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A creative essay inspired by an Honors trip to Ecuador (Quito, the Amazon, 
the Ecuadorian highlands, and the Galapagos), this work explores subjects 
ranging from the nature of resistance, similarities across types structural 
violence as well as resistance, social justice as religion, environmental 
concerns, humanity, What We Owe Each Other, and our future. It mixes 
poetry with memoir, personal essay, and travel writing in an attempt to 
explore the depth of emotional and philosophical progress that accompanied 
my travel. Least importantly, it is an attempt to combine the intellectual 
efforts of two bachelor’s degrees and a Spanish minor in one senior project. 

Keywords: Motivation, hope, laziness, addiction

Resistencia
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Guayasamín and God
"Painting is a sort of prayer as well as a cry."
 At least, that’s what the video said he said. Oswaldo Guayasamín. The video said he named his 
final exhibit “The Chapel of Man”, that he felt the woes of the world and created this place to change 
them. The museum guide said the artist wasn’t religious, that in childhood he lost his best friend to a 
bullet and asked, “if there is a God then how do these things happen?”. 
 When my mother clutched the steering wheel of her silver Ford Escape with a white grip, she 
said to me, red from tears, “Kaylee, if there is a God, then your brother will be out there safe”. The 
hand-me-down champagne red Dodge Ram, his iPhone, and his vape pen scattered in a ditch in the 
backyard of Russell, KS, my kid brother with a man’s beard had gotten real unlucky and lost himself 
to the Great Plains. 
 When I was 16, I was confirmed Catholic, not because I believed in much of anything yet, 
but because I was conflict-adverse, and Catholic families like to talk. We were asked to choose a saint 
name to represent us, and after weeks of my mother yelling out the Wikipedia descriptions of random 
Patron Saints at me, I finally stumbled across inspiration. You see, for so long, all I wanted to be was 
the heroin in my storybooks and soap operas, and in Season 6, Episode 8 of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, 
“Tabula Rasa”, the cast loses their memories and home girl has to choose a name for herself. She chose 
Joan, I chose Joan of Arc, and as soon as I was able, I never went to that kind of church again. 
 In his version of “Pieta de Avignon” two Marias and Martha still grieve, reach broken hands 
out toward the body of a broken man, shaping broken faces. Yet, because the random and unknown 
white, robed man originally pictured in the painting had been deleted in Guayasamín’s depiction of 
Jesus’s death, we are told that the creator of the “Chapel of Man” was not religious.
 I never believed much in that kind of God in the first place. You know, white man, big beard, 
sits atop a giant staircase between pearly gates. No, a person can be religious and still believe that god 
is roots, veins, synapses—believe that god is they not he, embedded in the cracks of the pavement, 
crawling up the telephone wire in swirls of bright orange blooms, reaching out to us and with us and 
through us. 
 The chapel of man will make you feel god.
 In the thick of the Amazon Rainforest, some trees grow taller than half a football field. There 
are vines everywhere. Peter, our Dutch Quiteño USFQ professor/chaperone, says that when one tree 
falls, the vines are so entangled in each other and the branches that a whole clearing of trees will be 
felled along with it.
 They say the Holy Spirit is in all of us, and maybe that bit I believe, that we are all wholly con-
nected in spirit or energy or existence; that when one of us cries, another does also; that some kinds 
of pain will bruise us all, take us all to our knees.
 My brother was not the first to get pulled underneath i-70’s 75 mph current, not the first to go 
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missing in Kansas, but boy did he strike a nerve. Concerned Christian parents reposted and com-
mented until few did not know of the boyish, 20-year-old K-State student or his well-intentioned 
manhunt. I shouldn’t joke; it’s possible that public uproar might have been the reason my brother’s 
body was dumped alive just south of St. Louis just four days after his truck broke down whole a state 
over. But in the moment my mother told me her faith in God was hinged on finding my brother, I 
couldn’t help wonder about all the bad that happened already, wonder what Facebook’s enthusiastical-
ly helpful response to his crisis might have been if he were just a little bit browner.
