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Saving Stray Dogs: The
Global Politics of Aid and
Spectacle in the Ecuadorian
Jungle

, Jordan Buzzett and
Gabby Valencia

Karin Friederic

Introduction

The bond between humans and dogs. It's the
stuff that feel-good stories are made of, espe-
cially when we feel overwhelmed by news
cycles about suffering, violence and divi-
sion, both here and afar. So, when we hear a
rescue story involving a fated friendship be-
tween a man and a dog, we grin, we share,
we clamor for more. The tale of Arthur, an
Ecuadorian “stray dog” saved and rescued to
Sweden, is one such story that has captured
the hearts of millions. And understandably
so. It speaks to perseverance and sacrifice,
the possibility of fate and the deep connec-
tion between people and their dogs. Hav-
ing inspired the sale of thousands of books
in many languages, two book sequels and a
major motion picture due for release in late
2022, “Arthur,” the tale of a man’s best friend
“who crossed a jungle to find a home” is,
in part, an invention. It is also — as we
argue — a story of saviorism that derives its
power from the long arc of settler colonial-
ism, white supremacy, and racialized forms
of symbolic and structural violence."

16 anthropology now

In late 2014, knowing that I, Karin, had
strong links to Ecuador and that my family
was Swedish, a friend sent me a news article
about a stray Ecuadorian dog that had been
adopted and transported to a new home
in Sweden by an adventure racing athlete
named Mikael Lindnord. | noticed that the
story had been circulating en masse, hitting
all of the major news venues, including The
Guardian, The New York Times, Al Jazeera
and Public Radio International. The outpour-
ing of support was palpable. Enthusiasm
flooded the usually sparse comment area on
news articles about the dog. Instagram was
similarly overwhelmed with photos of res-
cue dogs and their owners, all expressing
love and support for Arthur, named by his
rescuer Mikael Lindnord to honor King Ar-
thur’s bravery. When | sat down to read an
article about the dog who “adopted a team of
Swedish trekkers in the Amazon,” the photo
stopped me in my tracks.? With my heart rac-
ing, | texted my friend: “Umm, | think I know
this dog.” As it turns out, the trekkers were
nowhere near the Amazon. Instead, they had

MIKAEL LiNonogp

Figure 1. Three English-language books written by
Mikael Lindnord and ghostwriter Val Hudson about
Arthur, published between 2016 and 2020. Photo by
Karin Friederic.
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gone through a village near the Ecuadorian
coast where | had spent many years of my
adult life as a volunteer and, later, as an an-
thropologist.

To make sure | wasn’t inventing the con-
nection, | sent the photo from the article to
multiple friends in Ecuador with the simple
query, “Do you know this dog?” The answer
from all sides was resoundingly clear: he be-
longed to a friend, Esteban, who lived near
the health center that had been my home
for many summers over the past 20 years.?
Esteban, who lovingly referred to his dog
as “Barbuncho,” or “bearded, scruffy one,”
confirmed that the dog was his and that he
was missing. He was unaware of what had
transpired and utterly confused by the in-
ternational media attention. He had not im-
mediately noticed that Barbuncho had gone
missing. Esteban has spent most of his adult
life working at a biological research station
alongside tropical biologists from around
the world, assisting with their work on en-
dangered species and conservation in a bio-
logical reserve we call Las Colinas. In that
context, Barbuncho frequently traveled
with others (often foreign volunteers, some-
times Swedish ones), but he always returned

Figure 2. First author, Karin Friederic with another
beloved community dog in 2007. Photo by Aldo
Martinez Jr.

Karin Friederic et al.

“home” eventually. Barbuncho and Esteban
split their time between the biological sta-
tion, Esteban’s farm in a remote commu-
nity and a tiny house built on a small plot
for more convenient access to amenities in a
densely populated village. If Esteban would
leave one of these locations and his dog
chose not to follow, other family members
or friends would step in to feed Barbuncho
and help keep him out of trouble. This com-
munal safety net, which provided support for
animals, children and the elderly alike, was
one of the things | appreciated most about
this community.

Esteban did not have access to the news.
His distant farm has no electricity. He there-
fore did not know that the dog had been

Figure 3. A communal dog named Lobo enjoying the
sun, 2007. Photo by Karin Friederic.
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taken to Quito by the Swedes. When he did
learn this, he did not even know where he
should file a report or announce that his dog
was missing. He had had little experience
with legal systems, especially concerning an
international incident.

