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Robin M. Wright, University of Florida – Gainesville, Fl

Part I: Introduction
This chapter discusses some of the key issues and concerns expressed in the contemporary religions of the indigenous peoples of the Americas. By “indigenous peoples of the Americas” we refer to the descendants of the pre-Columbian inhabitants of North, Central, and South America. The task of this chapter is daunting if we take the universe of study to include the millions of native peoples who inhabited the vast terrain from the Arctic Circle to the Tierra del Fuego and the time frame, if it is to summarize what is known of the most ancient manifestations of Native American religions to the present. However problematic it may be to take such a broad, sweeping perspective, I believe it is necessary to show the historical and contemporary connectedness of the spiritual traditions among indigenous peoples throughout the Americas. 
By beginning this story from the time that the first evidence of religious belief and practice can be detected in the archaeological records tens of thousands of years ago, tracing this history through the rise and fall of major civilizations, each lasting hundreds of years,  in various parts of the Americas, then following the drastic changes in the religious landscape that were imposed by four centuries of colonial domination, we will be able to see more clearly how native peoples of the Americas have retained common religious concerns and have adapted them to radically changing historical circumstances. The argument I make is one of continuity, or better yet, the permanence of religious beliefs and practices even in the face of modernity: native peoples today continue to affirm that, despite the imposition of geopolitical boundaries that have separated nation-states and native peoples; and despite the social scientific distinctions of the past which have created artificial analytical categories for the purposes of comparisons and contrasts – they all share a spiritual connectedness to the earth, to the spirits and other-than-human beings that people the universe, and to the healing powers of the cosmos. They also share a history of four centuries of domination, resistance, and adaptation to the presence of Europeans and their descendants with the religions they imported, mainly Christianity. Far from being passive receivers of colonial ideologies and religions, however, native peoples everywhere in the Americas sought to comprehend the religions of the outsiders through their own cosmologies and beliefs. More than that, on numerous occasions in history and in the contemporary situation, native peoples have reworked, reshaped, subverted, adapted to, or rejected the new religions in ways that would suit the spiritualities that they had forged over the thousands of years of living on this continent prior to the European invasion. 
 The introductory remarks here are intended primarily to give basic information on names, numbers, past scholarly approaches to the subject, and a brief history of how Europeans and their descendants have understood, or not, native beliefs and practices. 
 The names by which  Native peoples of the Americas are known include Native Americans (also known as Indians, Aboriginal Peoples, American Indians, First Nations, Alaskan Natives, Amerindians, or Indigenous Peoples (Spanish: pueblos indigenas; Portuguese: povos indigenas) of the Americas) the Eskimos (Inuit, Yupik, and Aleut peoples). Their cultures and genetics are distinct from Caucasians and the African peoples who migrated or were forced to dislocate from their original lands to the Americas. Contemporary scholarship has shown that Native Americans descend from peoples of several different racial stocks, who, tens of thousands of years ago, migrated from outside the Americas. Native scholars criticize such theories as being based on inconclusive evidence, and instead point to their own creation stories which affirm their autochthonous origins and are at the basis of their connection to their environments . 
Population. By some estimates, the original inhabitants of the Americas at the time of the European invasion numbered between 90 to 112 million. Within the first century of contacts, those numbers had been dramatically reduced as a result of epidemic diseases, violent conflicts between native peoples and Europeans, slavery, and forced relocations from ancestral lands. This epoch has been called the “Great Dying”. The impact of these factors on native peoples’ religions, and how native peoples’ medicines were put to work to meet the challenge of the “Conquest” are questions that require a great deal more research and understanding. Wherever the Europeans encountered native peoples, their gestures, actions, and behavior all indicated that native people sought to extend the fundamental categories of their religious beliefs and practices as a way of understanding who the strange newcomers were. 
Not even today with the more sophisticated tools of historical demography is calculating the indigenous population of the Americas at the eve of conquest a certain task. Nevertheless, one statistical table shows the percentages of indigenous population and those who consider themselves to be indigenous in relation to the overall populations of each country in the Americas today. (below, table 1) The table has its flaws however, for one reason because each country has its own legislation with criteria for who is and who is not an “Indian”. Likewise, in the current situation, whole communities whose identities as indigenous had been for many years suppressed are re-emerging to claim their ancestral rights. Thirdly, the current political context at the time of this writing is favorable in many countries to indigenous peoples and their descendants.  
Translating some of these percentages into numbers, the countries with the largest indigenous or part indigenous populations – nearly all countries of Latin America including Brazil – coupled with the indigenous populations of the geographically largest countries – the US, Brazil and Canada – together have between 14 and 16 million native or part native people. In many countries, that population continues to grow, partly as a conscious effort by native peoples to recover historical losses, partly because of improvements in calculations made by historical demography and census-taking, and partly as a political statement of affirming a long-hidden but always present identity. In western Amazonia, recent reports indicate the existence of at least four “tribes” who have deliberately maintained their isolation in the forest.       
Demography of contemporary populations
[image: 400px-Amerind_population]The following table provides estimates of the per-country populations of indigenous people, and also those with part-indigenous ancestry, expressed as a percentage of the overall country population of each country that is comprised by indigenous peoples, and of people with partly indigenous descent. The total percentage obtained by adding both of these categories is also given (One should note however that these categories, especially the second one, are inconsistently defined and measured differently from country to country).
	Indigenous populations of the Americas1
as estimated percentage of total country's population

	Country
	Indigenous
	Part indigenous
	Combined total

	Argentina11
	1.1%
	3–15%
	4.1–16.1%

	Bolivia
	55%
	30%
	85%

	Brazil²
	0.4%
	30%[48]
	30.4%

	Canada³
	2.4%
	1.2%
	3.8%

	Chile
	5%
	65%
	70%

	Colombia
	3.4%5
	82.1%
	85.5%6

	Costa Rica7
	1%
	90%
	91%

	Cuba7
	1%
	20%
	21%

	Dominican Republic
	1%
	40–60%
	41–61%

	Guatemala
	40%
	45%
	85%

	Ecuador
	25%
	55%
	80%

	El Salvador
	1%
	90%
	91%

	French Guiana,
Guyana and Suriname
	5–20%
	15%
	20–35%

	Haiti
	0%
	0%
	0%

	Honduras
	7%
	90%
	97%

	Jamaica
	0%
	0-6.2%
	0-6.2%

	Mexico
	30%8
	60%
	72–90%

	Nicaragua
	5%
	69%
	74%

	Panama
	6%
	70%
	76%

	Paraguay
	5%
	93.3%
	98.3%

	Peru
	45%
	37%
	82%

	Puerto Rico
	0.4%
	61.2%
	61.6%9

	Venezuela
	2%
	49%
	51%

	USA10
	.74 – .9%
	.57 – .74%
	1.31 – 1.64%

	Uruguay
	0%
	8%
	8%

	1 Source : The World Factbook 1999, Central Intelligence Agency unless otherwise indicated.
² 2000 Brazil Census
³ Canada 2006 Census
5 DANE 2005 National Census
6Yunis, Emilio y Juan José Yunis (2006) quoted by Bejarano, Bernardo El 85,5 por ciento de las madres colombianas tiene origen indígena
7 indigenous peoples mixed into the general population; NA = "not available".
8 Of Amerindian and "predominantly" Amerindian as reported in the CIA Factbook. National statistics report a 12% of pure Amerindian.[49]
9 Kearns DNA
10 2000 U.S. Census
11 Primeros Resultados de la Encuesta Complementaria de Pueblos Indígenas (ECPI)


   
  
Languages: No presupposition can be made that peoples of the same language family shared the same religious beliefs and practices. Nevertheless it can be shown, for example, that various subdivisions of the same language family share beliefs and practices that are more related to each other than they are to the groups of languages comprising another subdivision of the same family. Geographical proximity is another important factor producing similar religious beliefs and practices among peoples of entirely different language families. 
The South American continent, for example, is notable for its enormous linguistic diversity (estimated at some 1,500 different languages, present or extinct), the antiquity of its occupation and the tremendous range of its socio-cultural formations (from small-scale hunter-gatherer societies in Amazonia to imperial state formations in the Andes). Similarly, the religious lives of South American Indians have displayed an enormous variety of forms. Following five centuries of contact, this panorama has been greatly reduced or modified and, given the relative lack of detailed, comparative, and historical studies of religion, it is exceedingly difficult to give a composite picture of the whole today. Nevertheless, certain patterns emerge from contemporary accounts.
The Northwest Amazon, on the border of Brazil, Venezuela and Colombia,  for example, has since pre-colonial times, been a region inhabited by societies of at least three distinct language families (Eastern Tukanoan, Northern Maipure, and Maku). With the advance of European colonization into the region, the peoples of these language families were forced to live in greater proximity with one another creating a situation of compression in which processes of social fission and fusion took place at ever greater rates. Tukanoan and Arawakan –speaking peoples merged in many aspects of their cultures and religions, producing hybrid religious traditions while maintaining distinct languages. Thus cultures of the entire Northwest Amazon region can be characterized as relatively homogeneous in their religious and cultural patterns, and heterogeneous in language and specializations in practices such as the production of artwork, shamanism, ceremonial formulas, and so on. Socially, members of the same language group are internally organized by hierarchical divisions related to the birth order of ancestral siblings and to the attribution of ceremonial and political functions. In short, the advancing pressures of colonization produced new socio-political and religious arrangements that may be found in various parts of the Americas.      
Socio-cultural Diversity: Depending in large part on environmental factors, native cultures have ranged in their ecological adaptation over time from relatively simple nomadic, hunters and foragers; semi-nomadic hunters with incipient cultivation; horticultural societies with relatively permanent settlement patterns; chiefdoms of different levels of internal complexity from localized to large-scale, urban-like, “galactic” formations;  to fully urbanized, city-states; and to the  macropolities covering vast geographical regions, including many ethnic groups or “nations”, which in their maximum expression, became the well-known empire civilizations of the Americas – the Maya, Aztec, and Inca. 
Such diversity in ecological adaptation and in socio-political and economic complexity most certainly influenced native cosmologies, myths, rituals and other traditions. Many native religious traditions were highly localized and their beliefs varied widely in time and space: in North America, for example, the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) of the Northeastern Woodlands, for example, speak of a perfectly wise and good Creator who planned the universe, while the Koyukon of the boreal forests of Alaska envision the creator as Raven, a trickster god who is only one of many powerful spirits. Whereas nearly all Navajo ceremonies are performed on behalf of individuals in response to specific needs, most Pueblo ceremonies are performed communally and scheduled according to the cycles of nature. It is impossible to determine how many religions have existed and only in a few cases scholars have been able to determine whether there were sequences in their  development. 
Despite this diversity, we can still say that all native American religious traditions share certain features: the importance of ancestral lands and locally sacred spots; access to sacred knowledge is restricted, and initiation is required to obtain it; kinship obligations are key elements in native peoples’ orientation to ultimate reality; oral traditions includes narratives that record human interaction with nonhuman powers; generosity and giving thanks to the Creators, and respect to the animals are all religious acts. 
After centuries of contact, few – if any - native peoples can be said to be living the same religious traditions as their ancestors did. With regard to the importance of ancestral lands, historical change has been most dramatic in the United States where the policy of forced removal from ancestral lands,  relocation to government-designated reservations, a constantly expanding frontier, and an unrelenting drive to develop supposedly ‘unoccupied’ lands  without – until very recently -, a concern for the long-term future of environmental impacts on the populations of humans and non-humans who actually occupied those lands. All of these factors have radically changed native peoples’ ancestral relations to their “homelands”. By far the greatest struggle that native Americans confront today is the drive of non-indigenous societies to homogenize land and  people, which works against the fundamental principles of cultural diversity that has defined native cultures for millennia.     

Part II. Power and Change in the History of Native American Societies and Religions
The earliest inhabitants of the Americas were most likely nomadic hunters and foragers; it is reasonable to assume that their religious lives were intimately connected with social relations and survival in the very different kinds of environments – some hostile and inhospitable, others bountiful and inviting - they encountered. During the tens of thousands of years that native peoples populated the continent, one important feature of their livelihood which certainly stimulated their views of the world was the nature of the other-than-human-beings with whom they shared space and oftentimes relied upon as sources of food. Memories and dreams, as well as the events of day-to-day existence were the source of artistic representations, as in rock paintings, rock carvings, and perhaps the use of selected pieces of animal bone, bird feathers, and objects or elements considered to have power, such as fire. Much of what we today consider to be ‘objects’ of nature, the earliest humans of the continent considered – and their descendants still do consider - to be living beings, which have ways of living together like humans, celebrating collective existence like humans, and engaging in food-getting activities like humans (see below, on Amerindian perspectivism). 
The earliest rock paintings in the Americas are found at the Toca do Boqueira de Pedra Furada ("Pedra Furada site") which is located in the São Raimundo Nonato region in Brazil. Pedra Furada is a rock shelter 55 feet (17 m) deep that portrays over 1,150 pre-historic images along its walls. Numerous images depict hunting activities. Some images are of half-human/half-animal figures, which could either refer to spirit masters of game or to shamans. Others show human figures in fetal positions possibly associated with burial rites. These images have been dated to between 5,000 to 11,000 years ago; deeper in the site, there are supposedly remains of artifacts and what has been interpreted to be hearths that may date to 35,000 years ago. Thousands of artifacts suggest human handiwork. In the same region there are over 800 historical sites of which over 600 are accompanied by paintings. 
It is enough to say here that the earliest signs of religious activities are represented in such rock art and petroglyphs found throughout the Americas, some of which indicate beliefs in the existence of human/animal beings, anthropomorphic beings, supernatural beings. Most likely, humans maintained ritual relations with animals through intermediaries such as shamans. Shamans could be either male or female, and it is very likely that individuals within each social group were singled out as having greater strength, stamina and other qualities that were deemed important to the group’s belief in their capacity to deal with the spirits of nature and other-than-human beings. It is probable that shamanic-type societies were the predominant religious forms for thousands of years, and that during this time, experimentation with vision-altering plants or plant derivatives came to form part of their rituals.
How native religious traditions then developed from predominantly shamanic to priestly societies can only be understood if the social, political, and ecological elements that distinguish the two ‘types’ are taken into account.  The transition from a predominantly egalitarian, hunter-gatherer society to an agricultural society with the beginning of hierarchical relations among different social groups and a priesthood may be due to a series of external or internal processes of change (ecological, economic, political). Change may be accompanied by conflict (for example, between age and sex groups, shamans of greater power, and clans who fight over scarce resources). The exacerbation of such conflicts may lead in two directions: either the disputing groups split and formed separate small settlements each with its own shaman, or a peace accord may emerge from the vision of a leader whose solution to the conflict is accepted by all. In such cases, the peacemakers encourage the development of larger political units who agree to divide the political and ceremonial functions amongst themselves. One example of this process is told in the tradition of the Peacemaker amongst the Six Nations Iroquois, the one who formulated the “Great Law of Peace” in pre-colonial times, which has served as the basis for a form of spiritual governance amongst all participating nations until the present day. The codification of the Great Law into a fixed system of government is kept and transmitted by the priestly Faithkeepers for all times.  
Change may also have been externally induced, for example in the cyclical effects of climactic phenomena such as “El Ninho” on the western coast of South America, which has had a particularly important impact on changes in several societies of the continent. Archaeologists have suggested that dramatic climactic changes may have triggered prophetic-type movements in which charismatic individuals led their people from lowland environments subject to the devastating effects of flooding to the mountainous Andean regions in the north of the South American continent. Once settled there, the prophetic figures went on to stabilize their power in society and relations to the deities by codifying the beliefs, rituals, and ritual structures (temples) of their people. This process of stabilization of prophetic messages and accompanying cosmological  knowledge was a key factor in the development of priestly societies.
 Another example of how extreme environmental changes affected the religious lives of Native Americans is the Nazca culture which flourished from ca. 1-750 CE. on the dry southern coast of Peru in the river valleys of the Rio Grande de Nazca drainage and the Ica Valley. The Nazca were heavily influenced by the preceding Paracas culture, which was known, among other arts, for its extremely complex textiles. The Nazca themselves produced an array of beautiful crafts and technologies such as ceramics, textiles, and geoglyphs (most commonly known as the Nazca lines). They also built an impressive system of underground aqueducts, known as puquios, that still function today.
The astonishing geoglyphs made by the Nazca culture between 200 BCE and 700 CE include hundreds of  individual figures, ranging in complexity from simple lines to stylized hummingbirds, spiders, monkeys, fish, sharks, llamas and lizards. Some of these lines and figures can be explained as part of religious practices involving the worship of deities associated with the availability of water and thus the fertility of crops. The lines were interpreted as being primarily used as sacred paths leading to places where these deities could be worshiped – by priests, perhaps - and the figures as symbolically representing animals and objects meant to invoke their aid. However, the precise meanings of many of the individual geoglyphs remain unsolved. One astronomer has theorized that the Nazca Lines, particularly the biomorph geoglyphs that depict animals, human figures, birds and "flowers" are almost certainly an ancient response to the so-called "Eye of God" that is manifested in the sky during a total solar eclipse. An unusual series of total solar eclipses over southern Peru coincided with the time period during which the Nazca Lines and geoglyphs were made. The totally eclipsed sun distinctly resembles the pupil and iris of a gigantic eye looking down from the sky thus providing a possible explanation for why the Nazca people created gigantic geoglyph artworks that are best viewed by an "Eye in the Sky". 
The “peak” of Nazca culture and religion appears to be associated with the construction of the ceremonial center called Cahuachi, a non-urban ceremonial site of mounds and plazas. But with the pan-Andean drought in 350-400 CE, - again an effect of El Ninho – the ceremonial center “collapsed” and Nazca culture returned to what it had been before – a powerful and military chiefdom, with developed agriculture, and whose priestly religion had much to do with agricultural and fertility gods. .
Another example of ancient religious monuments possibly associated with priestly societies  in native North America is the giant sculpture of a serpent with what appears to be an egg in its mouth associated with the Fort Ancient or Adena/ Hopewell cultures in what is now Ohio.  The Serpent mound is the largest effigy mound in the world. While there are several burial mounds around the Serpent mound site, the Serpent itself does not contain any human remains and doesn’t seem to have been constructed for burial purposes. The theme of a large serpent with supernatural appearance and dangerous power is found among several Eastern and Plains cultures (Cherokee Uktena; Coosa, the horned serpent; Lakota Unkegila). The Serpent mound perhaps may be related to the theme of dangerous powers that threaten the sun; the alignment of the mound with the summer and winter solstices supports the relation of a constellation and the sun. Some scholars have suggested that the effigy has to do with an eclipse of the sun.   
 While environmental factors were certainly critical to the religious history of native peoples, in other areas, somewhat different processes of change based on internal dynamics or a combination of both environmental and politico-religious changes occurred in the pre-columbian prophetic movements known as the “Land Without Evil” movements among the Tupian and Guarani-speaking peoples of the eastern coast of what is now Brazil and a vast area the southern part of the continent. By the 1500s, the Guarani had developed into a society where political and religious power was divided between powerful chiefs and shamans, and there are indications that the Guarani were on their way to developing centralized city-state formations like those of the Andean region with whom the Guarani maintained regular commercial relations. The tendency to centralization of power met resistance, however, from ‘big men’ (karai) who disputed the power of the chiefs, gathering followers who believed in their extraordinary powers to lead people to places where they could gain access to an original state of perfection, where they would become immortal without having to pass the ordeal of death. There are indications that cults developed around these prophetic leaders who lived a wandering life, visiting villages to announce their message that the time had come for people to renew their spiritual connections with their ancestors in places that had never before been inhabited (yvy maraey, literally means ‘land on which nothing has been built or cultivated’; early missionaries interpreted this phrase to refer to the Christian Paradise, a ‘Land without Evil’). There are records of such prophets and large-scale migrations in both pre- and post-contact times, and the prophetic ideology has lasted until the present-day. The Guarani live in small villages under a spiritual guide who, inspired by the “beautiful words” that come to him or her in a vision, still lead parts or entire communities to go in search of new land where they may live in peace and renew their connections with the pure forest, free from the corruptions of contact with non-Indian society.
Thus, in the long-run development of religious formations, from shamans to priests or prophets, the earliest communities are probably marked on the social level by their emphasis on local kinship ties, conflicts with affinal (in-law) or ‘other’ groups considered non-kin, and an emphasis on mediation with spiritual and natural resources through religious specialists, especially the shaman. On the religious level, the cosmologies of traditional hunter/gather or agricultural societies are marked by life-generating (ritual) violence. The core idea in these cosmologies is the centrality of death and regeneration; violent acts, as for example, in the common motif of the killed and dismembered deity or primordial being, out of whose body parts sprout the important food plants, which is symbolically re-enacted in ritual. This ideology with its implicit and explicit violence may explain rituals such as head hunting, cannibalism, but also fishing, hunting, and planting – all reiterations of a primordial act of killing.[footnoteRef:3] The mediating specialist par excellence for this type of ideology is the shaman who is associated with and is believed to be able to transform into the jaguar, the eagle, the alligator, and a series of other powerful, predatory animals. [3:  For example, the Arawak-speaking Enawene Nawe people of the southern Amazon region tell a story of how the Creator’s son was killed and eaten by the fish; in retribution, the Creator invented dams that are used at the time of fish-spawning – all of the remaining parts of his son’s body were transformed into parts of the dam. These events are remembered in the 7-month long festival called Yakwa when the spirits dance with the ancestral flutes.] 

