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ABSTRACT 

Energy is considered essential for Sustainable Human Development. However, rural 
electrification projects rarely include rural population’s aspirations, especially indigenous 
peoples’ aspirations. Using a capability and intersectionality approach we analyze the different 
visions of electrification of three different indigenous nationalities in the Ecuadorian Amazon: 
Achuar, Amazonian Kichwa and Siona. Through this approach, which is focused on expanding 
peoples’ freedoms, we explore how energy stakeholders’ development and energy visions are 
connected with Amazonian indigenous peoples’ aspirations. We argue that knowing what 
people value an also to consider intersectionality it is essential to foster energy-based project 
designs adapted to the different gender, territorial and ethnic realities and to indigenous 
communities’ diverse understandings of development. 

INTRODUCTION 

Decentralized systems based on renewable energies have been widely utilized in rural 
electrification projects. The international cooperation system has promoted these technologies 
in different countries and contexts. However, evidences show that energy and technology are 
politically biased. Energy not only is a fundamental part of the development policies (as 
strategies to provide energy access for example), but it also shapes society and culture (Acosta, 
Ariza-Montobbio, Venes, Lorca, & Soley, 2014). Development approaches define energy and 
technology visions, and these visions determine who is going to be benefited by electrification 
projects and how. 

A large number of development interventions base their design on wrong assumptions about 
people’s needs and aspirations (Muñiz, 2014). These unconfirmed assumptions are more 
related to the cooperation agencies own interests than to the communities’ where projects are 
implemented. These assumptions are even greater with indigenous communities. Their diverse 
characteristics are not considered adequately, and the intersectionality between ethnicity, 
gender, and territory is not recognized (Radcliffe, 2014). This undermines people’s 
opportunities, especially for women. New approaches that identify diversity and 
intersectionality in the energy-based development projects are therefore needed. 

The Capability Approach (CA) has been widely utilized for development planning initiatives 
analysis (among ohters, Muñiz, 2014). Under this approach, which provides the theoretical 
basis of the Sustainable Human Development (SHD) paradigm, development should lead to an 
expansion of the capabilities needed to live the life people have reason to value (Sen, 1999). 
That is, we understand development in terms of what people have reason to value. The fact 
that an individual or community has access to some goods or services, such as the energy 
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service, does not necessarily lead to the expansion of human capabilities. It depends on the 
personal and socio-environmental context in which these goods or services are delivered. This 
context is influenced by the conversion factors, which can be personal (i.e. literacy or 
language), environmental (i.e. geography or infrastructure) or social (i.e. public policies, or 
power relationships) (Robeyns, 2005). In this paper we use the CA to explore the factors that 
expand or constrain isolated rural communities opportunities and how these factors influence 
their development notions and aspirations regarding electrification. From such perspective, we 
emphasize human diversity and its connection to technology. 

Our investigation goes through the results of an action research process carried out while we 
were part of the NGO team working in the Ecuadorian Amazon. The contemporary Ecuador 
is a relevant case as far as social transformation processes is concerned. These initiatives, 
articulated around the ‘Buen Vivir’ (Good Living), interrogate the hegemonic vision of 
development and also the dynamics of the international cooperation system. Nowadays, energy 
is one of the strategic sectors for Ecuadorian Government as it is said in the Constitution and 
in the last National Plan for Buen Vivir. As the main strategy to achieve Buen Vivir, the 
Ecuadorian Government is promoting the change of the productive matrix, based on the 
energy matrix transformation. However, as it happens with the different Buen Vivir conceptions 
(Hidalgo-Capitán & Cubillo-Guevara, 2014), there is some distance between discourse and 
practice regarding energy policies (Villavicencio, 2014). This is evidenced by the governmental 
support to extractivism and to large-scale hydroelectric generation projects, where the 
Ecuadorian Amazon plays an important role as the most diverse region in the country in terms 
of biodiversity, culture and ethnicity. 

By analyzing our case study through the lens of the CA, this paper links how global and local 
agendas of development are connected; exploring how development approaches of 
institutional stakeholders influence on development visions and aspirations of the Amazonian 
rural communities. We then identify the intersections between gender, ethnicity and territory. 