As soon as | confirmed that Arthur was
actually Barbuncho, | contacted Lindnord to
make him aware that the dog had an owner.
Lindnord was probably fearful and frustrated,
and | was promptly told that the dog was in
such bad shape that, were he not a stray, he
must have been abused or at best severely
neglected. Lindnord cited intestinal para-
sites and an infected wound on Barbuncho’s
back as evidence of this claim.* Through
our phone conversations at the time, Este-
ban made clear that he did not expect his
dog to be returned from Sweden. As he put
it, while chuckling, “Good for Barbuncho,
he managed! I, too, would like the opportu-
nity to emigrate to Sweden.” Even so, he was
going to deeply miss his travel companion.
He wondered if at some point the Swedes,
or someone, could help him find another
dog to keep him company. That seemed like
a fair enough request, especially consider-
ing the tens of thousands of dollars that had
been raised to fly Barbuncho across the
world with the necessary medical and legal
documentation.

More than anything, Esteban thought
it very strange that the world was making
such a big deal about his dog following
this guy, because that’s what Barbuncho
always did. With its expansive rainforest,
breathtaking waterfalls, deep mud trails
and abundant wildlife, the Las Colinas re-
serve was Barbuncho’s playground, and he
was always eager to follow whoever was up

18

for the biggest adventure, whether it be a
group of tropical biologists tracking wildlife
in the reserve, medical volunteers conduct-
ing community health brigades (of which
| was often a participant) or Esteban on a
hunt for guanta or guatusa (paca or agouti,
small forest mammals) in adjacent lands.
The difference this time was that the ad-
venturers (literally, adventure racers) were
crossing through the territory to the coast
and not circling back through the villages,
as the rest of us always did. The other differ-
ence was the meatball.

As Lindnord told it, the story about his fate-
ful bond with Arthur was a compelling one.
He never set out to rescue a dog. At a staging
area in the region’s central village, the par-
ticipating adventure trekkers took a break to
recover and refuel between their cycling and
trekking stage. Fittingly, the Swedish team
replenished their protein with meatballs. As
the story goes, upon seeing the “scruffy but
dignified mongrel,” Mikael Lindnord, the
captain of the Swedish team, threw him a
meatball. According to the book jacket for
Arthur: The Dog Who Crossed the Jungle to
Find a Home, Lindnord and his ghostwriter,
Val Hudson, explain that

When the team left the next day, the dog
followed. Try as they might, they couldn’t
lose him — and soon Mikael realized that
he didn’t want to. Crossing rivers, battling
illness and injury, and struggling through
some of the toughest terrain on the planet,
the team and the dog walked together to-
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ward the finish line, where Mikael decided
he would save the dog, now named Arthur,
and bring him back to his family in Sweden,
whatever it took.

Through suspense-driven twists and turns
reminiscent of the trials and tribulations of
star-crossed lovers throughout history, the
readers of the book are meant to gain one
important takeaway: considering the lengths
that the dog went to follow the team, this
union between a man and a dog was sealed
by fate. Through this journey from the wilds
of the South American jungle to the cul-
tured backdrop of Northern Europe, a man
and a dog transform into a man, Mikael, and
his dog, Arthur. But in the counter-narrative
that we tell here, Lindnord’s powerful act of
possession through saving is made possible
only through the direct dispossession of Bar-
buncho from his original owner and home.
Just as important, this act of possession is
shored up by the longer history of disposses-
sion central to settler colonialism. It assumes
that what is wild can be appropriated and
brought back to Europe, for the supposed
benefit of all. In these stories, glory and fame
are reserved for the one enacting conquest.
For the hero.

A hero isn’t born, a hero is made, as we're
told. Sometimes, the construction of a hero
is but a fabrication. It's how the accidental
abduction of a dog ends in glory, authorship
and a movie deal for the abductor but con-
demnation, threats of violence and attempted
legal retaliation against the real owner. It's
how the story was distorted so fantastically
that Lindnord became the savior, Barbuncho
the object of saving and Esteban the villain
from whom saving was necessary.®

Karin Friederic et al.

