into mission surroundings to listen to the bearded 

fathers. Those who. did not voluntarily move to mission sites, insofar 

as they could be located, were rounded up by armed soldiers accompanied 

by priests in expeditions called entradas • When the Indians discovered, 

as soon happened, that more than their souls were at stake - the Jesuits wished 

to radically transform their subsistence habits, their moral precepts, and 

their social organization·in ways unacceptable to the Indians - they fled 

in large numbers, beginning a series of rebellions that were only suppressed 

by military force. The Jesuits were·never opposed to the use of force in the 

task of Christianizing Indians, but they were.cautious in its use in the early 

years until they had firmly consolidated their position. 

Once the Indian rebellions in the Mainas area were crushed by 1680, the 

Indians could be forced into full concordance with Jesuit policy. Indians 

. served as larg~ly unpaid laborors in the construction and maintenance of 

the missions. lhey were used as guides and canoemeni.by the few Spanish 

soldiers in the region. The formal policy, according to one priest, was 

"to make of brutes, men, and of men, ·Christians (Figueroa 1904:180)." lhe 

work regime was viewed as a necessary part of making men from brutes. lhe 

lndians worked the land under mission supervision and raised money by trans- 

porting mission products to the few available markets. lhey also were "loaned" 

to the few trading entrepreneurs who plied the upper Amazon River at this 

early time, and they served as a Jesuit militia to make up for the lack 

of Spanish troops. 

To sum up this initial contact experience under Jesuit salvation policy, 
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the Indians were dominated by a religious-military complex that resembled 

a form of slavery, although·probably notas harsh a formas existed on 

the Brazilian plantations. When paid at all, they were paid very little. 

They died in large numbers from the effects of imported diseases (see 

Stocks 1981 for a summary of these effects on one tribal population). For 

those who would consider the term slavery misapplied to the Jesuit missions, 

one might alternatively consider that the exchange of iron tools for work 

and attention to the missionaries constituted an asymmetrical system of 

reciprocity which foreshadowed the later and more severe debt-peonage and 

patron-client relations which the Indians have had with later white and 

mestizo populations. 

A final effect of the mission period, that of separating the Indian 

world into two classes, Christians and non-Christians, should be mentioned. 

This separation has had profound effects in terms of Indian policy in 

subsequent times. Christianized and acculturated Indians, now called 

civilizados or cholos, constitute a great forgotten class in eastern Peru 

as far as formal government policy is concerned. Such formal policy is 

directed toward the more colorful lndians and neglects the so-called 

cholos. 

POST-JESUIT MILITARY RULE (1768-1824) 

Formal government policy toward Indiana in the years following the 

expulsion of the Jesuits in 1768 was directed towards maintaining 

populations in concentrations sufficient to be an economic resource for 

the support of the growing white-mestizo sector. While many Indians, partic 

ularly those north of the Maranon River dispersed, the remaining Indians of 
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Cash-cropping in these valleys rapidly created peasants out of surviving 

tribal peoples. Policy, such as it was, favoreci the colonization of the lands 

at whatever cost to the Indians. The long period of rebellion in this area 

and.the decay of the Mainas missions ín post-Jesuit times had made such 

policies necessary in the eyes of the viceroy. ln additíon, the colony was 

having díffículty feeding itself (Werlich 1968:273). 

The first full expression of what I have called "conques t" policy 

with all its implications of developrnent for the tropical lowlands are to 

be found in this period. Henceforth, missionaries were only taken seriously 

if they could specify what economic advantage to the crown, and later to the 
(w-.\:c."' ,~4.f() . 

nation, lay in a proposed mov~ The stage was set for th~ gradua! application 

of capitalist entrepreneurship to the lowlands. The overall effect on the 

Indians was to widen the gap between the Indians who had managed to regain 

or maintain their tribal autonomy by living in isolated regions, and those 

Indians who could not escape the increased pressures from colonists, merchants, 

priests, soldiers, and the like, but who acceded to the demands and became 

peasant populations ar were extinguished. Scattered Indian rebellions, 

especially in the southern lowlands continued throughout this period, 

especially in the latter part of the 18th century. 