In their cosmovisions, the following features are commonly associated with hunter/gatherer and agricultural societies: spirits of nature have powers that both cure and kill, the relations between human and other-than-human beings in nature are mediated through a complex system of “predatory” give and take, there is a prevailing tone of symbolic violence, a prevailing ambiguous morality; and affinal relations, or relations to ‘other’ groups marked by conflict.
By contrast, the more well-developed agricultural societies in which the priestly figure divides the religious field with shamans are characterized by the following elements: firstly, political and religious identities involve numerous communities spread out over a large geographical region which consider themselves to belong to a single larger unit (described by such notions as ‘all we people’, nation, indigenous people, “all our descendants”, etc.) These constructs supersede localized kingroup membership. Secondly, supra-local religious and political authorities (such as priests, prophets, federations, pan-indigenous organizations) seek to stimulate an effective integration of extensive religious, political, and social units. Thirdly, access to spiritual and material resources becomes immediate, superseding the mediation characteristic of shamanic societies. A prophet will announce that all followers of his ‘sect’ will equally receive the benefits of the promised land; the relations amongst members of the wider communities is that of ‘all one under a god’, or ‘all one under a particular priestly temple’. 
On the religious level, in priestly societies, one of the principal functions of the priest has to do with management of the dead, and the ancestors. Through the esoteric, canonical knowledge which they alone possess, priests create – in their thought – the world and all that is in it, including people. What the category of ‘people’ means for a priestly society is related to its distinction between what is human and non-human. The deceased and the ancestors may maintain their links with the living, particularly if they were/are of the noble or priestly class and especially, in the past, kings who more often than not, were considered to be more like gods than they were humans. As the priests minister to the dead, they also create the conditions by which new generations are produced. They thus embody the critical theme of death and regeneration that is at the heart of so many native religious traditions. In this way, the priests’ power transcends the more restricted predatory powers of the jaguar shamans. Priests may still bear the title of ‘jaguar’ which may indicate an accumulation of functions, but the priest annuls whatever danger ancestral spirits may pose to the living, at the same time that he or she creates new generations of society.
In prophetic societies, the essence of the prophet’s function is to propitiate a new world order, a religious regime of “world transcendence”, typically negating the reality of death. Prophets, or as they are known locally ‘wise men’,  have had numerous other functions throughout the history of contact with non-indigenous societies as we shall see: as leaders of rebellions against colonial oppression; whose ideologies are grounded in mythological themes of world destruction and renewal; who initiate historical traditions and are not merely outbursts of reaction to domination; whose eschatology offers distinctly spiritual solutions which cannot be understood through the characteristically social scientific ‘explanations’ of such phenomena in political, economic, or military terms.
Indigenous histories of these movements often pit the power of these prophetic figures to communicate directly and spontaneously with the deities and with the deceased in the prophets’ campaigns against their opponents who are associated with the lethal  forces of witchcraft and assault sorcery – yet, without necessarily arriving at a clear-cut resolution. That is, prophets have not necessarily overcome those who practice witchcraft, perceived by many to be the greatest threat to ordered existence in this life. But not for that reason can we conclude – as so many social scientists have – that prophetic (or messianic or millenarian) movements have ‘failed’. To argue this ignores the vibrant historical struggles of indigenous religions to come to terms with the internal dilemmas posed by their ontologies when articulated with historical circumstances.
Priestly societies evolved into complex hierarchies in which the priests served powerful chiefs and upper classes while the shamans and a series of other religious practitioners (diviners, artisans) served the needs of the popular classes or the warrior classes. Perhaps this is one way to interpret the societies associated with some of the most spectacular religious monuments of North America, such as the Moundbuilding cultures of the eastern and southeastern Woodlands, especially the Mississippian culture. Many of the great mounds were burial sites; others, such as Cahokia, the largest prehistoric site in North America, north of Central Mexico, were urban settlements.  For 500 years, (800 to 1300 CE), Cahokia, which is located in one of the most fertile agricultural zones in North America, was the major center of a culture that, at its peak, stretched its area of influence from what is now Minnesota to Florida and across the southeast. Cahokia architecture consisted mainly of about 120 mounds, many of which still stand, the best-known being Monk's Mound, about 100 feet tall, with a rectangular base of about 15 acres and a flat top that was once the foundation for a chief's house or a religious structure. Woodhenge, a calendrical structure associated with Cahokia, is a circle created by wood posts lined up with the rising sun at specific dates of the year. There is evidence that Cahokia was a theocratic chieftainship with a four-tiered socio-political hierarchy at the top of which was the chief, thought to be the brother of the sun. Under him, his relatives and other associates formed an elite class. These sub-chieftains exercised control over heads of family clans, who in turn directed the commoners. 
The reasons for the decline of the Cahokian culture are unknown, though depletion of resources was a contributing factor. 
Complex Moundbuilding cultures appear also in the Amazon delta and lower Amazon River. The most important of these was Marajoara, from 400 CE to 1300 CE, known for its exquisite ceramics with motifs indicating matriarchal chiefdoms. The details of Marajoara and other complex cultures of the lower and middle Amazon, however, may never be known, since colonial towns and cities were built on top of some of the most important settlement sites. Archaeological research has just begun in the Central Amazon region; 16th Century documents, however, leave no doubt of the existence of powerful chiefdoms with dense populations, and temples of the sun and moon. 
The best-documented sequences of theocratic chiefdoms, followed by city-states and empires based on the divine powers of the king, are found in Mesoamerica and in the Central Andes. The similarities among all of the major religious traditions that emerged in Mesoamerica - beginning with the Olmec civilization (1500-900 BCE) on the eastern coast, to the Aztec empire the capitol of which,  Tenochtitlan, was the center of religious development over a vast area of Mesoamerica until the time the Spaniards arrived in 1521,-  permit us to speak of a regional religious tradition with a number of features in common, along with local variations. 
Besides being the first civilization of the Americas – as far as we know - to have a form of writing, the Olmecs  are known for their sculptures of “Colossal heads”, perhaps representing famous rulers or warriors, and the hybrid art style of animal (jaguar, bird, reptile) and human forms suggesting the importance of shamanic specialists. From 900-300 BCE, the Olmec religious tradition spread throughout parts of Mesoamerica; cults dedicated to gods of rain, fire, the Plumed Serpent, and the Underworld proliferated. In the latter half of this period, monumental ceremonial centers were built, with evidence of astronomical alignments, royal tombs, upright stelae, and elaborate public ceremonies.
The Mayan civilization was in its formative period from 300 BCE to 100 CE with pyramidal structures in the Peten of south-central Mesoamerica. At one important site,  Yaxchilan, known as a "City of Seers," there are many descriptions of blood sacrifice. The intention of these sacrifices was to communicate with the ancestors.  In one famous scene of the “Vision Serpent”, Queen Lady 6 Tun has pierced her tongue with a thorn-embedded rope, running the rope through her tongue, collecting the blood on papers, burning these, and in the clouds of smoke (accompanied with much rubber and copal) she sees the ancestor of her lineage inside the Vision Serpent.  In the accompanying scene, her husband has done the same with his penis, with a similar result. In Schele and Friedel's Forest of Kings, we learn that: "The aim of these great cathartic rituals was the vision quest, the opening of a portal into the Otherworld through which gods and the ancestors could be enticed so that the beings of this world could commune with them."  
The serpent was a very important social and religious symbol, for other reasons. Maya mythology describes serpents (recall the serpent imagery of North America) as being the vehicles by which celestial bodies, such as the sun and stars, cross the heavens. The shedding of their skin made serpents a symbol of rebirth and renewal. Serpents were so revered, that one of the main Mesoamerican deities, Quetzalcoatl, was represented as a feathered serpent.
From 100-700 CE, Teotihuacan (“place where the gods were born”) became the imperial capital of an empire, with towering pyramids to the Sun and Moon, connected by the “Avenue of the Dead”, and the palace of Quetzalpapalotl, a bird-like butterfly. Numerous cults of rain, war, jaguars, Feathered Serpent developed. The largest pyramid on earth at Cholula, was built during the period.  
The period from 300-900 CE is considered the “classic” period of the Maya in the lowlands characterized by extravagant development of their cosmovision with the cosmic tree as axis mundi, a long-count calendar that spanned thousands of years, rich ceremonial centers (such as Palenque, built by the great King Pacal), the belief in the sun’s nightly journey through the underworld (Xibalba), which was one of the motives for auto-sacrifice and human sacrifice. The end of the Maya Classic period came with the fall of several segments of Maya civilization. 
Over the next two hundred years the Toltec Empire emerged as a center of influence with its capitol city, Tula, famous for its traditions of Quetzalcoatl, the Plumed Serpent. The Toltecs left evidence of warrior cults and long-distance commerce, as well as perfection in the arts, astronomy, and cosmovision which influenced the Mayan site of Chichen Itza in the Yucatan. In the central plateau of Mesoamerica, the Lake Cultures began receiving migrating farmers and warriors into their numbers around 1250 CE. These were the Chichimecas or Aztecs who assimilated into the pre-existing patterns of farming, commerce, warfare, and religious cults. The Aztecs settled on Tenochtitlan, then a swampy island, led by their deity, the god of war and tribute Huitzilopochtli, in the form of an eagle. Eventually the settlement was divided into four quadrants surrounding the temple Coatepec (Serpent Mountain) and ceremonial buildings. Cults to the god of agriculture and water (Tlaloc) are combined at the Great Temple (Templo Maior). Other Chichimec groups settled on the nearby island of Tlatelolco which became a market center and a great ceremonial center. 
The Mexicas led a rebellion against the city-state of Azcapotzalco and formed a Triple Alliance of three city-states (Tenochtitlan, Tlacopan, Texcoco) that ruled central Mesoamerica until the time of the Spanish conquest. From 1440-1468, the Aztec emperor Moctezuma ruled and expanded Coatepec, the great temple, the ceremonial center, the tribute networks and warfare efforts. The Aztecs soon imposed their rule over the great market system at Tlatelolco, thus consolidating the core of their empire. In 1503, Moctezuma Xocotzin (Mocteuczomatzin Xocoyotzin which means The Frowning Lord, Honored Younger One )came to power; seven years later, the Spaniards arrived at the East Coast of Mexico beginning their reconnaissance of Mesoamerica. A decade later, Tenochtitlan fell when Cuahutemoc surrendered to Hernan Cortes at Tlatelolco. Mesoamerica then became the scene of one of the most tragic downfalls and catastrophic collapses in population that had repercussions throughout Native America. 
As in Mesoamerica, several times during Andean prehistory populations coalesced into large political entities; it is therefore possible to consider an Andean civilization and tradition. Among the first in the long line of city-states to have established some of the central themes of Andean religious traditions was Tiwanaku in what is now western Bolivia. From its agricultural village beginnings, it grew into a major state power that dominated the region from 300-1000 CE. Many of the gods worshipped by the people of Tiwanaku centered around agriculture, the mountains, and,  most important of all, the Sun. 
One of the most important deities was Viracocha, shaper of many worlds, and destroyer of many worlds. According to the traditions, he created people, with two servants, on a great piece of rock. Then he drew sections on the rock and sent his servants to name the tribes in those areas. In Tiwanaku he created the people out of rock and brought life to them through the earth. The traditions of Tiwanaku say that Viracocha created giants to move the massive stones that comprise much of their impressive architecture, but then grew unhappy with the giants and sent a flood to destroy them. The figure of Viracocha is carved into the most famous gateway, the Gateway of the Sun, to overlook his people and lands. The Gateway is recognized for its singular, great frieze which is thought to be a main deity figure surrounded by either calendar signs or natural forces for agricultural worship. Along with Viracocha, there is another statue in the Gateway which many believe to have been a celestial high god that personified various elements of natural forces intimately associated with the  productive potential of altiplano ecology. This statue is more complex than Viracocha in that it has twelve faces covered by a solar mask and at the base thirty running or kneeling figures. Some scholars believe that this is a representation of the calendar. Today, the Aymara-speaking descendants of the Tiwanaku civilization still perform rites to the Sun deity, the earth deity Pachamama, and the mountain deities. At the summer solstice, there are major gatherings to give thanks to the sun.  
The Akapana temple may have been conceived by the people of Tiwanaku as their principal emblem of the sacred mountain, a simulacrum of the highly visible, natural mountain huacas (sacred places) in the Quimsachata range. The Akapana was Tiwanaku’s principal earth shrine, an icon of fertility and agricultural abundance. It was the mountain at the center of the island-world and may even have evoked the specific image of sacred mountains on Lake Titicaca’s Island of the Sun. In this context, the Akapana was the principal huaca of the creation story, the mountain of human origins and emergence, which assumed specific mytho-historic significance.
Recent excavations have shown that rituals of human and animal sacrifice also occurred at Tiwanaku. The discovery of a mass grave at the Akapama pyramid, dated to around 900 CE, scholars suggest, may have been related to the end of the Tiwanaku civilization when a major drought provoked crop failure, and the priests desperately supplicated the deities for  divine intervention. 
[bookmark: Archaeology]Moche civilization became a center for regional integration of part of the northern Andes contemporaneous with Tiwanaku. The Moche constructed the largest Andean adobe structure, the Huaca del Sol, one of the two or three largest South American monuments. Both iconography and the finds of human skeletons in ritual contexts seems to indicate that human sacrifice also played a significant part in Moche religious practices. These rites appear to have involved the elite as key actors in a spectacle of costumed participants, monumental settings and possibly the ritual consumption of blood. While some scholars argue that the sacrificial victims were the losers of ritual battles among local elites, others suggest that the sacrificial victims were warriors captured in territorial battles between the Moche and other nearby societies. Excavations in plazas near Moche huacas have found groups of people sacrificed together and skeletons of young men deliberately excarnated, perhaps for temple displays. The Moche may have also held and tortured the victims for several weeks before sacrificing them, with the intent of deliberately drawing blood. Some parts of the victim may have been eaten as well in ritual cannibalism. The sacrifices may have been associated with rites of ancestral renewal and agricultural fertility. Moche iconography features a figure scholars have nicknamed the 'Decapitator', frequently depicted as a spider, but depicted as a winged creature or a sea monster, all three features symbolizing land, water and air. When the body is included, it is usually shown with one arm holding a knife and another holding a severed head by the hair. The 'Decapitator' is thought to have figured prominently in the beliefs surrounding the practice of sacrifice. 
The looting of Moche and other Andean sites for gold and preserved ceramics has been one of the most serious problems that have made a fuller description of Moche religion impossible, as well as constituting criminal destruction of ancient burial sites.The Moche were followed by the Chimor who consolidated 1000 km of the coast under the second largest prehistoric polity in South America. 
From 2800-2200 BP, Chavín de Huantar was a major ceremonial site. The monumental architecture includes a U-shaped principal mound oriented to face the rising sun. Deep within the platform mound a cruciform chamber is centered on El Lanzón, a thirteen foot tall, prism-shaped stela that extends from floor to ceiling. Carved in bas-relief, the stela depiction includes a standing anthropomorph that combines feline characteristics and serpent depiction. The religious significance of Chavín de Huántar depends upon the geography of the site. The merging of two large rivers has shown religious significance in past cultures, and thus it makes sense that the location of Chavín de Huántar was utilized as a religious ceremonial center. The convergence of two rivers is referred to as tinkuy, which can be defined as the harmonious meeting of opposing forces. It has been suggested that Chavin de Huantar served as the meeting place of the natural and cosmic forces. The area is known to have natural hot springs as well as an awe-inspiring view of the Huantsan peak which could both add to religious significance of the site.
The greatest of all central polities of the Andes, the Incan civilization, unified the Andes a mere century before European intrusion. The Inca state was called Tahuantinsuyu, the 'Land of the Four Quarters,' and was centered on Cuzco, Perú. Inca was a title bestowed on the political leader and referred to the ruling ayllu (kinship group). Today Inca refers both to the people and the polity. The first Inca, Manco Capac, was revered as a civilizing hero. According to Garcilaso de la Vega's version of Andean history, Manco Capac came from the Lake Titicaca region. The Inca chronicler Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala wrote that the first Incas came from Lake Titicaca and Tiwanaku, lived in Tambotoco (also called Pacaritambo) and four brothers and four sisters left to found Cuzco. These included Manco Capac and his wife. Pachacuti Inca Yupanqui, the ninth Inca, is considered the greatest Inca. Around 1438 Pachacuti replaced his brother Inca Urcon and consolidated a large polity, a territory spanning from the Titicaca Basin to central Perú. Pachacuti is credited with the construction of many monumental sites and with instituting wise laws. He reconstructed Cuzco, built the Coricancha, the so-called "Temple of the Sun," and initiated construction of Saxsayhuaman with polygonal masonry terraces of many immense stones. 
The empire was divided into four parts (north, south, east, and west) and each part was further subdivided into three. The capital of the Empire was also the sacred center of the universe and was likewise divided into four quarters. These four quarters were grouped two by two into upper and lower, forming opposed moieties, a system which also regulated marital arrangements amongst the noble classes of the capitol. Cosmology, society, and the Empire were thus organized by the numbers 2, 3 and 4. The Inca bureaucracy, in turn, was organized into six levels from least to greatest inclusion, least to greatest number of persons, following the decimal system from 10 to 10 thousand people. There were officials responsible for governing each group of a thousand people. 
Inca cosmovision, notions of time and history were shaped by a calendric system which divided history into various epochs. Every thousand years the earth was destroyed, by a cataclysm of some sort, and then renewed. In a very strong sense, the Inca were millenarists. The view of history was that the first epoch of humanity ended with an enormous flood; the second when the vault of the sky fell on the earth; the third was destroyed by a great wind; and the fourth was the Spanish Conquest when the creator-god, Viracocha, came from below, in the form of the Spaniards, to bring about another turning over of the earth, called a pachakuti. The priests could foresee these events through their reading of omens and announcement of prophecies. Each of these forms of world-destruction meant a change of places in the most fundamental division between High (Hanan) and Low (Hurin)(other oppositions that lined up along the High/Low division were: Water/Fire; Earth/Sky; Coast/Mountains; Viracocha/The Sun, Inti, the divinity of the State; and the four divisions of the Empire)
The highest ranking deity of the Inca was a celestial supreme being who was first known under the name Viracocha, later also as Pachacamak. Originally, Pachacamak was a sky god of the Lurín Valley in central Peru whose name was later given to the sky god of the Inca. The main god of the Inca state religion was the sun god Inti, who might have been a nature totem of the Quechua or a god of a certain tribe. Another significant deity in the Inca pantheon was the thunder god Illapu who was apparently distinctive from the Tiwanaku sky god, but was named after a thunder god of the central Peruvian tribes. Viracocha became the culture hero of the Inca who was said to have brought culture to people, then set off to the Pacific and promised to return. 
In the Inca vision, like the Aztec and Mayan views of nobility, the King was not a human like any other but was the incorporation of cosmological opposites, the only one who could maintain the equilibrium between, and separation of, the opposing sacred principles, and the only one who could restore the cosmic order after one of these pachakuti cataclysms. Thus when King Atahuallpa was beheaded by Pizarro, a period of cosmic disorder was installed: the Empire had lost its unifying principle of cosmic order. For the chronicler Guaman Poma de Ayalla, the Spanish King assumed the place of the Inca king and held power of the two societies, Inca and Spanish. Shortly after the fall of Cuzco, a millenarian movement called Taki Onkoy (the “Dancing Sickness”) attempted to restore the Andean order by, among other ways, rejecting everything of the Spanish order. Andean divinities of the landscape began incorporating themselves in humans who danced and trembled with sickness. Later there arose a belief, which is still current in the Andean region, that the King’s body had been quartered and the four parts were buried in each of the four parts of the Empire. Over time, the parts would grow back together until, reunited, the Golden Age of the Inca Empire would return. This movement is referred to as Inkarri (Inca King). 
Brief Contact History. After Columbus’ landfall in the late 15th Century, the earliest initial contacts occurred between Spaniards and the indigenous peoples of Mesoamerica and the Andes; and the Portuguese, Dutch, and French with the indigenous peoples of Lowland South America. In contrast with the first two regions, early relations in the Lowlands were characterized by trade and commerce. 
This was soon followed in all areas by “The Great Dying”, demographic collapse in Mesoamerica and South America, when millions of indigenous peoples, particularly of the Empires, fell victim to diseases against which they had no immunity, and to the atrocious conditions of slavery, forced removal and violence. The great native rulers of the Aztecs, the Incas, and various Mayan city-states were murdered in public; as divine rulers, who maintained the harmony and order of the cosmos, their deaths signified a complete overturning of that order and the beginning of a rein of chaos. 
Native peoples met the challenges in various ways. In the 1560s, the tribes of the Central Andes engaged in the “Taki Onkoy” (Dancing Sickness) movement with the intent to heal the cosmos which had fallen into chaos. In the early 16th Century, at least one major Tupian migration involving 10 thousand Indians fleeing from the Portuguese invaders on the northeast coast of South America, traversed the continent on foot in search of a ‘land without evil’. Only 3 thousand survivors reached Chachapoyas in Bolivia in 1539, and later, the Amazon River where they settled on the island of Tupinambaranas.  In 1531, the Mexican Indian Juan Diego experienced the apparition of the virgin of Guadalupe at Tepeyac which was later to become officially recognized as Our Lady of Guadalupe, the patron saint of Mexico. Some historians believe the icon represents both the Virgin Mary and the indigenous Mexican goddess Tonantzin. Others believe the Virgin was a simplified and sanitized version of Coatlicue, the Aztec mother goddess. This hybridization may have provided a way for 16th century Spaniards to gain converts among the indigenous population of early Mexico; it may also have provided a way for 16th century indigenous Mexicans to covertly practice their native religion. Guadalupe is often considered a mixture of the cultures which blend to form Mexico, both racially and religiously. Guadalupe is sometimes called the "first mestiza” or "the first Mexican" The Virgin of Guadalupe was made patroness of Mexico and the Pope officially recognized Our Lady of Guadalupe in the early 18th Century. 
 Starting in the late 16th century, the Spanish, British, French, Swedes and Dutch began to colonize eastern North America. Many early attempts—notably the Lost Colony of Roanoke—ended in failure, but successful colonies were soon established. Coming from a variety of social and religious groups, the colonists settled in different locations on the seaboard.
European enslavement of Native Americans started with the Spanish from the earliest days on the Caribbean islands where they first settled. The gold mines of Hispaniola was one of the first localities for intensive use of slaves resulting in the near-extermination of native peoples on most of the islands. Mixed-blood survivors remained, especially in Jamaica, Cuba, and the Dominican Republic. In Brazil slavery may already have been part of some native traditions, although its meaning and functions were very different from European forms of enslavement. Constant warfare amongst Tupi-speaking peoples of the coast had the purpose of obtaining captives, who would be kept for a period of time and then sacrificed and eaten, similar to the way the Aztec nobles sacrificed and ate captives in war, although the cosmological motives were very different. After the arrival of the Portuguese, the Tupian–speaking peoples began to trade their captives in exchange for goods. In the Amazon valley, official and private slavery were in operation until the mid-18th Century. Historical documents show that approximately a thousand slaves were taken every year over a period from the 1630s to the end of indigenous slavery in the 1750s. In the Northwest Amazon region, over 20,000 slaves were taken to work in the construction of colonial towns between  1740-1755. 
Native American slavery was also practiced by the British in the Carolinas who sold Native American captives into slavery on the plantations in the Caribbean. Among the peoples that specialized in slave raids and trade with Carolina were the Westo, Yamasee, Chickasaw, and Creek. One estimate of the number of Native Americans in southeast America sold in the British slave trade from 1670-1715 is between 24,000 and 51,000. Slavery of Native Americans was organized in colonial and Mexican California through Franciscan missions until the second half of the 19th Century. 
Indian slavery was abolished in the Portuguese colonies in 1755, and the Jesuits were expelled from indigenous missions ten years later. They were replaced by several other missionary orders (Fransiscans, Mercedarians). In the Spanish colonies, the encomienda labor system was put in place to meet the needs of the colonies’ early mining economy. Essentially, the encomienda was a legal system enforced by the crown, which lasted from the 16th century to the 18th century. The crown granted a number of conquistadores and soldiers a specified number of natives of whom they were to take responsibility. The receiver of the grant was to instruct the natives in the Spanish language and in the Catholic faith. In return, they could exact tribute from the natives in the form of gold, labor, or any way possible (such as in corn, wheat or chickens). The system was formally abolished in 1720, but lost effectiveness much earlier than that. In the Portuguese colonies, the labor system was organized through a policy of  descimentos, in which indigenous peoples were “persuaded” to descend from the backlands to work for periods of time in the construction of the colonies. 
Indigenous rebellions – too numerous to mention -, often led by prophets, or descendants of indigenous royalties, or powerful war chiefs occurred throughout Mesoamerica, North America, and many regions of South America during a greater  part of the 17th and 18th centuries. One mestizo prophet of the Andean region, named Juan Santos Atahuallpa, was heavily influenced by nativist and messianic ideology. By leading a revolt of the Campa and Quechua against Spanish rule, he sought to balance the cosmic order, which had been disrupted by the Spanish Conquest. Juan Santos promised his revolt would bring peace and prosperity to all the Andes beginning in the Amazon forest and spreading to the highlands and the coast. The culmination of his rebellion would be his coronation as Sapa Inca (supreme ruler of Tawantinsuyu) in the capital city of Lima. It is clear that he was very influenced by Christianity though he prevented the entry of all missionaries into the region controlled by his movement for many generations.
In North America, by the end of the 18th Century, The French and Indian wars left the Six Nations (Iroquois) peoples severely battered, disorganized and demoralized. It was around this time that the prophet called Handsome Lake emerged among them to preach the ‘Good Message’ , or Gaiwiio, which became known as the code of Handsome Lake. It is ‘good’ because it finally reconciles human beings with the Creator; heaven is thus referred to in the Gaiwiio as the "New World" because former generations, not knowing the Creator's will, did not go there. Heaven is the "land of the Creator". There is, however, also an underworld, a dark region beneath the Earth's surface where the creations of the Devil or Tormentor had been imprisoned by the Creator. At the end of the world, these evil creatures would be released and "many people will be captured and poisoned by them. Men will see these hardships when they fail to believe in Gaiwiio". Punishment for the wicked was a recurring theme. Those who dishonoured Gaiwiio were likely to die mysteriously, whilst the Tormentor would "punish the wicked when they depart this world"; numerous examples are given of these punishments.
The teachings of Handsome Lake spoke of a dispute in the "heaven world" between the Creator and the Tormentor over humankind, the Tormentor claiming that he ruled the Earth, that human beings obeyed him not the Creator whose voice they did not hear. Whenever Gaiwiio was taught, a "messenger of the evil-minded spirit" attempted to sow doubt in the hearer's mind as to the efficacy of the teaching. 
The description of the Tormentor is notable for its resemblance to the well-known image found in some Christian belief: "At times horns shot out from his forehead, at times a cloven hoof appeared and at times a tail was visible". 
Despite the striking similarities between Handsome Lake's portrayal of the dispute between the Creator and the Tormentor and the punishment of the wicked in a kind of 'hell', and corresponding teachings in Christianity, Handsome Lake's portrayal was here a "typical example of Iroquois philosophy. The Iroquois were fond of devising stories of this character [the Tormentor]..." (Parker on the Iroquois, 'The Code of Handsome Lake' p.48 n.1). At death the souls of the dead followed the "Sky Road" or Milky Way until reaching a fork, at which point the good followed the narrow road to heaven, whilst the evil soul traveled the broad, rough, road to the Tormentor's Lodge. There was also a suggestion in Gaiwiio of a 'chosen people': "You have had the constant fear that the White race would exterminate you. The Creator will care for his Ongwe'owe (real people)". 
          Finally, the Gaiwiio comprehensively scrutinized social relations - much was in need of reform whilst some longstanding practices were to be abandoned. Gaiwiio identified "four evil words": Whisky/rum, witchcraft, witchpoison, and abortion (sterilization) - these were to be abandoned. Sexual promiscuity must cease also, along with abuse of one another; for example, the husband's abuse of his wife, and child abuse. The importance of living in communities was stressed along with sharing, care of the elderly, of orphans, and of the poor. Gaiwiio did not embody the wholesale revival of traditional culture, but it did signify an affirmation and rebuilding of much of it.
On the other side of the hemisphere, native peoples of the Northwest Amazon region of South America mobilized around native prophets largely in resistance to oppressive systems of labor extraction (e.g., rubber) in the mid-19th Century. Prophets sought deliverance from these exploitive systems and autonomy from the White people. Nearly all of the prophets were jaguar-shamans; the first of them, named Kamiko elaborated a tradition called “The Song of the Cross” in which shamanic practice and powerful symbols of Christianity were joined. The prophets’ principle objective was to eradicate witchcraft and assault sorcery, which had increased enormously due to the disorganization and inequality produced by the foreign labor system.
To the east, in the Guyana/Brazil frontier regions, in the 1840s, a prophetic movement arose led by a Moravian-educated Macuxi Indian by the name of Bichiwung. This movement resulted in the creation of the “Hallelujah” religion, a blending of indigenous cosmologies, shamanic worldview, and the incorporation of elements of Moravian Christianity (Church meetings, pieces of paper with English words written on them) which were considered to be major symbols of power. The Hallelujah religion, like the “Song of the Cross” in the Northwest Amazon, became long-lasting traditions, the former being recognized officially by the Guyanese government. 
In the United States, around the 1890s, the Native American Church emerged in the State of Oklahoma, a widespread religious denomination which practiced Peyotism or the Peyote religion. Peyotism involves the use of the entheogen Peyote, which produces visions.  Peyotist beliefs varied considerably from tribe to tribe, but often included belief in Jesus as a Native American culture hero, an intercessor for man or a spiritual guardian; belief in the Bible; belief in Peyote personified as a deity; and association of Jesus with Peyote. Peyotists believed in a supreme God. The "Peyote Road" calls for Indian brotherly love (often taking the form of Indian Nationalism), family care, self-support through work, avoidance of alcohol, and avoidance of recreational drug use – in sum, a comprehensive program of moral reform. Many Tribes practiced inipi ceremonies, also known as Sweat Lodge rituals, which involve prayer, singing, and the taking of peyote as a sacrament. 
Quanah Parker, Comanche chief, is credited as the founder of the Native American Church Movement in the 1890s, and which was formally incorporated in 1918. Parker adopted the peyote religion after reportedly seeing a vision of Jesus Christ while suffering from a near fatal wound following a battle with Federal Troops. Parker was given peyote by Coahuilatecan Indians in south Texas who healed him and showed him the proper way to run peyote ceremonies. Therefore, the genesis of modern NAC ceremonies have deep roots in Mexican Indian culture and ritual, due to the natural locality of Peyote and the dissemination by Parker to the Comanche and other plains tribes located in Indian Territory.
Parker taught that the Sacred Peyote Medicine was the Sacrament given to all Peoples by the Creator, and was to be used with water when taking communion in some Native American Church medicine ceremonies. Parker created the "half-moon" style of the peyote ceremony. The "cross fire" ceremony (originally called the "Blue Moon" ceremony) later evolved in Oklahoma (initially among the Kiowa Indians) due to influences introduced by a Caddo Indian who traveled extensively with Parker during the early days of the Native American Church movement. Parker's most famous teaching regarding the Spirituality of the Native American Church was that:
The White Man goes into his church and talks about Jesus. The Indian goes into his Tipi and talks with Jesus.