 “Mural Rostros de America” is a garden. In neat rows obelisk heads of red and green and yel-
low and blue starve and stare and sleep.
Using Maya, Inca, and Quiche art forms, he painted the effects of historical events of violence, of 
abuses of power. In “Lidice”, Guayasamín depicts the Czechloslavakian city destroyed by Hitler’s 
airstrikes as a mix of chins and foreheads and jaws, many a jumble of incomplete faces, upside down 
and sideways and staring. Dilated, pinprick pupils, perfectly circular for lack of eyelids. Terror. Teeth. 
Barbed wire and thorns for mouths. In the video he says, “If this were just history, if this had passed, I 
would not have built the chapel of man.”
 In the Antisana, the highlands, the Condors are threatened by the cattle-raising. It’s the birds 
or the beasts, el uno o el otro-- expansive habits degrade the landscape and one by one the condors 
disappear. In what is called the Jaguar Fiesta, forty condors, symbolizing the indigenous people, are 
roped to La Conquista, the Spanish bull, and dragged along with it down a path of destruction. If 
the birds survive, they are released, and the native people say they themselves are also freed from 
their own torment. Guayasamín paints the condor freed, its thorn-like talons and beak inches from 
the cowering face of its previous captor. The bird’s wings escape the edges of the canvas, glimmering 
silver and white from above. It is retribution of the divine variety. And the bull’s wide eyes, pupils 
shocked small, look at us all in warning.
 One time, during a collegiate rugby regional rugby match, my crazy team had the singular 
experience of partying with an uber-religious group of girls from John Brown University. It was there, 
in the bathroom of a Boy Scout Camp in Missouri, that I found myself in a teary-eyed, two-hour 
team bonding session with a JBU girl. She talked about Jesus and I talked about bell hooks. We talked 
in circles and in abstractions. We talked about respect and love and faith and future. We talked about 
Making A Difference and the Missteps of our Ideological Histories. And the truth is that for the most 
part, I have no idea what we talked about, because I was drunk on honey whiskey and tea, but I re-
member that it felt like inspiration. 
 Peter also said that the vines were so thick that we could Tarzan through the jungle if we 
wished. We did wish, and another student and I later tested this theory on one of the green cables that 
draped itself near our cabin. The vine snapped, collapsing slowly, bringing part of the tree with it. We 
hid the evidence as effectively as a child cleans their room, by quickly shoving it a couple of feet away 



36

Live Ideas: Undergraduate Primary Texts Journal

and into the green canopy. Still, when we later trekked through the mud on our hike, we stumbled 
through a group of fallen trees-- years of life, scattered in bits on the forest floor. 
 “Mural los Mutilados” has no faces. In beige and black and olive green, it is as if a lazy child 
had tried to reassemble a bucket of Barbies that they themselves had broken.
 I thought my brother was cubed meat in the Konza Prairie, just parts of body parts scattered 
for the bugs and the birds. I imagined that his blood is what had stained the sunset so red, like the 
world had just absorbed my brother into the dirt, watercolor on a wet paper towel. Wilderness is a 
term we with privilege often reserve for those “less-developed” places that are unknown to us. I’m 
telling you now, there’s not much to know about the prairie but grass, miles and miles of it. 
 Guayasamín paints of mutilated bodies, floating interchangeable pieces that merge and depart 
from each other. The canvases themselves are like giant puzzles. The guide says that the panels can be 
arranged in hundreds of ways and still function. It’s expressionist. And cubist. Lots of bits. 
 JBU bathroom girl and I decided there are really a remarkable amount of similarities between 
Christianity and Feminism. Both have the core message and goal to treat others with love and respect. 
Both acknowledge that humans have become flawed by some great evil. Call it sin. Call it prejudice. 
Call it Satan or Imperialist White Supremacist Capitalist Heteropatriarchy. Whatever. Either way, we 
were both trying to explain that a life well lived is done so with others and for the good of others. 
Either way, we were both a couple of girls with dirty knees sitting in the corner of a white-tiled bath-
room and wishing we could save the world.
 People always assume that resistance comes from a place of anger, of hate—there is anger, but 
mostly there is pain, and there is empathy in pain, and there is hope, and there is hope enough for 
change.
