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Introduction

In recent decades, western Paraguay, part of the larger Gran
Chaco region, has been the focus of increased attention following a
renewed wave of frontier-style development that is causing the
highest rates of deforestation in this region, the second-largest for-
ested area in lowland South America after the Amazon. It is esti-
mated that about 192 hectares per day are being deforested (Guyra
Paraguay, 2018) and converted into soybean fields and pas-
turelands for cattle ranching, the latter positioning Paraguay as the
fifth-largest exporter of beef worldwide (Veit & Sarsfield, 2017). A
related and more silent, but not less detrimental, activity among
the Chaco forests has been the production of charcoal for export.
According to UK-based NGO Earthsight, Germany and the UK are
currently the largest buyers of Paraguayan charcoal. In 2017, they
conducted an investigative report which revealed that BRICAPAR,
a Paraguayan company whose major shareholder is ex-Minister of
Public Works Ramén Giménez Gaona, is one of the main providers
of charcoal to US and European markets.! In early 2017, some
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22,000 bags of Paraguayan charcoal entered Germany every day,
and 5,000 arrived in the UK (Earthsight, 2017). While the NGO’s
report awakened buyers to the ongoing rapid deforestation of the
Chaco and successfully led some European businesses to stop buy-
ing charcoal from BRICAPAR, charcoal production has not
stopped altogether.

While not advertised by journalistic reports, the Ayoreo indige-
nous people living in the Chaco, who until the mid-1960s still
roamed the region’s forests, have also been deeply involved in the
process of charcoal production from their own forests, as illustrat-
ed by the lives of Jutoi and Tona. At dawn every day, this Ayoreo
couple in their mid-60s followed the same routine before going to
work in their “oven,” an underground rectangular pit used for
making what would be sold as barbecue charcoal. A tall man with
small eyes and a thin but still muscular body, Jutoi began the day
by washing his face with the water sitting in a twenty-gallon grease
container left over from the previous night, and then proceed to
light the fire in the courtyard of their one-room wooden house.
Seated in his plastic-cable chair next to the fire, waiting for the
water to boil, he would carefully strap on his old boots. After a few
sips of mate tea, he was ready to leave, axe in hand. He would lead
the way and Tona would follow, carrying the large Ayoreo fibre
bag tied to her forehead with food and some water bottles. The thin
path they walked began in the forest by the end of the road that
crossed their house. After about twenty minutes they reached an
open space where an improvised camp, marked by a makeshift tent
and traces of a cooking fire, provided some shade and a resting
place. Not far away a few thin metal sheds indicated the presence
of the underground ovens belonging to some of the families living
in the village. Jutoi and Tona, both of whom had lived in the forests
during childhood, were unusually early risers, but others would
soon join them to ensure a constant production of charcoal. On this
particular day, tree trunks piled next to the ovens indicated prepa-
rations for an upcoming batch of charcoal. Important tree species
included karanda (Prosopis barbatigridis), quebracho blanco (As-
pidosperma quebracho-blanco) and palo santo (Bursera graveo-
lens), the latter a species now declared to be in danger of extinc-
tion. Making charcoal involved individual as well as group deci-
sions: which forest to cut, what kinds of trees to use, and how to
transport the wood to the ovens and the charcoal from the ovens to
the village. These topics would be discussed now and then around
the fire when people gathered at night at the compound of the vil-
lage chief. In a twist of irony, considering the rapid deforestation
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associated with the production, I later learned that the charcoal
was being marketed in Europe as “ecological” barbecue charcoal.

This economic activity, which lasted almost a decade (2004-
2011) among Ayoreo and provided barbecue charcoal to European
markets, was an initiative of members of Fernheim Colony, one of
the three Mennonite colonies established in the Chaco in the
1920s-1940s. Drawing on this case study, this article explores the
socio-economic and environmental dynamics that constitute and
shape relations between Mennonites and indigenous peoples in
today’s Chaco. I place analysis of the charcoal production program
into the broader historical context of intercultural encounters be-
tween Mennonites and Ayoreo, showing how, on the one hand,
Mennonite social dynamics shaped the development agendas they
envisioned for indigenous peoples, and on the other hand, how
Ayoreo are negotiating their environmental subjectivities in a rap-
idly changing landscape. This case study challenges constructions
of Mennonites in the diaspora as isolated communities (Goossen,
2016; Urry, 2006); rather, it reveals how Mennonites have been
actively embedded in the broader socio-economic context of the
places they have settled, influencing and impacting the lives of
people surrounding them, and in turn reconfiguring their own so-
cio-economic dynamics.

This article is based on ethnographic materials (interviews and
fieldnotes based on participant observation) collected among
members of Fernheim Colony and Ayoreo villages of the Departa-
mento de Boquerdén during three main periods: three months in
2006, sixteen months between 2009 and 2011,> and thereafter in
several visits between 2012 and 2018. Secondary data collected
from news sources further enhance the current analysis. The arti-
cle is divided into three parts. First, it traces the historical rela-
tions between Mennonites and Ayoreo to show how these relations
were constructed in ways that imagined Ayoreo as wild, while the
only model of incorporation that Mennonites envisioned was one
based on evangelization and labour relations. Second, the arti-
cle describes the charcoal project established by Mennonites
through an initiative called Desarrollo Integral Rural Sustenta-
ble S.A. (DIRSSA), which previously received international fund-
ing and the technical support of a local Mennonite faith-based
NGO whose members are mostly Mennonites. I juxtapose this pro-
ject with the environmental programs of a non-Mennonite NGO,
Iniciativa Amotocodie (IA), an organization which currently re-
ceives international funding, in this case to work with Ayoreo, and
is run mostly by Paraguayans with headquarters in Asuncioén, the
capital. Through this juxtaposition I reveal how the agendas of
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both NGOs collided and fostered tensions among Ayoreo. Third,
the article shows how Ayoreo individuals construct their environ-
mental subjectivities at the juncture of the conflicting socio-
economic and cultural realities that press them to adopt particular
ways of interacting with nature that do not necessarily follow their
own aspirations. I conclude with a reflection on the challenges and
future directions of Mennonite-indigenous relations in today’s
Chaco.