Although the Native American Religious Freedom Act of 1994 and 1996 specifically states that Native Americans are exempt from persecution under the law, conflicts between those who use peyote in religious ceremonies and state governments have continued in some circumstances. Currently, laws regulating peyote use vary by state, although most follow the stipulations of the Native American Freedom Act. 
The Ghost Dance of the late 19th Century was another major religious movement that incorporated numerous Native American belief systems. The traditional ritual used in the Ghost Dance, the circle dance, has been used by many Native Americans since prehistoric times, but was first performed in accordance with Jack Wilson’s teachings among the Nevada Paiute in 1889. The practice swept throughout much of the American West, quickly reaching areas of California and Oklahoma. As the Ghost Dance spread from its original source, Native American tribes synthesized selective aspects of the ritual with their own beliefs, often creating change in both the society that integrated it and the ritual itself.
At the core of the movement was the prophet of peace Jack Wilson, known as Wovoka among the Paiute, who prophesied a peaceful end to white American expansion while preaching messages of clean living, an honest life, and cross-cultural cooperation. Perhaps the best known facet of the Ghost Dance movement is the role it reportedly played in the Wounded Knee Massacre in 1890, which resulted in the deaths of at least 153 Lakota Sioux. The Sioux variation on the Ghost Dance tended towards millenarianism, an innovation which distinguished the Sioux interpretation from Jack Wilson's original teachings.
	


          Wovoka was believed to have experienced a vision during a solar eclipse on January 1, 1889. It was reportedly not his first time experiencing a vision directly from God; but as a young adult, he claimed that he was then better equipped, spiritually, to handle this message. He had received training from an experienced holy man under his parents’ guidance after they realized that he was having difficulty interpreting his previous visions. He was also training to be a “weather doctor”, following in his father’s footsteps, and was known throughout Mason Valley as a gifted and blessed young leader. He often presided over circle dances, which symbolize the sun’s heavenly path across the sky, while preaching a message of universal love.
Wovoka told the anthropologist James Mooney that he had stood before God in Heaven, and had seen many of his ancestors engaged in their favorite pastimes. God showed him a beautiful land filled with wild game, and instructed him to return home to tell his people that they must love each other, not fight, and live in peace with the whites. God also stated that Wovoka’s people must work, not steal or lie, and that they must not engage in the old practices of war or the traditional self-mutilation practices connected with mourning the dead. God said that if his people abided by these rules they would be united with their friends and family in the other world.
In God’s presence, the prophet proclaimed, there would be no sickness, disease, or old age. He was then given the Ghost Dance and commanded to take it back to his people. The prophet preached that if this five-day dance was performed in the proper intervals, the performers would secure their happiness and hasten the reunion of the living and deceased. God purportedly gave him powers over weather and told him that he would be the deputy in charge of affairs in the Western United States, leaving the current President as God’s deputy in the East. The prophet claimed that he was then told to return home and preach God’s message.
Wovoka claimed to have left the presence of God convinced that if every Indian in the West danced the new dance to “hasten the event,” all evil in the world would be swept away leaving a renewed Earth filled with food, love, and faith. Quickly accepted by his Paiute brethren, the new religion was termed “Dance In A Circle”. Because the first European contact with the practice came by way of the Sioux, their expression Spirit Dance was adopted as a descriptive title for all such practices. This was subsequently translated as “Ghost Dance”. Following the tragic massacre at Wounded Knee, the Ghost Dance diminished in importance among native peoples of the Plains.
At the beginning of the twentieth century, in Brazil, the First Indian agency (Indian Protection Service, or S.P.I.) was founded in 1910, by the humanist Candido Marechal Rondon. But, rubber extraction in the Amazon was still attracting international attention, and the region’s indigenous population suffered dramatic population losses due to the violence and brutality of the rubber bosses especially in Peru, Venezuela, Colombia, and northern Brazil. The world-wide Evangelization Crusade and especially, the Wycliffe Bible Translators established bases among numerous native communities throughout Central and South America during this time. Italian Catholic missions (e.g., Salesians) introduced their civilization program among native peoples of central and Northwest Brazil, and Southwest Venezuela. In the case of the Northwest Amazon of Brazil, the civilization program amounted to little more than forced acculturation programs if not outright ethnocide – meaning, the destruction of all traditional religious beliefs and practices. 
By the end of the 20th Century, Pentecostal and neo-Pentecostal churches grew in number in countries which had been torn by civil war such as Guatemala. With the change in Catholic Church policy regarding indigenous peoples after Vatican II and the introduction of the theology of liberation, native peoples of Central, South and North America forged ways of adapting the new theology to the specificities of their realities. Numerous pan-indian federations emerged; indigenous peoples took their claims of human rights violations to international forums such as the United Nations in Geneva Switzerland, and the Fourth Bertrand Russell Tribunal on “Violations of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples of the Americas”, held in Rotterdam, Holland, at which time numerous cases of violations of religious rights (desecration of sacred lands, ethnocide by evangelical missionaries, etc.) were presented by native delegates. 
At the turn of the century, Pentecostal and neo-pentecostal churches proliferated amongst indigenous communities in South and Central America. At the same time, Native North American seminary scholars developed indigenous theologies that were more in tune with their spiritual needs. The revitalization and expansion of native dance festivals celebrating cultural exchanges (the powwow circuit in North America, the dabukuri circuit in the Northwest Amazon, the Tore festivals of Northeast Brazil, and others) have also come back in full swing. 
Current Issues. The contemporary religious situation of native peoples of the three Americas has nevertheless many issues in common that have yet to be resolved satisfactorily: in both North and South America, native peoples seek to take back from museums and private collectors sacred objects and remains (especially skeletal) that belong to their people or were found on their original homelands. Numerous cases of this “repatriation” are currently in the courts of the United States; in Brazil, the more native peoples are becoming aware of where the remains of their ancestors and their cultures are being stored, the more they seek the help of indigenous lawyers in recovering them. The celebrated case of the 10,000 year old skeletal remains of the “Kennewick Man” in North America illustrates some of the difficulties tribal peoples have in disputes over early ancestral remains. Nevertheless, it has become practice in most cases for religious leaders to be called to perform proper re-burial ceremonies in numerous cases of uncovered burial mound sites.   
A second issue is the protection of sacred sites against encroachment by corporations or individuals who do not recognize sites as being exclusively indigenous. The case of Devil’s Tower National Park, or Bear’s Lodge, as native peoples know it,  in Wyoming is a case in point. Over 20 North American tribes recognize the Lodge as the site of important events of the times of creation; mountain climbers do not recognize this belief. Native peoples perceive climbing as a desecration to their sacred site. The National Park Service has developed a Climbing Management Plan which encourages respect for native peoples’ beliefs.  
A third, related issue has to do with conflicts between so-called “New Agers” and their ‘nature-based’ religions which involve rituals at places that native peoples consider to be of great sacred power. Nudity and other inappropriate behavior – from the point of view of native peoples – has led native peoples to request intervention on the part of US National Park officials in the sense of educating New Agers that such behavior is disrespectful and offensive. At times, New Agers have learned rituals that should, by native tradition, be kept secret – such as the construction of the sweathouse – and have performed their own versions of the sweats. The conflict is difficult to resolve, for it is often native peoples who claim to be religious leaders and teach anyone who is willing to pay money, whatever ceremonies they wish to know. To native elders this is another form of violating their rights to maintain the secrecy of important ceremonies. 
In a similar vein, learning to “become a shaman” by paying for sessions led by one or more of the so-called “New Age shamans” – many of whom can be shown to be charlatans – is just as disrespectful of native traditions and dangerous to the apprentices as learning witchcraft from a book, for shamanic knowledge, if improperly or incorrectly taught can very well have extremely negative consequences for the apprentices.
The film industry and mass media have for many generations been among the principal sources of misunderstanding of native peoples’ religious traditions due to their propagation of gross distortions and racist stereotypes of native peoples throughout the Americas, but especially in the United States. Here again, sacred ceremonies are sometimes displayed with no respect for their secrecy, or old cowboy and western films fuel racist stereotypes thereby hindering any progress in mutual comprehension between native and non-native peoples. Only recently has this begun to change in the US, with native actors and film producers taking control of the thematic content as well as securing the consent of  North American tribal elders regarding what is permissible to show in public. Even so, North American film producers have recently latched on to the Conquest of Mexico to display both a more complex, sensationalized vision of the Mayans and Aztecs yet one which is fraught with historical error and some of the same “bloody savage” images typical of the old cowboy and Indian films.  
Native peoples throughout the Americas are well-known for their prophecies of future times, such as the ancient Mayan prophecies from the codex called the Book of Chilam Balam. The Yucatec Maya ascribed these to a legendary author called Chilam Balam, a chilam being a priest who gives oracles. Some of the texts actually consist of oracles about the coming of the Spaniards to Yucatan while mentioning chilam Balam as its first author. This authorship was traditionally extended to include all the disparate texts found within a particular manuscript.  The Mayan long count calendar  foretold the destruction of the universe on December 21st of the year 2012 CE; this has recently become the centerpiece for a number of popular sects which assemble cataclysmic images from all traditions to buttress the veracity of the Mayan end-time. One should bear in mind, however, that despite the quasi-universality of the theme of world destruction in native peoples’ religious traditions, they are always followed by a time of regeneration, a new cosmic cycle in which – some say- there will be a paradise, but most just do not say what comes afterward. In the material presented above, we have seen various examples of catastrophic situations – the ends of empires, the deaths of kings, imminent threats that darkness, chaos, and cannibalistic monsters will dominate the earth. These end-of-the-world scenarios, it is worth noting, found resonance in (but were most definitely not derived from) Christian eschatologies as native people understood these. Furthermore, the cycles of death and regeneration – whether in short cycles of the plants, or long cycles of the universe – are grounding metaphors for understanding the divine plan for humans and all other-than-human beings of this universe.    
Another aspect of this occurs in South America where native and mestizo ‘vegetalistas’ (herbalists) receive payment to teach tourists how to go on spiritual ‘trips’ with the ‘visionary vine’ called ayahuasca or yaje. The use of psychoactive plants has been, as was mentioned above, a millenarian practice of native peoples throughout the Americas, but especially in the western Amazon region of South America where the Banisteriopsis vine is found in abundance, along with the chacrona leaf that, together, produce a very powerful brew used by native peoples in pre-hunting rituals, pre-war rituals, and sometimes, in shamanic rituals. Mestizos have extended the use to healing rituals encouraging what some scholars have called “spiritual tourism”, that is, the use of very potent psychoactives to undergo inner spiritual ‘transformations’; in the early 20th Century, Afro-Brazilian migrants to the Amazon region learned from these mestizo vegetalistas the use of the psychoactive which gave rise to various sects known as “Daime”, a movement that has spread to urban centers of Brazil, the United States, and Europe. The issue with the use of ayahuasca is that it be restricted to religious purposes while the tendency is to escape the boundaries of control and then become one amongst many illegal narcotics. 
Finally, perhaps the greatest threat to the continuity of native religious traditions in North, Central and South America derives from a lack of willingness on the part of young members of the tribes to continue to learn and transmit their traditions to future generations. Coupled with this is the vertiginous loss of linguistic competence in native languages. Shamanic and priestly traditions, especially, which require many years of preparation, practice, isolation, discipline, learning of esoteric knowledge are most in threat. In many cases, these traditions have already “disappeared”; yet, there are numerous cases where apparently ‘lost’ traditions such as ceremonies have been revitalized after a generation or more of not performing them. An unexpected event may trigger their re-appearance. Also, native peoples are actively ‘modernizing’ their traditions so that they will continue to have appeal to younger generations – through artwork, poetry, performances, the ever-burgeoning powwow circuits throughout the United States, and the training of native scholars in many fields that are of use to their people – jurisprudence, history, sustainable development projects, and so forth. The future is far from being bleak for native religious traditions, illustrating one of the themes of their creation stories – that despite the changes, there is a permanence of what it means to be Indian living according to the age-old traditions handed down from the distant past. 

Part III. Indigenous Religions: coming to Terms
Many indigenous peoples consider the word ‘religion’ to be synonymous with the Christianity of the Europeans and their descendants, that is, a colonial religion. Consistent with this, they state there is no separate institution corresponding to “religion” that is differentiated from all other aspects of their lives. In referring to their beliefs and practices that provide an orientation to ultimate realities, native peoples prefer to use such phrases as “our tradition”, “the wisdom of our ancestors”, “stories of the creation”,  “Teachings of the elders”, and so on. The few, precious pieces of extant, ancient written traditions, such as “The Book of Counsel (Popol Vuj) of the Quiche Maya, the codices of the Aztec and Maya, the Walam Olum of the Lenni Lenape (Delaware), or the “Legend of Jurupary” from the cultures of the Northwest Amazon are magnificent testimony of the extraordinary depth of native spiritual traditions throughout the Americas. 
What are the dimensions and elements that make up these ‘traditions’? Can we generalize to say that all native traditions have one or more of a series of elements in common that define their orientation to ultimate reality ? The following two paragraphs seek to highlight the principal themes of all native religions of the Americas:
Native peoples of the Americas traditionally have forged their lives in close association with nature. This has had profound consequences for the ways in which they have constructed their religious beliefs and practices. Firstly, all of life is thought of in terms of innumerable short and long-term cycles – from the short cycles of flowering plants, the alternation of day and night to the longer cycles of human life, and to the longest cycle of the cosmos which- like human life – is born, grows old, passes to the spirit world, and regenerates in a new cycle. Human life is thus modeled on all other cycles of life in the cosmos; and, from the time humans begin to understand the laws of life in the world, they are taught to be morally responsible for respecting and maintaining these cycles. Secondly, humans are not the privileged center of the universe but rather, are only one among many kinds of animate beings who have souls, culture, and live very much like each other. This belief has been popularly referred to as Animism. All beings in nature are animate; the bodies of non-human beings (birds, fish, trees) differ and consequently so does their perception of and perspective on life. While distinct beings may have similar cultures, they have distinct perspectives because their bodies allow them to see things in certain ways. This has been called Perspectivism. Native peoples’ worldviews are highly transformational, that is, one type of being may transform into another (animal into human and vice versa) reflecting the primordial times when one type of being could do so at will. Today, religious specialists (shamans) are adept at assuming the perspective of an other being, while normal human beings transform during passage rites, and only certain non-human beings may actually transform into humans while the rest retain their visible form and in-visible (except to shamans) being. Differences between native and non-native peoples (Europeans and their descendants) are the result of events that occurred in the time of creation, which left non-native “white” peoples with the knowledge to produce machines and technology and native peoples to live in close harmony with the natural cycles. Natural forms of symmetry and asymmetry also figure prominently in all of native life – from the weaving of baskets with designs that recall natural forms, to the building of houses on the model of the structure of the cosmos. Social relations are ideally based on symmetry as, for example, in reciprocal trade relations, though asymmetric forms - such as hierarchy -  introduce the notion of inequalities in sacred power. This inequality does not necessarily mean relations of domination but rather complementarity and love, on the model of parental relations to children. 
All life was created through the actions of primordial beings and deities who made or transformed things to be the way they are and left them for humans to care for and take responsibility for ministering to their needs. The deities left the traces of their existence and material representations of their bodies in sacred symbols. One of the great puzzles of all existence for native thought is how does a world in which there is constant change erupt from primordial permanence and stasis and vice versa, how can life and a way of life be perpetuated for all times despite constant transformation ? How can human life overcome death and decay returning to a state of permanence or immortality ?  One way is by humans recreating primordial acts and events through ritual actions in which sacred symbols (often the bodies of the deities) figure prominently. Thus, the sacred is always present in contemporary life as long as humans – especially the knowledgeable priests, holy people, or shamans – continue to minister to the presence of the sacred and the needs of humanity. Finally native religious thought is profoundly dualistic; that is, all of existence is divided into a series of oppositions, which may be complementary oppositions thus producing a whole, similar to the principles of yin and yang in Chinese Taoism.  Life and death, harmony and disharmony, self and other produce dynamics that are matters of fact in native life and history; thus, sorcery, while discouraged, is as much a part of life, as the harmonious joy of celebrating and dancing with the people of other tribes.
The History of Religions provides us with a useful set of globalizing terms that allow us to systematically discuss the components of any religious traditions: the creation times, the structure of the Cosmos, the relations among humans and non-human beings, and the end-times.

The Creation times refer to the beginning of time, and the nature of the primordial worlds. There is a wide diversity in the scenarios of creation that native peoples have imagined. Creation stories sometimes affirm the divine origin of the universe out of nothingness, through transformation or, most importantly, through multiple epochs. In the first, creation springs from nothingness through the thought, dream, or intention of divine, frequently supreme, beings, who later withdraw from creation after initiating its existence. In the second, perhaps the majority of cases, creation occurs through the transformations undertaken by primordial beings or a shifting succession of heroes, beginning with some prior state of affairs which undergoes transformation in the course of the stories of their deeds. Given such a strong emphasis on transformation in the primordial world, there is little wonder why in their everyday lives, the native peoples of the Americas are said to live in a highly transformational world.
In the creation myths of  the Mbya-Guarani, Desana, and  Xavante (all of South America), for example, creation blooms from the thought, dream, or intention of the original divinity, but the very notion of "blooming" implies a transformation of something that already exists. Thus, creation is more of a self-transformation than a creation ex nihilo.  The primordial beings, through their powers, transform themselves into the sun, moon, animals, and plants, They are able to do this because they possess the principles or manifestation of certain cosmological possibilities which are contained in their ontological nature. The primordial beings conjugate in their own nature the duality of being and becoming, thus they manifest phenomenal beings (the sun, moon, animals, etc.) as part of their being, but in so doing, they do not lose their original nature. The Walimanai (Northwest Amazon) creator whose name means ‘he-inside-of-bone’ first appears in the universe as both a bone – principle of permanence – and three crayfish – principle of change and transformation – who ultimately become three brothers and make/transform  everything in the universe through their thought, vision, and actions. 
Another scenario marks the beginning of a new creative epoch with the cataclysmic destruction of the primordial world, which can be found to be one of the most important events in native mythic history. Countless narratives affirm the existence of other worlds that pre-existed the current one; each is imperfect and suffers catastrophic destruction by flood, fire, other natural disasters, putrefaction, or petrifaction. From this destruction, a variety of symbols appear which then serve as vehicles of salvation through which the new worlds would be created. At the same time as catastrophe dispels the chaotic, homogeneous, and univocal existence of the powerful primordial beings, it produced order, periodicity, multivalent existence and systematic relatedness among multiple orders of beings (animals, cardinal points and axes, colors, shapes, sounds). 
Many creation myths begin with the description of a prior condition of stasis, which, due to the actions of the primordial beings, comes to an abrupt end, a watershed moment that initiates changes in the cosmos. For example, in one tradition, night did not exist in the beginning: it was always day, and the routine of the creator was always the same until one day, the creator’s wife advised him that her father had a wonderful thing called night which divided the day into two periods of work and sleep. The creator gets a little basket from his father-in-law containing all night beings, but was advised by its owner not to open the basket until he returned home. Halfway back, the basket weighed so much, that the creator decided to open the lid to take a peek. The instant he did this, out burst night, flooding the world in darkness. All the animals ascended the trees to sleep. The creator went to a tree in the east and ascended it to wait for the Sun to return. After awhile, the first rays of dawn appeared on the horizon, and the dawn-birds and animals began to sing their ‘song-way’. Day had returned; from then on, time was divided into two equal periods of activity, one for work and one for rest, and this was the condition that was transmitted to all future descendants. During the night people rest; during the day, people work: two periods of equal time. Thus, the primordial condition is viewed as one of stasis, a permanent condition that is nevertheless open to change or transformation. In this and in numerous other stories, change is introduced by introducing an element that is foreign (external) to the initial condition. Stasis and change, internal and external, permanence and transformation are basic elements comprising the primordial dynamics of the cosmos. In this particular case, the narrative is constructed on the marital relations (husband-wife-father-in-law) through which change is introduced; and the parental relations (the hero and the birds, other animals who are related to the creator as grandfather/grandchild) who re-establish the order of temporal cycles. 
The creation of humanity may pass through several, trial stages which are successively destroyed by the gods until, finally, a modality of humanity acceptable to the gods is forged. Thus, in the Popol Vuh of the Quiche Maya, the first humans were ‘mudmen’ who had no possibility of life – they were transformed into monkeys; the second were humans made of wood, who again did not satisfy the gods and were destroyed by a flood; thirdly, a race of humans who were excessively vain and again did not satisfy the gods because they would try to be like the gods. These were made to be near-sighted. Finally, the first human men and women were made to praise and give thanks to the deities, as well as to populate the earth.
  The primordial times can thus be a sequence of phases prior to the creation of real human beings: from a single being to a group of creators who live in a perilous world of non-differentiation in which humans, animals, and spirits warred amongst themselves, committed errors that would become part of the human condition, sought to create order despite the perennial existence of anti-order that destroys what was created, and so on. In one long cycle of the Walimanai  (Baniwa) people, in the first phase, there is one single being who lived in a world where all was possible, there was no need to hunt or to plant. This condition came to an end when the first beings – shamanic – cut down an enormous world-tree which bore all food and fruits, including the shaman’s hallucinogenic powder. The second phase was characterized by constant warfare between tribes of animals, spirits of the dead, spirits of the forest, and others who predated on humans. This theme of an original condition of the predation of animal-tribes on humans is the phase in which some relation of reciprocity and retribution is established. The first-people, having nearly been finished off by the animal-tribes, come back to life through the aid of the powerful sun or a grandmother ‘savior’ who nourish the first beings back to life. Then, the first beings seek vengeance or retribution against the animal-tribes and re-establish a provisional world of order. Order and disorder are the themes of this second phase, and it is clear that the order represents the world of kinspeople, or insiders to society, while the dis-order is the world of affines, or outsiders to society. There is no clear resolution of this conflict which continues to exist in present-day human relations, in which there is a world of constant struggle, conflict, and a precarious balance between kin and affines, self and other, humans and other-than-humans. Each needs the other in order to survive; paradoxically, it is the ‘other’ beings who bring death into life.
A third phase in the history of creation introduces the essential elements of human biological and cultural transmission into the world and leaves these elements for all future descendants. Humanity has the responsibility of maintaining this order, although it is clear that it can suffer all manner of dis-organization and senseless violence. Harmony versus dis-harmony, predation versus reciprocal relations are the elements of an eternal struggle in which humans seek to maintain order but the means for disrupting this order (in the concrete form of sorcery and witchcraft) are ever-present.
    What is the nature of the deities in Amerindian creation stories ? It varies widely. Some deities, like the North American trickster figures display the powerful forces of disorder so that humanity may learn the correct way, or order of doing things. The South American figure of Macunaima, who is responsible for the introduction of plants among the Carib-speaking peoples, is an extremely dangerous trickster figure who destroys humans by violently displacing the elements which comprise the structure of their personhood. He is countered both in myth and in real life by the shamans of the sun deity. Both exist in a kind of dialectic of darkness and lightness, which today are seen in dark shamans and their powerful sorcery, and the followers of the Christianized version of the light shamans and their followers, of the religion called Hallelujah. 
   In other cases, the deities are omnificent, omniscient, and omnipotent figures who create or establish order which is then given to all humanity; these are not born of any parents, they appear in the world from nothing or from the very basic element of the human person, bone or blood. They are considered ‘father’ or ‘mother’ figures and humanity gives thanks to the love and the happiness which these deities tried to install in this world. Paradoxically, these deities generate offspring through the transmission of their thought and soul into the first men and women. In the narratives of the Northwest Amazon, the child of the sun deity, the sun father, is a combination of the creative and destructive forces of the cosmos, life and death, sickness and healing, animal-spirit-and human. Rather than being like a human being in form, this deity is a kind of All-in-One being which is the very essence of the cosmos, a secret power that belongs to men and women but can only be seen and known by the men. If this secret power is revealed, catastrophe, in the form of collective death is a certain result. These deities are the mystery of the cosmos which kills the uninitiated and the women who cannot see their material representations.
Many deities have dual existence in both the Other, spirit-world and in this, human and material world. The concrete, material representations of these deities in objects considered to be extremely sacred and hence dangerous to the touch or sight, are the manifestation of the deities in human existence. In the complex worldviews of ancient Mesoamerica, the deities were brought into the lives of humans through various forms of human sacrifice, such as bloodletting: the Mayans, for example,  had the ritual of pulling a cord through a hole in the tongue, providing a bloody opening through which divinity could come into human life. Similarly, they had the ritual of pulling out the fingernails, allowing blood to fall from one’s hands; and the heart sacrifice of many Mesoamerican cultures were all ways of bringing divinity into human life. At the same time, they were ways of giving oneself to the gods, in thanks for the life that the gods gave to humans. The blood of heart sacrifice was the vital element by which the sun god would have the strength to struggle through the land of the Underworld, the world of the Dead and the Lords of the Dead, in order to be reborn on the following day. 
   Many creation myths relate how divinities sacrificed themselves in order that humanity could live well and prosper. Today, humans – especially those who have the necessary knowledge – recall their deeds, give thanks to them for having left them with such gifts, and call on them to bring them, for example, plants for their gardens. 
   Thus, the life that was given to humans by the creator gods is never one of perfect bliss and happiness. It is rather one that may be flawed by a variety of human failings, which themselves are derived from primordial beings. Sorcerers and witches, those who kill other humans for the purpose of killing in itself, whose thought is dominated by the desire to kill until that desire is satisfied, - these kinds of humans who have transformed into non-humans have their primordial models in the beginning of time, and will remain in human existence until a cataclysmic destruction of the world, foreseen in many Amerindian cosmogonies, takes place again. 
For many native peoples, creation is not a closed circle in which what happened in the primordial times will last for eternity, for, divine order may occasionally intervene in history, when conditions call for it, through prophets whose messages offer the possibility that the status quo be obliterated in favor of a totally new order. Countless prophetic movements have marked the histories of contacts between native and non-native peoples in the Americas; many of them have as one of their central themes, the appearance of the divine in human form. (see below: Prophetic movements)