For anyone who has studied history, the
construction of this savior narrative is famil-
iar, as it relies on the exact tropes that have
been recycled throughout history to justify
land theft, enslavement, intervention and re-
source extraction. Conceived as terra nullius,
or “no one’s land,” Lindnord sees a wild and
rugged environment; without private prop-
erty (marked land, property fences and mi-
crochipped dogs), people must not really
exist here.” From colonization through the
19th century to corporate and political ex-
ploitation in the 20th century and now new
forms of illegitimate intervention in the 21st
century, what is shared among these interac-
tions between the Global North and Latin
America is the way the story is told. A pattern
emerges of othering local people by casting
them as uncivilized, primitive and even sav-
age and then establishing a need for rescue.
Finally, nonsensical and performative inter-
ventions are reframed as “saving” so they
can be branded as altruistic or even heroic.
This last criterion of the white savior narra-
tive helps to obscure the motives of the sto-
ryteller so that it may be leveraged for power
and profit. Something else these savior nar-
ratives share is how they highlight that there
is power in stories and the way they are told.
Importantly, these false narratives, or “single
stories,” have real consequences.®

Lindnord and Hudson write that, “Noth-
ing in that sticky bit of jungle bore the slight-
est resemblance to anything you might call a
path.”® Thus, the reader can know the specta-
cle associated with the 2014 Adventure Rac-
ing World Championship in Ecuador. Teams
from all over the globe start the competition
in the colonial gem and cosmopolitan capital
city of Quito. From there, they trek, bike and
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Figure 4. A view of a main road during the height of
the rainy season, Las Colinas Reserve. Photo by Aldo
Martinez, Jr.

kayak some 435 miles over the Ecuadorian
Andes and volcanic mountain ranges through
alpine tundra ecosystems to the coastal low-
lands. In this sport, the natural world becomes
an arena to be battled and conquered by
man. Indeed, Lindnord’s book sets the scene
of an exotic and untamed jungle environment
as the team advances through the race, “con-
stantly climbing over roots and rocks and vi-
cious vegetation and steep gullies” in their
approach of Esteban’s hometown in the Las
Colinas Ecological Reserve.®

The book’s descriptions invoke the famil-
iar imagery of explorers and colonists en-
countering the uncharted New World, pris-
tine and primitive. Primitive, that is, both

20 anthropology now

in the underdevelopment of its land and in
the lack of civilization of its people. Never
mind that that this “pathless” jungle is home
to 6,000 people, dispersed in 26 communi-
ties connected by paths and often drivable
roads with schools, a health center and farms
that supply cacao, coffee, passionfruit, palm
and banana to the international market. The
specifics of place are utterly unimportant;
the Library of Congress subject heading for the
book lists Brazil and Amazon River Region
as keywords; in vlogs and videos, Lindnord
casually references being stared at by Indi-
ans in the Amazon and borrowing their Inca
canoes (Ecuador’s coast is not Amazonian,
nor is it close to any living Incas), and the
movie has now been filmed in the Domini-
can Republic.” The fuzziness and ambiguity
of the context (of terra nullius, indeed) is as
deliberate as it is fundamental; the people of
this region are merely a foil against which
the Global North sees its own self, its heroics
and its success.

Throughout the beginning chapters, a
fixation on the absence of a trail continues,
implying that the jungle environment is in
fact untouched. Instead, it is “impenetrable,
pathless, and full of flying, biting creatures,”
providing the arduous obstacles that test
our hero and that will become his victori-
ous conquests in hindsight.'? The storytelling
operates to transport the reader back in time
to a premodern world as they come across
“cheery” Ecuadorians herding cows, wash-
ing clothes in streams and becoming even
“cheerier” as a result of the Swedes’ patron-
age of natural remedies along the route.’
Heroic in his domination of the elements,
the conqueror reaches “a village. Not an
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Figure 5. A village in the region of Las Colinas, Ecuador. Photo by Aldo Martinez Jr.

Alpine-style village with a great view this
time, but a poor Ecuadorian village with just
a handful of dilapidated shacks,” the village
home of Esteban’s family and their dog, Bar-
buncho.™

The Rescue

Having demonstrated Lindnord’s valor and
worthiness, this chronicling introduces “
rescue narrative” that transforms the adven-

a
ture racer into not just a hero but also a sav-

ior. Barbuncho wanders into the narrative in
his usual meanderings of the village, a perfect

Karin Friederic et al.

object of salvation. The Swede mistakes the
dog for a stray, blinded by his own culturally
biased understanding of pet keeping in which
the animal is leashed or otherwise kept inside
rather than free to roam. In contrast to the lux-
uries afforded to the groomed and pampered
pooches of the Global North, Lindnord’s over-
sight of the material constraints that color the
everyday reality of Esteban’s family further
amplify the false impression of Barbuncho’s
homelessness. Described as a “muddy, bat-
tered-looking dog” (though probably no more
than the competitors at this point in the race),
Barbuncho is cast as helpless and in need of a
knight in shining armor."