A Brief History of Mennonite-Ayoreo Relations

The Ayoreo are a Zamuco-speaking group of about 6,000 cur-
rently living in Paraguay and Bolivia. In the Paraguayan Chaco
they number about 2,400 (Direcciéon General de Encuestas, Es-
tadisticas y Censo, 2014) and are one of the fourteen indigenous
groups inhabiting the region. The Ayoreo have had a close history
of relations with Dutch-North German descendant Mennonites
who migrated to the Paraguayan Chaco. Menno Colony was first
established in 1927; this group had left Canada fearing that the re-
production of their identity would be threatened as the Canadian
state changed its schooling policies. Soon after, Mennonite refu-
gees from Russia established the Fernheim colony (1930-1932). A
final group migrated to the Chaco after World War II forming the
Neuland colony in 1947 (Stoesz & Stackley, 2000). During their ini-
tial years of settlement, Fernheim residents were supported by the
Mennonite Central Committee (MCC), which played a central role
in acquiring land and providing necessary equipment and food
provisions until families could become self-sufficient. These first
years of settlement, however, were marked by economic poverty,
health epidemics which took the lives of many, and other hard-
ships. Added to this, the Mennonites also found themselves in
midst of the territory where the Chaco War (1932-1935S) was being
fought between Paraguay and Bolivia (Klassen, 1976). This scenar-
io would shift by the late 1960s when the Mennonite economy took
off and would later bring waves of agricultural and ranching in-
vestment to the region, turning Mennonites into economic elites in
the country.

Since their arrival in the Chaco, Mennonites have related with
indigenous peoples through evangelization and work (Klassen,
2003; Plett, 1979). The early history of Ayoreo-Mennonite relations
was marked by violent encounters. The first fatal assault on the
Mennonites by the Ayoreo was reported in Fernheim Colony in
1947, when four Mennonites were killed (Hein, 1990). In the years



Negotiating Environmental Subjectivities 65

that followed, the Ayoreo continued to make appearances in the
area surrounding the colony. By 1961, in correspondence between
the manager of the MCC experimental farm in Filadelfia and the
director of Foreign Relief and Services from MCC headquartered
in Pennsylvania, the former described the reaction of the Menno-
nites to these appearances:

We, of course, cannot say for certain but to me it seems as if the Moros
are not intending to make a hostile attack. The disturbing thing is that
the Mennonites here are not doing anything to give them a chance to be
friendly. Everyone, including the ministers, tells me to have plenty of
guns and ammunition at the farm and to do some shooting every day.
(Graber, 1964, p. 88)

These encounters, often perceived as hostile, triggered a view
among Mennonites of the Ayoreo as fierce and wild, and therefore
in need of being civilized. As a result, it became a priority for
Fernheim Colony to establish contact and settle the Ayoreo in mis-
sion stations. After several unsuccessful attempts, which resulted
in the death of Mennonite missionary Kornelius Isaac in 1958
(Hein, 1990), Mennonites began to work with New Tribes Mission
(NTM), a US-based group of evangelical Christians, controversial
for their conversion methodologies among indigenous peoples, who
were already working in Bolivia among Ayoreo.? Along with Catho-
lic missionaries, they contacted and settled the Ayoreo in missions
by the mid-1960s (Bartolomé, 2000).

Today, most residents of Fernheim still vividly remember the
arrival of Ayoreo in the colony in the early 1960s. Rudolf, a Menno-
nite elder, described his first experience with Ayoreo as a young
man: “I was at school and all of a sudden they appeared in our
windows. They would come and walk around town in groups of two
or three, making unexpected appearances in people’s homes or
work sites.” Already in those initial visits Ayoreo were introduced
to labour activities in the colony. Mennonite relations with Ayoreo
were constructed around the contradictory impulses of fear and
exclusion on one hand and efforts toward incorporation and civili-
zation on the other. The fact that the Ayoreo were the last indige-
nous group to make contact with the surrounding society in the
region strengthened these reactions among Mennonites and Para-
guayans alike. But there also was an honest preoccupation on the
part of Mennonites about “what to do with them,” as expressed by
the above-mentioned MCC farm manager:

We have the feeling that the time is not far away when the Moros will
come out of the bush and when they do, the problem of knowing what to
do with them and how to handle them may be greater than that of mak-
ing contact with them. (Graber, 1964, p. 88)
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Mennonite Christian ideology played a key role in what was
considered a civilizing project among Ayoreo, following previous
patterns of engagement with the Enlhet and the Nivaclé, who lived
around them. An understated aspect of the evangelizing project is
that it was crucial to help give meaning to the Mennonite project of
settlement in the Chaco. This was specially so considering the
trauma of forced migration to Paraguay (where they did not want
to go, but had no option) and the initial hardships making a living
there (Klassen, 2003).* A few decades after settlement had begun,
as challenges continued, this same discourse persisted, as evi-
denced by a representative of the MCC who visited Paraguay:

The colonists are realizing with each new experience that one reason
God brought them to Paraguay is for the purpose of witnessing to the
unevangelized Indians. The Mennonites may well be in the Chaco to
help lead the Lenguas [Enlhet], the Chulupis [Nivaclé] and now the
Moros [Ayoreo] from dark and hopeless fear to Christ the Light. (Gra-
ber, 1964, p. 6)

In this way, the Mennonite project to evangelize indigenous
peoples was deeply enmeshed with a collective project of finding a
sense of belonging in the new context of the Chaco. Incorporation
through evangelization and work was conceived as the ‘natural’
order of things for Mennonites; that is, they were encouraging the
reproduction of their work ethic and faith values. Over the years,
this would generate tensions and frictions in their relations to-
wards indigenous peoples, as evidenced in their relations with the
Ayoreo.