THE REPUBLIC TO THE RUBBER BOOM (1824-1885) 

When the nation of Peru was born in 1824 after the last battle of 

independence, lowland and highland Indians became the focus of a series of 

laws designed to prevent abuses of Indian labor from·which we may infer that 

., 

:~ 
:./ 

the abuses were many and grave. The Indians of Peru were freed of "contributions", 

made citizens of the state, and given "the lands they presently occupyi" 

~-##.4?i4 ..-?*,IP, "~' 4J\.l;"IF. .,...,. ••• - ••• ..,. •. __ ~-....,.... •• _.,-.•-•-r .. -· -·,... • --~ .. - - ~' ,._ 

f 
f 

••··. 'f· ! ... - ~:· 



( 

12 

Forced labor was legally abolished (see the various volumes of Larrabure 

y Correa 1905-09 for texts)~ If any of these high-minded formal policies 

in the shape of laws, decrees, and resolutions was actually implemented 

in the selva, there exists little documentation of the fact. Actually, 

indépendence had the effect of relieving the Indians from the oppression of 

military forces and allowing them to disperse. A thirty year política! and 

econornic vacuurn ensued as the monopoly over Indian labor held by Spanish 

governors was broken. The vacuum was eventually filled by the merchants, 

goldseekers, colonists (in th~ montaAa), and eventually lowland hacienda 

owners in the selva after the introduction of stearnships in mid-century. 
1 

-The selva Indians north of the Maranon river rebelled, took over their territory, 

and we~e not again pacified until the end of the century. lhe southern 

Indians in Madre de Dias also rebelled. The Indians between the Ucayali 

River and the Brazilian frontier who had only minimally felt the conquest, 

mission, and post-mission policies were left alone, and only one Franciscan 

missionary remained on the Ucayali River. 

Effective policy at the behavioral and practical leve! toward the 

Christian cholos and other riverine populations in the 19th century took 

the form of contests between institutions competing for their labor, their 

lands, or both. The primary sectors in this competition were política! 

authorities, merchants and extractive entrepreneurs, the priests, and, 

after 1853, the lowland haciendas. Developrnent was almost strictly confined 

to the main Arnazon, Huallaga, and upper Maranon Rivers. The political authorities, 

who almost without exception were commercially involved, had the advantage 

initially in linking Indians to themselves through politically enforced 

debt-peonage, forced labor, and tribute demands (the remesa). Herndon (1853) 
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describes many of these practices. Ordinary merchants utilized wage-labor, 

while priests were able to make their somewhat minar demands through moral 

suasion because of their importance in ritual in the emerging native/European 

syncretized religion. The hacienda owners, however, emerged as the temporary 

winners after the middle of the century, possibly because of the diversity of 

their economic strategy, or perhaps because of their land base on which Indians 

could be isolated from potential official protection. Indians who were in the 

orbit of the selva haciendas were allowed to carry on subsistence activities 

but they were also required to carry out both agricultura! and extractive 

activities for the hacienda patrón in exchange for their enforced "purchases" 

at the hacienda store at prices set by the patrón. Indians alive today on 

the Huallaga River still betterly define slavery as the "inability to purchase 

from whom one chooses (Stocks 1981).11 

Competition for Indian labor between political authorities, ~erchants, 

travelers, priests, and haciendas resulted in many of the official national 

and staté laws mentioned earlier in this discussion. The authorities usually 

collaborated thoroughly with commercial interests since profits accrued to 

them as well in kickbacks, and to some degree, the two sectors must be seen 

as one. lhe Cátholic Church, however, was gradually marginalized and denied 

rights over Indian labor with the rationale that the priests were supposed 

to be'salaried by the state (Lagunas Parich Archives, papers of Zacarias 

Pena). 

ln arder to summarize Indian policy during this period, one would wish 

to distinguish between the ideal (laws, resolutions, etc.) and the real (the 

actual behaviors as documented). We must also be careful to specify whether 

the objects of policy were the Indians in remate areas of the selva who had 

successfully separated themselves from policy and its effects, ar the Christian 

Indians who were unfortunate enough to live on or near rivers which were 

i· .. 
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avenues af nascent c!apitalist develapment. Effective (behaviaral) palicy 

for these survivars af the mission and past-mission periàd amaunted to an 
f 

official g~~en light in using their labor for capital formation and then selliAg 

them the gaods purchased with their labor at prices designed ta maintain them 

in the workforce. Patron-client and debt-peonage relations characterized 

the times. The real estate of the selva had also become the object of 

competi tio" .. 1. Finally, Indian peasant food-producing systems were systematically 

depressed, by excessive demands on lndían labor to the paint that by 1870 the 

lawland selva af eastern Peru, with some of the finest alluvial soils in 

the Amazon Basin, had become a food importíng region (Larrabure y Correa 

1905-09, Vol. 16:129-130). The conquest policy had created unbreakable and 

ever-ramifying dependancíes between the Christian natives and the white-mestízos. 

THE RUBBER BOOM (1885-1915) 

One might, with some justificatian, consider the rubber boom era 

simply as an extension of the general fervor of the 19th century for extracting 

forest products •. However, in terms of the development of Indian policy, it 

must be singled out for special treatment, both for the total relaxation 

of controls on the uses of Indian labor and the abandonment of any pretense 

of defending or protecting Indíans, and for the consequent devastatíng effects 

the per"iod had on the Indians of eastern Peru. Eyewitness accounts are to 

be found in Roger Casement's report to the British government and in his 

diaries (Singleton-Gates 1959), the congressional report, Slavery in Peru 

(1913), and in many newpapers of the time in Peru. 