Secondly, cosmology refers to the spatio-temporal structures that comprise the universe. There are two senses of  spatial structure: horizontal and vertical. The complex constructions of Amerindian cosmologies, and the plethora of values associated with the different parts of the cosmos, allow us to make only the broadest of generalizations. Usually, each of the multiple worlds in the universe is thought of a relatively flat plane, circular and bounded by water. Some versions represent islands of earth surrounded by bodies of water and connected by tubes running through their central places. Horizontal structures include markers of the main directions (mountains, lakes), as well as one or more centers. The universe is comprised of a series of layers, usually one on top of the other, which are different ‘worlds’, in which different beings live. The vertical structures of the universe vary widely in composition from simple three-layer arrangements (upper world, middle world, underworld) to massive twenty-five layer compositions inhabited by a great variety of beings. In general, the upper worlds are associated with the creative and life-renewing forces of light, lightness, and liquids (rivers, lakes), with places of soul-transformation, the ancestors, order, beauty, happiness; while the underworlds are associated with places of darkness, netherworlds of the dead and animal spirits, monstrous, inverted beings who can cause sickness to humans. In the case of the Wari’ of Rondonia State in Brazil, however, the underworld is the place where souls of deceased humans are transformed by the Master of Animals and his wife into living animals who then are sent up to earth in order to provide their kin with food. The couple are notable for their extraordinarily large genitalia or breasts, suggesting that they are not merely keepers of animals souls, but generators of fertility (Conklin, 2001). 
 The middle world, the center of the universe in both vertical and horizontal senses, is the place of human life. Different kinds of space and places of being in this space are systematically related to one another so as to constitute a whole. Horizontal space highlights the center (or multiple centers), associated with a wide variety of images (cosmic trees, mountains, waterfalls, ladders, vines) symbolizing communications between spatial planes. At certain moments of the day – for example, when the sun is at its noon-day point in the center of the sky -, its rays penetrate to the center of this world aligning the holes at all levels to the center which allow the sun’s rays to penetrate the underworld.  In mythic narratives, frequent references to the Sun at mid-day coincide with the descent of a deity from the upper realms to the world of humans. 
The peripheries, or spaces on the outer margin of the various worlds often express in inverted form the key values of the center; and a variety of mediating elements, openings, and penetrations connect inner and outer realms. The places where sacred beings first appeared often become models for innumerable spatial constructs.
Indigenous cosmologies illustrate a remarkable quality of flexibility in their construction. Far from being fixed and static ‘things out there’ or ‘models of how the universe is structured’, cosmologies are better described in terms of their plasticity, their abilities to expand and contract (depending on the knowledge of the person who is explaining the cosmos), their permeability (that is, they are far from being closed constructions, but rather, they assume the shapes of woven baskets often with holes between the warp and weft. Mythic narratives that tell the stories of the creation often display this feature of expanding and contracting worlds to mark major moments of transition from one state to another in the world. 
Indigenous cosmologies give primacy to the symbolic configuration of space in both the natural and supernatural worlds. The creation myths of these societies often contain contemporary place names and provide a "cultural cartography" of the territorial conceptions of indigenous groups. As one ethnographer of Amazonian native peoples notes "virtually every landmark in the forest or along the river has some significance in the myths of origin of one group or another". Territory for lowland forest dwellers is not necessarily a well-defined or bounded land that lends itself to mapping in the Western sense. For the Yanomami people of the tropical rainforest on the borders of Brazil and Venezuela, the concept of urihi refers to the forest and the land together as one living entity which is the Yanomami homeland.  
Conceptions of territory are often more fluid and indeterminate. A peoples' conception of space may be concentric starting with the center where settlement is and expanding outward, becoming more undefined the further one gets from the center. These symbolic conceptions of space have persisted despite substantial changes in social organization and economic and political life. They are integral to the cultural identity, health and continuity of indigenous forest peoples. Along with indigenous environmental and land-use knowledge, they need to be included in the determination of land-tenure policies and the delineation of indigenous territories, if these are to have a positive effect upon the conservation of the forest ecosystems. Linking these cultural conceptions with ecological, economic and religious considerations provides an integrated approach to the conservation of forest ecosystems and is more in keeping with the land-extensive subsistence practices of forest-dwelling societies. To incorporate indigenous environmental knowledge, land-use practices, and conceptions of space into an indigenous territorial model entails combining detailed ethnographic, historical and ecological research. 
The spatial and temporal constructs are intrinsically dynamic, and native representations of the cosmos indicate their vitality. The Kogi (contemporary descendants of the ancient Chibchan-speaking Tairona of the Sierra Nevada area of Colombia) universe consists of nine different levels, from zenith to nadir, and is shaped like a spindle, centered on the all-important vertical axis. Like an immense whirling spindle, the universe weaves life from its male (central shaft) and female (whorl) elements, spinning the thread from which the universe's fabric is woven. The beam of sunlight which, during the year, is cast onto the floor of the Kogi temples is considered to be the pattern of life woven by the sun in the universe. A highly-respected class of priests, the mama, during some eighteen years of training, learn the lore and practice necessary for maintaining yuluka, harmony or balance, in the universe as the "law of the mother". The essence of their task is to turn back the sun when it threatens to burn the world, or to avert rain when it threatens to flood it. The cardinal directions of the universe are associated with colors, emotions, animals, mythical beings, the ideal village-plan, the structure of the temple with its four ceremonial hearths, the four principal clans, and so on. The center of space is where the mama communicate with divinity.
In many native American cosmologies, there exists a tension between dark and light forces of the cosmos, manifest as two historically opposed kinds of spirits and mediators: witches, or predatory spirits which kill; and shaman/prophets, or priests, with direct access to the sources of creation. Both are represented symbolically in mythical consciousness and both are necessary, the traditions seem to say, to the dynamics of cosmological and historical existence, illustrating the point that dark and light, predatory killing and curing are complementary opposites not antagonistic possibilities of the cosmos. Thus, we find among the Carib-speaking peoples of the region of the Guianas and Orinoco, myth-cycles which recount the story of creation as the struggles between two brothers whose deeds set the framework and conditions for human society and individual destiny. One is associated with the dark, with sorcery, and the creation of plants and animals; the other, with light, shamanism, and is a patron to humanity. These mythic struggles set the stage for the unceasing warfare between kanaimà sorcerers – “dark shamans” who specialize in violent killings - and piai (light) shamans today. Similar sorts of tensions between benevolent and malevolent forces of the cosmos may be seen among the Warao of the Orinoco delta, the Walimanai and Wakuenai of the Northwest Amazon, and among many Tupian groups.
It seems to be the case then that, “[t]he deep mytho-historical presence of dark shamanism, contemporary with, if not actually preceding, the original emergence of persons and shamanic techniques, indicates that dark and light, killing and curing are complementary opposites not antagonistic possibilities.” (Whitehead and Wright, 2004) And that: “[w]hatever the tragedy, distress, and death that dark shamans and allied ritual specialists may perform upon humanity they are an inevitable, continuing, and even necessary part of the cosmos ... [and] can become the source and even symbols of a potent indigenous society and culture that is capable of defending itself against the depredations of the outside world, be that a neighboring village or even the national State.” (Whitehead and Wright, ibid.) In fact, in numerous religious traditions throughout the world, the two faces of the sacred – light and dark, good and evil – are seen as integral parts of human existence in history. 
An important feature of many cosmologies is the existence of multiple points-of-view about the nature of being held by different kinds of beings (humans, animals, fish, etc.). This ‘perspectivism’ is useful for understanding many Amerindian religious traditions, although it has not been shown to be a universal feature[footnoteRef:4]. The theory focuses on certain kinds of relations among beings – human and other-than-human – which are strongly influenced by the themes of predation(studied typically in rituals of cannibalism, warfare, sorcery, and mortuary symbolism). It should be pointed out, however, that other forms of reciprocity – as in giving thanks, offerings to the Creator, expressions of the Creator’s love for humans,  and forms of divine sacrifice for the well-being of humanity – are equally as important as the themes of predation.  [4:  Viveiros de Castro’s thesis is consistent with the school of the “new animists”, which includes eminent scholars such as Graham Harvey, Philippe Descola, Kaj Arhem, Nurit Bird-David, and others. In north American anthropology, this theory has an important forerunner in William A. Hallowell, whose work among the Ojibwa (Anishnaabe) demonstrated clearly the linguistic foundations for the belief in animate beings – many of these in ‘nature’ - who populate the Ojibwa worldview but which would be considered inanimate objects by the Euro-American worldview. The subjectivity of these beings implied, among other things, acts of reciprocity which are a defining feature of Native American religiosity. Viveiros de Castro added that these animate beings are endowed with distinct points-of-view or perceptions of the world, due to their bodily differences, although all beings share in the same cultural patterns. ] 

 According to this theory, the way in which human see animals and other subjective entities which populate the universe – gods, spirits, the dead, inhabitants of other levels of the cosmos, meteorological phenomena, and at times even objects and artifacts – is profoundly different from the way in which these beings see them and see themselves. Typically, humans see humans as humans, animals as animals and spirits as spirits; the animals (predators), however, and spirits see humans as animals (game), while game animals see humans as spirits or as predatory animals. Further, the animals and spirits see themselves as humans. This perspectivism has profound implications for the way in which indigenous peoples understand relatedness among the beings of the universe and its dynamics. 
Perspectivism is thus “a term for a set of ideas and practices found in many parts of indigenous America and to which we can refer as though it were a ‘cosmology.’ This cosmology imagines a universe peopled by different types of subjective agencies, human as well as non-human, each endowed with the same generic type of soul, i.e. the same set of cognitive and volitional capacities. The possession of a similar soul implies the possession of similar concepts, which determine that all subjects see things in the same way; in particular, individuals of the same species see each other (and each other only) as humans see themselves; that is, as beings endowed with human shape and habits, seeing their bodily and behavioral aspects in the form of human culture. What changes when passing from one species of subject to another is the ‘objective correlative,’ the referent of these concepts: what jaguars see as ‘manioc beer’ (the proper drink of people, jaguar-type or otherwise), humans see as ‘blood;’ where humans see a muddy salt-lick on a river bank, tapirs see their big ceremonial house, and so on. Such difference of perspective — not a plurality of views of a single world, but a single view of different worlds — cannot derive from the soul, since the latter is the common original ground of being; such difference is located in the bodily differences between species, for the body and its affections (in Spinoza’s sense: its capacities to affect and be affected by other bodies) is the site and instrument of ontological differentiation and referential disjunction. [Accordingly, Amazonian myths deal mostly with the causes and consequences of the species-specific embodiment of different pre-cosmological subjects, all of them conceived as originally similar to ‘spirits’, purely intensive beings in which human and non-human aspects are indiscernibly mixed.]”(Viveiros de Castro, 1996)

Thirdly, the nature of beings – human, other-than-human, spirit – that exist within this cosmological structure, the constitution of human beings (‘souls’, consciousness, mental and physical faculties) and the ongoing relations amongst different kinds of beings is another aspect of native religions that we may call their Anthropologies. The religious beliefs and practices of the indigenous peoples are  characterized by a conviction that spirit moves through all things, animate and inanimate, and that the living are intimately connected with the souls of the dead. They discover recognizable beings in the natural world of animals, plants, and trees, as well as in natural features such as mountains, lakes, and clouds.
The universe is most definitely not a human-centered and static place to live but consists of multiple types of beings, each in their own spaces, each having distinct points-of-view, attributes, physical and spiritual characteristics. Each of these kinds of beings also is related to others through such culturally determined relations, for example, predator/prey, ally/enemy, master/pet, owner/owned, parent/children, and so on. 
The elaborate structures of space and time that define the order of the universe, coupled with the frequently-found beliefs in multiple souls and a rich symbolism of the human body, integrate humanity into the cosmic system through which life unfolds. Humanity's relationships to the divine, often mediated by priests and/or shamans, range from worship, prayers of thanksgiving and supplication, mystical union with divinities, ritual combat with spirits, or the celebration of divinely- instituted festivals, preferably as nearly as possible to the way they were done “in the beginning.” Ritual life (feasts held at important moments of the agricultural cycle, e.g., the North American New Corn Ceremony; or the Mesoamerican New Fire Ceremony, or the spectacular rites of passage for moments of birth, initiation, and death throughout the Americas) renews the links of humanity with primordial creative powers. Ritual music, songs and chants are the great symbols of religious culture, expressing change, social and cultural reproduction over time, and the very acts of creation. Many Native American cultures attribute enormous importance to the mystery and power of death which is seen as an integral process of  human existence. For many cultures, mortality implies a life-condition of constant transition and metamorphosis.  
Religious specialists (shamans, priests, witches, and prophets) are responsible for managing these inter-relations, interpreting the realities of the Others to people of their society, coordinating ritual relations amongst spirits and humans, ensuring that the most fundamental principles of the universe are observed, acting as the guardians of morality, holding at bay possible attacks from spirit-beings, determining whether the newly-arrived Europeans were human, and so on. Religious specialists are kinds of beings whose ontological nature differs from ‘normal’ beings of a species (animals and plants have their shamans or medicine people, too).   

SHAMANS – WITCHES - PRIESTS – PROPHETS : 
          In Part II, we mentioned many of the historical actions of native religious specialists. Here, we will describe in greater detail many of their functions. Prefacing these remarks, it is clear that the four “specialists” to be discussed are not, in many cases, distinct and mutually exclusive roles in any given society. It is therefore better to speak of them as “functions” with differences that shade into each other along a spectrum.
The first, the shamans, are “hunters of souls” to use Roberte Hamayon’s apt expression. Sickness is widely conceived as the detachment of “soul” elements from a person’s body for whatever reason, such as a sudden fright, or the appearance of an omen of death. The detached soul becomes lost in any one of the multiple layers of the cosmos which are full of traps, snares, and demons who take the souls as prey. The shaman thus undertakes in trance a perilous journey which s/he has been trained to do in the many years of his/her apprenticeship. The shaman has allies scattered throughout the universe which assist in their search. Once the soul is found, there may be a process of “payment” to regain the soul; if the payment is accepted, the shaman is authorized to perform the cure of the person in This World, returning the soul to the sick person and extracting by suction, the material representations of the sickness (whatever these may be: a wad of gum, a bunch of hair, thorns, pebbles).
The process of becoming a shaman in Native America is similar to that found elsewhere in the world: in childhood or young adulthood, sometimes as the result of a grave sickness, or dream experience, an individual (male or female) and his/her parents decide that s/he should be trained in the shaman’s way. The apprentice then lives at the master’s house for several years, receiving instruction and taking mind-altering substances (tobacco, for example, if that is in the shaman’s repertoire)[footnoteRef:5]. During this time, the shaman must fast, remain secluded, and observe sexual abstinence, for their inner selves are being reshaped as their external, social selves are restricted to a minimum. They gradually acquire the knowledge to diagnose and cure a series of sicknesses according to their sources. Once the sickness has been extracted, it is simply cast away. [5:    In their experiences of different levels of the cosmos, Native American cultures make use of sacred substances, perhaps more than indigenous peoples in any other region of the world. Prominent among these are hallucinogenic snuffs (Piptadenia, Virolla, Anadenanthera) and vine or plant infusions (Banisteriopsis), mushrooms, cacti, peyote, and numerous others. Shamans particularly use hallucinogenic snuffs to divine the future, adjudicate quarrels, perform sorcery, identify hunting and fishing areas, and heal illness. Plant infusions (yaje, ayahuasca) are used in both tribal and urban contexts. In addition, tobacco, fermented beverages, and a number of plant stimulants (capsicum pepper, coca, guarana) and narcotics (datura) are central to religious rituals. 
] 

As is well-known from shamanic experiences in other parts of the world, the initiate reaches a stage when s/he passes through a process of de-personalization, that is, s/he “dies” as a human and is “reborn” into the spirit world. The death and rebirth experience may be thought of as a kind of sacrifice. In his/her trance-state, the shaman sees her/himself as a skeleton; then s/he enters the netherworld of the dead and, finally, arrives at the world of the deities: a process of returning in time to the primordial world, the source of all creative power. Before entering, the shaman sheds her/his social self (name, human soul) and freely moves about, form-less in the Other world.
Shamans learn to control their souls sending them at will on these cosmic journeys; they also learn how to recognize the multiple places of the cosmos, and the deities or demons that inhabit them. It is a highly subjective experience that one can only know by feeling the emotion of ‘being there’ in the “Other Worlds” of above and below, before and new. They acquire spirit armaments (darts, swords, clubs, thunderbolts) as part of their warrior selves. All of their perceptions are altered in one way or another during training: they are trained to see the double of any being – for example, a witch’s true self as an animal with the soul of the dead. If cloud-reading is amongst their skills, then they learn the meaning of shapes, their expansion and contraction, appearance and disappearance. They can hear the sounds of other shamans as thunder and can respond with their rattles. Through the use of crystals, they enhance immeasurably their clairvoyance and power to foresee events or as they occur in distant places. They learn to sing in the specific styles and language of the shaman – in some cultures, this language was given by the animals or birds in primordial times. The songs record their journeys in the Other World; or they may be the voices of the dead who use the shaman’s body to speak to their living kin.
The shaman, more than any other specialist, learns what it means to become Other, to “transform” into powerful, often predatory beings such as the jaguar, the serpent, the raven, and others. The shaman acquires many “mantles” indicating the multiplicity of beings that they may become. They acquire the perspectives of these others, taking on their subjectivity and agentivity. 
Finally, they may acquire the subjectivity of the creator-deity whose salvific powers may be necessary for historical moments of uncertainty and disorder. Since the Sun deity is everywhere important in native America, the shaman who attains the highest state of consciousness – that is, god-consciousness – has the power to cast light, to reveal, and to dispel darkness. These, most powerful shamans, are the prophets.
   Witches, or assault sorcerers, are at the opposite end of the spectrum as the shamans who cure. Some authors have called them “dark shamans”. In many cultures, the shamans who cure are the same as those who practice sorcery, like two sides of the same coin. During the shaman’s apprenticeship, they learn all of the art and practice of curing first and then, when they are at a point when they can withstand the harmful effects of assault sorcery, the master instructs them about this side of the practice. For that reason, in those cultures where the shamans practice both healing and sorcery, they are considered highly ambiguous figures. 
But the true dark shamans  are distinct from the healers. One image of their complementary opposition found in the Amazon is of the jaguar and the large anteater locked in combat, neither able to let the other go. Both jaguar and anteater are predator animal-doubles of the healer-shaman and sorcerer respectively. The sorcerer derives its powers from cosmological principles that are the complete opposite of the healers.  
Assault sorcery, or witchcraft, is found in all parts of Native America; extensive studies of this dangerous topic have been conducted among the Carib-speaking peoples of the Brazil/Guyana borders, the Warao of the Orinoco delta, the Walimanai of the Northwest Amazon, the Quiche Maya of Guatemala, and the Navajo of the North American Southwest. In Part II above, reference was made to the cosmological opposition between light and dark forces of the cosmos, each associated with a specialist shaman. The mythic narratives recount how the prototypes of the dark shamans were either one of a pair of brothers, the emissary of a deity who craves human blood, or the child of the Sun whose death left all poisonous plants in the world.
Taking the example of the Walimanai, a person is not born with the power of a sorcerer, or “poison owner”; rather, one acquires the knowledge about poisons and poisoning informally from another sorcerer (although in many other reported cases, sorcerers perform ceremonials in groups) . Any person can use sorcery to take vengeance against an enemy, but the true poison-owner is one who has committed sorcery repeatedly until it is said that his/her “only thoughts are to kill.” It is then that the person has become the mythical prototype of the sorcerer, a mixture of a hairy animal with the spirit of the dead.  
The poison-owner’s principal action is to secretly put some type of poison (the Walimanai know several dozen types of poisonous berries, ash, thorns, leaves, roots) into the food or drink of the victim. Depending on the poison, the effects are immediate or prolonged, but the overall effect is to immediately incapacitate the person forcing him/her into seclusion. Biomedically speaking, the poison provokes a gastric lesion, internal hemorrhaging, uncontrollable vomiting or diarrhea, severe anemia, and eventually death. Treatment by the shaman is prolonged and sometimes successful; surviving the attempt may result in that person’s conviction that s/he should learn the shamanic arts of chanting or reciting healing formulae not only for himself but also to assist others.
The main reasons for giving poison have to do frequently with envy, the non-compliance of a trading agreement, or failure to reciprocate in a marital exchange, and gossip. All of these motives have to do with the intolerance of wealth differences in a relatively egalitarian society. But poison may be given to avenge the death of a loved one; in that case, the assault sorcerer will kill as many people as necessary until the burden of the loss has dissipated.
There is another aspect to the cosmology of poison-owners that involves a wider system of intertribal relations: the victim’s kin seek vengeance, called Iupithatem, from powerful sorcerers who live far away from Walimanai territory. It is said that these other sorcerers constantly wander on the borders between the universes of different peoples. Thus they know where and how to penetrate the Walimanai cosmos to find whomever it is they are paid to kill. In looking for their victim, the Iupithatem sorcerers provoke attacks of madness in their victim, in which the person “transforms” by exhibiting the behavior of an animal and ultimately destroying himself/herself. 
Among other peoples, assault sorcery may involve extremely aggressive physical attacks in the dark of night against powerless victims (children or women). Sometimes effigies are used in the course of stalking the victim. The kanaima  of the Cariban-speaking peoples seem to follow a logic in their attacks, the objectives of which are to systematically destroy – or de-structure – persons or whole villages by maiming the bodies of their victims, first, provoking the total loss of control over the victim’s orifices (incontinence) and, finally, conducting necrophagous rituals at the graves of the deceased where they suck the juices of the deceased’s intestines through a long tube or straw. 
The Warao of the Orinoco delta have a very highly-developed system of dark shamans called hoaratu whose cosmological origins lie in the relations between humanity and the “ancient ones” that still reside at the cardinal points of the earth. It has been the particular responsibility of the hoaratu to ensure that the scarlet macaw god and his spirits do not become enraged and are appeased with a supply of human victims. Thus, to be killed by the hoaratu is to be utterly extinguished without hope of an immortality in the other world. Like the kanaima and the iupithatem, the end of the individual is to be completely terminated and erased ontologically, ultimately becoming the food of the gods.

          Priests: The priestly function derives from cosmological principles that are both complimentary and antithetical to the shamans. The training of a priest takes much longer than that of a shaman, given the scope and depth of knowledge that the priest is expected to acquire. Among the Kogi of the northern Andean region, one of the best-known cases of native priesthood, apprenticeship of the mamma priest covers a period of over 18 years during which time the apprentices live together with the master-priest; and they must observe celibacy. Like the Amuesha priests of the eastern Peruvian mountain region, the mamma are associated with temples or shrines on the mountaintops or in the dense forest. 
Generally speaking, where the shamans derive their power from direct knowledge and experience of the deities and places of the cosmos, the priest’s power is based on the accurate recall of canonical and esoteric knowledge which is essential for rites of passage, that is, for the reproduction of society and the renewal of the world.  While the shamans are relatively more egalitarian or “democratic” in their internal organization – that is, anyone can become a shaman who accepts the years of arduous training and perilous experiences – the priests come from a specific class – the elderly men or women of the society. Traditionally, priests are organized into hierarchies,  and may be organized into sacred societies. 
Where the shaman’s influence and prestige depend on his performance and capacity to retain a local clientele, a priest’s influence extends over a wide network of communities who depend on them for their knowledge. Their most important function is to reproduce and renew society; this is done through the chanting of long litanies, which must be sung in absolutely correct order, at initiation rites, post-birth and post-death rites. At these moments, a new group of adults, or a natal family, or a family without one of its members who has died are created; at the same time, the entire society is adjusted to its new situation. 
Among the Walimanai , the chants sung by kalidzamai priests consist of naming the esoteric “spirit-names” of all edible species, animals, fish, and “killing” them with sacred weapons so that they will not present any harm to the new natal family or the initiates who are coming out of seclusion. A lengthier set of chants is sung at initiation rites, in which the spirit-names of every known place – lake, mountain, river, place of mythical importance – is named and “dried” so that the wetness of the dead ancestors does not affect the newly initiated adults whenever they travel to these places. The failure to perform these chants correctly would cause immediate death of the initiates. 
Where the shaman is a predatory hunter of souls, like the jaguar, and because of this, is considered a morally ambiguous figure who can do harm as much as he can heal, the priest by contrast is the morally un-ambiguous representative of harmonious conviviality, and cosmological balance. The priest is also responsible for ministering to the deceased, especially the ancestors, as well as to sacred places associated with the ancestors. Among the Maidu of North America, one kind of shaman was called the “dreamer” whose power derived from his ability to communicate with the ghosts and spirits of the dead. This is why the priests are senior elders of the group. Among the Warao, for instance, the priests are called “our ancestor” or “our grandfathers” designating the primal forebears of the Warao. 
Among the Bororo of western Mato Grosso, Brazil, one type of shaman ministers to the mystical beings of change, transformation, and decay, called the bope. They are dialectically opposed to the shamans who minister to the aroe spirits, who are the immortal, incorporeal and individuated spirit possessed by all creatures, especially man. Aroe is also applied to the collectivity of souls of deceased Bororo and to the ancestors.   
Consistent with their role as protectors of humanity, the priests have the powers to protect their people from external attacks and thus have had an historic role in holding back the advance of the White people. Chief Sitting Bull, Lakota holy man, reportedly stood in the midst of gunfire at the battle of the Little Big Horn astonishingly invulnerable to the rain of bullets directed at him and his people. Among the Kogi, the mamma learn the laws of cosmic harmony and balance which is critical, for it is said that if the sun moves too close to the earth and threatens to scorch it, the priests avert the disaster. Recently, the Kogi priests produced a film, called “Message to the Younger Brother”[the “younger brother” is the White Man] warning of imminent ecological disasters if humanity continues to abuse the laws of nature. Similarly, the Faithkeepers of the Six Nation Haudenosaunee have been fundamental in issuing a “Call to Consciousness” of the Western world. In 1977, they went before the United Nations in Geneva, Switzerland, and presented a document “Basic Call to Consciousness”, a warning in many ways similar to the Kogi priests’ “Message to the Younger Brother”.  
The relation of the priests to their following is modeled on the relation of the divinity to humanity: parental love and protection. The relation of the priests to the divinity is not only as the divinity’s earthly representative, but also as one who ministers  the relations between the divinity and humanity. Thus, the priest makes offerings, sometimes in the form of sacrifices, to the deities as a form of thanks (reciprocity) for the life that the deity, especially the Sun god, provides humanity. These offerings may be in the form of food (for example, Aymara priests of the Bolivian altiplano offer a mixture of corn, and other food, and tobacco to the rising sun at the time of the solstices). In the past, large animals were stuffed, adorned, and offered to the Sun. And it is well-known that among the ancient Aztec and Maya, human blood and heart sacrifice were vital nourishment for the Sun deity who daily traversed the Underworld Land of the Dead (Xibalba for the Mayans) undergoing many trials to be reborn on the following day.   