From Foragers to Labourers: Shaping New Environmental
Subjectivities

By the late 1960s, when Ayoreo were finally settled in Catholic
and NTM mission stations, they were quickly introduced to the
market economy, a process I have explored elsewhere (Canova,
2015). Along with Christianization, this process would radically
shift Ayoreo sociality, as well as their relationship to nature. For
them, nature was not limited to our western conceptualization of
the environment, but also encompassed a complex set of human
and non-human relations. The term erami illustrates this. In the
singular, it is used to refer to the forest, but its plural, eramone, is
all-encompassing and can be translated as “world” (Fischermann,
1988). According to Ayoreo cosmology, in the beginning of time
there was no nature/culture divide. The first beings who inhabited
this world were the Jnani Bajade (first men) and Cheque Bajedie
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(first women), non-human entities such as animal and plants with
humanoid traits who were considered responsible for conceiving
and guiding the current world order, social and natural, which
Ayoreo people inhabit. Through different experiences, catastro-
phes, and conflicts, the first beings gave rise to the present world
order, which is known as the time of the Disi Ejode, or current
generation. Through this process Ayoreo became distinct from na-
ture but remained closely linked to nature in kinship relationships
expressed through the edopasade, elements of the environment
(human and non-human) related to the members of the seven pat-
rilineal and exogamic Ayoreo clans (Fischermann, 1988).

As foragers, Ayoreo had a close relationship to their uniri (terri-
tories). Before being drawn into a sedentary lifestyle by missionar-
ies, their subsistence economy was based on hunting, gathering,
and seasonal agriculture. These activities took place according to
an annual cycle, divided into two different periods according to
religious and ecological criteria. During the puyak eami, or period
of the prohibited world (May to August), which partially coincided
with the dry season (approximately May to December), the Ayoreo
lived as nomads, mostly hunting and gathering, and consuming
produce from the previous planting season. After that, the time of
the uomi eami or free world (September to April) would start and
mark the beginning of the putaningai or planting season, during
which they cultivated different varieties of squash and beans. Dur-
ing this period, they settled in semi-permanent villages and orga-
nized agricultural activities in a way that would not interfere with
the continuation of their foraging activities. At the end of the
sekere or harvesting season (approximately December to April),
they would break up into smaller groups and resume roaming their
territories (Bormida & Califano, 1978).

The Ayoreo belief system was closely tied to their understand-
ing of nature. Central religious figures included the guede (sun)
and asojna (nighthawk), both powerful and respected. Guede was
identified with the daylight regimes of life and Asojna with the
nocturnal regimes. The latter was considered one of the most pow-
erful beings, feared but also venerated by Ayoreo. Asojna caused
death and some illnesses. Her role was to sanction the breaking of
taboos left by her and other beings. The change of seasons was also
associated to Asojna: her reappearance after hibernation an-
nounced the beginning of the rainy season and her absence indi-
cated the beginning of the sequere, or dry season. The latter was a
time during which Ayoreo were particularly observant of taboos
related to Asojna, as any activity that unwillingly led to her awak-
ening could have fatal consequences for an individual or the group.
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The beginning of her time, the rainy season, was celebrated with
an important ritual in her honour to assure the renovation of na-
ture and its benefits.

In this way, the Ayoreo economy and cosmological order were
embedded in their conceptualizations of the realm of nature. But
the process of missionization would radically rupture their ontolo-
gy. The degree to which missionaries focused on eradicating Ayor-
eo customary symbols is evidenced in the emblematic book about
the work of NTM missionary Bill Pencille in Bolivia. The book,
called The Defeat of the God Bird (Wagner, 1967), recalls his in-
numerable attempts to convince Ayoreo that their God-bird Asojna
was an “insignificant” and “vindictive” bird incapable of having
power to Kkill any man. Along with suppressing the Ayoreo religious
system, the economic programs implemented among Ayoreo would
eventually also radically break their complex relationship to the
wider natural and supra-natural spheres.

A new compartmentalized and commoditized relationship to na-
ture was installed, first by NTM missionaries and later by Menno-
nites. Arun Agrawal’s (200Sa; 2005b) concept of environmentality
has been an important framework for analyzing the formation of
what he terms an “environmental subject position.” Drawing on
Foucault’s notion of governmentality, Agrawal defines environ-
mentality as “a framework in which technologies of self and power
are involved in the creation of new subjects concerned about the
environment” (Agrawal, 2005a, p. 166). He considers three com-
plementary processes integral to this approach: the generation of
environmental subjectivities, the formation of regulatory commu-
nities, and the generation of governmentalized localities. By de-
ploying different forms of knowledge and management, institu-
tional regimes of environmental regulation set new parameters by
which people come to develop individual perceptions, values, and
desires towards the environment from a perspective of sustainable
use and conservation (Agrawal, 2005b). This framework offers a
valuable perspective to reflect on how programs, projects, and
processes induce conservation or care towards the environment
and as a result how individuals perceive themselves in relation to
nature. I draw on this analysis to explore how the Ayoreo have ex-
perienced the inculcation of new regimes over nature established
through environmental and economic activities fostered by NTM
missionaries, Mennonites, and more recently, a non-Mennonite
NGO.

By the 1970s, the Ayoreo were drawn to the labour pool of the
Mennonite colonies with the decline of work activities at the NTM
mission station. Mennonites had established agricultural settle-
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ments among other indigenous groups (Stahl, 1974, 1978), but
since NTM worked primarily with the Ayoreo, the Mennonites’
missionizing relationship to the Ayoreo was initially more indirect.
In Filadelfia, the precarious temporary work camps deepened the
Mennonite perception of Ayoreo as dirty and uncivilized, resulting
in their exclusion; they were not allowed to have an urban settle-
ment as other groups had. But they were still desired for their la-
bour, and rather than turning them into small farmers, Mennonites
deployed them as a labour force, and for nearly three decades the
Ayoreo became the hacheros (woodcutters) of the colonies.