The invention of the automobile transformed lowland Peruvian society as 
' 

thoroughly as it did the societies that actually used the vehicle, but in a 

more temporary and much less pleasant way. Demand for natural latex (rubber) 

for automobile tires impelled .a nearly complete collusion of commercial and 
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government sectors, sectors that had always overlapped considerably even 

in the best of times. Indians were left defenceless against forced temporary 

takeovers of their lands while the boom lasted. The Jesuit/military custam 

of the entrada, in which soldiers and priests would enter lndian territory 

on tierra firme and bring back groups to the rivers to work in the missions, 

was revived under the name of the correria (roundup) in which villages of 

Indians were, under one trumped pretext or another, conquered by police and 

rubber gatherers and put to work. Entire provinces were depopulated by 

sm~ or more all over the lowlands as the network of rubber contractors 

removed, populations for work. This effect was not restricted to the 

Putumayo River, the site of the major publicized scandals. One governar in 

Alto Amazonas pro~ince, for example, reported on the "continuous and inhumane 

persecution that the rubber exploiters visit on the residents, to the 

extreme that the few who are left are forced to abandon the villages, 

spearating themselves great distances in arder not to be found (Archives 

of the Yurimaguas Sub-Prefecture 1903, translation mine). Farabee (1922) 

reported Indians working latex everywhere he traveled in Peru even slightly 

after the boom. 

The demographic effects of such policies, official ar not, was, of 

course, disastrous. Whole ethnolinguistic groups were eliminated entirely by 

the forced labor and starvation as their native agricultura! systems were 

suppressed. Casement estimated that the Putumayo region alone lost 40,000 

Huitotos and Boras. Not one square foot of the Peruvian lowlands was left 

unscathed, and Indians today who have remained ln remate regions are, almost 

without exception, refugees of one sort or another. Neither the Christians 

not non-Christians were spared, although the acculturated Christian Indians 

were probably more disease resistant than their less-acculturated counterparts • 
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Huge tracts of the forest were given in "concession11 by the national 

government beginning in 1891, a practice which has been recently revived 

in Peru. These concessions were given without any apparent regard for the 

Indians who might have occupied them. On the contrary, concessions given • 
to the comp~1ies, typified by that to the Peruvian Corporation in the 

central montafía, specifically required that the area be "colonized" (presumably 

by non-Indians) within nine years on pain of losing the land. lhe Indians, 

Campa in this case, became virtually company property. Formal policy of 

development 1as increasingly subject to economic forces on a national and 

world scal~, and consequently became more removed from Indians. The Indians 

were, in fact, an obstacle to progress, as is made clear by Raimondi (1874). 

However, it should be emphasized that because rubber gathering was labor- 

intensive, the labor of the Indians was still of local concern at least. 

In later times, with capital intensive economic exploitation, the· Indians would 

often simply be in the way, their labor value discounted. 

The scandal of the treatment of Indians during this time provoked a 

wave of reaction in Lima and, indeed, in the world. Inquiries and trials 

were held in Iquitos, anda few lower-level flunkiés in the chain of dependant 

contractors which linked the concessionaires to the Indians were convicted 

of abuses, rather in the spirit in which Lieutenant Calley was punished for 

the sins of an entire generation of military excessas in Vietnam. But by 

this time, the price of rubber had fallen and the lowland region entered a 

long period of depression. 

DEPRESSION TO THE 1968 MILITARY COUP (1915-1968) 

The collapse of the rubber market ín 1912 was brought about both by 
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factors externa! to Peru, the introduction of rubber plantations in South- 

t 
1 
1 t r 

east Asia with stolen plants; and by internal factors, the greed and rapacity 

of the Amazon collectors themselves. They operated a system of short-term 

profits with so little regard for the welfare of either their Indian workers 

or the rubber trees themselves that production was already dropping off 

sharply before the bottom dropped out of the market in 1912. The effect of 

this collapse was different for various groups. lhe remate groops north of 

the Maranon River, east of the Ucayali River, in the Gran Pajonal region of 

the central selva, and in the state of Madre de Dias saw a relaxation of the 

pressures on them, and many groups settled into a way of life that involved1 
/ 1 

only sporadic contacts with the outside for trading purposes. Policy toward 

these Indians was incoherent and local, ranging from violence to attempts to 

reincorporate them into a debt-peonage structure. Some, particularly those 
1 
1 

lhe riverine acculturated and Christianized groups, now called cholos 

east and south of the Ucayali and north of the Maranon Rivers, were-were left 

in comparative peace for the next 60 years, so longas they provided hides, 

poultry, meat, and other products for the local traders and officials and did 

not do anything so foolish as to attack colonists or mistreat missionaries. 