 In “Las Torturadas”, the skeletal body of a man outlined and detailed in red is painted three 
times in three panels. In two, his body lay crumpled and beaten. The man in the middle panel is 
pulled up by his arms; they are raised up and out as if by mounted chains. His palms cup pools of 
blood and extend toward the foreground, fingers spread wide to show us. He is Victor Jara, friend of 
Guayasamín, Chilean folk singer with politics too liberal for the political usurper Agosto Pinochet, 
and his artist’s hands were pulverized by the butts of rifles probably paid for by the U.S. government 
itself.
 My dad was afraid to let me leave for Ecuador, knowing that once again, one of his children 
could be lost to the wilderness. But nothing I’ve ever done was as scary as driving the length of 
Kansas I-70 for the second time in one day, staring out at every passing car and knowing my brother 
could be in any one of them. Most things, the grass fields, the rolling dirt roads, even I-70, can be just 
as dangerous as any jungle. Despite this, we do not call what we can see out the window “Wild Thing”. 
We reserve that for somewhere else, someone else. It is a defense mechanism to make us believe we 
are safe and separate from the violence that we overlook. 
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 Here / There, Us / Them, as if these two things are so unalike.
 In the graveyard of trees whose fates were roped together with lianas, our group is told that 
despite the destruction, good could still come to the area. The sunlight is able to break through the 
canopy to the soil there, where from that brokenness something new might sprout. 
 “Mural Rostros de America” is a garden. In neat rows obelisk heads of red and green and yel-
low and blue starve and stare and sleep.
 Guayasamín says, “My desire is to say through my paintings, may there be peace someday”, 
and I thought Hallelujah.
 When I was 18 and I sat crouched in a dorm hallway reading Feminism is for Everybody 
at 3:30 in the morning, bell hooks said, “There can be no love when domination is present,” and I 
thought Amen.
 At the top of the Antisana, near the volcano called Pichincha, Peter says we are on the ceil-
ing of the world. Maybe he means Heaven, and maybe I believe him. At least, if there is a Heaven I 
believe it is covered in almojadilla. It is soft enough for rest, yet just spiked enough to remind you that 
you once have lived. I guess I prefer my death with a little bit more life in it than clouds can offer, and 
the spongey plant has just as much life in it as the rest of us. In the highlands, introduced cows eat 
and stomp out the native plants, but the almojadilla creeps up past the fencing, poking pointed toes 
back into the grazed-over cattle land. It is an act of resilience, a reminder that to live in this world is 
to struggle in it, a reminder that sometimes we resist because the alternative is ceasing to exist alto-
gether.
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El Niño and Nihilism
 Sometimes nature kills itself. In the Galapagos, we learn about El Niño, a warm current in the 
central and eastern tropical Pacific Ocean that changes direction once every 2-7 years. This phenome-
non, along with altering global weather conditions, makes the ocean around the Galapagos uninhab-
itable, killing up to 90% of the sea life in the area.
 In the Antisana, the analogies are simple: Western pines screw and pillage the mountainside. 
Beef commerce tramples the rest. The native brush-- the ojos de las incas, the almojadilla-- persists, 
rebounds, and resurges when and where it can.
 In the Amazon, every fourth plant had espinas to wound and elbow for room. The native 
matapalos are “killer trees”. They grow by latching on to the trunk of another and caging them in an 
extractive embrace. The matapalo grows and grows until they are strong and the tree that was there 
first is suffocated, reduced to an empty shell, and the matapalo claims the space as its own. Even the 
ceibas, whose roots seem like a God to Quiches, whose leaves reach the clouds and whose roots reach 
other countries—Even the ceibas take up more than their share of sun. The thickest and most diverse 
parts of the forest are the shortest. 
 Just as it is natural to grow in spite of domination, it is also natural to grow because of it.