The Ayoreo lived between the NTM mission station Campo Lo-
ro and the colonies, and worked clearing the forests of the Menno-
nite aldeas (villages), and later their own forests, to provide fire-
wood as fuel for the steam power plant that provided energy to
Fernheim Colony. They also worked making fences and providing
firewood to local Mennonite brick factories. These activities im-
plied a new relationship to the erami; the Ayoreo were no longer
actively engaged with their forests for the reproduction of their
livelihoods. The commodification of natural resources was now the
exclusive means to access money under the new economy into
which they had been integrated. In the process, several customary
practices that followed the precepts of the Jnani Bajade were left
behind, while others were silenced to avoid confrontation with
missionaries. This commodified relationship to nature, while shift-
ing certain practices, did not necessarily erase ontological values
related to the erami. Glauser (2008) shows how elder Ayoreo still
actively engage nature in their own ways. He describes, for exam-
ple, practices such as giving thanks (chatai) to the human/non-
human beings in the eramone when visiting a specific territory or
making a ritual request to them (chutai) before planting gardens.
There are more specialized activities such as tareja, a technique
drawing on formulas not openly known to everyone, that is used to
influence the surrounding environment and obtain a desired result.
This latter realm belongs to the shamans and desired results in-
clude the prevention of illnesses and improving harvests. But the
work of shamans is a topic not openly discussed today due to mis-
sionization.

While forests remain exploited as an important source of in-
come, this does not mean that the Ayoreo do not continue to retain
important knowledge about human/non-human relationships in
their conception of nature, reproduced through an active relation-
ship with the erami in the form of sporadic hunting trips, or visits
to traditional territories where ancestors have roamed. Concomi-
tantly, Ayoreo are aware that as a result of the dispossession of
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their territories, they are dependent on their forests as an immedi-
ate source of income; this is particularly evident in the economic
activities in Ebetogue, an Ayoreo village established by Menno-
nites in the mid-1990s.

The Mennonite Project in Ebetogue: Crafting Ayoreo Rural
Subjectivities

Visiting Ebetogue, one notices a specific spatial arrangement:
small plots of land neatly divided into rectangles on both sides of a
main road. In the middle a large shed hosts the local church with
rows of wooden pews. Not far from the church there is a brick
house for the cooperative store, a school, and a health post. This
layout, characteristic of Mennonite aldeas, was imported by Men-
nonites to indigenous settlements, some of which more recently
have even included roundabouts, an iconic marker of the streets of
Filadelfia. Up to that time the only other Ayoreo mission station in
the Departamento de Boquerén was Campo Loro, run by the NTM.
Mennonites became involved in establishing an Ayoreo village in
the 1990s when the temporary work camp of hacheros on the out-
skirts of Filadelfia, which had stood for over a decade, was finally
closed down by Fernheim due to overpopulation and deplorable
living conditions. By 1995, approximately 100 families had moved
to Ebetogue, located forty-eight kilometres north of Filadelfia.

The Mennonite-run non-governmental agency that supports the
economic development of indigenous peoples in the region, the
Asociacion de Servicios de Cooperaciéon Indigena Mennonita
(ASCIM), bought the land and sought to provide economic support
to the community by developing a five-year program, which in-
cluded activities related to subsistence agriculture and a two-year
training school. The school is iconic of the regulatory practices put
in place to construct new economic and environmental subjectivi-
ties. There, community members were expected to be trained in
various trades that included bricklaying, fence-making, and dairy
production, activities that resonate more with the Mennonite farm-
ing and milking tradition rather than with Ayoreo economic activi-
ties. The goal was to have Ayoreo near the colonies to deploy their
labour force, while at the same time to help them develop sustain-
able projects so that they would stay in their villages when not
working on ranches or in the colonies.

It was in Ebetogue where Ayoreo were first introduced to char-
coal production. Sani, an Ayoreo man in his mid-thirties who at-
tended the trade school, remembered: “There was a Mennonite
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whom we called Aregue Katade [the one with the short tongue]. He
was the one who first taught us how to build ovens.” Mennonites
invested in infrastructure and soon most Ayoreo in Ebetogue were
making charcoal that was bought by Fernheim Cooperative. This
would later develop into a much larger program (as shown in the
next section). After functioning for only two or three years, the
trade school abruptly closed its doors. According to one of
ASCIM'’s staff members (personal communication, 2006), the prob-
lem was the lack of Ayoreo interest, because “they expected to get
paid for doing the training.” A wage-labour logic had already deep-
ly permeated Ayoreo subjectivities by this time. One Ayoreo from
Ebetogue noted: “The school ended as Ayoreo lost interest in go-
ing.” While there were honest efforts to engage Ayoreo through
programs and activities in Ebetogue, the failure of these initiatives
revealed how these programs, contrary to expectations, were not
creating a new set of ethical and regulatory practices in relation to
the economic and environmental subjectivities expected of Ayoreo.
The situation worsened for Ayoreo as the sale of firewood for the
colony’s generator, one of the main economic activities in
Ebetogue, stopped in 1998.° As a result of this change, about two-
thirds of the Ayoreo found themselves suddenly unemployed
(ASCIM, personal communication, 2006).

The programs of the ASCIM for Ebetogue reproduced Menno-
nite expectations and desires rather than focusing on Ayoreo inter-
ests. The model followed there had been previously employed in
the establishment of other indigenous settlements in the region, a
process that Mennonites began as early as 1935, first through the
faith-based mission society named Licht den Indianern (Light for
the Indians) and through the Indianer Siedlungs-Behorde (ISB)
(Agency for Indian Settlements), which would later be renamed as
ASCIM in 1961 (Klassen, 2003). By the 1960s, with financial sup-
port from the MCC and the Canadian International Development
Agency, the goals of the programs in the indigenous settlements
aimed at transforming inhabitants from foragers into a sedentary
“agricultural-labor society” (Redekop, 1980). Like Ebetogue, these
settlements were to become replicas of the Mennonite colonies,
each with a sawmill, a cooperative store, a hospital, and a school.
The goal was to turn indigenous peoples into productive craftsmen
and farmers. At the request of the MCC, US sociologist Calvin
Redekop evaluated these programs in the 1970s and noted, “It is
patently clear that Mennonites and Indians are involved in a mutu-
al process which has changed the Indian society and culture very
drastically, and which cannot but create tensions, competition and
even conflict” (1980, p. 155). He followed this by arguing that it
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was remarkable how, despite the above-mentioned limitations, the
program had worked so well, although other Mennonite research-
ers would highlight the tensions embedded in this civilizing pro-
cess (Loewen, 1964; Regehr, 1979).