and the natives of the central montana on· the Andean frontier were not so 

fortunate. lhe Campa of the Perene River began to be over.run by Andean 

colonists intent upon reestablishing the hegemony of white-mestizo society in 

the region. lhe price of ~offee boomed in 1930 (although it had been rai~ed 

commercially since the mid 19th century), accelerating this trend, since the 

montana lands were the best Peruvian lands for raising the crop. lhe lowland 

selva groups began to be overrun by the riffraff of the rubber industry, those } 

.' 

standing between Indian workers and the absentee corporate owners who took their 

profits and ran. Left jobless and largely penniless after the collapse of the 

' .; 
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rubber market, these unfortunate souls became the first large group since 

the 19th century hacienda owners who actually homesteaded lowland rural 

lands. Their small holdings, fundos, sprang up everywhere, limited in size 

only by the number of Indians they could induce to work for them for minimal 

wages. Since good farming lands in the floodplain tends to be associated 

with natural levees on the riverbank, and since the rivers are the highways 

of the selva, these colonists occupied much formerly Indian land (San Roman 

1975: 176 ff.). In addition, new and oppressive decrees were promulgated 

to keep the Indians from dispersing. Their rubber patróns and the politicians 

with whom they were allied were reluctant to give upa labor source so 

easily. Among the official policies emanating from Iquitos at this time wer 

find ob.ligatory military service, forced road and trai! work, total curtailment 

of Indian travel except with written permission of the patrón, and the 

granting of police status to 2atr6ns so they could arrest Indians (Lagunas 

Municipal Ar.chives 1913). 

As the white-mestizos colonized the riverbanks in the post-rubber era, 

they began to create a rural society. Schools were requested and gotten. 

Towns were formed around them. Catholic missionaries began to open schools 

in rural Indian villages. lndiàn customs and language were actively suppressed 

by the schools and the missionary zeal to bring orthodox truth, beauty and 

rationality to the backsliding students of the Jesuits and Franciscans of 

another era. 

ln the 1940s, the national government in Lima extended a road from the 

eastern Andean valley town of Huánuco out to the central Ucayali River, thus 

ending the relative isolation of this region. Numbers of Panoan-speaking 

Indians were brought into immediate and close contact with white-mestizo 

culture in its urban formas the city of Pucallpa exploded into being. lhe 
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lndians became the object of the first intensive attempt by Protestants to 

convert Peruvian selva Indians. The flood of missionaries was prominently 

represented by the Wycliff Bible Translators (Sumrner Institute of Linguistics) 

who established their home base near Pucallpa and gradually extended a net 

of missionaries to the most remate groups in Peru. At the sarne time, large- 

scale capital-intensive industrial colonization schemes became part of the 

the scene. 

The Indians were increasingly caught up in this web of colonization and 

development policy. The granting of citizenship, supposedly in force 

over a hundred years before by the·new Peruvian nation, had never been 

applied. On~y males who had dane military service had documents and could 

legally travel, vote, or hold land. Probably 90% or more of the total 

lndian population, including both Christian and non-Christians, had 

no legal status whatsoever. ln the 1940s, both rubber and barbasco (fish 

poinson) prices boomed again and caused a rush to capture riverine groups 

to clear plantations and collect rubber, justas in the prior rubber boom. 

Again, as in the past, there was a closing of ranks between the patrõnes 

and the politicians. Debts incurred in white-mestizo stores were rigorously 

collected by dispatching the police to Indian villages and rounding up the 

males for work under threat of shooting (Cocamilla oral history). lndian 

villages often became occupied by white-mestizo patrónes. The 19th century 

hacienda pattern was temporarily revived. 

This unhappy state of affairs carne to an abrupt end when the bottom 

fell out of the barbasco market. The patrónes retired to the provincial 

cities if they were lucky, or resumed their status as poor rural whites if they 

were not. 
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Policy toward the less compliant and remate Indians of the 

selva was clearly shown in the post-war colonization era when the Matsés 

Indians east of the lower Ucayali began to be invaded by colonists out of 

Req~ena in the mid 1960s. lhe Matsés attempted to defend their territory 

and attacked settlers. lhey were immediately attacked by a punitive 

expedition of the Peruvian army aided by able-bodied vigilantes from 

Requena. Jet aircraft, helicopters, machine guns, and other màdern weaponry, 

mainly of United States provenience,were used against them. lhey were 

routed from their villages; the survivors hid in the forest for seven 

years, afraid to make a village, before they were induced into further contact 

by Protestant missionaries from the Wycliffe Bible lranslators in the 

early 1970s (Rom~noff 1976). 