Prophets emerge from a configuration of historical circumstances internal and/or external to society (see Part II above for various examples), such as outbreaks of witchcraft, or the dangerous accumulation of secular power, as among the Guarani Indians. But what are the relations of the prophet and his/her message  and cosmology ? What changes occur in their orientations to ultimate reality ? From the brief review of key themes in prophetic movements, we shall see that most are focused on the same questions that lie at the foundation of belief and practice: how can life and a way of life be perpetuated in the face of constant transformations ? How can humans secure what is most sacred to them in the face of massive destruction and change ?
Firstly, common to many of the prophetic movements is the search for a utopia, which can take one of two forms. The first is spatial which can mean either a return – led by the prophet(s) – to a place of mythic origin in order to re-unite with the primordial and eternal people and divinities. This was a dominant theme in the seven prophetic movements that took place within a relatively short period of time at the beginning of the 20th Century among the Ticuna of the upper Amazon River. Humanity, it was believed, had strayed too far from the morally correct ways of living, and the prophets – called “those who desire to be sacred” – showed the way back to the places at the headwaters of certain streams where the primordial people were to be found. 
The “good place” for the Taurepang of the state of Roraima, Brazil, is also any place where they can reproduce their traditional way of being without the contaminating influences of the colonial culture. The “perfect place” for the Guarani, called kandire, or yvy mara ey is located in the east, across the Atlantic Ocean, a place where one can attain immortality without having to pass through the ordeal of death. The prophet leads the following when he/she receives the “beautiful words” of inspired song. 
Often, the search for a perfect place is something “foretold from old”. That is, in the stories of creation and the first people, mention is made of ancient migrations to the perfect place which only some attained, while the rest did not. The Apurina, Arawak-speaking people of the southern Amazon, tell the story of ancestral migrations to the perfect place in the north; half of humanity decided to stop in the middle of the journey, while the rest continued on. The “middle place”, however, is called the “moribund place, the place where many deaths occur” and is not what they had hoped to attain. 
Similarly, the mythic narratives of the Tupi-speaking Cocama of the border of Brazil and Peru, told of such migrations to a land of perfection, long before the Brazilian Jose da Cruz, a self-styled wandering pilgrim and prophet began to preach the message of the Third Millennium to the Cocama, based on his version of millenarian Christianity. The Cocama and other indigenous peoples of the region understood what Jose was saying in their own terms and followed the logic of his program to construct utopian towns in the middle of the forest, where they would be free from corruption by the white civilization. These towns are still in existence today. 
The second form of prophetic movements emphasizes a time or moment of transformation , when the earth – considered to be irredeemably flawed with impurities, rotten with the corpses of so many dead, contaminated by sicknesses and toxicity, as well as dangerous and harmful creatures – will be purified by fire, washed by water. After this, the survivors who hid inside the earth, or on the tops of trees, will re-appear to a new life. The stories of creation of many peoples tell of a time when these events occurred, and there is every reason to believe – according to the prophets – that they may happen again. The prophets thus wed the logic of myths to the logic of contemporary action. The prophets are the emissaries of the divinities and thus are the only ones who should know when these things will take place. 
In the cases of the descendants of the Maya and the Inca, the ancient calendric calculations and the alignments of the planets and stars provide the basis for fixing the date of another overturning or end of this world/beginning of the next. It is notable how many people have evaluated millenarian Christianity (Pentecostalism) to resonate with these beliefs (see below for further discussion).
When prophets speak of a “return to a primeval past”, there are several senses to which they refer. The Native North American prophets of the 19th Century usually spoke of the return of the ancestors, the return of the buffalo, the renewal of the traditional way of life that had been stolen from them. The Native North American activists of the 21st Century now refer back to the “prophecies of the elders” that foretold the present-day ecological disasters and forewarned that, unless there are very basic changes in humanity’s relations to nature and amongst ourselves, the disasters will inevitably move to total destruction. So, the dilemma is given as a choice to white people; evidently, there is a great deal of truth to this pronouncement . Many native peoples have sought to show the way towards ‘alternative living’, by food production and sustainable development. 
When the Walimanai prophets speak of a “time” of change, they refer to “when there will be no more sickness”, the absence of debt, the absence of witchcraft; a time of social harmony, of prosperity and abundance of food. The time is both the primordial world of “happiness”, when the divinities walked on earth, but it could also be an imminent future. Past, present, and future meld together in these liminal moments. 
Evidently, the prophets must have earned their fame either through the resonance of their message with peoples’ desires and hopes, but also from the histories of their work as shamans and/or priests, The shaman who has extensive knowledge and direct experience of all levels of the cosmos, who has survived witch attacks and become even stronger, who understands and can explain the myths with coherence and depth, and has a demonstrated ability to divine, foresee, if not an extraordinary clairvoyance, and was trained by a succession of powerful shamans before him[footnoteRef:6] has all the makings of a prophet. [6:  As well as other exceptional abilities: to sing, to tell stories, and a way of acting that identifies him as a shaman.] 

Shamans, priests, and prophets can be the same person at different stages of the person’s career when the appeal of their messages becomes universal, the dominant theme most often having to do with the eradication of witchcraft, moral reforms internal to society, inversion of power relations between the whites and Indians. They are emissaries of the divinity and have an open-line of communication with both the divinities and the souls of the deceased.    
           These four functions (shaman-witch-priest-prophet)are not the only ones that have appeared in history; they are the most important. Among the highly-developed civilizations (Aztec, Maya) there were scribes; among the Warao of the Orinoco delta and the Indians of the Northwest coast of North America, there were boat-makers; and in cultures throughout the Americas, dance-leaders and a host of other specialized functions could be added to this discussion. The senior elders everywhere are the keepers of the sacred stories, or myths, and the sacred chants for initiation rituals. Among the Maya, there are the day-keepers who continue to exercise their art of keeping the ancient calendars and assisting their clients in interpreting day signs affecting their day-to-day affairs.
   Ancestors and descendants. The notion of bonds that tie the ancestors’ deeds with their living human descendants are found throughout the Americas: in North America, there is the emphasis on the importance of a person’s acts having repercussions for the “Seventh Generation” - In South America, for the peoples of the Northwest Amazon, the deities created a world ‘for their descendants’, and that bond ties the ancestors’ deeds (whether these were errors or gifts) to living and future humans who must abide by that order and are responsible for reproducing that order, until another ‘end-of-the-world’ comes. Similarly, central to Mapuche (Chile) religion and the moral order of their society is the concept of a continuing relationship of mutual dependence between the living and the ancestors. Cults to the bones of ancestral holy people (karai, big men) among the Guarani Indians have been well documented. Not to mention the practice, frequently found in pre-Conquest Andes of the mummies’ active participation in the political and ritual life of their communities.   
Bodies and Souls. L. Sullivan (1988, Ch. V) has distinguished two systematic tendencies in Native South American with regard to soul beliefs which may apply to other areas as well: (1) physiological, which affirms that the soul is a spiritual element situated in specific body parts, coterminous with the functioning of the bodily organs and defined by 'animal' appetites (food, sex). Often, such souls extend to animals who are the doubles of human soul-elements; (2) epistemological, in which spiritual elements are associated with specific human faculties (thought, memory). Here, the human being is affirmed as a self-contained and autonomous being set apart from the object of its perceptions.
In some cultures, souls are linked in a network extending back to the primordial times; in others, the soul is associated with ceremonial groups based on names, residence, or types of ritual performance. Among the Guarani peoples of southern South America, there are two kinds of souls: one is linked to the animal appetites of the person, while the other – more important because it comes from the ancestors – is the ‘name-soul’ which is bestowed on the child by a shaman shortly after the child’s birth. The name-soul is the reincarnation of the ancestor into life; and it is the life-principle of the person. All throughout one’s life, the person must struggle to maintain the dominance of the  spiritual name-soul over the physical appetites, and desires or emotions of the animal soul. One does this by singing the “beautiful words” that come in inspiration from the ancestors.
Multiple souls gained throughout a lifetime comprise the person, and each of these is transformed at the moment of death, or returned to the place in the cosmos from which it was originally derived. Dream-souls and dream interpretation are particularly important in numerous cultures. Sonic imagery - in naming ceremonies, sacred music and song - is everywhere constitutive of the person. Articulated to the notion of the Peron is a rich symbolism of corporality through which Native American cultures express fundamental values used to understand spaces constitutive of human life. 
Among the consequences of the notion of ‘transformation’ in indigenous belief and practice is that human bodies must be understood as complex and socially constructed. This is expressed through body ornaments, masks, and kinds of ‘coverings’ or clothing, like mantles of jaguar pelts, bear robes, or feathers, loincloths, or body painting and hair styles. These kinds of ‘clothing’ are understood as being at once ways of ‘domesticating’ an animal interior, essential to human nature, or emphasizing a specific spiritual quality that the person has gained through initiation, or both. Body decorations, hairstyles, body paint, and items of clothing mediate between the interior self, society and the cosmos. One of the main objectives of rites of passage (birth, initiation, and death) is to acquire or to remove spiritual and animal elements of the person as he or she is constituted over time. 
The body is also the locus (space, -scape) of moral issues that are fundamental to becoming fully human. Control over body orifices – in ritual seclusion, for example –is the mark of a fully cultural human being, and transgressions provoke catastrophic bodily transformations; this is perhaps the most important knowledge that initiates acquire at the moment of their initiation when they are exposed for the first time to the sacred. Thirdly, a beautiful body is one that is fully ornamented, with earrings, beadwork,  kneebands, featherwork, elaborate hairstyles; the body is painted in exquisitely symmetrical designs, displayed by young men and women who vigorously dance in traditional festivals; by contrast and in opposition, there is the ugly body, portrayed in stories as one that is old, bent and full of sores. Fourthly, being a member of a community implies consubstantiality, that is, the sharing of body fluids as in sexual relations, and spiritual forms such as the umbilical cord soul and a collective body-soul common to members of the same clan or sib. Because of the sharing of body fluids, sick people should be isolated from the communities until they are well, for example. Finally, body paint is intimately connected with notions of Self and Other: a completely white body is associated with the deceased, the white man, the dangerous Other. Any one of these issues is potentially linked to historical contact (e.g., a change in diet regime, or food tabus, or conversion to Christianity may lead to body changes, sicknesses such as obesity, caries and a host of other irregularities). It follows from what we have said above concerning perspectivism that when a religious specialist, such as a shaman, or a person who has lost his personhood in madness and transformed into some animal, this means that the change is also understood as a body change: the shaman or warrior is the jaguar; the mad person who falls in the river emerges as a crocodile. In both cases, transformation of perspectives is accompanied by ‘body change’. 
The fourth element, Eschatology, refers to a view of the end-of-times, which is meant in the specific sense of the death of an individual, and what transpires with all of the components – spiritual and material – that made up that person during his/her lifetime, how the souls of individuals are re-integrated to ongoing cosmic processes, whether there is an after-death existence, re-incarnation in some other form, or communication between the living and the dead. Eschatology is also meant in a broader sense of the destruction and regeneration of the universe in general. 
As we have seen above, generally in indigenous traditions, an enormous importance is attributed to the mystery and power of death as an integral part of human existence. For many cultures, mortality initiates a condition of transitory, ephemeral life, one of constant metamorphosis. Myths often explain that death entered the world in the context of a trial - the failure to pass a test or to undergo an ordeal, making a fatal choice, or giving an inopportune signal.  The rituals associated with death are among the most elaborate of all processes of passage, occupying a critical theme in all native traditions. For many, it is a process of deconstructing the person – which has been formed during a life-time – and re-integrating its components (body, souls, bones, name) to various parts of the cosmos. There are processes of administering the passage of the deceased between existence in this world and incorporation into the other, processes of healing the sentiments of kin whom the deceased have left behind. Anthropophagy, for example, once a practice amongst various peoples of lowland South America had more to do with assuaging the intense suffering, or “consuming grief”, as Conklin has so aptly put it, that occurs at the moment of loss of some kinperson. Shamanic vengeance and warfare were other means for retributing the loss of a kin and alleviating the sorrow death brings. 
Spectacular solutions to the question of what to do with the deceased of the noble classes in more complex societies are seen in the mummification practices of the Inca. All efforts seemed to deny that death had taken the deceased royalty away; rather, they continued to hold a privileged position socially, ritually, and politically in their society long after their being placed in tombs, where they were given food and drink, and were cared for by specially designated persons. In other areas of South America, it is common to find the theme of immortality in myth as a condition that existed in the primordial world: at the moment of death, the person would be secluded in a stone chamber for a period of time at the end of which he/she would re-emerge as a young child again. This cycle of eternal return was interrupted by the mistake of a person who was not allowed to see the deceased but does, and so introduced mortality into the world. 
Shamans and prophets, typically, “never die” and continue to give counsel to their living kin at their burial places. In this, we see direct links between notions of immortality amongst native peoples of the Highlands and Lowlands of South America. In several societies, such as those of the Xingu region of Central Brazil, elaborate and lengthy ceremonies to “honor the dead”, the most important chiefs and aristocracy are regularly held as pan-tribal occasions.
In several peoples’ eschatologies, the entrance of the soul of the deceased into the other world is conditioned on his/her moral behavior and virtues in this life: those who kill, for example, do not succeed in crossing the way of the dead souls, falling into an abyss, or being attacked by swarms of bees. The notions that peoples have about life after death vary a great deal from a completely other existence, inverted image of this world, to the transformation of the deceased into the gods after being devoured by them (the Araweté), or the transmigration of the souls of the deceased into species of game animal that may serve the living as food in times of need (the Wari’).
Eschatologies not only refer to the end-time but also the possibility of a future regeneration,  post-destruction of the world. As we have seen, the cosmogonies of many peoples throughout the Americas contain the seeds of millenarian hope. The movements associated with them therefore should not be considered as the result of external pressures but also of dilemmas and processes internal to cosmogonies.  In all cases, prophets – emissaries of the deities – have acted as interpreters of the signs of the times, foreseeing the violent destruction as a necessary condition for the regeneration of the world.
Native prophetism has been a widespread phenomenon throughout the history of the Americas and merits a study that links this phenomenon with pre-existing systems of augury, divination, and moral codes expressed by religious specialists.  We have mentioned numerous examples in several parts of this chapter.
Features that have been common to movements throughout the Americas include: the incorporation of Christian symbolism in millenarian ideologies; political and economic displacement; the emergence of prophets; the expectation of an imminent catastrophe and the reinstallation of a paradisiacal state; the total suspension of normal routines; divestiture of foreign clothes, goods, or foods; ceaseless dancing and unbroken festival performances as signs of admission into the new age; dreams and visions; miraculous abundance; the incarnation of gods in material or human form; the prominence of celestial powers; the reversion of the transformed earth to native control; arduous restrictions on believers; and the transformation of bodies (believers become healthy, invulnerable, or even immortal) 
Historical prophetic movements have often been marked by the ways in which native peoples have appropriated Christian symbols, practices, and representations of authority, often independently of any kind of missionary interference. Christian missionaries, for their part, have frequently been surprised by the manner in which native peoples have converted en masse to the religions they have introduced. – sometimes with the same enthusiasm with which they have followed prophetic leaders. Anthropologists have sought to explain conversion movements as solutions to two kinds of problems faced by native societies: one, external, referring to the multiple ways in which non-native societies have disorganized and destructured native societies. Such disorganization is frequently manifest through a rise in witchcraft  and sorcery accusations. Conversion offers moral reform, which enables native peoples to control witchcraft and regain their integrity vis-a-vis intruders. The other problem is internal, having to do with dilemmas inherent to cosmologies and inherited from primordial times; for example, the ontological status of affinal groups and their perceived threat to the continuity of consanguineal or descent groups; the challenges of harnessing dangerous shamanic power for the purposes of social reproduction; and so forth (see, for example, the essays in Wright, ed. 1999). Clearly, explanations may draw equally on both hypotheses.
Native American religions and Christianity. 
Christianity has been just one among the many types of socio-cosmological transformations experienced by native peoples. Thus, we should look to comprehend the native experience of Christianity as part of a wider socio-cosmological context within which this religion is classified, shaped and lived. The point of departure in each case should be the indigenous perspective. How have different groups understood and experienced different forms of Christianity? What questions do the ethnographies of indigenous American peoples, and the new concepts and theories emerging from these studies, pose in terms of understanding the native experience of becoming Christian? What interests us are the native viewpoints of the encounter with Christianity, particularly since any phenomenon is culturally defined and there is no alternative but to choose a culture from which to start (what is called the ‘native point of view’ should really be understood as a relation between the scholar’s perspective - his or her worldview and theoretical tools - and that of the native.) 
In this kind of encounter, there is no middle ground. In other words, there are no agents located on an imaginary dividing line between the two cultures. This applies even to those missionaries with long and intense experience among native peoples, speaking their languages and familiar with their customs. The analytic framework adopted here situates missionaries unambiguously on this side of the divide, as agents propagating an unequivocally western ideology, albeit with nuances that need to be examined case-by-case. 
This does not mean that the perspectives of missionaries and other western actors is not important. Access to these perspectives is important, whether this viewpoint is acquired through written documents produced by the missions or government agents, or through direct statements from missionaries disposed to engage in an open dialogue with anthropologists and historians. The encounter with Christianity, like any encounter with alterity or Otherness, is properly understood as a series of different moments or phases, all of which can be comprehended as ‘structures of conjuncture’ (Sahlins 1981), produced by a complex interaction between cultural forms, the overall historical setting and a wide variety of chance events, including the actions of particular individuals, some of them attributable to the specific personalities of the missionaries and natives involved. The focus on the native point of view does not mean that the viewpoints of other agents are ignored. Rather, the latter are subsumed by the former insofar as the native perspectives provide the categories for comprehending the process of Christianization. In other words, the Christian experience of native peoples must be understood via their cosmological concepts, and their social, political and economic organizations.         
One of the points revealed by published works on this subject is that the native peoples have their own singular view not only of apparently secondary aspects of Christianity but also of the founding dogmas. Thus God and Jesus are associated with the pantheon of traditional spirits, the shamans visit God and talk to him, carved figures of saints are treated as people, redemption depends on actions and the proper observance of rituals, and salvation is understood as a collective act of becoming. Similarly, conversion, far from being seen as the outcome of an individual’s inner transformation (in accordance with protestant doctrine), is conceived as a collective transformation arising from a bodily change. In many instances, it is the very notion of an individual, which scholars argue  is an essential aspect of Christianity – that is absent.
The term conversion is used as a synonym for becoming Christian and refers, therefore, to what native peoples understand as Christian practice. It should be noted that there is a frequent mismatch between the perceptions of missionaries and those of native peoples – a confusion that occurs, for example, when the former believe that indigenous practices reveal internal and lasting transformation, only to be surprised by a mass movement of de-conversion, or when the natives insist on the fact of their conversion in the face of disbelief from missionaries and even anthropologists. 
Indigenous peoples manifest their adoption of Christianity in a variety of ways: by being baptized, attending masses or services, making cash offerings to the saints, affirming their belonging to the community by becoming immersed in a circuit of debts, including the catholic saints and god among the shamanic spirits, creating rituals that violate traditional food taboos, masking affinity and suppressing the agency of animals, or taking part in self-sustaining economic activities in collaboration with organizations controlled by Christian institutions.  
Besides the category of Otherness, another important element for understanding the native views of conversion is the body as a site of identity and its eminently transformational character. Native conceptualizations of the ways in which bodies are fabricated – and the different bodies produced as a result – offer key categories for a ‘reflection upon complex social networks which engage Amerindians and their others: “wild people,” “white people,” categories that address the very fabrication of bodies and their humanity. The conception of conversion as a bodily change is a central theme for peoples such as the Paumari of the Amazon Basin, and numerous Carib-speaking peoples of the Brazil-Guayana borders who have experienced history as a sequence of changes in social forms arising from a change of skin. 
The concept of Amerindian perspectivism, as discussed above, is very useful to the task of understanding the conversion to Christianity, as for example in the case of the Wari’ Indians of the southwestern Amazon region. Their conversion to evangelicalism can be understood as a process of adopting the enemy’s (i.e., white man’s) perspective which is rooted in the Wari’ endeavor to stabilize the position of humans (equated with that of predators) for themselves. The Wari’ case is also important for understanding that the introduction of Christianity among native peoples cannot be analyzed through the categories of continuity and rupture because the Wari’ – like so many other Amerindian peoples – understand their cultural reproduction as successive alterations that involve the transformation into an Other and the acquisition of this other’s perspective, which is a central feature of shamanic systems.
The idea that Christianization simultaneously involves continuity and change can be seen in the case of the Inuit who, following conversion, considered God as the owner of all the animals, while the sea woman lost her central position in Inuit cosmology.’ Christian prayers and hymns were then seen as more effective than shamanic formulas in terms of ensuring the success of hunting and healing, ‘winter feasts’ (tivajut) were abandoned and Christmas gradually became the most important celebration.
A central element in the process of conversion is the moral domain, not only because it is through this domain that local people become aware of change, but also because morality comprises the central preoccupation of many native peoples. Moreover,  the cultural content of Christianity foregrounds the question of moral change. Christian morality, which represses desire and values the individual, encompasses native morality, which values desire and privileges relations and groups, producing a constant and tormented state of moral conflict among native Christians. For the Inuit of Canada, conversion points to the same kind of hierarchical encompassment,  but it does not suggest the existence of a moral conflict. The reasons for this absence can be traced to the principles intrinsic to native conceptions of social relations, and to anthropological practice itself, which, depending on the aspects or domains in focus or the analytic framework employed, it could be argued that it is the native system that encompasses Christianity, bearing in mind that shamanism continues to be the key domain for understanding the experience of Christianity.
In numerous cases, native peoples– even those in contact with Christianity for centuries – have absorbed the new cosmology and new practices in stable and relatively comfortable continuity with traditional conceptions. God and the catholic saints became part of the indigenous relational system, grounded in a conception of humanity that includes different types of beings, such as spirits and animals. The centrality of vision, a feature typical of shamanic systems, is maintained in the Christian experience of these peoples. Indeed, adherence to Christianity among the Inuit only truly occurred after visions of Christian entities began to be reported. The same type of continuity with traditional principles is visible among new Christians, such as the Trio, the Paumari, the Wari’- all in Brazil -  and the Chiloé of Chile, who, among other things, experience conversion as a bodily change similar to other transformations, including those found in myths.
Several factors are critical for understanding the Walimanai (Baniwa) adhesion to Christianity today and its relation to their involvement with the global market for selling their artwork. Firstly, the Walimanai have a long tradition of participation in prophetic movements, led by powerful shamans, in which the central question of the movements has been the moral problem of the existence of witchcraft and how to control it. Secondly, the Walimanai also have a long tradition of insertion into local, regional, and global markets to sell their products, generally without intermediaries such as NGOs which, since the 1980s, have become key players, along with carefully chosen young leaders, in determining the directions of the so-called ‘sustainable development’ projects. Today, young Walimanai evangelicals are spearheading both political movements and the new wave of interest in sustainable development projects. These leaders have become the object of witchcraft assaults in a sort of tense relation between internal and external politics, local production and the external market. Like the Walimanai prophets of the past, these young leaders serve as intermediaries in directing change relative to the surrounding society.
In closing, Vine DeLoria, well-known Lakota scholar wrote in his classic text God is Red (p. 254) that the merging of native religions and Christianity may actually be seen in a positive way for tribal religions: “In almost every instance the effect of merging the two traditions is to bring attention to traditional ways to the detriment of the particular Christian denomination. The result is that the semblance of a national Indian religion is being born that incorporates major Indian themes. As people are sensitized to this new religious milieu, being dissatisfied with the lack of specificity in this religious activity, they return to the more precise practices of their own tribes. Thus, it appears that traditional religions in some form will transcend the inroads that contemporary American culture has made.”