Similar tensions would resurface in the programs promoted in
Ebetogue. The frustration on the part of Mennonites grew to the
point that by 2001, ASCIM temporarily withdraw its support from
Ebetogue. The Mennonite asesores (advisors) encouraged a local
Mennonite brick factory to buy firewood from the community. Ac-
cording to the owner of the factory, the colony’s administration had
made this request to prevent Ayoreo from migrating to Filadelfia
in search of work. And indeed, his factory soon became an im-
portant source of income for many families in Ebetogue. This situ-
ation reveals an internal tension experienced by Mennonites in
their work with Ayoreo. On the one hand, they worried about the
welfare of Ayoreo as labour opportunities shifted and programs
implemented failed, and sought to resolve the problem by having
them sell firewood.®* However, over and over, Mennonites fostered
regulatory practices that deepened Ayoreo economic dependence
on their forests as the only viable source, which at the same time
supported the economic growth of the colonies. This is a reality
that continues to be overlooked as Mennonites reflect on their
work among indigenous peoples in the Chaco.

The establishment of Ebetogue represented a shift in Menno-
nite relations with the Ayoreo. After decades of employing Ayoreo
as wage labourers, the above-outlined programs show how Ayoreo
environmental subjectivities were now constructed as pertaining to
the realm of rurality; the goal was to turn them into small rural
farmers. This was accompanied by an insistence on keeping Ayor-
eo out of Filadelfia, as they were not perceived as suitable for ur-
ban spaces. In 2006, still rejecting the idea of an Ayoreo urban
neighbourhood in Filadelfia, Mennonite anthropologist Wilmar
Stahl stressed that Ayoreo were “subsistence farmers” who be-
longed in their villages and not in the urban spaces (personal
communication, 2006). This perspective, shared by the Mennonite
community, obscures the long history of Ayoreo participation in
the market economy and does not recognize that this labour force
was crucial to developing Mennonite landholdings and propelling
their economy.

The Ayoreo, however, used their “uncivilized” categorization by
the Mennonites to their advantage, first in order to successfully
negotiate the acquisition of Ebetogue, and later to decide their lev-
el of involvement in the programs established for them. Moreover,
unlike other indigenous groups, the Ayoreo have refused to follow
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the economic roles expected by the Mennonites, re-establishing
their dynamics of spatial mobility, driving them to migrate to
Filadelfia yet again.” This mobility continues to trigger anxieties
among Mennonites, although they no longer share the preoccupa-
tion of early Mennonite missionaries, who in the 1930s equated the
nomadic lifestyle of indigenous peoples with “sinfulness” (Klassen,
2003).

Commodifying Nature: Charcoal Production from Ayoreo Forests

By 2001 Ayoreo urban migrations had resumed, and the Menno-
nites intervened in an attempt to find an alternate solution to
Ayoreo economic need. This time they introduced a new mixed-
model approach to development, which combined ranching with
the production of charcoal (ASCIM, personal communication,
2006). This model, conceived as sustainable, involved the clearing
of forested lands and seeding of buffelgrass to turn these areas into
pasture lands. In the process, the Ayoreo would use the logs to
make firewood and charcoal, the sale of which would support
Ayoreo households until they raised enough cattle to support them-
selves. By 2003, Ayoreo villages formally started producing barbe-
cue charcoal for export with the support of Fernheim Colony. The
program involved buying charcoal from both the indigenous and
non-indigenous population. Since the existing national production
to supply the international demand for charcoal was limited,
MEDA-Paraguay® initiated a project that provided funds to create
DIRSSA, an enterprise that that would buy, pack and export char-
coal to European market through Fernheim Cooperative. Produc-
tion in Ayoreo villages beyond Ebetogue was now well underway.

According to the director of DIRSAA at the time, their goal was
to find new ways to incorporate Ayoreo into the larger regional
market economy by fostering a plan for sustainable land and re-
source use within their territories. Since deforestation was per-
ceived as imminent in the region, charcoal production was pre-
sented as a sustainable use of natural resources. Accordingly,
Ayoreo were encouraged to clear part of their forests for charcoal
production, which would then be turned into pasturelands for cat-
tle. In theory, the plan also included reforestation with fast-
growing species such as mesquite, and the production and market-
ing of honey. DIRSSA provided the training and the necessary in-
frastructure, and Ayoreo were instructed in all the steps of the
process, from the preparation of ovens to the selection of forest
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species and burning techniques. Ayoreo individuals were expected
to repay the start-up costs with charcoal over time.

By 2006, Mennonite volunteers who worked for the Mennonite
NGO Esperanza Chaquena, a faith-based foundation, stepped for-
ward to support this program through the provision of technical
assistance.” By November of that year, DIRSSA bought a total of
3,500 tons of charcoal, 27 percent of which came from five Ayoreo
villages (about 600 households) and the rest from Mennonite and
non-Mennonite suppliers (Rempel, 2008b).!° In this way, charcoal
production became the pillar of Ayoreo household economies for
the following six years. The average Ayoreo family was lighting
their ovens twice a week to produce approximately 600 pounds of
charcoal. When I inquired about production, Jutoi said assertively:
“Cutting the trees is not the problem as we have plenty of experi-
ence doing that. What is hard is taking out the charcoal from the
oven with this heat.” I later learned that the process was done by
hand with no protection whatsoever, and there were a few individ-
uals who had started to show health problems as a result of the
work conditions. But all the hardships involved in the production
process were soon forgotten when families received their pay
cheques from the Mennonite asesores every two weeks. Consider-
ing the limited access to work opportunities in the region, this ac-
tivity is still remembered as “the time when we had plenty to eat.”
But the additional programs envisioned to make the activity sus-
tainable were never implemented. Nevertheless, the Mennonite
discourse around the sale of charcoal was framed as serving to
“provide an alternate income to natives in the region, assuring
their safety and personal and social progress” (Rempel, 2008b, p.
11). Many Ayoreo also saw benefits to having a steady income, and
the program was successfully exported to European markets. But
there was no mention of the environmental pressure that this activ-
ity was having on Ayoreo forests and the dependency it was creat-
ing for families.