Saving Stray Dogs 21



The book reinforces “how tough it must
be to be a stray dog in this country, depen-
dent on the kindness of strangers,” rendering
the dog reliant, desperate and with no other
option but Mikael Lindnord himself, “be-
cause some of the natives sure don’t show
much kindness.”'® The dog’s need for rescue
from local people is the foundation on which
the myth of saviorism is built, with Lindnord
writing that he felt, “he needs me, I'm his
only hope."” Adopting the dog, now Arthur,
to Sweden after crossing the finish line would
prove an even greater challenge: “l knew
without a shadow of a doubt that we were
saving Arthur,” he says, maintaining the in-
tegrity of the fairy tale until someone comes
along to challenge it.'®

Indeed, every hero needs a villain and,
further, a final duel to overcome before
claiming triumph. Esteban’s claim to be the
original owner of the dog made him a fitting
actor for this role. Once friends in Ecuador
started spreading the word that the dog had
an owner, Esteban was approached by a news
station. In a fateful interview, he mentioned
that he’d like a replacement, but it is miscon-
strued in the press as a request for compen-
sation. With his claim to heroism at risk of
unravelling, Lindnord retreated to new meth-
ods of legitimizing the rescue. His developing
story now hinges on three forms of evidence:
that the dog was wounded and had parasites;
the insistence that he didn’t choose the dog,
“the dog chose us”; and that people like Es-
teban are not only different but also abusive.
The desperation of the dog was Lindnord’s
ticket to global glorification. Once he comes
under fire (for potentially abducting a dog),
he doubles down in his insistence that the
dog was suffering and on the verge of death,

22

despite the fact that the dog had been physi-
cally able to follow the team through extraor-
dinarily challenging terrain for days. When
asked what he would do if contacted by the
dog’s owner, he insists, “I have microchipped
Arthur. | am his owner.”" Lindnord’s team
now frame their loss of the race as a sacrifice:
they chose the dog, not the glory of winning.
These factors come together to solidify this
story as a compelling act of altruism instead
of an accidental abduction.

Primitive representations are swapped for
savage ones; Esteban is branded as backwards
and barbaric. Thus, Barbuncho was not just
saved from misfortune, he was saved from an
abuser. So, the story goes, even if Arthur did
have a home, our hero, who “knew nothing
about dogs,” could tell “he had plainly been
at best massively neglected and at worst horri-
bly mistreated.”?° Though Lindnord probably
did not realize it at the time, he was relying
on age-old characterizations of rural people
that have been employed to dispossess and
disenfranchise. Indeed, the book proceeds to
demonize Esteban’s entire rural culture:

.. it has just never been part of the culture
for some parts of Ecuador to regard animals
with any respect. They are kicked, shouted
at, beaten — people know that there are no
laws to protect the rights of animals, and it
is not a crime to mistreat them, so people
mistreat animals and they let their children
mistreat them.?'

Here, he expands the scope of his rescue:
“Saving” isn’t just directed at the dirty, mon-
grel dog with “all the diseases” who needs
liberation.? It’s also directed toward all of
these backwards people, but especially abu-
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sive, machista men. It is their behavior that
Lindnord turns to as an object for reform
when he launches the Arthur Foundation
(as we detail below), a tendency mirrored in
many women’s rights campaigns in Ecuador
that villainize bad masculinity, or machismo,
in lieu of expanding services and resources.?*

In Ecuador, the social media response
against Esteban’s claim to ownership is mer-
ciless, often violent, but it represents more
than a response to a single owner’s alleged
maltreatment. Lindnord’s story sets off a
moral panic about the risks to the social or-
der in a new Ecuador of men like Esteban
(per Stanley Cohen’s formulation, Esteban
becomes the “folk devil”).?* Petitions to jail
Esteban circulate throughout Ecuador, pick-
ing up steam through urban elites and ani-
mal rights network, becoming what we see
as essentially a backlash against the whole
of the rural interior. What Lindnord’s concoc-
tion taps into is an anxiety that rural mesti-

Que descaro, este sefior no tiene vergUenza y ademas que
pena que este medio de comunicacion le haya dado oidos
para que descargue su viveza criolla. Una sancion es lo
menos para una persona irresponsable con sus animalitos.
Yesterc t 94 M . I_lk() .