 

Chapter 13, “Arawakan Flute Cults of Lowland South America: The Domestication of Predation and the Production of Agentivity
Robin Wright

This paper presents a comparative view of the centrality of aerophones in the cosmologies and ritual lives of five Arawak-speaking societies of Amazonia: (1) the Wauja of the upper Xingu among whom aerophones, masks, and manufactured objects are attributed agentivity in distinct ritual contexts, many of which are related to the curing of sickness provoked by predatory spirits, called yerupoho; (2) the Enauene Naue of the upper Juruena among whom the complex set of aerophones representing the clans, yãkwa, are played during seven-month long rituals in which the Enauene Naue 'domesticate' the predatory yakayriti spirits, who control all food production. The yãkwa flutes thus transform a predatory relation into one of reciprocity between humans and the spirits of nature; (3) the Apurinã of the Purus River whose complex kamatxi rituals, which are no longer celebrated, were clearly linked to the spirits of the dead and the production of warriors, similar to the flute cults of the Northwest Amazon; and (4) the Northwest Amazon Arawak (Baniwa, Tariana, Werekena) who celebrated the rituals of Kuwai, which combined themes of male and female fertility, generative relations among humans and the spirits of nature, and agentivity in interethnic relations of political alliance and warfare in history; (5) other Northwest Amazon Arawakan societies, such as the Yukuna, Kabiyari, and Matapi are briefly compared, although more in-depth analysis awaits a future paper.
To begin to understand the agentivity of flutes in these diverse societies, I shall place each within the context of a larger theoretical model that seeks to explain the dynamics of socio-religious formations of indigenous Amazonian societies and their historical transformations. In this way, I shall focus on comparisons and contrasts in rituals based on the use of aerophones and their critical importance for the historical reproduction of these societies.
A Model of Historical Transformations in Amazonian Socio-Religious Formations
Recent anthropological research on the social and religious lives of indigenous peoples of the South American Lowlands highlights, on the one hand, the importance of aesthetics and emotional life which are intimately linked to knowledge and moral value and in which there is an expressed ideal of “harmonious conviviality”, that is to say, a deliberate effort in indigenous communities to promote an ethic of sharing and caring among relatives. This ideal, however, is at the same time described as a constant struggle, a ‘sisyphus syndrome’, in which every effort to establish this ideal of harmony runs up against negative forces – such as sorcery, symbolic or physical violence, conflict that prevents the realization of the ideal. So, in fact, there are two models which have been proposed for understanding the social and religious lives of Amazonian indigenous societies: one, the so-called “moral economy of intimacy” (represented by British social anthropologists, led by Joanna Overing and her students; see e.g., Kaplan and Passes 2000) in which societies seek to establish harmonious conviviality amongst consanguineal kin groups - by restricting the abuses of power, for example; and the second that has been called the “symbolic economy of alterity” (represented by the Brazilian anthropologist Eduardo Viveiros de Castro and his students) which emphasizes the relative importance of the social category of affines (in-laws) as a potential source of conflict and hence as a dynamic force in social and religious processes (see, e.g., Viveiros de Castro 1996, 2002). The second model concentrates on processes of symbolic exchange and above all those in which predation is a central theme: warfare and cannibalism, hunting, shamanism, and funerary rites. 
These theoretical tendencies are not necessarily exclusive and, interestingly enough, an exponent of the first school, has found both socio-religious idioms, differentially defined, within a single ethnic group (the Amuesha – of the eastern Peruvian Amazon, about whom Fernando Santos-Granero (1991)has written an important monograph, The Power of Love).   
Now, all Amazonian indigenous societies, we must recognize, have suffered transformations, often catastrophic, since at least the beginning of the colonial regime (epidemics, demographic collapse, atrocities) - so severe that it is hardly imaginable that these have taken place without leaving deep and structural traces within their cosmologies and socio-religious processes as we have come to know them. So what are called “relations of predation” between humans and the natural world, as well as among human groups - with all its connotations of (potential) violence in Viveiros de Castro’s model – cannot be thought of without reference to the historical realities of colonial violence and its social structures. It is in this sense that Viveiros de Castro’s ‘predatory model’ falls short of understanding how much of the predatory cosmology is amplified due to the vast rate at which the spirits of the dead have multiplied while the populations of living peoples have dwindled.
Indeed, the historical trajectories of Amazonian societies have undergone profound crisis, social and environmental ‘predation’, against which they have activated their structural mechanisms, transforming their socio-religious formations through such processes as prophetic movements and even the more recent movements of conversion to evangelical / pentecostal denominations.  This reaction to crisis clearly cannot be thought of without relating it to processes of the surrounding society, with its analogous historical and structural movements, like colonialism or development on a global scale. 
So, how can we understand the dialectics of internal harmony and external predation, dispersion and concentration while taking into account historical transformations ? We suggest that both dialectics may be subsumed in a single model comprised of a series at the ends of which are two socio-religious formations: one which we may call ‘particularist’; and the other, ‘universalist’. Evidently, different from the way these terms have been used since Weber, we argue that both formations are inherent in Amazonian societies, and both can be seen to articulate with external historical and ecological circumstances. That is, these formations are generative of, and are influenced by, historical dynamics; specific external historical influences may intensify – or exacerbate - one or the other formation. Both necessarily involve relations of humans to nature as defined by indigenous cosmologies. In both formations, flute cults have a central role in processes of cosmological and historical reproduction. In the following, I examine each of these formations more closely. 
Particularist socio-religious formations are marked on the social level by their emphasis on local kinship ties, conflicts with affinal or ‘other’ groups considered non-kin, and mediation with spiritual and natural resources through religious specialists such as shamans. Likewise, on the religious level, the cosmologies of traditional tropical forest agricultural societies are marked by life-generating (ritual) violence. The core idea in these cosmologies is the centrality of death and regeneration, violent acts, as – for example - in the common motif of the killed and dismembered deity or primordial being, out of whose body parts sprout the important food plants, which is periodically re-enacted in rituals. This ideology with its implicit and explicit violence explains rituals such as head hunting, cannibalism, but also fishing, hunting, and planting – all reiterations of the primordial act of killing. Translating these ideas into contemporary ethnological theory, one would expect the idiom of predatory violence to be predominant, though evidently not excluding harmonious conviviality. 
The universalist socio-religious formations, on the other hand, are characterized by the following elements: firstly, political and religious identity are constructed over greater social distances and involve universal constructs of identities (notions such as ‘all we people’, nation, indigenous people, etc.) These constructs supersede localized kingroup membership. Secondly, supra-local religious and political authorities (such as priests, prophets, federations, pan-indigenous organizations) seek to stimulate an effective integration of extensive religious, political, and social units. Thirdly, access to spiritual and material resources becomes immediate, superseding the mediation characteristic of particularistic formations.
The distinction between particularist and universalist socio-religious formations has been used by Kapfhammer (2004) to discuss Satere-Mawe conversion to evangelicalism (in Wright, ed., 2004); I have extended this distinction to contemporary Arawakan-speaking societies about whom we have fairly complete ethnographies(Wright, 2008). The distinction is broader than that which is commonly used in the literature between ‘shamanic’ and ‘priestly’ societies. Through it, we seek to understand more global processes that characterize the cosmologies of each formation and the historical transitions from one to the other. Here, we focus on the place of the flutes in these historical processes. 
It is likely that many historical Arawakan-speaking societies were of the universalist kind, such as the Taino of the Antilles; the Achagua of the savannahs (whose masked dances were called Chuway); and the Maypure of the upper Orinoco River. Hill and Chaumeil have noted in the Introduction to this volume (p. 10) that one of the Jesuit sources of the 18th Century on the Orinoco likewise noted the centrality of flute cult, sometimes related to treatment of the dead, sometimes – as in the case of the Maypure - related to a “cult of the serpents” with the name of Cueti (cognate to the Arawakan word for the flutes, Kuwai; Wright, 1981): 
“Cueti means animal. The Maypure believe that the serpents come from time to time into their villages, that they drink with them, and that they enjoy dancing with the men.” (Gilij, Ensayos, tomo II: 235-6, cited in Wright, 1981: 111)  
 In his travels on the upper Rio Negro in the late 18th Century, for example, the naturalist Alexandre von Humboldt noted the great importance of the sacred flute cults located on the upper Guainia where it joins the Tomo River. This is exactly in the territory of the Baniva. According to von Humboldt, “there are but a small number of thezse trumpets. The most anciently celebrated is that upon a hill near the confluence of the Tomo and Guainia…” (1907: 362-3) The flutes and trumpets were a central institution in religious and political life. According to von Humboldt, had colonization not destroyed indigenous societies in the early 18th Century, then “the botuto cult of Tomo could have been of some political importance, where the guardians of the trumpets would become a ruling caste of priests, and the oracle of Tomo could gradually form a link between bordering nations” (ibid. 364) He described the playing of the sacred flute instruments under palm trees “to secure their fertility”. He also noted that they represent “the ancestor” and more specifically, the ongoing relationship between humans and their ancestors. The relationship is creative and dynamic for it sustains the periodicity which is vital to the growth of the harvest. The ancestral flute cults, in short, promoted the growth of the harvest as they provided for the growth of social groups. 
For the Amazonian peoples to whom we will refer, contacts with non-indigenous society are today more or less established: the Wauja of the Xingu Park in central Brazil; the Enauene-Nawe of the upper Juruena River, to the southwest of the Xingu; the Apurina of the upper Purus River to the south of the Amazon; and the Baniwa of the Icana River and its tributaries of the Northwest Amazon; and the Yukuna of the Caqueta and Miriti rivers. All are Arawak-speaking peoples; the first two are relatively small groups (populations around 300 people), while the population of the Apurina is around 2,400; the Baniwa/Wakuenai/Curripaco, around 12,000; and the Yukuna,about 500.  

The Wauja of the Xingu
Amongst the Waujá,  according to anthropologist Aristóteles Barcelos Neto, predation occurs between the primordial spirits, called yerupoho,-zoomorphic, anthropomorphic beings- and humans, and between humans and animals. They speak of primordial predation of the spirits on humans who were forced to live inside of termite hills. This situation was reversed when the Sun put on a powerful mask and forced the yerupoho spirits to assume a hidden existence in nature. Many of the yerupoho fabricated masks, flutes, and other ritual artifacts with which they hid themselves from the power of the Sun. Others jumped into lakes where they remained as monstrous, cannibalistic predators. Others assumed the forms of animals. The yerupoho “dressed” themselves as plants, animals, domestic artifacts and musical instruments.
The yerupoho today are said to have an enormous curiosity for human life, wish to live with them, make human beings into their own images, incorporate them into their own population, animalize-them. There is danger in this relation for they may rob human souls and even, the more dangerous yerupoho may practice monstrous cannibalism on humans. In stealing human souls, they provoke sickness, although it is said that they don’t do so intentionally and, if a person falls sick, they are the first ones to help in curing. Humans, on the other hand, have every interest in domesticating these spirits, for sickness to the Wauja signifies an imbalance in the desires of the soul, which is what attracts the yerupoho in the first place and makes them want to take the souls of humans away. By domesticating the yerupoho, -that is, reversing the fear that the sick have of the yerupoho , transforming that relation into one of friendship and intimacy - humans can later use their power to prevent further attacks by other yerupoho.  So, humans summon the yerupoho spirits, in the form of giant masks (some of them 9 feet in diameter) and aerophones (or flutes and clarinets), celebrating their presence, in order to re-establish the balance- through cure - between the sick and the social. Thus the predatory power of the yerupoho is domesticated or transformed into harmonious conviviality through ritual.
We should remember too that the Wauja today have recovered socially, politically and demographically from a critical reduction of their population in the 1960s due to epidemics, a period in which their ritual life was intensified, according to Wauja ethnographers. That is, the Wauja did not abandon the use of their musical instruments, which were still seen to have great power, during the period of demographic loss. To the contrary, the instruments seem to have controlled the predation of sickness-giving spirits and thus reverted catastrophe. As is mentioned in several places in this volume, the curative power of the flutes among the Wauja “suggests a direct and ancient relationship between shamanism and the flute rituals, whose “breath” or music (or the simple act of seeing them) had the power to cure certain illnesses.”(Introduction, 9; see also articles by Mello and Piedade)The kawoka flutes, in particular, are made to commemorate the shamanic healing of individual men and women, who then become the flutes’ owners when they are played in later rituals. This in turn provides collective protection from the predatory spirits. 

The Enawane Nawe of the Juruena River
The Enawene Nawe, studied by Márcio Ferreira da Silva, formed part of the larger group called Paressi who were contacted in the 18th Century by the slave-runner Antonio Pires de Campos. A history of this ethnic group since these first contacts has yet to be written; nevertheless, I believe it is possible to suggest that the Enawene Nawe either were close relatives of the Paressi or were a Paressi subgroup which separated early in contact and thus were able to maintain their autonomy until they were contacted by Catholic missionaries in the 1960s. 
The excellent ethnographies by Marcio Ferreira da Silva of Enawene Nawe social life and cosmology clearly show how the group has cultural features which link them to the Xinguan Arawaks (the Wauja) and to the Arawak-speaking peoples of the Northwest Amazon. As, for example, in the elaborate sets of flutes and trumpets that are so central to Enawene Nawe religious life. I will first briefly discuss their cosmology and ritual life in order to come back later to the question of the domestication of predation through the ritual use of flutes. 
The Enawene Nawe say they inhabit the intermediary layer of the cosmos between the spheres of the celestial, ancestor spirits (whom they call ‘grandparents’)- immortal, beautiful, generous, playful, healthy, who live in a world of plenty, an architecturally perfect village surrounded by a bountiful natural world, where everything grows and flourishes without having to be cultivated - and the subterranean spirits - ugly, implacable, greedy, lazy, perverse, insatiable, a-social (that is, in contrast to the ancestral spirits, these are considered non-kin, ‘other’ groups, like in-laws), who provoke sickness and death among humans. The world of humans is thus the imperfect specter of the celestial layer, inescapably permeable to the capriciousness of the subterranean spirits.
These subterranean spirits called yakayriti ‘own’ or at least are intermediaries between humans and almost all of the resources found in nature. Since these spirits control natural resources, the Enawene Nawe depend on them for food production and, hence, for the reproduction of social life. The subterranean spirits demand that humans produce food for them as well, during the rituals dedicated to them. If the Enawene Nawe don’t, these spirits will become so furious as to kill all humans with sickness (in the Enawene Nawe idiom, the yakayriti throw pieces of their flutes into the bodies of humans which provoke pain and sickness – here again, we find the association between sickness and pieces of the spirits’ flutes which must be sucked out in shamanic rituals). Whenever an Enawene Nawe gets sick or has a problem, he attributes it to the yakairiti spirits, who are angered at something and threaten to take the individual to the other world. Enawene Nawe mythology is full of catastrophes produced in the past by these spirits. They are supposed to have provoked a series of catastrophes that almost decimated all humans. The few survivors, guided by the celestial spirits of their respective clans, went one by one to a designated ancestral village. When they got there, they went to the house of the clans where they left their flutes in a certain position which is exactly the position in which the flutes of those clans are placed today. Each of the survivors taught the others some peculiarity of their clan’s custom; altogether, the customs created the cultural tradition of the Enawene Nawe. Here, clan identity is intimately associated with each flute.  
The Enawene Nawe, like the Wauja, have an extremely elaborate ritual life which involves a complex set of aerophones/flutes, representing the various clans. There are rituals associated with the Enore, the celestial spirits and ancestors of the clans, and those associated with the yakayriti, the subterranean spirits. The sacred flutes are always played during the 7-month long rituals called Yãkwa, which refers both to the clan ancestors and to the flutes of the yakayriti. In these rituals, a relation of reciprocity is established with the yakayriti: these spirits provide the Enawene Nawe with abundant quantities of smoked fish, and in exchange the Enawene nawe provide the spirits with plant salt, and other foods. 
The Yãkwa is the longest and most important of the Enawene Nawe rituals. Performed annually between January and June, it begins with the harvest of the new corn and ends with the planting of the collective manioc garden. The ritual groups are organized along paternal lines and each ritual group is associated with a specific group of yakayriti spirits. The Enawenê Nawê believe that those spirits are themselves organized in groups as well and inhabit their own territory (a real physical space), which is part of their traditional territory.
The generic name of the ritual groups is Yãkwa; they are, in reality, the Enawenê Nawê clans.  They bear the names of the groups of origin that in mythical times came from distant points of the territory and united to form the Enawenê Nawê. Each ritual group (Yãkwa/Yakairiti) is related to a specific set of musical instruments.
In the first part of the ritual, in January, the village divides in two: the hosts, called hari kare, and the men who will go off on a fishing expedition and come back as the yakayriti spirits. Among those who build canoes, traps and harvest manioc, the first offerings of food, chants and dances to the yakairiti spirits are performed. The group also prepares the first plant salt, an essential exchange item with the yakayriti who obtain the fish that will be one of the main foods consumed during the ritual period.
In the second part of the ritual, the men leave for the smaller waterways, where they build one or more dams and catch and roast fish for a period of up to two months. When the men return to the village, there is a mock battle between the yakayriti and the hosts signaling the intensely ambivalent relation that exists between these spirits and humanity. Then, the most important part of the ritual begins, which lasts four months, during which there are profuse exchanges of food, as well as chants and constant dances with all of the 9 sets of flutes in the patio of the village. At the end, the ritual participants fabricate masks that represent the spirits associated with planting the collective manioc garden. With the end of the planting, the yakwa cycle comes to an end and the following ritual cycle begins.
Thus, like the yerupoho spirits, the yakayriti are domesticated during the course of the rituals. This involves a complex process in which the village is divided into hosts, hari kare, and men dressed as yakayriti who enter the village bringing an abundance of fish which they give in exchange for plant salt and other food and beverages. Everything is done with the intention of following the traditional ways and satisfying the yakairiti, in order to, on the one hand, give these spirits no reason to threaten life in the village and, on the other, to maintain the harmony of the world. All of the predatory danger that these spirits represent is thus transformed in the course of the ritual into a celebration of harmonious conviviality. 
The music of the flutes played by the human hosts is melodious, harmonious, accompanied by highly cadenced dance formations. The “music” and dance of the yakayriti is burlesque, that is, a humorous theatrical entertainment involving parody and sometimes grotesque exaggeration. The two styles seem to parody the other, until the style of the humans terminates the festival in harmony.
In the cases of both the Wauja and the Enawene Nawe, we may thus speak of symbolic economies of predation involving the spirits and humans in which harmonious conviviality is constructed through collective rituals in which the sacred flutes are a – or the - centerpiece counterbalancing the tyranny and excesses of predation. 
 
The Apurina of the upper Purus River
In contrast to the Wauja and Enauene Nawe, the Apurinã of the upper Purus River, as well as both the Yukuna and the Baniwa of the Northwest Amazon region have experienced relatively long and brutal histories of contact, the Apurinã and Yukuna since at least the mid-19th Century and the Baniwa since the mid-18th Century. For the Apurinã and Yukuna especially during both rubber cycles; for the Baniwa, from the period of indigenous slavery down to the second rubber cycle. As one would expect, such traumatic contacts have marked indigenous cosmologies. We could say that – and this is the important point -, in these cases, the peculiar characteristics of the particularist socio-religious formations have become exacerbated/intensified by their articulations with historical circumstances. How, and Why? 

The recent ethnography of the Apurina unfortunately does not allow us to explore fully the kinds of questions for which we are seeking answers. Although the Brazilian ethnographer Juliana Schiel has taped and transcribed a great many Apurina narratives, there is very little exegesis on cosmology and human/nature relations which would permit a deeper understanding of the flutes and ritual life as it was in the past.
The earliest written sources on the Apurina describe them as being a numerous, formidable, and warlike tribe. “Constantly engaged in war, and mainly against those of their own tribe” (Schiel 2004: 52), they stood in contrast with the Piro, a neighboring Arawakan people, among whom trade was their principal manner of relating to other peoples. So important was war as a dynamic that Schiel concluded that “war and internal vengeance had and have a great importance for the Apurina and are constitutive both of their external image and their self-image” (2004:52).
Apurinã cosmogonic myths begin with a cataclysmic destruction of a pre-existing world and monstrous beings of nature against whom the culture hero Tsura seeks vengeance. Vengeance is thus a predominant theme as well in Apurina cosmogony. In their history of contact, when the Apurina were not fighting off the Whites during the rubber boom, their wars were often waged amongst themselves, and the principal motive for war or vendettas was vengeance, seemingly endless cycles of retribution amongst families – as though, coupled to the predation of the Whites on them, the Apurinã predated upon themselves.  We could say that here, external historical circumstances, coupled with the warrior ethos of the Apurinã as defined in myth have intensified internal predation to the extreme.
As in all Arawakan societies, Apurina shamans had significant power to visit other worlds, below the earth, and in the sky where the deity Tsura is. The stronger the shaman, the fewer limitations to his soul’s travel; and as in life, so it was in death, for the shamans, several Apurina said, “do not die”, they become “enchanted” (encantados). At the moment of their deaths, it is said, one heard the sound of thunder. Reportedly, the shamans of the distant past even gave instructions as to how they should be buried so that they could leave from their tombs. In some cases, their tombs were kept clean; in others, shamans were seen among bands of animals, such as wild pigs (queixadas). Most, however, went to a sacred land to the north. 
The Apurinã recounted stories of great migrations in the mythic past when their ancestors left a place of origin in the south and migrated to a place in the north where death does not exist. Only an elect group succeeded in reaching this ´sacred land´, while most Apurinã decided to remain in the middle of the way, in a land which they came to know as the ´land where many deaths occur´.
The sacred flutes of the Apurina, called Kamatxi,  ‘enchanted beings’ or spirits, were played during the festivals of the same name when the Kamatxi spirits, who were the ‘chiefs’ or ‘owners’ of the buriti palms and who lived in the buriti palmtrees (Mauritia flexuosa), would come and play the flutes with the men. The shamans would go out to bring the Kamatxi to the festivals and these were prohibited for the women to see. Women had to remain secluded during the presence of the Kamatxi in the villages. In this respect, the Kamatxi flutes were very similar to the sacred flutes of the Northwest Amazon, to which early travelers such as Ehrenreich and Steere compared them. In some sense, also, they were connected with the spirits of deceased warriors.  Sources during the second rubber boom stated that these festivals were no longer practiced, though elder Apurina men today remember the festivals of the “Enchanted Spirits”, (Encantados), the meaning they have given to the Kamatxi. It is plausible to conclude that here, once again, we find the close association between the shamans and the sacred flutes, through the mediation of the breath; the association between the sacred flutes and the fertility of the fruit-trees; and the association between the sacred flutes and the identity of predatory warriors. Finally, the prohibition against “seeing” the flutes (as opposed to “hearing” their music) is explicitly stated in contrast with both the Wauja and the Enawene Nawe. 

The Yukuna of the Miriti River
Slightly north of the Amazon, on the tributaries of the Caqueta and Miriti lies the southern fringe of what might be called the ‘classic’ area of the ‘Yurupary complex.’ While some of the earliest documents from the Japura River region and its tributaries suggest the existence of sacred flutes and trumpets amongst the Arawakan Yumana, Passe, and Resigaro, those societies suffered drastic reductions and relocations in the 18th  and 19th centuries. The Yukuna, Kabiyari and Matapi, however, have received far better ethnographic treatment by anthropologists such as Pierre-Yves Jacopin (1988), Elizabeth Reichel Dussan (1987), and Augusto Oyuela-Caycedo (2004).
The Yukuna ritual of sacred flutes traditionally lasted seven days during which men played the famous trumpets (wakaperi: ‘bad eagle’) whose sight and contact was strictly forbidden to the women. This was followed by a fast lasting 3 to 8 weeks, at the end of which the wera festival brought kin and affines together in a common celebration of the newly initiated boys and girls with the drinking of buriti (Mauritia flexuosa)and Umari (Puraqueiba selicea)chicha, a lightly fermented beverage.
The rite corresponds to the same ceremony among the Tukanoan-speaking peoples to the north. Summarizing from Jacopin’s lengthy description of a ritual in which he was an initiate, the young boys are gathered in the longhouse and, after waiting for a period of time, they hear the sounds of the trumpets approaching. Children and women take refuge inside the house. The trumpets surround the longhouse and play their music for all to hear; eventually the women and children are pushed outside the house and the trumpets enter. The initiates, whose heads are covered in blankets, are frightened. The next day, the men and initiates go into the forest where they fast and stay for seven days. The initiates then see and learn how to play the trumpets and memorize the creation myth. They are secluded and protected from the rays of the sun. The women are forbidden to see their children for fear that this would harm the child. At the end of the fast, the children catch, cook, and eat their first animal food. Shortly after, the headman schedules the final closing festival in which the participants drink umari beer. Finally, all dancers, men and women perform the “dance of the snakes” and then return to the community.
Jacopin relates that had he not discovered the “eagle of Yurupary” (wakaperi) during his research on Yukuna myths, he would have never witnessed the ritual, for the Yukuna had not performed the ritual for many years. According to the story, the eagle brought a deadly fire to the four creator-heroes Kahipu-Lakeno, who were resting in heaven after creating the world. The four creators learned that Yurupary could only be destroyed by this fire. So the four get Yurupary’s fire from his sister’s vulva and burn him to death. Jacopin surmises that the meaning of the story has to do with the irreversible passage from life to death. 
“Yet because women give birth, they are able to reverse the irreversible. Similarly, by means of the Yurupari, men (in particular shamans) are able to make boys men born again. So the Yurupari is a ritual of the inversion of daily life; this is why, for example, Kahipu-Lakeno get their lethal fire from Yurupari’s sister, a woman who gives birth to fire.” (Jacopin, 1988)
     Reichel Dussan attributes one of the central purposes of the ritual is to make the initiates “see beyond the eyes” (1987: 196), that is, to understand the “other” side of visible reality, the laws of social structure, and the symbolism of material culture. They are blindfolded until the time they “see” the flutes and trumpets, although both they and the women “hear” the music of the trumpets from inside the house (according to the story, the women were their primal owners in matriarchal-origin times but, after the trumpets were taken away by the men, the women are forbidden to see them).
From this, one of the key points that emerges from the comparisons thus far has to do with the critical importance of bodily senses, especially the “seeing” versus the “hearing” the music of the sacred flutes as it is being played. And, more than the flutes themselves, the powerful being (s) whose body (-ies) they are. For those societies who prohibit the women and children from “seeing” the flutes which would result in their death by witchcraft (a form of extreme predation by the shamans),to “hear” the music is not at all prohibited. It is in fact considered good for all to hear the songs and melodies of the flutes/spirits as they sing, for this promotes growth and harmony. Whereas to “see” the body of “Yurupary” results in immediate death, to “hear” the melodies promotes growth. (See Santos Granero, 2006, for a further discussion of the implications of different perceptions for the theory of Amerindian “perspectivism”)  