By 2009, increased national attention to the environmental im-
pact of this activity drove the Paraguayan Ministry of the Envi-
ronment to pass Resolution 90/09, which regulated the terms for
the granting of an environmental license for the production of
charcoal by indigenous villages. Until then, the legal requirements
for clearing forests had been more lax. In part as a result of these
changes, by 2011, less than two years later, DIRSSA stopped buy-
ing charcoal, and the enterprise came abruptly to an end.

While charcoal production was presented using rhetoric about
the sustainability of a mixed-model approach, which would have
minimal impact on the environment and provide an alternate
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source of income for indigenous families, Ayoreo forests were in
fact used to generate export-oriented profits while drawing on the
Ayoreo labour force. The Mennonite analytical framework for un-
derstanding and engaging the environment drew on a market-
oriented development scheme, a model which also characterizes
the broader economy of the region. Ironically, despite the envi-
ronmental impact that the plan proved to have on Chaco soils, local
experts defended its sustainability, arguing that the vegetative
cover of the region has a fast regrowth rate, and that the diversifi-
cation of activities avoids the over-exploitation of resources. This
program was to mark yet another phase in the regulation of Ayoreo
environmental subjectivities, this time through a discourse of sus-
tainable development. Ayoreo ethical dispositions towards the on-
going clearing of their forests for charcoal production recognized
the impact it was having on their environment; however, they were
also aware that this was one of the few economic activities availa-
ble to them. The next section highlights how Ayoreo negotiated
some of the tensions that arose as a result of charcoal production,
especially as a non-Mennonite NGO simultaneously worked among
the Ayoreo to foster environmental programs that collided with the
approach of the Mennonite-led initiative.

Emerging Tensions: Negotiating Environmental Subjectivities

Since the 1990s, NGOs working with indigenous peoples have
taken a dominant role in the Paraguayan Chaco. In 2001, one of
these organizations, Iniciativa Amotocodie (IA), began working
towards the recuperation and protection of Ayoreo territories. With
the emergence of a group of seventeen “isolated” Ayoreo in 2004,
this organization emphasized the protection of the last so-called
uncontacted Ayoreo still roaming the Chaco forests (Rapporteur-
ship on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 2013). While Ayoreo en-
gaged in charcoal production, IA worked closely with them
through the Ayoreo organization Unién Nativa Ayoreo del Para-
guay (UNAP), which they helped form in 2003. Their programs
aimed to re-establish the link between Ayoreo ancestral territories
and their culture, seeking also a new way for Ayoreo to relate to
their lost environment (Iniciativa Amotocodie, 2019). To promote
reconnection with ancestral territories, these programs encour-
aged Ayoreo to make trips to these sites and to narrate events that
occurred in these places during their life in the forest. They also
set up metal billboards as a tangible way to recognize and value
these places and their meanings. Other activities included “moni-
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toring trips,” which involved travelling to sites where uncontacted
Ayoreo might have been spotted or were believed to be moving
through, in order to document traces of their presence and/or the
advancement of the deforestation in those places. Finally, there
was a radio program, hosted by members of UNAP, which encour-
aged Ayoreo to re-value their culture, emphasizing their life in the
forest and their relationship with nature. Overall, these programs
fostered discursive and regulatory practices aimed at the for-
mation of an essentialized relation to nature, a relation by which
Ayoreo were expected to redefine themselves as ecological selves.
The fact that most Ayoreo could not make a living from these pro-
grams, and at the time were dependent largely on charcoal, was
absent from this discourse. The environmental regulatory practic-
es of IA sharply contrasted with the practices of charcoal produc-
tion and the Ayoreo found themselves in the midst of colliding en-
vironmental positions.

In 2009, representatives of UNAP working with IA, who were
also producing charcoal to sustain their families, were invited by a
radio station in the capital to discuss the situation of the isolated
Ayoreo. In the interview, one of them referred to the work of UN-
AP to support uncontacted Ayoreo as follows:

We have to be conscious about respecting the environment, this nature
that we love so much. Our organization seeks that the government also
protect the life and culture of the silvicolas [forest dwellers]. It is the
duty of the Ministry of the Environment to control and supervise legal
and illegal deforestation going on in the Chaco at this time.

In the same interview, the vice-president of UNAP expressed his
concerns about a second effort being furthered by UNAP: the re-
newal of legal permission, also by the Ministry of the Environment,
for the production of vegetable charcoal. He said: “The ministro
has to respect our dignity and rights as people, as it is established
in our national constitution and in international laws, so that Ayor-
eo villages can work and have a steady income.” Ayoreo were tak-
ing colliding positions with regard to the environment as a result of
their involvement with the environmental programs of IA on the
one hand and the charcoal program led by DIRSSA on the other
hand. By November 2009, the divergent agendas fostered by both
initiatives had led to major internal tension among Ayoreo. During
that month, UNAP participated in a regional meeting on sustaina-
ble development in the Mennonite colonies, attended by then-
President Fernando Lugo. Two representatives of UNAP caught
the attention of the media as they approached the president and
openly expressed their concern over the unhealthy work conditions
of charcoal production (Duerksen, 2009b).
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The Mennonite reaction was to argue that the leaders of UNAP
were being manipulated by the environmental NGO into making
such statements. Aware that Ayoreo were highly dependent on the
income from the sale of charcoal, DIRSSA immediately ceased
purchases in retaliation for these statements. As expected, this
triggered a major revolt among Ayoreo. The sale of charcoal was
so important to Ayoreo that they eventually made a pronounce-
ment requesting the re-establishment of purchases, and a few
weeks later, the Mennonites resumed the purchases of charcoal.
Here again, Ayoreo were taking colliding positions as a way to nav-
igate the colliding agendas furthered by the NGOs. While they
were honestly concerned about health issues derived from char-
coal, the pressure from Mennonites and their dependency on the
income from charcoal drove them to request that the activity be
resumed. This episode put in evidence the unequal power dynam-
ics that enabled the Mennonites threaten the Ayoreo by withdraw-
ing their economic support.