lhe policy of conquest, made explicit by the government ~f Fernando 

Belaunde Terry (Belaunde Terry 1965) was a policy that had, in the past, 

ignored the presence of lndians except as a potentíal labor force. !~ ·1957, 

the policy was tempered by the passage of a "supr eme decree" (D.S. 03) 

that allowed for 11reserves11 to be createçf for Indians. The advocacy policy 

action was sparked by the pressure colonists were putting on the Indians of 

the central montana, especially the Campa and Amuesha. Their lands were 

being taken at will by colonist groups. There was nothing unusual in this - 

it had been going on for well over 100 years with official government sanction - 

but there was a new factor present, international observers anda worldwide 

network of communication. D.S.03 allowed each Indian over five years old 

ten hectares of land. The decree failed to consider population growth, 

Indian land-use patterns, ar, in fact, any rational land-use policy; however, 

I ; ·, 
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it did result in the creation of various "reserves'' for the Campa. As far • 

as I know, it was never applied in any other region of the montana or selva. 

Even such ~serves as were created were soon to be contested (Chirif 1975). \ ~ 

THE "REVOLUTIONARY" :YEARS (1968-1980) 

ln 1968, lndian policy for eastern Peru's Indian populations began to 

be transformed when the Velasco military regime took power in a coup. This 
·,1 

coup, of course, was only one of many in Peru's history, but it was particularly 

significant to lowland Indians in that the military government was interested 

in socialist solutions to Peru's problems, and in that the condition of 

lowland peop l es became a matter of national concern. Indigenista sentiment 

on the parts of whites and mestizos had not generally been applied to the 

eastern lowlands groups, except in a haphazard and idealistic (i.e., without 

effective infrastructure) way. The government created a job for q young 

anthropologist, Stefano Varese, who began writing a national-level policy 

towards lowland Indians, taking into account the problems of D.S. 03. Varese's 

idea was to create officially-recognized "native communities11 which would have 

the legal status of corporate persons. Land of various kinds, according 

to the local ecosystem, would be held in common within such a structure, and 

the law would take into account various Indian settlement patterns (see:'V~rese 

1972 for an analysis of his intent and Uriarte 1974 for an analysis of the 

expected effects). Clearly this solution was an attempt to compromise 

between the government's hardcore "conquest" plans for the lowlands and the 

legitimate needs of the Indians,:in that lands not demarcated as natíve 

community lands were then officially vacant and could be developed with no 

fears of exciting international controversies about displacing Indians. 

After the law (D.L. 20653, Ley de Comunidades Nativas y de Desarrollo 
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Agrario de las Regiones de Selva y Ceja de Selva) was published in 1974, 

teams of idealistic young government employees under Varese's successors, 

Alberto Chirif and Carlos Mora created a national network of support 

under SINAMOS, the organizational and prornotional arm of Velasco's military 

government. Native communities,under the office of support for native 

communities were politicized and organized to receive land titles. The 

attention of the government employees was first directed mainly to the 

Indians closest to the colonist frontier in the montana, the Campa, Aguaruna, 

Machiguenga, Amuesha, and others. Eventually (as of 1981), 341 native commun- 

iti~s, involving 11,327 families and 1,390,821 hectares of land were reserved 

• 
for land titles in seven deparrnents of Peru which have selvatic lands. 

1 

Table 1 shows the Peruvian Agricultura! Ministry's breakdown of the total. 

Policy was thus focused and directed toward cultural preservation and 

the establishment of corporate land bases fq~)owlands Indians for t.he first 
·~'t' 

time in Peru's history. Unfortunately, th~ Christianized cholo sector 

was nota focus of this organizational effort, although they had suffered 

the most severe lasses historically of any of the survivors of the original 

conquest. Government planners and functionaries generally tended to lump 

poor white-mestizo peasants and lndian peasants in their plans for development. 

Such peasants were to organize into comunidades campesinas under a separate 

law. This effort never was effective in the selva, and the cholo sector 

was largely ignored. But the forms of·social life, the values, the organization 

of work, and the land-tenure system were very different for Indian peasants 

than for their white-mestizo counterparts, even within a common framework 

of rural poverty. Moreover, lndian peasants were despised and discriminated 

against by white-mestizos, and they in turn held low opinions of the white- 

mestizos (Stocks 1981). 