The Baniwa of the Aiary River
Finally, we turn to the case of the Baniwa Indians of the border of Brazil-Venezuela and Colombia, among whom and about whom I have researched since 1976. Again, since the Symposium has brought together the three main ethnographers of the Baniwa/Kuripako/Wakuenai people (Hill, Journet, and myself), I will restrict my remarks to the associations we have been trying to explore here between predation and conviviality and the flutes as agents of both.
Among the Baniwa, we may see more clearly a dialectical model of “particularist” and “universalist” socio-religious formations at work. In my recent essay, “The Wicked and the Wise Men” (Wright 2004), I showed that, during the time of the second rubber boom, which was marked by violent conflicts between the Baniwa and the rubber-bosses, assault sorcery increased disproportionately provoking a grave internal crisis which the traditional mediators, the shamans, were unable to control. Like the Apurinã, internal predation intensified as a result of external processes.
In their mythology, the Baniwa have the figure of Kuwai who is all predatory animal spirits in one and who gave rise to all predatory spirits of nature who give sickness to humans, called Iupinai. Kuwai is considered to be the “Owner of Sicknesses” for his body is said to be excessively poisonous; yet, the myth of his life and death recounts how his body produced the most beautiful music. After his sacrificial death in an enormous conflagration, from the ashes of his body emerged the sickness-giving spirits Iupinai but also a giant tree from which the sacred flutes were made, and it is with these flutes that traditionally the men initiated boys and girls in the major rituals held at the beginning of the rainy season. 
So, the relation of Kuwai to humanity is marked by paradox: he is the source of social reproduction, but he is also the source of the treacherous assault sorcery and sickness that can destroy society. It was from Kuwai´s body that the world of humans was made, which the shamans call a ´sick earth´, a place of pain, a rotten earth – recalling the Apurinã ´land where many deaths occur´. It is people who have made the earth ´bad´; the shamans consider that the only ´good earth´, where people do not die is that of the Creator. Significantly, the predatory being of Kuwai is represented in myth as the White man, whose historical economy has most predated on the Baniwa. Baniwa cosmogony, like the Apurinã, begins with catastrophic predation by cannibalistic animal-beings on humans, - the creator for example emerged from the bone of a devoured being - but the animals are a source of power that may be domesticated and actually become the source of regeneration. 
Alternatively, these dangerous sources of power may altogether be rejected, explicitly abandoned in favor of other virtues such as harmonious conviviality. History has shown how such ruptures take the form of conscious decisions indigenous peoples have taken to put an end to the destructiveness of predation [for example, the Baniwa tell a story of how their ancestors abandoned warfare by burying all of their war-making instruments at the bottoms of streams]. Not all is predation, for in all cases, there are spaces (such as the sacred earth of the Apurinã) where to live morally is to live in harmony. 
On the religious level, the universalist socio-religious formations are characterized among the Baniwa by: firstly, priestly functions having to do with management of the dead, and the ancestors. An example of this would be the lengthy sets of chants that Baniwa kalidzamai chanters must perform during the initiation rites, in which they voyage, in their thoughts, to all known ancestral places of the earth in order to sacralize all places of the world with the music of the sacred flutes and to prevent the dead from doing any harm to the newly-initiated.  Unlike the shamans, who are considered to be jaguar-predators, the essential function of the Baniwa chanters is that they must know the entire litany of places associated with deceased ancestors. Through this priestly, canonical knowledge, they create a universal construct of Baniwa identity. As they manage the dead ancestors, so they create the conditions by which society is reproduced. Thus, their power transcends the more restricted powers of the jaguar-predator shamans. 
Secondly, through prophetic functions, the essence of which is the tendency towards a religious regime of “world transcendence”, typically negating the reality of death (“predation”). Now, a great deal has been written on prophetic movements (the most recent work is my book, 2005). Just in the Northwest Amazon region, they have been interpreted from many different angles: as rebellions against colonial oppression; as grounded in mythological themes of world destruction and renewal; as historical traditions and not merely outbursts of reaction to domination; in terms of the spiritual dimensions of prophetic eschatology, in opposition to the characteristic social scientific ‘explanations’ of such phenomena in political, economic, or military terms. Most recently, I have directed attention towards the sorts of internal conflicts which characterize particularistic socio-religious formations - specifically, conflicts which have been translated into witchcraft accusations, vested with mythological significance, and exacerbated by historical circumstances. In these contexts, the mediatory functions of religious specialists, the shamans, have, we might say, become ‘heated up’[to use an expression of Viveiros de Castro] – that is, expanded, in the sense of transcending local differences and the limitations of mortality (i.e., they are immortal figures). In this context, prophets or ‘wise men’ have emerged.  Indigenous histories of these movements often pit the particularist socio-religious formations directly against the universalist formations – yet, without necessarily arriving at a clear-cut resolution. That is, prophets have not necessarily resolved the problem of witchcraft. But not for that reason can we conclude – as so many social scientists have – that prophetic (or messianic or millenarian) movements have ‘failed’. To argue this once again ignores the vibrant historical struggles of indigenous religions to come to terms with the internal dilemmas posed by their ontologies when articulated with historical circumstances.
 A third way in which universalist formations may be seen is in conversion movements to evangelical Protestantism, and Pentecostalism, with its “immediatist” cultism. In fact, there has been little investigation of the reception of evangelical forms of Christianity in the indigenous societies of Amazonia, and none at all of their effects on human-nature relations.  Nevertheless, it may be useful to reflect on how the music of the sacred flutes – that is, the ‘speech of Kuwai’ – transformed into the “speech of God”, as the evangelicals say. It is inadequate to say that the evangelicals simply wiped away, or made a clean slate of Baniwa religious identity by burning the flutes in public. In some fashion, the “speech of God” transformed the “speech of Kuwai” in the process of forging a new identity.
     In the discourse of the evangelicals, today, the history of the cosmos has been reformulated to be more coherent with their current political projects of creating a united front to enter the market of sustainable development projects. In this reformulation, it is interesting to see how they justify their conversion to evangelicalism by referring to shamanic visions and the mythology of the primordial times. The evangelicals state that the shamans foresaw the coming of the first evangelical missionary before she arrived in the area. One young evangelical leader told me that, according to the shamans, the history of the cosmos can be divided into three stages (evidently, a re-elaboration of cosmic history based on the change introduced by evangelicalism): in the first, there was only one being, called Eiko, about whom very little is known, but he lived in a “paradise” in which everything was possible – the gardens grew by themselves, food was never lacking, etc. That world came to an end when the great tree of Kaali, a primordial axis mundi, the source of all food, was cut down. After that, only the shamans had access to the primordial world through their use of parika, a psychoactive “fruit” which was found in a hole on top of this tree. The second epoch transpired as Nhiaperikuli created and transformed all things in this world, preparing life for the Walimanai, that is, for those who would be born (as future generations). There are numerous stories about this epoch. This period came to an end when, at the end of the first rituals of initiation, Nhiaperikuli killed Kuwai, his son, by pushing him into a huge bonfire which burned the world. From the ashes of the fire, another huge tree burst forth and it was the transformed body of Kuwai, in fact a second axis mundi that connected the earth to the sky. Nhiaperikuli cut this tree down and transformed the pieces of it into the sacred flutes and trumpets with which the men were to initiate all future generations of children. Humanity lived in the third epoch until Sophie Muller, the first evangelical missionary came and instructed them to do away with their ancient culture, the ways of the past. Before her coming, shamans had foreseen that great transformations were imminent as had been told in their stories of the history of the cosmos. For that reason, the Baniwa abandoned the traditions of their ancestors. It was a rupture from the past that took place on the same plane as the other ruptures in the history of the world; indeed, in some Baniwa communities, this rupture was marked by the burning of the flutes on the plazas of their villages. The fiery transformations which had, in primordial times, produced the second world-tree connecting the Other World of the ancestors with the present world of humans was then destroyed in the bonfires that consumed the sacred flutes. From then on, the connection to God would be immediate through the songs of the crentes. 
Thus, today, the Baniwa on the Brazilian side of the border are divided into evangelicals and non-evangelicals, each asserting the truth of distinct cosmological histories. For the evangelicals, it was Sophie Muller who “saved the world” from perdition; for the non-evangelical, “traditionals” who still abide by the shamanic point of view, it was Nhiaperikuli who saved the world from the ferocious monsters that once tried to destroy humanity and which can eventually re-appear in the form of witches and sorcerers.  
The evangelicals, however, did not simply lose the “speech” that was once transmitted through the knowledge of Kuwai in songs, flute music, chants, etc. The evangelicals became literate in their own language and learned how to read the New Testament and sing the hymns of the evangelicals. All of this formed the basis of a new Baniwa evangelical identity, opposed to the old ‘traditional’ Baniwa identity based in Kuwai-speech. Thus the converted Baniwa understand that the process of conversion re-established their communitarian way of life, which had been so ruined by the extractivist regime.

Final Reflections
Concluding, what I have tried to show is how in each case, the flute complexes intimately intersect with the predominant socio-religious formations. The flutes are agents of the reproduction of human beings and natural species (fruit, fish); they are the domesticators of predatory beings; paradoxically, they are at the same time, the body of the spirit(s) that most afflict humans with sickness. Like shamanic powers, the sacred flutes ambiguously may provoke lethal harm while they propitiate growth. Such is the power of their agentivity and generativity. Summarizing these features schematically in table form, we have:
ARAWAKAN SACRED FLUTES: MEANINGS IN COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE*
PEOPLE
   *__
FEATURES	WAUJA	ENAWENE NAWE	APURINA	BANIWA/
WAKUENAI/
CURRIPACO	YUKUNA
ANCESTORS 		X	X	X	X
FERTILITY OF FRUITS			X	X	X
WARRIORS			X		
BODY(-IES) OF PRIMAL BEING(S)	X			X	X
MALE/FEMALE INITIATION		X		X	X
SICKNESS & SHAMANIC HEALING	X	X	X	X	
GENDER ANTAGONISM			X	X	X
*OTHER CASES FOR FURTHER RESEARCH: PARESSI, HISTORICAL PEOPLES OF THE RIO NEGRO/ORINOCO (MANAO, BARE, KUENA), OTHER ARAWAKAN PEOPLES OF THE XINGU BASIN, TUKANO-IZED ARAWAK (CUBEO HEHENEWA), KABIYARI AND MATAPI OF THE CAQUETA/MIRITI DRAINAGE. 