METHODOLOGY 

This research was carried out from April 2014 to June 2015 while we were part of a team in an 
electrification project launched by the Ecuadorian Government, the Inter-American 
Development Bank and a local NGO, the Ecuadorian Foundation of Appropriate Technology 
(FEDETA, according to its initials in Spanish). We worked with five communities which 
belong to three different indigenous nationalities: Achuar (Mashiant, Charapacocha, Suwa), 
Amazonian Kichwa (Llanchama) and Siona (Puerto Bolívar). Communities with different 
perceptions of energy and ‘Buen Vivir’; what we can call diversity among diversity. We followed 
a qualitative research strategy with a participatory approach, combining in depth interviews 
with participatory workshops and time use survey. We co-designed the fieldwork strategy with 
FEDETA and we realized the field visits with them and the local energy company staff. We 
also applied an ethnographic approach where we were able to interpret how the electrification 
intervention was designed based on long-term participant observation as insiders of the 
project. 
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RESULTS 

Energy perspectives and development visions 

Among all the conversion factors affecting indigenous peoples aspirations and ‘Buen Vivir’ 
understanding, environmental conversion factors are the ones most noted by international and 
national institutional stakeholders. The complex geography and disperse nature of the 
Amazonian rural areas play a decisive role in how institutional actors see indigenous rural 
communities and on their assumptions about their needs and aspirations. Institutional 
stakeholders assume that it is due to their geographical isolation conditions the Amazonian 
communities do not enjoy the opportunities that the urban area can provide and the reason 
why they are not developed enough. Institutional actors use then a commercial approach to 
face rural electrification projects. A vision based on consumers and energy suppliers, where 
technology is considered sufficient to build energy alternatives adapted to the resources and 
energy uses of the local actors. 

Development, energy and technology visions are then social conversion factors that together 
with the environmental conversion factors described above influence on local actors’ 
aspirations. But in order to identify how all these conversion factors impact in rural 
communities’ Buen Vivir understanding, it is necessary to take into account another 
environmental conversion factor: natural resource exploitation. According tot this, indigenous 
communities’ notions of development will be affected differently if there are activities of oil 
exploitation in their territories. Llanchama and Puerto Bolívar are placed respectively in the 
Yasuní National Park and Cuyabeno Wildlife Reserve, which are territories affected by oil 
exploitation activities. In these communities electrification is conceived as a compensation for 
natural resources exploitation. The compensation is a sign that indigenous populations are 
being considered as part of the state development agendas. Therefore, they shape their 
aspirations to the goods and services that the government, the oil companies or the 
international development institutions are able to provide. Goods and services such as 
infrastructure projects including air conditioning devices or computers indigenous peoples do 
not know how to use. Although these are infrastructures that might not be adapted to their 
way of life or do not work properly, they still value them. 

Among these infrastructures in both Llanchama and Puerto Bolívar are fossil fuel generators. 
These two communities are now using erratic, noisy and poor quality electricity. As a 
consequence, their main aspirations regarding electrification are having a noiseless energy 
system able to provide electricity 24 hours a day. It is important for them to live in a quiet 
forest, but it is also essential to satisfy their current consumption logics encouraged by the 
multiple interventions in their territories where the institutional actors’ notion of technology as 
a modernizing tool becomes significant. They also seek to be connected to the outside world 
and to be able to manage in it. This is also linked with their aspiration to improve their ability 
to request more projects from the government and other institutions. But these assistential 
projects represent an environmental conversion factor that restrains the Kichwa’s and Siona’s 
individual and collective agency as they are not fighting for their identity and territories any 
more. The fact that the institutional actors consider extractivism as the basis for development 
policies affects indigenous rural communities, where there is an engagement between the State 
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framed within the hegemonic development discourse. However, this does not mean that there 
is a consensus about the development vision itself or how development should be reached. 
Llanchama and Puerto Bolívar have not given up to their own Buen Vivir, Sumak Kawsay (in 
Kichwa) or deoye baiye siahua’i (in bai´coca, Siona’s language) visions, which keep nature as a 
central element. 

If we move on now to Mashiant, Charapacocha and Suwa communities, placed in territories 
without extractivism influence, we might see that their aspirations are shaped by conversion 
factors in a different way. These communities do not have any kind of electricity, so their 
aspirations regarding electrification arise from the difficulties they face every day and affect 
their notion of Buen Vivir or what they call Penker Pujustin. Difficulties such as having insects in 
their guayusa1 or chicha drinks. These beverages have a significant symbolic value for Achuar 
people. On one hand, guayusa infusion is consumed every morning before sunshine for its 
medicinal and stimulating properties. The ‘guayusa hours’ are the time where important 
decisions are made within Achuar’s families. On the other hand, chicha is made of yucca, and it 
is the main basis of the Achuar’s diet. For the Achuars, especially Achuar’s women, electricity 
can contribute the harmony among the family, which together with community’s harmony and 
nature’s harmony are the basis of Penker Pujustin. Despite in the Achuar’s territories the 
extractive industries are not acting yet, the possibility of being affected by them due to the 
current government development policies is a conversion factor with strong influence in their 
values and aspirations. They consider that extractivism is a way of destroying what they value the 
most: nature; being energy the way through Achuar people communicates with nature. 
Decentralized renewable energy systems become then alternatives to provide electricity 
consistent with their Penker Pujustin notion and, at the same time, a way to face extrativism. 