Varese's idealism with regard to Indians was always at cross-purposes 
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with long-term histori~al trends in Indian policy which emphasized conquest 

of the forest lands and their economic development. lhe Native Community 

law was modi~ied in 1976 to allow much larger tracts of private property 

to be held in the selva than had originally been allowed. Liaw 22175 

which replaced 20653 opened the way for large-scale capitalist exploitation 

of the national forests without state participation. Priority was given 

to projects,1;1nder a later decree (D.S. 002/79AA), which would offer wage- 

labor employment or maximize the exploitation of diverse tree species 

(Ballon Aguirre 1980). The period of oil expioration which began virtually 

as the Native Community Law was put into effect showed clearly this disjunction 

between the idealistic advocaciy policy and the conquest policy. Large 

concessions, on the model of the 1891 rubber concessions, were given to oil 

companies to explore enormous tracts of the lowlands. The natives were considered 

not to have subsurface rights of any kind. Nearly every Indian group in 

eastern Peru was affected as gangs of brush-cutters cut survey lines through 

their lands all over the forest. Many individuals in isolated groups were 

brought into the wage-labor workforce temporarily, and may were induced 

to migrate in search of more work when the majority of the companies left 

beginning in 1975. Pressure on other Indians along the montana continued 

through this period also, not from oil exploration, but from colonists 

in groups that were sometimes private and unofficial and sometimes government 

sponsored. 

During the first eight years of the "revolution", however, the Indians 

retained more than nominal government support. This situation began to 

change when, in 1975, two years after the first native community law was 

passed, the government began to respond to pressures from capitalistic 

interest. Velasco turned over the government to another general, Morales 

Bermudez, and the government drifted back to the right. SINAMOS was soon 
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in grave trouble, accused of being full of communists, and the office of 

support for native communities became defunct. By 1978, no more land- 

titles were signed, · essentially because the native communities had 

rights to forest exploitation guaranteed by D.L. 22175 and companies 

in the central selva and montana considered such rights to be a threat 

to them (Ballon Aguirre 1980). Since 1978, it is reported that over 

a thousand Indian title applications have accumulated in Lima for signatures 

which have not been forthcoming. ln the opinion of some (see Basurto and 

Trapnell 1980), the problem has revolved around the lands of the Campa 

and Amuesha, lands which are hotly contested by lumber companies, colonists, 

and Indians. Previously titled Indian lands are now being withdrawn, and 

sources speculate that the government actually intends to remove Indians in 

this region to other non-occupied (!) lands for consolidation, an action that 

would free the colonists and cornpanies for a takeover of the most fertile 

lands in the region. Meanwhile, lands which were surveyed as longas 

two year~ ago among groups remate from the colonist pressures of the central 

montana await titles from a government bureaucracy which seems to be 

resistant. 

A severe blow was dealt to the Indians with the recent passage of 

Legislative Decree No. 2 by the new Belaunde government. This law (Ley 

de Promoción y Desarrollo Agrário) amplified further the amount of land large 

companies could be granted in the lowlands and quarant.eed that in .cases 

of extensions over 50,000 hectares, the state would be a shareholder. 

lhe most sombre effects of the new law result from changes in D.L. 22175, 

in which land adjudications in large quantities no longer require a special 

declaration of "national priority" to be accomplished. Furthermore, small 

and medium-size agriculturalists who work for the companies and reside within 

the conéessions (read Indian and white-mestizo rural peasants) can be awarded 
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small plots within ti.e concession. ln other words, the hacienda system is 

rearing i~s head up again, this time with large corporations as the owners 

and legal ~nifundismo for the worker population, be they Indians on poor 

white-mestizos, thus guaranteeing a supply of cheap labor for the projects 

(Ballon Aguirre 1980). Already, as much as 90% of the national forests have 

been given over in such concessians. ln effect, the smoothness of the 

transfer 0~1power from the military to the civilian government gives credence 

to:tbe assertion that the government had been drifting toward a reinstatement 

of capitalist "solutions" for five years previous to the change. 

The latest blow to Indian rights comes again in the Campa area, this 

time in the valleys of the Pichis and Palcazu Rivers where the Peruvian 

government in association with AID plans to settle co1onists and companies 

in an area already densely populated with Indians and poor but independent 

colonists (see Amazonia Indígena, April 1981 for an analysis of the effects 

of this-plan). This project is being carried out, apparently, as much for 

the symbolic values involved as for economic reasons, since at least one 

major tropical soils and agronomic research station in Peru has privately 

informed the government that the project is not economically feasi51e (Bandy, 

personal communication). It is also rumoured in lima currently that the 

government plans to puta "carpet" of colonists on the Ecuadorian frontier 

in the Sierra del Condor to consolidate the frontier. This is perplexing 

since almost all of the arable land in the region is held ~y Aguaruna Indians 

who are theoretically citizens of the state. 

