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Some forty thousand Native people live in the vast region of the Chaco in western Paraguay.
They belong to five linguistic families and thirteen ethnic groups but share a common sense of
ethnic identity founded on enduring values of reciprocity and equality. At the same time the
Indians of the Chaco are one of the poorest groups in Paraguay, situated on the margins of the
global economic system.Based on extensive fieldwork and ongoing contact with local
indigenous organizations in Paraguay, John Renshaw presents an overview of contemporary
Indian life in the Paraguayan Chaco. He describes the subsistence and market economies,
household and kinship systems, political organization, and the challenges of economic
development. Renshaw also examines the experiences of indigenous organizations and the
impact of development projects and considers whether it is possible to envisage a program of
social and economic development that would respect and strengthen the Indians' sense of
identity.

About the AuthorJohn Renshaw is an independent social anthropologist who works for the Inter-
American Development Bank and the World Bank Group.
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M. Frost, “A broad economic view of the overall Chaco area and all of its indigenous peoples c.
1980. The discussion by the author in the Introduction of his history doing various research in
Paraguay is quite relevant. This is an OLDER work, since his primary field work is from
1975-1979 and then in 1980-1981 on the Indian census by way of the Ministry of Defense.
Followed by work in 1982-1983 preparing a rural development project in two sites in NW Chaco.
He admits his sorrow at NOT being able to speak any indigenous language nor of spending any
real serious time in any one community. So this is a BROAD brush work based on his various
time in and travels across the Chaco.And this is essentially the revised 2002 publication by the
Univ. of Nebraska Press of his 1986 dissertation from the London School of Economics. From
the Introduction:"The original version offered a tighter, more academic argument, and it
deliberately played down some of the practical issues that affect the lives of the indigenous
peoples it tried to portray. Since it was an academic thesis, I was unable to question the validity
of the ethnographic enterprise, and I deliberately passed over much of the day-to-day
development work in which I was engaged between 1975 and 1983."This work primarily focuses
on the economy in the Chaco and economics of the indigenous peoples vis-a-vis those they
interact with (e.g., Mennonite colonies, Paraguayan ranchers, NGOs, missionaries, and the
Paraguayan government). There is one exception, a rather boring section on Household and Kin
which bogs down regarding residence structures, kinship terminologies and Teknonyms.The
pages have a good size font and are spaced such that they read quickly. I started this on a
Saturday and finished it two days later. He kept the Notes to an absolute minimum, so if you
don't enjoy digging thru detailed notes you won't have to, but for those who like detailed
explanatory notes you won't find many. Notes run from just pgs. 275-277. Ten in the Introduction,
three in chapter 1, two in 2, 1 in 3, none in 4 or 5, four in 6, and two in 7.I found his overarching
discussion of these people involving personal autonomy and consensus decision making to be
quite fascinating. The first being very libertarian but the second ensuring that some norms were
yet limiting and absolute (e.g., no marrying kin). His discussion of how and why they take to
hourly wage labor is maddening to a Westerner, but rather sensible in light of conditions, culture,
and history. So if you want an ECONOMIC view of a very inhospitable environment that modern
man is trying to transform over and around and on top of these indigenous people, then this is a
great work.Chapters:Introduction, pgs. 1-291. Environment and Population of the Paraguayan
Chaco, pgs. 31-622. The Subsistence Economy, pgs. 63-873. Agriculture and Livestock, pgs.
89-1144. Market Economy, pgs. 115-147- Photographs pgs. 149-1565. Equality, Natural
Resources, and Concepts of Property, pgs. 157-1816. Household and Kin, pgs. 183-2207.
Community and Political Leadership, pgs. 221-258Conclusion, pgs. 259-262I was seriously
DISAPPOINTED with the map of Paraguay, as so many communities, villages, and small cities
were mentioned throughout the work that were not on the one map 32. And the author makes
not attempt to try to place the various indigenous groups on the map in their generalized



locations. So for so much of the time you have a vague sense of where something or some
group may be, but aren't exactly sure where they are!”

The book by John Renshaw has a rating of  5 out of 4.0. 1 people have provided feedback.
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