Intersecting gender, ethnicity and territory  

If we look at men and women values and aspirations in all the five communities studied we 
identify that they are different sometimes, and that is because are gender relations are a 
significant conversion factor. We could see this very clearly in the Achuar’s communities. One 
of the most valued elements by Achuar’s women is the harmony among the family, which they 
are responsible for. Because of this, when Achuar’s women point out their aspirations 
regarding electrification, they stress in the first place household well-being instead of their 
personal well-being (having light to avoid that their husbands and children drink guayusa or 
chicha with insects inside); revealing a clear instersection between gender and ethnicity. 

Another example found in our analysis is that women as well as men note the opportunity that 
electricity can be to extend women’s working day so they can elaborate handicrafts that later on 
could be sold to the tourists. Institutional actors also stress this opportunity. Nevertheless, this 
can deepen gender inequality since the time use survey revealed that women have much less 
spare time than men. Therefore, we can see not only how gender relations influence women’s 
time use and aspirations but also that the disadvantages these relations generate to indigenous 
women could cause that electrification projects do not create equal opportunities. All these 
elements reveal that being women, indigenous and living in an isolated rural community 
represents a disadvantageous condition. 

                                                   
1 The scientific name of the guayusa is Ilex guayusa Loes (Dueñas, Jarrett, Cummins, & Logan–Hines, 2016).  
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Education is also a dimension where we can observe how gender roles influence indigenous 
peoples values and aspirations. The possibility of studding at night and hence have a better 
education was pointed out in all the five studied communities. However, due to the 
environmental conversion factors identified before, in order to continue their secondary and 
higher education, indigenous peoples need to abandon their communities. But indigenous 
women have more difficulties in doing so because it is believed that they do not know the 
outside very well, and they could face more difficulties than men (such as getting pregnant). 
One more time, this intersection between gender, ethnicity and territory cause that women 
value more their children education than their own education. Despite the fact that in all the 
five communities education was one of the elements most valued by men and women. 

CONCLUSION 

The Capability Approach allowed us to analyze technological development projects as 
opportunities to expand individual and collective freedoms. Through the lens of the CA we 
unveiled the conversion factors that expand or constrain individual and collective capabilities 
of indigenous communities and how all these impact in their Buen Vivir understanding. The 
study reveals that oil resources are a significant conversion factor that influences Amazonian 
communities aspirations and development or Buen Vivir notions. While communities placed in 
oil territories aspire to have environmentally sustainable energy systems capable of satisfying 
their new consumption habits, for communities where oil companies have not acted yet, 
electrification can be a mechanism to face extractivism. It is shown then the importance of 
knowing what people value in order to design technological energy projects adapted to the 
different territorial and ethnic realities. But also, our study reveals that we cannot look at what 
indigenous peoples from isolated rural communities have reason to value regardless gender. 
And vice versa, it is not possible to analyze what women from Amazonian rural communities 
value if we do not consider their ethnic condition. 

  



HDCA 2016 Conference “Capability and diversity in a global society” 

 6 

REFERENCES 

Acosta, A., Ariza-Montobbio, P., Venes, F., Lorca, P., & Soley, R. (2014). La cuestión energética vista desde 
las soberanías. Esbozando algunos factores clave desde sus múltiples dimensiones. Ecuador Debate, 
92(Agosto), 39-54. 

Dueñas, J. F., Jarrett, C., Cummins, I., & Logan–Hines, E. (2016). Amazonian Guayusa (Ilex guayusa Loes.): 
A Historical and Ethnobotanical Overview. Economic Botany, 70(1), 85-91. 
http://doi.org/10.1007/s12231-016-9334-2 

Hidalgo-Capitán, L., & Cubillo-Guevara, A. (2014). Seis debates abiertos sobre el sumak kawsay. Íconos. Revista 
de Ciencias Sociales, (48), 25-40. 

Muñiz, M. R. (2014). Development Projects from the Inside Out: Project Logic, Organizational Practices and 
Human Autonomy. Journal of Human Development and Capabilities, 15(1), 79-98. 
http://doi.org/10.1080/19452829.2013.837034 

Radcliffe, S. A. (2014). El género y la etnicidad como barreras para el desarrollo: Mujeres indígenas, acceso a 
recursos en Ecuador en perspectiva latinoamericana. Eutopía, (5), 11-34. 
http://doi.org/10.17141/eutopia.5.2014.1486 

Robeyns, I. (2005). The capability approach: a theoretical survey. The Journal of Human Development, 6(March), 
93-117. 

Sen, A. (1999). Development as freedom. Nueva York: Oxford University Press. 

Villavicencio, A. (2014). Un cambio neodesarrollista de la matriz energética. Lecturas críticas. En J. Cuvi 
(Ed.), La restauración conservadora del correísmo (pp. 267-287). Quito: Arcoiris Producción Gráfica. 

 