Both Mennonites and IA sought to engage with the Ayoreo ac-
cording to their own perspectives, disregarding Ayoreo realities
and sensibilities towards the environment as well as their econom-
ic priorities. While Ayoreo were critical of the impact that charcoal
production was having on their forests, in a context where they
have limited access to work opportunities, they did not have many
other options available. In the same way, the Ayoreo were aware
that IA was deploying external logics of relating to the environ-
ment, aimed at re-defining their relation with nature. Over the
years, Ayoreo have successfully appropriated a discourse of eco-
nomic development as fostered by Mennonites, while simultane-
ously furthering an essentialized discourse of the environment fol-
lowing the script introduced by the NGO. These performative
roles, not uncommon in indigenous-nonindigenous relations,
should be understood not as accommodation, but rather as strate-
gies that open a space for autonomy and self-definition of indige-
nous peoples (Chernela, 2015).

One of the consistent critiques of Agrawal’s environmentality
analytical framework is that it does not take into account the social
context and micro-political struggles that shape most interventions
(Kipnis, 2008; Cepek, 2011). In a work entitled Foucault in the For-
est: Questioning Environmentality in Amazonia, Michael Cepek
(2011) questions the assumption that environmental positions are a
unique expression of logics and techniques of regulation. Instead,
he argues that a population’s engagements with regulatory practic-
es have to be understood in terms of the local historical and cultur-
al practices that shape this process. In the Ayoreo case, this cri-
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tique allows recognition of the ways in which Ayoreo have appro-
priated colliding environmental subject positions in their own way,
attending to the history of relations with Mennonites and their own
cultural sensibilities toward the environment.

The Ayoreo have not remained submissive while these shifts in
environmental perspective are promoted. They have found their
own ways to navigate changing scenarios, and have come to devel-
op a critical self-awareness of their changing environmental reali-
ties, reproducing their own organic ways of engaging and relating
to the erami; this differs from the script promoted by both the
Mennonites and IA. Such a stance on the part of Ayoreo is almost
always unrecognized by outsiders that seek to impose their own
agendas. For example, Ayoreo have used their liaison with IA to
further land claims which go unheard by the Paraguayan state—
claims to territories which they now have begun to see as sites
away from their villages in which they can immerse themselves to
reconnect with the erami, a possibility most villages no longer of-
fer as a result of intense deforestation. In the same vein, the trips
with the NGO were seen as opportunities to receive salaries for
their participation and to go on hunting expeditions, which is a
more organic way to relate to their environment than setting up
billboards, and which ironically is seen as a tangential aspect of
their trips for the NGO personnel. They also used the radio pro-
grams to promote their own understandings of their relation to na-
ture that differs from the script promoted by IA. They did this, for
example, by trying to make sense of current environmental chang-
es in their villages (a more tangible reality than lost territories) by
linking them to historical events in the Bible, a context most Ayor-
eo feel familiar with, as most of them identify as Christians. Of
course, because these programs were transmitted in the Ayoreo
language, the personnel of IA were unaware of this.

Engagement with the Mennonites also has not caused the Ayor-
eo to fully embrace environmental ethics and practices that con-
struct forests in terms of a commodified relationship with nature.
Instead, Ayoreo continue to enact some customary values for un-
derstanding their territories through practices such as chutai and
chatai, which continue to be reproduced by elder Ayoreo. Ayoreo
have refused to become rural subjects as was initially expected of
them, by developing their own urban mobility patterns that contest
Mennonite spatial arrangements and colonial categorizations. Up
to the present they continue to challenge expectations of engaging
in subsistence agriculture in their villages; rather, they prefer
wage labour activities. But they have also developed their own
ways of engaging in wage labour, which more often than not chal-
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lenge the expectations of both Paraguayans and Mennonites (Ca-
nova, in press).

Conclusion: Rethinking Contemporary Ayoreo-Mennonite
Relations in the Chaco

Mennonite and non-Mennonite environmental and economic in-
itiatives in the Chaco region are part of a broader movement of
civil society taking the role of the state in spaces like the Chaco.
The impact of NGOs is a topic that has been broadly explored by
the anthropological scholarship on indigenous peoples in the
Americas (Blaser, 2004; Escobar, 1994; Chernela, 2015; Chernela &
Zannoti, 2014; Raddcliffe, 2015). While there are local expectations
about their contribution to improving the livelihoods of groups of
people, the question becomes, to quote the title Bebbington et al.’s
2008 book, “Can NGOs make a difference?” As this case study
shows, their participation continues to be problematic. Janet Cher-
nela (2015) rightly states that NGOs have shifted their roles from
mediators to becoming dominators, and their engagements with
local partners are turning into local production. As a result, the
spaces of participation given to indigenous communities and or-
ganizations have become rather limited and guided by predeter-
mined agendas. In the case presented here, such agendas essen-
tialize the relationship between Ayoreo and nature in opposite and
colliding ways, which limits their possibility of becoming agents in
their own economic/environmental initiatives outside the sustaina-
bility framework promoted by outsiders.

Agrawal’s (2005a; 200Sb) environmentality framework is useful
for revealing how institutionalized economic and environmental
regimes are promoted through NGOs. Awareness of this could
prove useful in helping indigenous organizations redefine their
collaboration with non-governmental organizations, as they seek
strategic alliances to advance their plights. At the same time, and
building on Cepek’s (2011) critique of the environmentality
framework, the Ayoreo case offers evidence of how this approach
assumes that individuals submissively take up new subject posi-
tions. This does not leave room to acknowledge the changing dy-
namics and colliding subject positions that different actors like
members of UNAP must assume as they redefine their own values
and understandings of nature. This in turn creates the risk of sim-
plifying the multiple power-laden relationships they have to nego-
tiate in order to advance their life projects in the changing context
of the Chaco.
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At a more specific level, examination of the charcoal production
program established by Mennonites among Ayoreo opens a window
to critically reflect on the socio-economic and cultural dynamics
that have shaped relations between Mennonites and indigenous
peoples in the Paraguayan Chaco. First, it demonstrates the com-
plex history of their encounters and the relations these encounters
have entailed. The Mennonite migrant community to the Para-
guayan Chaco sought a place to reproduce their identity in isola-
tion. However, they soon found themselves surrounded by indige-
nous peoples whom they incorporated according to their own cul-
tural logics of evangelization and labour. As shown, this project
became an important means to craft a sense of belonging to their
new home in the Chaco. The Mennonite relationship with Ayoreo
was unique in that the latter was the last group to be contacted in
the region, and negative stereotypes of them persisted. As a result,
Ayoreo were incorporated through their labour, but remained so-
cially excluded until recently.