2. Reply

. De ley el de laidea de "reclamar al perro o una

indemnizacion" no fue ese Sr. [ Tengola
impresion de que fueron otros quienes le "abrieron los ojos"
e incentivaron la viveza criolla. Donde esta ahora el
pendejin del Centro de Salud que se lleno la boca diciendo
que "era un perro que permanecia en estazona'? En esta
ZONA?? Los perros son de sus casas, no una ZONA! Pues
eso solo indicaria que pasa en la callel Veterinario no ha de
ser, pues dijo que el perro NO tenia miasis, pero en la
revision previa a su viaje, dijeron que Arthur si tenia
parasitos en esa lesion.

zos and coastal Afro-Ecuadorians are hold-
ing the country back from modernity, from
the future, a sentiment with strong historical
currency.”

When Esteban asked for a new dog, this
was misconstrued by Ecuadorian people
on social media as begging for money. This
perceived “begging,” in turn, fed perfectly
into the stereotype of the dark-skinned Afro-
costeno. This became especially evident in
the language used on social media, referring
to him as a sapo or his lifestyle as la viveza
criolla. These terms imply that Esteban and
his kind are good-for-nothing opportunists,
or lazy schemers, who should be ashamed
of themselves. Other comments go much
further, using inflammatory epithets, call-
ing for his imprisonment and lynching and
noting that his body language is insecure or
shifty and indicative of a typical montubio,
an ethno-racial classification often used in
derogatory ways to characterize “low-lifes”

safa montubio sapo este caso no te va a sacar de tu pobresa por
que quieres lucrar anda a trabajar no quieras vivir a costilla de
pertito por que el hoy se libro de la mala vida que le dabas anda
aleer laley que ahora ampara alas mascotas mejor a voz
primero te an de meter a la carcel o si no sabes leer pide alos
que te estan labando el cerebro que lo hagan

16 minutesago « Like o Reply

. Digan donde hay que firmar para que este tipo que se quiere

pasar de vivo (tipico viveza criolla) y obtener un beneficio se
salga con lasuya
15minutesago « Like o yfg 1 ¢ Reply

Figure 6. Screenshots of the social media response on Facebook to an article about Barbuncho’s original owner in an

Ecuadorian newspaper, in Spanish.

Karin Friederic et al.
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from the coast.?® On the one hand, the cel-
ebration of Lindnord’s cultured manner of
pet-keeping functions as an appeal to mo-
dernity, especially the progressive modernity
conjured by a country like Sweden. On the
other hand, people calling out Esteban as a
national embarrassment becomes an apol-
ogy for their country folk. These posts plead:
we're not like him.

What gets erased here is not only the
truth but also the generational and structural
poverty that shape how rural Ecuadorians
can care for their dogs — and themselves.
The possibility of other legitimate human—
animal relations is unreflectively denied.
Lindnord’s storytelling forgoes understanding
and instead foments hate, contributing to the
demonization of these people and reinforc-
ing their need for intervention. Their material
scarcity is mistakenly attributed to their evo-
[ution. As they are robbed of legitimacy and
cast as barbaric in character, their demands
for material resources are more easily denied
and discredited (as was the case when Este-
ban asked for money for a new dog). Upon
hearing about the media attention around
Barbuncho, another friend from Las Colinas
remarked, “Why is it such a big deal that Bar-
buncho had parasites and a wound? We all
have parasites, machete wounds, infections,
all of it. We're poor and we get hurt while
working the fields, producing cacao and all
these products for the rest of the world.”?”

The Return

Our hero’s return is perhaps the most conse-
quential part of the story, where his actions
are relayed and received as indeed an act of

24 anthropology now

saving. Importantly, false narratives have real
ramifications, for the hero and for the villain.
In addition to the loss of his hunting compan-
ion, Esteban has to hide out for over a month,
rattled by the fear and confusion associated
with the petitions and calls for his jailing and
lynching. Meanwhile, Lindnord’s myth be-
comes more profitable the more it is perpetu-
ated and consumed — the more books that
are sold, the more followers and subscribers
to his social media content and the more ex-
posure he receives to advertise his new ca-
reer as a keynote speaker through which he
further propagates the myth. The pinnacle of
the financial gain this “single story” offers is
the launch of a major motion picture, starring
Mark Wahlberg and Simu Liu, set to reach an
even larger audience.?®

Lindnord’s return to Sweden is coupled
with the launch of the Arthur Foundation, in-
tended to “help the Arthurs of this world.”