And in the Galapagos the analogies fail in scarier ways. The conservationists try to eradicate the 
introduced species, before they overrun the area: The Rubus niveus, the Psidium gujava, guava, 
hundreds or thousands of blackberry bushes; the smooth billed-anis which eat the brush/ spread the 
seed of the blackberry bush; the dogs, the cats, the pigs, the rats, the goats (which eat everything); 550 
species of insects, just one of them, the Philornis downsi, is a parasite fly that embeds itself in the eggs 
and offspring of birds, can kill whole flocks before they can fly; pathogens and diseases; and microor-
ganisms and regular organisms that hitch rides on the hulls of boats from every ocean in the world, 
such as Amathea vertisolea, a moss that kills the sea grass. The best conservationists are trying to find 
ways to kill all the introduced species, only momentarily forgetting that even the native Galapagans 
themselves are an introduced species.
 The government says they are happy to preserve the Galapagos, but Georgina says the rules 
have loopholes, points across the bay to a beach-side, luxury hotel masquerading as one fancy house. 
US and European companies pay “testaferros”, figureheads, use a person like a puppet, a passageway 
for hundreds of rich tourists to climb through, experience paraíso, leave it littered with Chaco prints. 
Georgina says, “We are worried that… there are people here; [the government’s] extremist. They put 
nature over people.”
 The government says they are happy to preserve the Galapagos, because to do so means 
money. And when I say government, remember, remember, that “governance” in South America was 
formed first by imperial monarchy-- then, by colorist, oligarchist, pastoral powers-- a cake violently 
whisked together in a big mixing bowl full of bleached, wheat flour, clouding the air like the smoke 
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of trains, brought to Ecuador by Gabriel Garcia Moreno when the country’s independence was again 
leveraged on neo-imperialist capitalism-- the US in particular. (In Spanish American Culture we 
learned that wheat tortillas are white tortillas: native peoples in South America depended on corn 
until wheat harvest production was introduced by conquistadors. Gabriel Garcia Moreno was also, 
consequently, the name of the street of the USFQ hotel our group stayed in.
 And even in the Antisana, the analogies are not that simple. The owners of the cattle and the 
pines are economically disenfranchised by a history of Latifundias. To preserve the native grass is not 
necessarily to preserve the native people. And what of the condors? What of the Jaguarfiesta? Can 
conservationists eradicate hundreds of years of culture for the sake of their grass? 
The condor metaphor is a mess too. They survive now, in part, by feeding on the carcasses of dead 
cattle. More notably, they are the namesake of U.S. military intervention in central and South Amer-
ican politics: Operation Condor, which led to the torture and murder of thousands upon thousands 
of innocents, civilians, all in the name of eliminating forms of thinking that resist our Democratic 
Republic ideals. Socialists. Commies. In 1973, Victor Jara who sang about social change in the name 
of the starving poor had the bones of his hands crushed by the butts of rifles paid for by the United 
States of America, thanks to Nixon’s and Kissinger’s support of the rebellion of the eventual dictator 
Agosto Pinochet. His regime accounts for thousands murdered, tens of thousands tortured, and hun-
dreds of thousands exiled and missing. That is certainly not what I meant by divine intervention, and 
yet here I am, meddling.
 From the politically-minded female speakers who met us in Quito and the Galapagos, I heard 
sexist, colorist and homophobic things, but to question them would have been to be like Colón and 
bring my faith, my feminism, in on a flag and skewer it into the ground and say “My beliefs belong 
here. You need to see my god”.
 And when Colón wrote home about America in his “Letter to Luis de Santangel”, he spoke not 
just of what could be taken in grasp, but in breath. 

 “[M]any fine, large, flowing rivers... many mountains and peaks...small birds of a thousand  
 kinds… palm trees of six or eight varieties, the graceful peculiarities of each one of them 
 being worthy of admiration as are the other trees, fruits and grasses”. 

 We say we are not him and yet we travelled to the depths of someone else’s wilderness to 
admire trees our privilege could christen exotic, floated down the Amazonas in our lifejackets and 
looked out at the trees for monkeys, pointing like children in a zoo. While in the Antisana, we took 
Instagram selfies with the mountain landscape behind us, and in the Galapagos, we trotted through 
the only waved albatross mating ground in the world on the limited-access Isabella island, snapping 
pics of blue-footed boobies fit for many a party joke.