To sum up this eventful and disappointing period, 1 perceive a direct 

class between the idealism of the early Velasco regime with regard to 

Indian policy, and the long-term conquest and development policy that has 

characterized the national government since independence. The relative pol- 

itical and economic weight of the opposing sides is clearly shown by the 
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brief duration of effective progress toward creating a land-base 

and an attractive economic future for lowland Indians. The situation ,., 
{ ._..__ 
~ 

in a cbntest for the resources and lands of the f0rest. If Indians do not 

today pits both the Indians and poor colonists against the large companies 

rape the forest, it will be dane for them. Indian lands enjoyed a brief 

period of protection, but the pressure to consolidate scattered Indian populations 

and to free more land for colonization and exploitation in the central 

montana is enormous and will increase. Likewise, the coloniz~tion of the 

northern montana, lands of the Huambisa and Aguaruna, will increasingly put 

pressure on the lndians of the region. It is also of some interest that whiie 

the surveying of lands goes on in a dilatary fashion under D.L. 22175, 

the communities being called native communities that Iam familiar with are 

actually those of colonists, rather than the Indians. The final section 

of this paper wíll comment on the efforts of Indíans and various support 

agencies outside the government to resist this pressure on their lands. 

ATTEMPTS AT INDIAN SOLIDARITY: THE SHAPE OF THE FUTURE 

eressure on Indians from oi! and timber interests and from colonists, 

particularly in the montana, has provoked a response both among Indians and 

among groups that wish to support them. Communities threatened with loss of 

lands have filed literally thousands of denuncias and petitions. Emerging 

from the dust of the struggle are federations of communities and tribal 

aided, indeed politicized and organized as well as supported~ in their 

organizations in many parts of the selva and montana. Indians have been 

struggle by a heterogeneous bunch of national and international organizations 

which have taken up the reins where the "revolutionary" government left off 

with the fall of':.'Velasco. Prominent among these organizations are the following: 
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1. CIPA (Centro de Investigación y Promoci6n Amazónica)- - The principle 

figures in this group are Carlos Mora and Alberto Chirif, both ex- 

government employees who followed Stefano Varese in the office of 

,support for native communities. This private.group, financed 

by English, Dutch, and Swiss sources, has been extremely effective 

in mobilizing both montana and selva groups, in providing forums for 

information interchange and consciousness-raising among tribal groups, 

and in publishing literature about Indian problems in eastern Peru. 

action arms. Today the CAAAP has a number of projects in the selva 

2. CAAAP (Centro Amazónico de Antropologia y Aplicaci6n Práctica) - - This 

organization has a base both in Iquitos and in Lima. Financed by Catholic 

groups in Europi and Canada, the CAAAP has research, publication, and 

and montafía, including the construction of "native houses" in large 

the government. CAAAP acts as intermediary in !quitas between the 

,. 
[ 

f 
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urban areas to house Indians who wish to market products or deal with 

govenment and lndians with problems. The action section supports projects 

ranging from helping Quechua fisherm~n to buy nets to community development. 

They do not limit their help to Indians, however, but also include projects 

a~ong poor settlers of any ethnic group. The CAAAP has several bilíngua! 

projects underway, and the publication division in Lima has been 

extremely acti ve in publishing work on Peru "s na tive populations. The 

CAAAP is the source of the academic journal "Amazonia Peruana'," 

3. SIL (Summer Institute of Linguistics) - - While primarily devoted to 

missionary work and biblical translation, this missionary organization 

conducts a number of community-action and especially linguistic programs 

in bilíngua! education. They are one of the groups, along with SIM 

(Swiss Indian Mission) and SEM (South American Evangelical Mission) to 

support (SEPAS (Servício Evangelico Peruano de Acción Social), a group 
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in Christian community action, mainly on the Ucayali River. 

4. COPAL-Solidaridad con·los Grupos Nativos This new organization 

is based in Lima and publishes Amazonia Indigena, a bulletin that 

attempts to present analytical articles on the situation of Indians 

in the tropical forest regions of Peru. It is run by Margarita Bena- 

vides, and serves the function of coordinating the activities of 

support groups. 

5. Comisión Pro Defensa de Tierras Nativas - - This organization is a'recent 

coalition of CIPA, CAAAP, COPAL, The Comite Nacional de Derechos Humanos, 
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and the University of San Marcos group, Seminário de Estudios Antropológicos 

de la Selva. The group meets weekly in Lima and tries to coordinate 

the activities of members and of native groups. They accompany 

natives to government offices, sighn petitions, and publish a bulletin 

of their activities. 

lhe results of all these organizational activities are highly varied. 

As I interpret the situation, the varíed results can be understood in terms 
. 

of the varied character and historical experience of the Indian groups 

themselves. Groups along the montana colonization frontier have had a long 

history of defending themselves against land invasions. Such groups, having 

exper-ienced a demographic frontier, are quite easily aroused and organized. 