There are two ways in which we would like
our foundation to help the Arthurs of this
world. The first is to adopt them and show
them love and a loving family — possible, of

Figure 7. A man from the region of Las Colinas bringing
his bananas to be sold to middlemen in a nearby city.
Photo by Karin Friederic.
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course, for only the tiniest fraction of street
dogs. But if as many animals as possible
can be rounded up and looked after in res-
cue centres — in the hope that, perhaps at
some point, someone might come and take
them in to look after them permanently —
that would help.?

“Helping” could have looked much differ-
ently. For example, the Foundation might
have helped challenge the economic exploi-
tation and poverty that make it so hard for
global producers in rural Ecuador to keep
dogs according to Lindnord’s cultural and
material norms. Instead, they support a per-
formative “band-aid” intervention, rounding
up “the tiniest fraction” of dogs. To reframe
dispossession as merely a benign cultural in-
tervention, Lindnord focuses on ignorance
and lack of civilization as the issue at hand.
Following the familiar narrative arc, he takes
what he has learned from his own experi-
ence in accidental saviorism to share with
the world.

But what I didn’t know, until my experience
with Arthur, is quite what a doomed and ter-
rible life these dogs mostly lead. In some
parts of South American countries there is
very little respect for animals, and no tra-
dition of looking after them — of having
them as pets, living in the house and being
“owned.” >

In multiple ways, Lindnord has conquered
nature and tamed the wild, which extends
to attempts to govern the jungle people who
he believes mistreat their pets. In this vein,
when “rounding up” dogs becomes less fea-
sible, the Arthur Foundation turns to provid-

Karin Friederic et al.

ing support (though it is unclear how) for the
passing of the Ley Organica de Bienestar Ani-
mal (LOBA), a law that criminalized the mis-
treatment of animals in Ecuador.®' In 2019,
Lindnord takes the Arthur Foundation on the
road, returning to Ecuador. A series of vlogs
and social media posts advertise Lindnord
on a promotional tour through the country,
sporting merch branded with “The Arthur
Foundation return to Ecuador.”*? Although
the foundation advocates for the welfare of
dogs, the itinerary of the trip is filled with ex-
pos, press conferences and publicity plugs
for dog-friendly luxury hotels and pet travel
agencies for the global elite. Lindnord can be
seen signing copies of his book and deliver-
ing bags of dog food to locals, donated from
a brand he seems to be promoting. It must be

Figure 8. A village dog, owned by a shopkeeper,
sunning in the plaza. Photo by Karin Friederic.
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true what Lindnord writes in the first line of
his book’s acknowledgements. I am no hero.

The events described here manage to tie an
Ecuadorian man, his community and his
dog to a Swedish adventure racing team,
audiences from around the globe and the
American film industry. Keen readers will
see connections between these events and
the history of colonization, destabilizing po-
litical interventions and exploitative business
practices that have colored the relationship
of the United States and Europe with Latin
America.

But our goal is not merely to add to the
archive of abusive storytelling. We also wish
to illustrate the importance of cultural relativ-
ism, to remind people of the expansive range
of human-animal relations across time and
space and to recognize the dangers inherent
in “Arthur stories,” or single stories about res-
cue (a literary genre unto itself).

First is Lindnord’s inability to see beyond
his own culture’s rules surrounding pet keep-
ing was how the misunderstanding over the
dog’s ownership status occurred in the first
place. The irony was lost on Arthur enthusi-
asts that Barbuncho, upon being saved from
his vast jungle playground, was placed in a
crate during travel and then spent four full
months quarantined in a small kennel in
Sweden before being released to Lindnord’s
family.>* Far more impactful, however, was
the creation of his foundation, which ex-
tended the ethnocentrism from one man and
his friends to a global crusade that demon-
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izes various cultures and communities and
justifies continued foreign interference.®*