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 And in the plane, I looked over the patchy landscape of the Amazon Rainforest and thought 
“you never truly understand the term “environmental footprint until you see it stamped into the land-
scape”. I then slipped my notebook back into my bag where it rested on top of  2018’s Best American 
Science and Nature Writing Essays which contained a singular earmarked page: David Roberts’ essay 
“Wealthy People Produce More Carbon Pollution, Even ‘Green’ Ones”, where he clearly states that one 
of the most environmentally-impactful actions a single person can make, is travel.
 And to get to the Tiputini, we took a motorized boat to the port of an oil company stationed 
in the Amazon. They loaded us onto their chiva, gave us each plastic-bagged lunches with plastic 
wrapped Halls, Oreos, ham and cheese sandwiches, crackers, and juice. They told us we couldn’t take 
pictures as we drove down their road shaded by a thin, on-or-two-tree wall that almost kept us from 
seeing the patches where a lack of trees presided on the other side. At the end of our stay, we watched 
a presentation on the phototraps in the Amazon. We saw pictures of all the animals that were too 
afraid of us to have shown their faces in three days of load forest stomping. Diego, the presenter, said 
that the biggest threat to the Amazon is the roads. “If you have roads, then you have people; it’s the 
end. If you have people, then you immediately have deforestation, pollution, hunting.” And after all 
that, we travelled back on the roads built by the oil company nearby, with yet another plastic-bagged 
lunch.
 And I write that the streets of Spanish-built Quito cry out “La (in)justicia nos mata”, and I 
mention a White Supremacist history in the Colónization of South America. But why should I be the 
one to speak of that when, in the U.S., Brown and Black Lives, Disabled and Neurodivergent individ-
uals, Queer and Trans Folk, asylum-seeking refugees and more say the same thing about Officer Joes 
from down the street.
 And despite all of my indignation and girthy prose, the Spring Break months before my trip, 
my baby brother went missing, and for three days, I was Paul in the bible after Jesus’s crucifixion. My 
brother went missing, and for three days I didn’t care about all the white privilege in the world if it 
meant I could see him again.
 Sometimes nature kills itself; Sometimes social justice does too. The wilderness in us was 
made to expand, to take. The same allows us to exist, to resist others from taking away our spot in the 
sun. But sometimes, what I call connectedness looks like a trap: a sticky spider’s web of contradiction. 
And we are just ants.
 In the Galapagos, we learned about El Niño. It is named after Christ because it comes around 
Christmas, when the mangoes grow in Ecuador. Upon its arrival, almost everything is killed. Only 
that which has adapted to the violence survives. I asked, “Is it so bad?” Isn’t it like when forests burn 
and allow for new growth? They shook their heads and said it’s not. It’s too much too fast and getting 
faster all the time, thanks to Global Warming and other human factors. I said “oh”, but I did not yet 
fully understand the difference.
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 I wondered for a bit if Global Warming was not perhaps our own manmade El Niño, thinning 
the excess like forest fire, giving the earth space to grow something other than concrete. I had seen so 
much of our excess. The wilderness in us was made to expand. The people who didn’t work to change, 
the people who stood on podiums and said “Fake News” would see, in the end. We kill ourselves. For 
a second, I became dangerously close to giving up on any kind of justice. Sometimes, it seems like you 
can’t do much of anything without causing or finding more problems than you tried to fix. 
 But of course, we would not all die together. The problem is that those who would survive are 
also those who actively choose to spread and support the slaughter and brutalization of life on Earth, 
human especially. The people with money and power would survive. This violent selection would rid 
the world not of humans, but of humanity. Fighting for the world is fighting for all of those who are 
connected to it.
 I’m glad the nihilism didn’t stick, because only a month after my return, deep into this essay’s 
second revision, the Amazon rainforest caught fire. The “lungs of the planet” are still burning. Too 
much, too fast.