Once organized and supported, they manage their own affairs with little 

but financial and advisory help. Thus, the most effective native federatíons 

in Peru are those of the Aguaruna and Campa. Other more remate selva groups 

such as the Candoshi, wíth whom Iam personally familiar, have experienced 

a sporadic economic frontier, and are much less acculturated to white- 

mestizo patterns. It is difficult to observe in such groups a feeling for 

pan-Indian problems, or even much feeling for the unity of the ethnic group 

or community. Their loyalties tend to be to the local kin group, and they 

---·· •..• , > 
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.. 
see outside organizers as useful insofar as they can·be manipulated to 

obtain sucr, amenities as boat motors and chainsaws. Such groups will 
\ 

probably need to undergo a praxis of colonization and defense of their 

actual lands in arder to become coherent political voices. Riverine 

selva groups such as the Cocama, atomized and fragmented by historical 

demands for labor and threatened with imminent loss of their lands, wish 
:,l 

to have rights to exploit their forest resources themselves. Such groups 

tend to respond positively to offers of support. Both the Shipibo and 

the Cocamilla have operating federations of native communities at present 

and both are trying to break the chain of dependencies that link them to 

markets and obtain more direct market relations. Their major problems are 

in the fragmentation process itself and the time and distance between 

communities. The fragmentation process has created an extreme range of 

acculturation within communities, such that many individuals see their main 

chance as disaffiliating themselves with the ethnic community. 

Ubiquitous within all groups, remate or not, is a tendency for community 

leaders to become patrónes to their own people. The famous SIL creation, 

Tariri, is such a patr6n, but it would be a very great mistake to assume 

that only Protestant groups have created such figures among native groups. 

The effects of intervention in all groups are those of increased solidarity 

and political sophistication at the expense of increased social differemtiàtdon 

internally, as the culture-brokers rise in status by controlling the source 

of extenal funds and external political power for the groups. This price 

may be unavoidable as longas Peru's lndian societies need help from 

outsiders. This need cannot be projected to have an end in the forseeable 

future as Indians in various stages of political development are faced with 

an increasingly rapacious array of economic development forces and are without 

effective advocacy within their own government. 
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SUMMARY ANO CONCLUSIONS 

I have tried in this paper ta trace the course of 350 years af Indian 

policy in the Peruvian Amazon region. In arder to do this, I have distinguished 

montana and selva Indians in terms of their distinct histories and the 

diffences between them in terms of policy. I have further distinguished 

between Christian and non-Christian selva Indians on the sarne basis. 1 have 

argued that three impo~tant and one less important themes of policy have: 

been applied to Peru's Indians by various groups at various times in history. 

These policy themes I have called salvation, conquest, and advocacy, with 
- 

extermination policy only rarely cropping up. Trends in policy that can be 

distinguished are the following: 1) During the Jesuit mission period, the 

selva Indians were the object of policy designed both to pacify them and to 

bring them into the Christian fold. Montana Indians found that their labor 

as-we l I as their lands were the ob jee t of policy as mita and encomienda 

were applied to them early on. 2)The most pervasive policy theme in Peru's 

history,·cropping up again and again is the conquest theme. This policy is 
I 

directed toward mobilizing and controlling Indian labor. The products of 

the land and waters are the real object and Indians become the means of 

creating value. It is notable that economic and political interests have always 

coalesced in the application of conquest policy, while religious interests 

have gradually been marginalized. The conquest mentality and its accompanying 

development viewpoint have pnovaded: .the.irncsb-pervas í.ve para.digm for Indian 

and white-mestizo relations. 3) Advocacy policy, that directed toward the 

protection of Indian rights, cultural values, or lands,has not generally 

been pursued in Peru by any group except the Indians themselves until fairly 

recently. Unfortunately formal government advócacy policy,as represented by 

the Native Community Laws of 1974 and 1976, was of only brief duration. Such 

policy is now pursued by persons outside the government. 4) Current government 
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policy toward tropical forest Indians is aggressively conquest oriented. 

With new capital-intensive means of exploiting the forest resources, 

the labor of the Indians has become less important,and the current policies 

seem to view Indians as obstacles in the way of development .. and ."progress11, which 

continues a trend that began over 100 years ago. The prognosis for Peru's 

Indians is that of long and difficult struggle with most of their support 

coming from outside organizations rather than from within the government. 
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NOTES 

Research into recent developments in Peru upon which much of this 
paper is based was supported by the Faculty Research Committee 
at Idaho State University whích allowed funds for research in Peru 
during the summer of 1981. The historical research was supported by 
the Social Science Research Council, Fulbright-Hays, National Science 
Foundation, The Tropical South American Research Program of the 
University of Florida, and the Centro Amazónico de Antropologia y 
Aplicación Práctica. I would especially like to thank Charles Wagley 
for encouraging t~is research, Alejandro Camino for his support, and 
Carlos Mora,~Jaime~R~gán,.and Margarita Bé~avides for their willingness 
to be interviewed during the summer of 1981. 
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