In much of rural Latin America, the
boundaries between domesticated pets and
wild animals are not as clearly drawn as they
are in much of Europe, the United States or
urban settings the world over. In Las Colinas,
it is abnormal to keep pets cooped up, and
houses themselves are often open to animals
and people coming and going. People move
often between their farms and small village
huts, and the animals often follow, but some-
times they do not. This is not unique. For ex-
ample, Meyers and Weston point out that
among the Lakota living on the Pine Ridge
Indian Reservation in what is now called
South Dakota, people traditionally don’t own
animals the way other cultures have pets; the
animals are left wild and may choose to go to
a home to offer protection or companionship
or even to become a part of a community.
People feed the dogs and care for them, but
the dogs remain living outside and are free to
be their own beings. This relationship differs
from one where the human is the master or
owner of an animal who is considered prop-
erty. Instead, the dog and people provide ser-
vice to one another in a mutual relationship
of reciprocity and respect.*

Meyers and Weston bemoan the (non-In-
digenous) public outcry against “rez dogs”
but also admit that some dogs are mistreated
and can then cause harm to people, includ-
ing young children. To help minimize the
pain and suffering of Lakota rez dogs, Mey-
ers and Weston call on people to understand
how the Lakota view dogs and provide them
with the means to care for their entire com-
munity, animals included. Just as it is “eco-
nomically impossible” for the Lakota on
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Figure 9. Two women walking a main road in Las
Colinas, followed by a friendly dog. Photo by Karin
Friederic.

reservations “to treat a pet like a child,” so,
too, do rural Ecuadorians lack the means to
give their animals as much food and medical
attention as people in the Global North can
give to their pets.?®

Anuradha Ramanujan tells a similar story
in her article, “Violent Encounters: ‘Stray’
Dogs in Indian Cities,” arguing that “stray”
and “pet” are misleading terms because In-
dian street dogs are “neither fully domesti-
cated nor entirely independent of humans.”*
In cities like Bangalore, Ramanujan explores
the particular anxieties that “street dogs”
evoke through their liminal status “between
public/private, domesticated/wild, familiar/
out of place.”*® With repeated references to
dogs as sources of disease and pestilence, In-
dian media regularly frames the “street dog
as anti-modern, a dangerous remnant of the
past that the city/nation must transcend on its
path to spectacular urbanization and western
modernity,” an anxiety paralleled in many
post-colonial settings.*

Finally, slanted storytelling about the
Global South is so often used to obscure the
existence of an unequal global system, impli-
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cating culture and immorality as the cause of
differences in quality of life. It is here that the
effects of primitive representations become
not only symbolic but material. Lindnord re-
produced racialized tropes of rural agricul-
turalists, playing into the exoticism of these
landscapes, such that their distance from
state governing authorities gave a wild and
savage quality to the people who live there.
How do you correct a powerful single story,
as it is building and developing, or even
once it’s already been sold to the public? I,
Karin, tried to intervene repeatedly, writing
to Lindnord, to journalists, and by inserting
myself into the always polarized social me-
dia debates. But the story was more powerful
than the truth, and the response to the inter-
vention was ruthless. In fact, we had to back
down for Esteban’s safety.

Clearly, the neo-colonial story of white
saviorism resonated with people across the
world, and the bastardization of rural coastal
agriculturalists further resonated within the
Ecuadorian political imaginary. Their depic-
tion as savages then made it easy or even
“natural” for Ecuadorians and others to over-
look their economic exploitation and their
ability to govern themselves. The conse-
quence is political disenfranchisement of this
racial, economic and regional group, as their
credibility with the state is further diminished
by these representations, compromising their
access to resources and fueling cyclical pov-
erty. These stories are powerful, as their spe-
cific erasures and blind spots speak to the en-
during hold of colonial tropes both between
and within the Global North and Global
South. The heroism is rendered visible, beau-
tiful even. The extraction and dispossession
that make heroism possible is actively cov-
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ered up, hidden, forgotten. These “Arthur sto-
ries” are everywhere, and as “single stories,”
they are dangerous.*°

As Teju Cole points out in his article on
“The White Savior Complex,” “all [the white
savior] sees is need, and he sees no need to
reason out the need for the need.”*' Arthur
gives us the heartwarming story of a white
man finding a dirty dog from Ecuador and
rescuing him from barbarous treatment to
civilization. We put a band-aid on the prob-
lem by giving money to a foundation that
advocates for the vague rights of dogs rather
than considering what a redistribution of
wealth from the Global North to the Global
South would look like for the people (and an-
imals) who live there. And while we all wait
for meaningful forms of change instead of su-
perficial neocolonial interventions, Esteban’s
grandson himself continues to wonder, “Why
do gringos come here and think they can take
our dogs? | miss my dog Barbuncho.”
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