Sunsets and the Sea
In the boat, I thought
 We’re all connected,    submerged   , floating and such, singing islands in the stream, in our 
heads, in a boat, in the Pacific. It touches the water, the sea life, the shore and the soles of everyone 
else. I guess that’s easy to think when I’m cradled by oceans I’ve just had the pleasure of meeting, 
trailing my fingers across the surface, splashing as if it’s shimmering bathtub water for us college-aged 
kids dreaming we’re grown, but afloat on our parent’s or government’s dime. Maybe it’s easy for me to 
say that we beat on like boats against the current, pushing forward ceaselessly into the future. 
 Maybe that’s too obvious; maybe when we were all looking for the green on the horizon in a 
political climate that tells us our futures look like Hades and our kids won’t have one, maybe when I 
spend all my tuition money on Gender Justice and English with a president who speaks in open defi-
ance of justice and with little control of the English language, maybe a Fitzgerald reference is just too 
obvious. Besides the pretentious and entitled white narrator doesn’t get very far in that one, does he, 
and the idyllic and entitled white protagonist dies. But I made the reference anyway, because I have to 
pretend that I know something. What’s the takeaway? What’s the solution? I don’t know. I don’t know 
how to save us.
 Every night in the Galapagos, we tried to see the green flash over the horizon, and every night 
there was a small set of clouds in the distance, just big enough to block our vision. 
 Beyond the horizon, there are islands of trash as big as Australia, four of them, floating so far 
out in the ocean that the currents can’t reach them (and that’s why they’ve settled there).There are 
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tiny, broken-down microplastics in the ocean and the rotting bellies of fish and birds and sea turtles. 
There are nanoplastics, even tinier, more broken-down pieces, in our drinking water. Due to Global 
Warming, there is the rising sea level that will eventually drown the Galapagos. Out of sight. Out of 
mind. Fake news. Some of us refuse to read the writing on the wall. Too afraid to recognize that we 
too could be ants in the Amazon, and we let privilege mold our minds like Cordyceps.
 I wonder if it coaxes them with indifference, makes their smallness seem less like a cage and 
more like a cushion. I wonder if ignorance is like pure oxytocin, if it suffocates their little ant synaps-
es, snuffs out the pain so that the fungus feels like heaven to them—not spiked, but soft and easy and 
warm—so that their shuffling feet, dreary and drone-like aren’t so sore as they are forced to climb 
higher and higher up the trunk of an endless Amazon tree, as they clamp down on the bark with a 
death bite, as they explode—poof—into a million tiny spores, sending their salvation soaring toward 
the others, injecting that parasitic politic into all the others, as they kill the others, as they are killing 
themselves.
 One time I wrote that structures of oppression are like spiders. Thousands of them. They spin 
their webs in and around us, crawl up our spines, bite us in our softest flesh, leaving an itch under the 
skin like venom. They lay their eggs in the ears of our young. But no—see, I like spiders; they dispose 
of mosquitoes, bite only when necessary, and when the sun hits the horizon and shines into the work 
they’ve done, spiders’ webs are real pretty. When the day does break that we can finally lay our eyes 
on what’s in the distance, on what we have made, our eyes will bleed Lagrimas de Sangre.
 Meanwhile, wanderlust travelers drop Evian over the side of their cruise ships, churning up 
the nanosecrets we swallow in tap water; we leave wakes like waves behind us, and something like a 
widow’s veil severs guilt from the onlooker who cannot see. 
 I am not Joan of arc; I am not Buffy the Vampire Slayer. If I am anything, I am a girl with 
dirty knees and grass scrapes sitting in the corner of a white-tiled bathroom, praying and crying and 
believing in something better. If anything, I’m an ant. But ants build anthills. I believe we’re all as con-
nected as the trees in the Amazon, tight with lianas, or the wide-open Konza with its blood-stained 
sunset and the roots of prairie grass. I believe that no matter how small we are we are not powerless. 
I believe that the only way to truly go on living in life is to go on like the almojadilla, go on living as 
all living things do. All living things reach. All living things grow. All living things change. All living 
things persist. Persist, with every small act of resistance. Because resistencia, resistance, is the natural 
and inevitable fight to survive—to live, despite each other, and yet simultaneously because of each 
other. 
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