For the last forty-five years Ayoreo have participated in the re-
gional economy as wage labourers. Their participation was pro-
moted through an extractive and commodified logic. Mennonite
interventions among Ayoreo reveal a contradictory environmental
logic: first they were incentivized to become wage labourers at the
expense of their forests, and later their programs were framed
around subsistence agriculture and rurality. The programs spon-
sored by Fernheim Colony through their non-governmental organi-
zation ASCIM sought to remedy the absence of state programs for
indigenous peoples in the region. Although favouring a discourse
of interculturality, Fernheim’s programs have followed a set of so-
cial and spatial regulatory practices aimed at shaping Ayoreo sub-
jective relations to their territories and forests according to pre-
established Mennonite values related to the economy and the envi-
ronment. Over the years, a discourse of sustainable development
has replaced the initial discourses of “missionization.” The char-
coal program was implemented under this new framework. Alt-
hough this program aimed to respond to the needs of indigenous
peoples to access work opportunities, its goals disregarded social
and environmental concerns affecting not only the Ayoreo, but also
the region as a whole.

Currently, Mennonites are furthering their engagements with
indigenous peoples through the concept of conviventiality. For ex-
ample, the ASCIM frames its goals in their work with indigenous
peoples as “convivencia intercultural arménica” (peaceful inter-
cultural conviventiality) (ASCIM, 2018). This approach seeks to re-
think relations as involving “neighbours” mutually dependent on
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each other. However, the long history of relations between Ayoreo
and Mennonites, marked by unequal power dynamics, requires a
critical rethinking of these relationships. Drawing on her work on
Russian Mennonite settlers in Canada, Elaine L. Enns critically
analyzes Mennonite relations to their native neighbours, in whose
territories they settled (Enns, 2015, 2016). Enns advocates the
need to engage in a process she has termed “restorative solidari-
ty,” that is, a process that consists of building empathy with indig-
enous communities, recognizing the historic and current injustices,
listening to how they identify “harms, needs, and responsibilities”
and finally, working with them to “make things as right as possi-
ble” through acts of accountability, restitution and reparations
(2015, p. 8). Enns’s approach provides a framework to critically
reflect on a history marked by trauma, violence, and unequal pow-
er dynamics that have shaped not only the Mennonites but also in-
digenous peoples and Paraguayans in Paraguay. This perspective
could also offer the opportunity to acknowledge the impact of our
human interventions on the fragile ecological landscape of the re-
gion. Ultimately, acts of recognizing, listening, and restitution may
prove to be significant steps towards a meaningful process of con-
viventiality as envisioned by Mennonites in today’s Chaco.

Notes

The investigation also unveiled that the Social Security Institute (IPS), a
state entity in charge of social security in Paraguay which owns 200,000
hectares in the Chaco region rented part of its land to IRASA, which has a
20-year lease on three lots totaling 18,000 hectares. BRICAPAR signed a
contract with IRASA to cut trees and produce charcoal on this land since
2012. It was estimated that an average of ten football fields/day were being
deforested in these lands. By 2014, the charcoal facility at BRICAPAR had a
production capacity of 1,260 tons per month (Earthsight, 2017).

I acknowledge the support from the Wenner Gren Foundation for conduct-
ing fieldwork during this time period.

3 The New Tribes Mission was founded in 1942 by US-born Paul Flemming. It
is a US-based organization that supports members of different evangelical
churches in the North America with which NTM has ideological affinity in
spreading the word of God. The focus of its work is so-called isolated popu-
lations in the “third world.” For more on the history of NTM see Johnston
(1985). In recent years they changed their name to Ethnos360.

The crisis was such in Fernheim during this time period, that it caused one
third of the population to move to eastern Paraguay and form Friesland
Colony (see Klassen, 2003).

5 At this time, there was a shift from charcoal-based energy production to
hydroelectric power from the Itaipti Dam.



82 Journal of Mennonite Studies

6 By 2006 factory used approximately 2000 cubic meters of firewood a month.

7 Ten years later, by 2015, the pressure would become such that Fernheim

Colony was forced to give them an urban lot—two hectares for 110 families.

Mennonite Economic Development Associates (MEDA) is a non-profit

Christian organization founded in 1953 by Mennonite entrepreneurs in the

US to support the Mennonites in Paraguay through the borrowing of micro-

credits for economic development projects. In 1996, the Mennonites in Par-

aguay founded MEDA Paraguay to support the same type of projects tar-

geted to rural families in Paraguay (Ratzlaff, 2006, p. 268).

Charcoal production in Ayoreo villages had already begun in 2003. Ac-
cording to MEDA-Paraguay, however, only later (between 2005 and 2006)
did they receive US$160,000 in non-reimbursable funds from the Intera-
merican Bank (IDB) to establish the project on charcoal production among
four Ayoreo villages and Casanillo, a Toba-Maskoy village that would start
producing in 2007. ASCIM and MEDA-Paraguay contributed US$66,000 to
the project (Rempel, 2008a).

Esperanza Chaquefa was formed in 2006. Their goals are oriented towards

the support of marginalized communities. They provide technical assistance

and support through development programs that seek the socio-economic
autonomy of these populations. Their vision is “the conviventiality of the

Chaco population in dignified human conditions and pacific relations.”

10" DIRSSA paid GS$250 (US$0.04) per kilogram for charcoal purchased in the
communities, and GS$350 (US$0.0S) per kilogram if purchased at the facto-
ry (DIRSAA staff member, personal communication, 2006). By 2009, after
protests of Ayoreo the price was raised to US$0.09/kg. At the time, however,
the local price paid by the consumer was about four times that amount
(Duerksen, 2009a).
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