The key theoretical presupposition of the model I have developed in this essay of Arawakan socio-religious formations is that the sacred flutes and instruments are icons that empower people to shape the threat of predation and transform it into the peace of harmonious conviviality. This clearly is important for understanding processes that interested Max Schmidt (1917) almost a century ago of the ‘expansion  of the Arawak’ throughout South America, the Caribbean, and into what is now southern Florida. It is also critical to understanding how Northern Arawak-speaking peoples transformed the externally imposed changes that have occurred in their lives over the centuries, enabling them to keep their traditions alive at the same time as they established clear boundaries with other, non-Arawak-speaking peoples.
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Abstract
This article focuses on the sacrificial acts of divinities and other primal
beings whose bodies became cultivated, and wild plants, particularly
plants as forms of gifts and other types of exchange from the deities to
humanity among the Baniwa peoples of the Northwest Amazon. I seek to
reflect on Viveiros de Castro’s ideas on Amerindian ‘perspectivism’ (1998,
2002) to evaluate their ‘fit’ to Baniwa spiritual ethnobotany. Initially, I see a
major difference between the perspectivism and agentivity of animal and
fish-people, which is very common among all Arawak and Tukanoanspeaking
peoples, and the plants which derive more often from a divinity
that has been sacrificed, dismembered, transformed, and divided up into
many distinct species. The predator–prey relation between animals, fish,
and humans is actually secondary when compared to sacrifice and gifting
relations between plants and humans, which seem to have more to do with
the peaceful development of chiefly and priestly societies.
Introduction
In the Northwest Amazon region, bordering Brazil, Venezuela, and
Colombia, the Arawak-speaking Baniwa people (pop. approx. 12,000)
have developed a highly refined conceptual system for understanding
and managing their animal and plant resources. The Baniwa live basically
from horticulture, specializing in manioc, fishing, and, to a much
lesser degree, hunting. They have also experienced a long history of
contact involving them in various kinds of salaried labor for nonindigenous
peoples, primarily those of European heritage.1
1. On the history of contact, see Wright 1981, 1998, 2005.
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Their stories of the creation time (oopidali, ancient times) illustrate how
the deities struggled to eke out a niche for themselves in a world
dominated by predatory animal tribes. In large part, the critical issue for
the creator deities was how to make the world safe from predatory
animals and fish so that humans could not only live within it but also be
prosperous and enjoy well-being. The world the deities left for their
descendants (walimanai, lit., ‘our others who will be born’) was far from
perfect, however; but at least the deities left the instruments by which
humans could not only protect themselves from predators but also
obtain their food from various domains and by various means.
This article will discuss the following topics in order: (1) the sacred
plants introduced in mythical times and their religious and cultural
importance; (2) the major cycles of creation epochs which produced the
cosmos as it is known today; (3) the shaman’s psychoactive pariká, the
most important agent of creation, and the narratives that shamans tell of
how they acquired their powers; (4) the shaman’s experience ‘on pariká’
of being ‘taught’ how the world is; (5) narratives of how the earth was
made for gardens, how tobacco was given to humanity, and how the
divine ‘owner of gardens’ sacrificed himself in a new garden-fire to
alleviate the hunger of his children; and (6) concluding remarks linking
the themes of divine sacrifice, the gift of knowledge and power, and
Amerindian perspectivism.
Plants of Creation and Destruction
Given that the food chain is a critical issue in many stories of creation of
the Northwest Amazon, it has long been studied by anthropologists.2
These studies have generally focused on the ‘predator–prey’ exchange
relations among humans, animals, and fish.3 Unlike their Tukanoanspeaking
neighbors, for whom the anthropological literature is far richer
in scope (Arhem 2001; Hugh-Jones 1979; Reichel-Dolmatoff 1968, 1975),
for the Baniwa/Kuripako/Wakuenai,4 there is one book-length study on
2. On the Brazilian side of the border, the indigenous population is more than
30,000 people, or 22 ethnic groups, pertaining to 3 major language families—Tukano,
Arawak, and Maku.
3. K. Arhem (2001) gives an in-depth description of the interconnection between
humans and nature in his ethnography of the Makuna, Tukanoan-speaking people on
the border of Colombia and Brazil.
4. The three names refer to three groups who consider themselves kin to one
another, who speak dialects of the same Arawak language, and make their villages on
three sides of the Brazil/Venezuela/Colombia border. The present paper is concerned
with the Baniwa of the Aiary River in Brazil.
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Baniwa horticulture (Journet 1995), one article on shamans’ snuff, pariká
(Wright 2005), Wakuenai symbolic ecology (Hill 1984), and stories
related to water-spirits and fish (Garnelo 2007; Wright 1993–94). There
have been no studies that have systematically examined the nexus of symbolic
meanings related to plants and their religious significance for human life. This
article seeks to provide at least an introduction to this field by selecting
several of the culturally most significant plants.
Figure 1. The Northwest Amazon
In Baniwa stories of creation, the trees from which the psychoactive
pariká (Virola calophylla, Virola theiodora, Anadenanthera peregrina), or
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shamans’ snuff, is produced are perhaps the most important of all the
plants since it was only through the visions propitiated by the snuff that
the creator deity could ‘see the world and everything in it’.5 In the wrong
hands, as the story tells, pariká transformed a gluttonous and selfish tapir
into a predatory jaguar and made other animals who snuffed the powder
go mad.
Tobacco and pepper are two other plants of major importance in the
creation stories. The first is essential for ‘bringing the souls [of humans]
back’ from wherever they have wandered (in sickness or dreams). The
second is an essential element of commensality because, according to its
mythic origin, it prevents food (fish, animals) from giving sickness to
humans by annulling the sickness-giving potential of both fish and
animals on humans. Both pepper and tobacco were also among the gifts
of the deities to humanity. At the time the first ancestors emerged from
the hole in the rocks at Hipana waterfalls, each clan was given its own
riverine territory, ancestral flute or trumpet, stock of ancestral names,
and kinds of sacred pepper and tobacco.
Manioc is the fourth plant; it is a staple food, but its religious importance
is that it is also the ‘body’ of the deity Kaali, who sacrificed himself
in a great fire in order to provide food for his children. His ‘body’ became
food for humans, in the form of manioc bread, which, like pepper and
tobacco, are the staple of life. This cannot be described as a predatory
relation, but rather a sacrificial ‘gift’ of the deity’s body and knowledge
of planting to humanity.
Finally, there are the poisonous plants—timbó, for example, used in
fishing; curare, for hunting; and numerous plants used in witchcraft and
sorcery as well as in their cure. These were generated from the bodies of
slain primordial beings who left their viscera, fluids, or body-parts
which transformed into these plants in retribution for their killing, or the
killing of one of their kin. They clearly serve humans today as tools of
predation. This paper discusses above all the nexus of ‘exchange’ and
5. The original pariká came from the fruits of the ‘Great Tree of Kaali’ (Kaali ka
thidzapa), a huge tree that was the source of all cultivated plants. The Great Tree of
Kaali is one of the central symbols of primordial unity, or All-in-Oneness that is found
in Baniwa religion. The Tree is said to have been located at Uaracapory Falls on the
Uaupés River, to the Northwest of where the Baniwa live today. In the early twentieth
century, the famous German ethnologist Theodor Koch-Grünberg, during his travels
throughout the Northwest Amazon, noted the great number of place-names on the
upper Uaupés that were Arawak and related to Baniwa mythology, indicating that
this area had been populated by Baniwa. Early mid-eighteenth century maps corroborate
this (Wright 1981).
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‘predatory’ relations involving plants which are essential for the creation
and reproduction of society.
The order in which the plants will be considered here follows the
order of creation stories according to Baniwa narrators of the villages
where I have done most of my field research, Uapui or Hipana and Ukuki
(see map above).6 It does not reflect a ‘definitive’ ordering of the narratives;
although, in comparing among narrators of several other villages,
there appears to be agreement on which of the narratives are, as Baniwa
narrators say, ‘the really important ones’ which happened first. In 1999,
the indigenous association of the area, I, and several of the narrators
published a volume of these narratives under the title Waferinaipe
Ianheke: The Wisdom of our Ancestors.7
Religious Lives of Baniwa in Brazil
The religious lives of the Arawak-speaking Baniwa and Kuripako or
Wakuenai8 of the Brazil/Venezuela/Colombia borders are, like their
Tukanoan-speaking neighbors, based on great mythological and ritual
cycles related to the first ancestors and symbolized by the sacred flutes
and trumpets, as well as the central importance of shamanism and a rich
variety of dance rituals, called pudali, associated with the seasonal cycles
and the maturation of forest fruits. In the 1950s, the majority of the
Baniwa converted to evangelical Protestantism, introduced by missionaries
of the New Tribes Mission. Their mass conversion was historically
continuous with their participation in prophetic movements since the
mid-nineteenth century; however, evangelicalism provoked a radical
break from their shamanic traditions, as well as serious divisions and
conflicts with Catholic Baniwa and those who sought to maintain
Catholic-based ritual traditions. Today, after half-a-century, evangelicalism
is now the predominant religion in over half the Baniwa
6. My doctoral research was done in 1976–77; brief periods of fieldwork were
done in 1986, 1997, 2000–2002. Since 2005, I have been in internet and telephone
contact with the children of my main interlocutors of my first field research.
7. This was volume 3 of the series ‘Indigenous Narrators of the Rio Negro’
(Federation of the Indigenous Organizations of the Rio Negro, São Gabriel da
Cachoeira, AM, Brazil).
8. ‘Wakuenai’ and ‘Walimanai’ are the two ethnonyms used by the people to refer
to all interrelated phratries on all three sides of the borders. Wakuenai means ‘All those
of our language’, and Walimanai means ‘All our descendants’. Since colonial times,
‘Baniwa’—which is not originally an ethnonym—has been used by outsiders to the
extent that it has become one, like ‘Kuripako’ which refers to a dialect-group among
the four extant today.
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communities, although there is a growing movement among nonevangelicals
and some evangelical communities to revitalize the initiation
rituals and mythic traditions.
In the history of the cosmos, according to both evangelical and nonevangelical
Baniwa, there have been various moments when the world
was destroyed and later regenerated. The Baniwa diverge on the nature
of the first world: evangelical Baniwa believe that only one Being, Heeko,
existed at that time; shamans refer to that time as an ‘ancient, hidden
world of happiness’. But little else is known about this being and the
ancient, hidden world in which he existed, except that it was a world in
which everything was possible—the gardens grew by themselves, there
was never any shortage of food, and so on.
For all Baniwa, the first world came to an end when the great world
tree called Kaali-ka thidzapa9—which connected the Other World of the
deities with This World—was cut down. The felling of the tree initiated
the second period of the universe which is the epoch when the creator
deity Nhiãperikuli walked on the earth and obtained things in this world:
the earth itself, the gardens, day and night, cooking fire, fish; in short, all
things with which humanity could live in this world and prosper.
Baniwa cosmogony is remembered in a complex set of over twenty
myths, the main protagonist of which is the creator/transformer Nhiãperikuli,
beginning with his emergence in the primordial world and ending
with his creation of the first ancestors of the Baniwa phratries and withdrawal
from the world. Many of these myths recount the struggles of
Nhiãperikuli against various animal- and fish-peoples who seek to kill
him and destroy the order of the universe. More than any other figure of
the Baniwa pantheon, Nhiãperikuli was responsible for the form and
essence of the world; in fact, it may even be said that he is the ontological
principle that governs the universe.10 As narrators state, Nhiãperikuli
9. This was the tree from which pariká, shamans’ snuff, was obtained. If it was an
Anadenanthera tree, these grow to as high as sixty feet tall; the Virola trees grow to as
high as one-hundred forty feet, with bases of up to five meters in diameter. The name
refers to a hill (in Baniwa, hidzapa) on the upper Uaupés River where there is a huge
stone which is the petrified stump of the Great Tree of Kaali.
10. The notion of ‘governing the world’ is implicit in the phrases which the
Baniwa use to express their relation to their creator and other divinities: as ‘owners’ or
‘patrons’ (iminali) and as ‘masters’ (thayri) or ‘priests’. Nhiãperikuli, Kuwai, and Dzuliferi
are all considered the ‘owners of the world’ (hekwapi iminali). This ‘proprietary’
relation means that, through their actions, they caused things, conditions, and places
to come into being, leaving them after their deaths for posterity, as in inheritance.
Nhiãperikuli made ‘everything in the world’ and gave it to the Baniwa with instructions
on how to live well on it. Dzuliferi is the ‘owner’ of shamans’ snuff, pariká, and
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‘foresaw’ how things should be in this world for all future generations
(walimanai, ‘for all those who will be born’).
Another great cycle in the history of the cosmos is told in the myth of
Kuwai, the son of Nhiãperikuli and the first woman, Amaru. This myth has
central importance in Baniwa culture for it explains major questions on
the nature of existence in this world: how the order and ways of life of
the ancestors were/are reproduced for all future generations, the
Walimanai; how children are to be instructed in initiation rituals about
the nature of the world; how sicknesses and misfortune entered the
world; and what is the nature of the relation among humans, spirits, and
animals that is the legacy of the primordial world. The myth tells of the
life of Kuwai who is an extraordinary being, whose body is full of holes
and consists of all the elements, all the animals of the world, and whose
humming and songs produce all animal species. Like Kaali-ka thidzapa,
Kuwai was an undifferentiated All-beings-in-one. His birth set in motion
a rapid process of growth in which the miniature and chaotic world of
Nhiãperikuli opened up to its real-life size.
tobacco; he gave them to Nhiãperikuli who left them to posterity, especially for the
shamans ‘to know the world’. Kuwai is the ‘owner of sickness’ and the ‘owner of
poison’ who left them in all their forms in this world, but he also taught the shamans
how to cure them. In the broadest sense, Nhiãperikuli, his brothers, and Kuwai are
considered to be ‘our owners’ (waminali), for humanity lives, prospers, and grows in
the order and the conditions inherited from them. The relation of divinities/humanity
is brought into experience through, for example, shamans, who request from the
‘owners’ remedies with which to cure, which may involve bargaining, for the patient
must present a material offering or payment (dawai), which the shaman then takes to
Kuwai in order to bargain for the return of his soul. This payment may be refused if it
is judged to be insufficient, or the sickness deemed incurable. The relation of ‘master’
or ‘priest’ (-thayri) in the Other World is applied to the same triad, Nhiãperikuli, Kuwai,
Dzuliferi, all of whom are considered the ‘Masters/Chiefs/Priests of the World’
(Hekwapi-thayri), ‘eternal masters/priests’, ‘masters from the beginning’. Another
deity, Kaali, is also called ‘Master/Priest’ because he gave to humanity all cultivated
plants for their gardens and the planting ceremonies. In many respects, Kaali is like
Nhiãperikuli, and some narrators are even more explicit: ‘Kaali is really Nhiãperikuli’
one shaman said. In the myth about his life and death, Kaali sacrifices himself in a
huge earth-fire and from the white earth that was left at the place where he was
burned (the word kaali also means ‘white earth’), the first manioc tree emerged, from
which humanity obtained all the plants they needed. In other words, he gave of
himself for the needs of others. His body is manioc bread, or beiju. Catholic missionaries
have equated Kaali with Adam, the first man made of the earth. However
simplistic this may be, Kaali is the deity who taught humanity how to plant their
gardens, and how to sing and pray at the time of planting. This suggests that a more
adequate translation for the term ‘thayri’ may in fact be ‘priests’ because it is canonical
knowledge that he transmits to his children.
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This period ended with the felling of another great world tree, or axis
mundi, which likewise connected This World with the Other World and
which was produced from the body of Kuwai, who was sacrificed in a
great fire at the end of the first rite of initiation. At the place where Kuwai
was burned, an enormous paxiuba palm tree burst out from the earth up
to the sky. When this great tree was felled, Nhiãperikuli produced from
its pieces the first sacred flutes and trumpets, which are the ‘body of
Kuwai’, with which the men initiate their children today. The idea is that
the sacred flutes represent the principle of social and cultural reproduction—
the means by which culture is transmitted over time—and in fact
everything which Nhiãperikuli had obtained, which was left for all future
generations. Like the felling of the Kaali-ka thidzapa from which all of
humanity got their food, the felling of the Kuwai tree left humanity with
the instruments with which humans could reproduce their society. After
this, Nhiãperikuli purified the world, washing it and ridding it of all
predatory beings and malignant spirits, and then brought forth
humanity.
The myth of Kuwai thus marks a transition between the primordial
world of Nhiãperikuli and a more recent human past, which is brought
directly into the experience of living people in the rituals. For that reason,
the shamans say that Kuwai is as much a part of the present world as of
the ancient world, and that he lives ‘in the center of the world’. The
shamans seek Kuwai in their cures, for his body consists of all sicknesses
that exist in the world—including poison used in witchcraft, which still
is the most frequently cited ‘cause’ of death of people today. The
material forms of witchcraft, Kuwai left as poisonous plants in this world
in the great conflagration that marked his ‘death’ and withdrawal from
the world. At the precise moment of his burning, he left his liver, lixupana,
which became the poisonous plant called hueero. Following that, a
class of spirits called Yoopinai emerged from the ashes of Kuwai’s body.
These spirits take the material forms of sickness-giving plants, insects,
lizards, spiders, and so on. The poisonous fur from Kuwai’s body then
‘entered’ the body fur of the black sloth wamu, which is the deity Kuwai’s
animal-body form in this world. This sloth has fur containing an enormous
variety of fungae that may give sickness to humans, and whose
sudden appearance is considered an omen (lhinimai) of peoples’ deaths.
Many, but not all, of the Yoopinai took on the material form of plants;
they are thought of as a tribe of spirit-‘people’ whose ‘chief’ has the body
of a lizard (dopo) and, ‘as a person’, he is described as a powerful, white,
dwarf-shaman with long, loose hair, a golden chain around his neck, a
large cigar, and is a mortal enemy of humans.
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Once the sacred instruments had been fabricated, the creator deities
went to Hipana falls on the Aiary River, the sacred place where Kuwai
was born and died, the center of the world connection between the
Upper and Lower worlds, and brought forth the first Kuwai-ancestors of
the phratries.11 These were not entirely human yet; they were a mixture
of flute and body form. The fully human ancestors, with bodies like
humanity has today, were born later. When these phratric ancestors
were born, the creator deities—Nhiãperikuli, Dzuliferi, Eeri —stood over
the holes in the center of the rapids12 and watched as each came out.
Each ancestor was given sacred pepper and tobacco, sacred names of the
ancestors, and sent to the places where they were to live and plant their
gardens.
Humanity today lives in the third period of cosmic history. Evangelicals
believe that this third period will likewise come to an end. But to
non-evangelicals, only shamans are capable of ‘seeing’ and knowing
when the end of the world will occur. At the time when the first evangelical
missionaries arrived among the Baniwa in the late 1940s, it is said
that some of the shamans foresaw that great transformations were about
to occur and that the world would return to its initial paradisiacal and
miraculous state. Indeed, this prophecy resonated with the first missionary’s
announcement that the end of time and the imminent coming of
Christ was at hand.
In Baniwa cosmology, the universe is formed by multiple layers, associated
with various divinities, spirits, and ‘other people’. According to
one very knowledgeable shaman, it is organized into an enormous
vertical structure of twenty-five layers or ‘worlds’ (kuma), there being
twelve layers below This World (hliekwapi) of humans—collectively
known as Uapinakuethe, ‘Place of Our Bones’—and twelve above, collectively
known as Apakwa Hekwapi, the ‘Other World’. Each one of the
layers below the earth is inhabited by ‘people’ or ‘tribes’ with distinctive
characteristics (people painted red, people with large mouths, etc.). With
the exception of the people of the lowest level of the cosmos, and one
other place of the underworld, all other peoples are considered to be
‘good’ and assist the shamans in their search for the lost souls of the sick.
Above our world are the places of various spirits and divinities related
to the shamans: bird-spirits who help the shamans in their search for lost
souls; the Owner of Sicknesses, Kuwai, whom the shaman seeks to cure
11. Phratries are groups of clans or sibs that consider themselves to be ‘brothers’;
they are ranked in relation to each other according to their birth order—elder brother,
younger brother.
12. People who have seen these say that they form almost perfectly round and
very deep holes in the center of the rapids, which can be seen in the dry season.
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more serious ailments; the primordial shamans and Dzulíferi, the Owner
of pariká (shaman’s snuff) and tobacco; and finally, the place of the
Creator and Transformer Nhiãperikuli, or ‘Dio’ which is a place of eternal,
brilliant light, like a room full of mirrors reflecting this light. While
Nhiãperikuli is light, the sun is a manifestation of his body. With the
exception of the level of Kuwai, all other levels are likewise inhabited by
‘good people’. Some may ‘delude’ or ‘lie’ to the shaman, but only the
‘sickness owner’ possesses death-dealing substances used in witchcraft.
The ‘Fruit’ of Creation: Pariká
Pariká (Virola calophylla, Anadenanthera spp.) is a psychoactive snuff
widely used by the shamans of the Northwest Amazon, especially, but
not exclusively, for rituals of curing. It is sometimes used together with
another psychoactive, caapi (Banisteriopsis sp.), although the mixture of
the two was more common in the past when, oral histories relate,
prophets could enhance their visionary powers in their struggles to
eliminate witchcraft and sorcery. Such visions were fundamental to the
restoration of the internal social order constantly threatened by both
negative internal forces and exploitation, often with violence, by the
White Man. Through their psychoactive powers to reveal, to open communication
with the ‘Other World’ and the deceased who advised and
counseled their living kin on events that were about to happen, the two
substances had a fundamental role in restoring harmonious conviviality
at various critical moments in history.13 Various myths explain how
13. Pariká has been used by indigenous peoples of several language groupings
distributed over a vast area of western South America. Undoubtedly the most complete
and original study of pariká is the doctoral thesis by Wolfgang Kapfhammer
(1997), The Great Serpent and the Flying Jaguar, which seeks to develop a dynamic
panorama rooted in shamanism and cosmology. Inspired by Johannes Wilbert’s
classic study, Tobacco and Shamanism (1987), and in the comparative methods of
Lawrence Sullivan and Otto Zerries, Kapfhammer focuses a good part of his analysis
on the iconography and ritual instruments found in South America. He argues against
the existence of a complex of predetermined perceptions and sensations that the effect
of the snuff has in relation to mythological and cosmological themes specific to each
culture; rather, he argues that the snuff serves as a ‘trigger’ for certain sensations and
perceptions, which, up to a certain point, are structured by pharmacologically induced
processes, but these in no way determine cultural understanding of these perceptions.
The author also analyzes the complex iconology present in a rich variety of paraphernalia
used in rites of pariká. His analysis of motifs reveals a connection between
the rites and seasonal cycles. Thus, serpentine forms found on the pariká trays used by
the Sateré-Mawé are associated with the rainy season, the constellations of the Great
Serpent, the predominance of sickness during this time, and the presence of female
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shamans obtained pariká, but the most important one consists of a set of
episodes in which Nhiãperikuli and his brothers find the powers and
instruments of the shamans (collectively known as malikhai)—powers to
see and to transform, to become invisible, to sound thunder, a jaguartooth
collar (the main adornment of the jaguar-shaman), and pariká. In
the first episode, Nhiãperikuli’s younger brother desires to learn how to
make the sound of thunder; he seeks and finds the harpy eagle, Kamathawa.
The eagle gives him one of his crest feathers and tells him to sniff
it; suddenly, as if smitten by a charge of energy, the young man’s vision
‘opens’ and he begins to ‘see’ as the shamans see today. He sees the eagle
then as a person. Next, the eagle gives him another feather from his body
and tells him to sniff it, and, smitten again, the young apprentice makes
the sound of thunder. With these powers, he returns home and meets his
brother Nhiãperikuli, but the young apprentice is invisible, for he had
acquired the power to transform and to leave his visible body.14 Thus,
the first episode relates how the primal shamans acquired some of their
most fundamental powers—to see, to sound thunder, and to transform.
All of this occurred in the Other World, the World before the present one
of humans. They still had not found pariká, the means by which the
shamans today acquire the same powers.
The second episode revolves around the felling of Kaali-ka thidzapa,
that connected the two levels of the universe still in formation at that
time, and which was the source of all the cultivated plants in the world.
Pariká is a ‘little fruit’ (or bean) found inside a hole at the top of the huge
tree. Once the tree was felled—the best narrators skillfully heighten the
expectancy of the event—Nhiãperikuli could not get the pariká because of
swarms of bees that prevented him from getting near the hole. Suddenly
the tapir plows his way through the brush and, with his thick hide, is
able to get the pariká without getting stung by the bees. The tapir is
characterized in this story as a gluttonous and selfish animal, and he
takes all of the shaman’s powers for himself, the jaguar-tooth collar and
the pariká, stealing them from their rightful owner, Nhiãperikuli.
primordial beings who keep the snuff inside their vaginas. Other myths associate
predatory birds, such as the harpy, the dry season, and icons on the paraphernalia,
thus complementing the symbolic values related to the Great Serpent. In short, Kapfhammer
provides a rich analysis connecting ritual use of snuff and meteorological
cycles; and it is well known that one of the shamans’ most important functions is
control over seasonal transitions.
14. In Baniwa belief, the body is ‘like a shirt’ (kamitsa, from the Portuguese word
for shirt) a covering for the ‘person’ (newiki). In myths, primordial beings are constantly
leaving or exchanging bodies; one being may have several bodies but remains
the ‘same’ being.
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Figure 2. Anadenanthera spp.
In possession of the pariká, the tapir calls his companions together to
sniff the psychoactive powder. The tapir immediately becomes a ferocious
jaguar who growls that he wants ‘to eat people without stopping’.
The catastrophe that this could have caused led Nhiãperikuli to simply
snatch the pariká away from the tapir, giving him a sound tap on his
snout, and giving him a miriti fruit (blood-red in color) to eat. Even then,
the myth continues, Nhiãperikuli takes the miriti fruit away, leaving the
tapir totally inoffensive, eating leaves, which is what he does today. The
tapir’s companions, one after another, ‘go crazy’ (napikaka) on pariká: one
falls down in a drunken trance, another falls into the river and emerges
as an otter, and the last runs into the forest and transforms into a forestspirit.
The acquisition of shamanic powers and the use of pariká by nonapprentices
provoke alterations in the perceptions of the subjects: the
tapir, an already gluttonous and selfish animal, becomes an insatiable
jaguar, but is quickly reduced to an inoffensive leaf-eater.15
In the final episode, the spatial and temporal separation between the
primordial shamans and the human level of the cosmos occurs through
15. The shaman can also ‘transform into’, or, more precisely, acquire the perspective
of a variety of other predatory animals—the alligator, anaconda, eagle.
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the ascension of the wakaawenai, primordial shamans, to the heavens and
their definitive withdrawal from the human world. These shamans
simply took pariká and ‘went away’, transforming with their song, rising
body and soul to the sky. They live eternally in the Other World where
they are seen only by the shamans of today who visit these realms. In the
story, however, their ascension (hirali) seems to represent the idea that
the primordial shamans ‘never died’. Their transformation through their
song was a passage from one world to the other, whole, without the
normal separation between body and souls that takes place at death. At
the end of the myth, only Nhiãperikuli stayed in this world of the future
humans, preparing everything for the existence to come. Pariká, the
means by which shamans travel to the Other World, was given, as was
the whole practice of the shamans: ‘they are doctors’, one of the narrators
said, for ‘they extract sickness, they revive people well. They help us
well. That is the truth’.
It should be clear that what the story relates is the creation of the
Other World (Apakwa Hekwapi), distinct from This World of humans,
separated by the felling of the Great Tree. The cutting of the tree provoked
a rupture in the ‘univocality’ (Sullivan 1988) of the primordial
world, but it also was followed by, first, a brief struggle for shamanic
power, malikhai, between the animals and Nhiãperikuli’s tribe of shamans,
the wakaawenai. The animals acquire powers that they cannot have,
exacerbating their animal attributes. Tapir is a glutton and becomes an
insatiable jaguar, a powerfully shamanic being. It is the mixing of what
cannot by their very nature, be mixed that produces the catastrophe. The tapir
and his companions ‘go mad’, that is, are unable to control the transformation
that pariká produces. Thus, the proper ownership falls to Nhiãperikuli
and the true shamans. A second major consequence of the felling
of the tree is the ‘distribution’ (liniuetaka) of cultivated plants to all the
tribes who came and took their share of food (manioc sprigs, potatoes,
etc.) back to their villages. It was from that time that plants multiplied
and covered the earth as the Baniwa knew it. All of these were gifts from
Nhiãperikuli to humanity, showing his generosity and mindfulness of
future generations, their descendants.
The episode of the felling of the tree can also be interpreted to refer to
the beginning of various interconnected food chains: the annual agricultural
cycle synchronized with meteorological phenomena, fishing activities
associated with the levels of the rivers, and the appearance of species
of sauva ants. As J. Hill explains: ‘When the level of the rivers begins to
go down and fishing begins to improve after a long rainy season…the
men select and cut the new gardens according to the mythical calendar
of Kaali’ (1984: 532), and, ‘the general belief underlying all the phases of
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the annual cycle of agriculture is that people can facilitate agricultural
labor by synchronizing their activities with the mythical calendar
of…Kaali and his children’ (1984: 533). Thus, in the myth, while the primordial
shamans are cutting the great tree down, the tapir fishes in the
large fishtraps. Again, Hill clarifies:
The annual cycle reaches its high point with the main planting of the new
gardens of manioc at the end of the long dry season. This period, called
walipere inuma (the ‘mouth’) or beginning of the Pleiades also is the time of
spectacular spawning-runs of various species of fish. These species return
every year to the same streams and appear in recently flooded areas of the
forest and open fields. The mouths of the streams are then blocked off with
large fish traps after a school of fish swim by to the lake upriver (1984: 535).
This period also corresponds to the annual cycle of exchange festivals, or
pudali, when groups of kin and affines drink and dance together. For the
Baniwa, the fish during their annual fish-runs are doing precisely the
same thing as humans do in their celebration of exchange and dance
festivals.
Another story of pariká tells that the brownish-red snuff was actually
the menstrual blood of Dzuliferi’s daughter, and Nhiãperikuli took it from
her vagina while she slept. Dzuliferi reprehended his brother for this act,
as did all of the primal shamans who collectively went away to live in
the sky-world. It was Nhiãperikuli’s improper relation to a menstruating
woman that produced the separation between him and his brothershamans.
But, the association of pariká with menstrual blood has a counterpart
in the way shamans refer to it today as ‘the blood, the first menstrual
blood of Kuwai’ (Kuwai irana, likanupa Kuwai),11 which certainly
suggests that Kuwai is a liminal being, both male and female, who is not
‘of this world’, and who is both a sickness-giving spirit and a great
healer. In short, this deity is the paradoxical unity of opposites, extremely dangerous
should it mix with the uninitiated and women. To develop this further
would require a great deal more ethnographic background, which space
does not permit here.
11. The key notion of -kanupa can be translated as the dangerous state of being
‘mixed’. Its indissociable complement is that of tabu, separate, ‘closed’(itakawa). All of
Kuwai’s body is full of holes, kanupa. At girls’ first menstruation, they are also said to
be kanupa, and it is interesting that the Arawak-speaking Tariana people, who were
once neighbors to the Baniwa of the Aiary, used masks to represent Kue (= Kuwai)
who appeared as masked dancers at the initiation rituals. The masks were made out
of woven hair that had been cut at girls’ first menstruation ceremonies, along with the
fur of the black sloth. The masked figure would appear with a whip in hand and—one
detail that was noted about his body—it had three claws on its paw, just like the sloth.
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A third story tells how shamanic knowledge was ‘distributed’ to all
the Baniwa villages. Initially, a child of the sun (not Kuwai) snuffed pariká
and transformed into a very powerful black jaguar whose predatory
powers came to be so dangerous that his father had to sacrifice him, later
throwing his dead body into the river. At every village the body passed,
the inhabitants would take a piece of the body—even the brains, which
went to a people who later became very powerful jaguar-shamans. Thus
jaguar shamanism was distributed to all Baniwa villages, and, until their
conversion to evangelicalism, most Baniwa villages had several of these
practicing jaguar shamans.
Shamanic Experiences with the ‘Teacher’ Plant
As we have seen in the first myth, pariká has the marked effect of ‘opening
the [shaman’s] vision’, stimulating clairvoyance. In cosmology, pariká
is intimately connected to shamanic voyages to all other levels of the
cosmos, even to the place of Nhiãperikuli. The shamans sing that pariká
‘raises a stairway’ for the shaman to ascend to the other levels of the
cosmos. With pariká the shaman transforms into (that is, he acquires the
agentivity of) a series of other spirit-beings, for his soul has left his body
and thus can assume any number of forms.
Figure 3. Shamans’ souls voyage on pariká
The shamans’ descriptions of their experiences with pariká can be very
elaborate; here, I cite selected parts of the discourse by one of the most
Wright The Fruit of Knowledge and the Bodies of the Gods 141
© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2009.
experienced shamans, Mandu, with whom I have worked since my first
field trip in the 1970s. Thirty years later, we still maintain contact by
telephone conversations, and, with the generous help of his daughter, he
continues to teach me many aspects of his art and practice through taped
and filmed interviews.
In this interview, taped in the 1970s, he spoke of his travels to the
Other World, encounters with the divinities, and the powers that pariká
gives to the shamans. He began his apprenticeship as the result of a
sickness, attributed to witchcraft, which nearly killed him. He had a
vision in his sleep of a powerful shaman who came to cure him, and told
him to return home from his journey to the houses of the dead. After
Mandu recovered, his parents sent him to learn from the same master
shaman who had cured him in his dream. I asked him to speak about
pariká and the following are some passages of what he said:
Long ago Nhiãperikuli made these shamans’ things for us. Then he gave us
these healing things. For us, our people. So we snuff this pariká, that lets us
know the world. For, since the beginning of time this pariká has been in
existence, for a long time we have had pariká. From the beginning of time
we have this pariká, this way to know the world. He gave us his blood, the
blood of Kuwai, which is pariká. The owner of pariká is Dzulíferi. Dzulíferi is
the owner of pariká and of all the sickness-things. But he gave them to us,
to us the people, our pariká. Thus, they snuff pariká, and then they see with
pariká. They see this Dzulíferi, they see this Kuwai. Then they see this, our
owner also, Nhiãperikuli. Then they see this Kamathawa [harpy eagle, pet of
Nhiãperikuli] also. Dzulíferi also gave us tobacco, this Dzulíferi is the owner
of tobacco, the owner of tobacco. But this tobacco is his plant, this Dzulíferi.
…
…Thus, it seems, what the master of the world said, thus the pajés16
return and tell it to the people. The pajés cannot speak nonsense, about
what the master of the world said. The pajé tells the people well, just as the
owner of knowledge told him. The owner of knowledge said this and that,
in such a way that the pajés are capable of understanding how it is. About
this world also. They are capable of knowing everything about the world,
about sickness too. Thus, the pajé tells what Dzulíferi said, this owner of
pariká, what he said, it seems, to his kin.
Later the pajé tells his kin other things also, everything that our owner
Nhiãperikuli told him, about what is going to happen in this world. The pajé
tells them what our owner said. Then, the pajé comes back and tells his kin,
what they saw and what the owner of the world showed to them…
Pariká changes everything, it shows everything to the pajés whatever it
may be. With it, this pariká, the pajés are capable of knowing the world.
Pariká shows to you in order that you see not just anything, it seems…
16. Pajés are shamans (in Baniwa, maliiri). Pajé is more commonly used in Amazonia,
so it will be left as such in the text.
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(…) After they know everything about the world, the pajé comes back
and tells the people. They tell everything to the people how it is in the
beginning, before them, as Nhiãperikuli told the pajés. The pajés can become
like the master of the world, in their thought also. They make the world.
They can, in their thought (…). Everything—they cannot deceive on that.
They become very much like—like Nhiãperikuli was, so they are. There, the
pajés are like Nhiãperikuli. They make everything. They make the rocks,
they make the wood, they transform everything with pariká. They
transform themselves into wood, they transform themselves into jaguars,
they transform themselves into alligators, they transform themselves into
dolphins, they transform themselves into vultures, all of that in their
thought—they transform themselves into people also. Thus also, it seems,
they transform themselves into the master of the world. Then they are
capable of knowing the world.
Several points are important to note in this discourse: first, pariká is what
can be called a ‘teacher plant’, for it shows the shaman everything he
needs to know about the universe and things that are happening in it or
are about to happen. It is this knowledge that the shaman/pajé is
expected to teach his people. Mandu stressed that the pajé has the obligation
to tell the people exactly what the deities told him; as an emissary
from the divinities, his messages are of vital importance not only for the
well-being of the patients whom he is treating, but also for the community
and its collective future. Secondly, and most importantly, pariká
propitiates the altered state of consciousness that allows the pajé to know
and to do what other sacred beings and divinities know and do. That is
to say, pariká propitiates the alteration of perspectives, in which the
shaman acquires the perspectives and agentivity of other kinds of beings
(see M. Carneiro da Cunha [1999], for a similar conclusion among pajés
of the southern Amazon). In ‘becoming like Nhiãperikuli’ and transforming
everything that exists in this world,18 Mandu explained that:
The pajé seeks the hidden world, the first world of Nhiãperikuli. In his
thought the pajé stays where Nhiãperikuli is and seeks to open [that is,
reveal] this hidden world. He uses the log and the feathers of the harpy
eagle Kamathawa in order to open it. This hidden world is the place of
happiness. When the hidden world opens for the pajé, he goes up to it. He
sits in the place of Dzuliferi and opens the world again. The pajé is near
Nhiãperikuli and sees the entire world. He can make everything as Nhiãperikuli
made in the beginning: as Nhiãperikuli saw the world in the beginning
in his thought.17 Then he can make the world. The pajé stays near the
18. For a more complete discussion of these discourses, see Wright 1998, 2005.
17. That is, as he formed an image of it. One article which I find helpful in understanding
the discourses of the shaman about this ‘hidden world’ is by Overing,
‘Shaman as a Maker of Worlds’ (1990).
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eternal sun in order to open the ancient and hidden world of Nhiãperikuli.
He sees the world becoming happy, that all people become happy, as in
the beginning. Thus the pajé makes the world better, not letting it come to
an end. The pajé knows when the world is going to come to an end; he
advises Nhiãperikuli and he doesn’t allow it to come to an end.
Here we have an extraordinary statement by a pajé of the salvific power
he detains. It is pariká that shows (inhata) the pajé all of this through a
series of visions of the Other World. What is the ‘ancient, hidden world
of happiness’ that the pajé reveals? Is it perhaps the first world, that
existed before the felling of the Great Tree of Kaali, when everything
would get done by itself, when people did not have to suffer or die,
when there was no poison or witchcraft in the world? Access to this
hidden world is restricted only to the most powerful of the pajés, very
few indeed have attained it—only the true prophets of whom there have
been several since the mid-nineteenth century (see Wright 1981, 2002,
2005). Through the psychoactive effects of pariká, the pajé ‘raises the
stairs’ (an image common to shamanism throughout the world) to the
Other World; he sees and communicates with the primordial beings who
inhabit the sky. These inform, advise, and assist him not only on the
form, character, and treatment of the sick in This World, but also of all
that is about to happen. This is undoubtedly what makes pariká the most
sacred of plants that the Baniwa shamans know.18
The Primordial Plantations
The following story is one narrator’s version of how the earth for gardens
came into being and how one important ‘soul-food’, tobacco, was
obtained by Nhiãperikuli; both are among the gifts the deities left for
humanity.
Nhiãperikuli Looks for the Earth, Gardens and Tobacco
(told by Luis Manuel of Ukuki village)
When Kuwai was born, for him our orphan father Nhiãperikuli,19 at his
birth, Kuwai was very small, very small was his child. Then Kuwai shat,
18. Shamans used to use Banisteriopsis caapi, yaje (ayahuasca), sometimes together
with pariká (see Wright 2005), but this practice seems to have become extremely
restricted to one or two pajés today.
19. Nhiãperikuli is called the ‘orphan’ because, as some narrators say, his father
and mother had been devoured by the animal-tribes that wandered over the first
world, killing and eating people. Other narrators say that in the beginning, there was
just a bone inside the ‘pot of the sun’. That bone was Nhiãperikuli, for the name
literally means ‘He-inside-the-bone’.
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shat, and shat… This earth is his shit, the shit of Kuwai is this earth. The
earth grew a little, it was so small the earth was, thus was the earth long
ago, the first world for us. His earth then, of our orphan father was a stone,
thus, it was a stone, his village was of stone.
So Nhiãperikuli thought about this earth—was there no way for him to
get earth for the people to plant, to get plants for people to put in their
gardens? So he got earth from Kuwai. Like so, the first earth was very little.
The earth grew… Kuwai shat the earth, …Nhiãperikuli saw it. Then, the one
that the Whites call Adam, but that we know as Kaali in Baniwa, he saw the
earth and got it with Nhiãperikuli to make gardens on it. After that, Kaali
made gardens on it. After he made the gardens, then he got the food for us
that truly we have today as it was in the beginning. Kaali got plants from
Kuwai…all of them! Yams, bananas, all the plants… They were his, Kuwai’s.
Kaali, the one they call Adam, looked and got plants for their plantations.
Things for gardens, thus they made. Thus, in the beginning, the earth was,
since the beginning, for gardens. Then after, it was from then on truly that
we grew on it until today. That’s all, but the earth was very small in the
beginning. (…)
After that, Nhiãperikuli looked for this tobacco, Nhiãperikuli got it from
Dzuuli [Dzuliferi, his brother]. He got it from Dzuuli first! In the beginning.
This tobacco, Nhiãperikuli knows that it is good, ‘Give me a little, my
brother’, he said to Dzuuli. ‘So it is, I give it to you’, Dzuuli said to Nhiãperikuli.
He gave it to him, but it was his dry tobacco. ‘No, I want the other
kind that’s green for me to plant, a basketful of it’, Nhiãperikuli said. ‘Go
back home then’, Dzuuli said, ‘I will deliver it’. So Dzuuli would deliver it
to Nhiãperikuli’s village. Dzuuli went and there he met Nhiãperikuli’s
children there. Dzuuli approached them… He met those children, he came
up to them. He delivered the tobacco to them. ‘Where is Nhiãperikuli?’ he
asked the children. ‘He went out’ they answered. ‘I have brought tobacco,
this good tobacco for him’, Dzuuli said to those children. ‘This good
tobacco for him, I will leave the tobacco for him there behind the house’,
Dzuuli said. He went to the back of the house and planted the tobacco.
‘Now I am going away from you’, he said and that’s all, he left them and
went back home.
It was night when Nhiãperikuli returned and asked the children, ‘where
is Dzuuli?’ ‘He’s already gone back,’ they answered, ‘but he left something
good for you’. The night passed… The tobacco then grew and grew. Nhiãperikuli
went to the back of his house and went out to see… Nhiãperikuli
went out and saw that it was full of tobacco. ‘Ooooh, so it will be’, he said,
‘For our descendants, for our others who will be born’. Then, he divided it
up for everyone, today, all our tobacco. All the tobacco that the Whites
have… There, those Whites what they have is different from ours… What
the Whites have, we don’t know how it is. This, what I am telling you, is
ours, of our people!
The episodes of the story begin with similar primordial conditions which
are static or sterile (the first earth is a rock, the excrement of Kuwai;
Nhiãperikuli has the dry tobacco and wants the green kind in order to
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plant); a different condition is sought (Kaali gets the earth and plants
from Kuwai; Nhiãperikuli gets the green kind of tobacco from Dzuliferi))
which is described as ‘good’. This different condition is introduced and,
in the process, a transformation occurs in which a new, dynamic order is
created: the earth is cultivated with plants; the strong, green tobacco is
domesticated.20 The new order of fertility sustains life for humanity, and
is given to humanity, defining a meaningful and symbolic order in which
people can live and be prosperous.
The story of Kaali, however, continues beyond his obtaining the earth
and plants for plantations and develops over a series of episodes. Several
narrators thought that the figure of Kaali was really Nhiãperikuli; others
that they were distinct. All agreed that he was the source of cultivated
plants, especially manioc.21 Yet the story above states that he obtained all
plants from Kuwai. This is not necessarily a contradiction, for Kaali was
responsible for cultivated garden plants, while Kuwai is associated with
all fruits and palm trees.
The time sequence of all these stories, of who came first, seems to
matter little to narrators, really, since they all lived in the same ‘old
times’ (oopidali). While the story of the Great Tree of Kaali ends with
cultivated plants being distributed to ‘all the tribes’ (with, of course, the
narrator’s people getting more), the following story of Kaali and his
family has to do with the relations of garden production. The important
episode in Kaali’s life occurred after he was married and had several
children. According to one narrator, he attempted to plant manioc in his
son’s wife’s body, making—so it would seem—a garden in her belly, as
though she would then give birth to the plant. She quarreled with him
over this, Kaali’s wife quarreled with him, and the girl’s father quarreled
with him. Consequently, he took all of the plants from his garden and
20. Another episode not included in this narrative tells how Nhiãperikuli obtained
night. In the beginning it was always day; Nhiãperikuli’s wife tells him to get night
from her father. The ‘owner of night’ gives Nhiãperikuli a small and tightly shut little
basket, with instructions to open it only when he got back to his village. The basket
was so heavy that Nhiãperikuli stopped midway back home and opened the basket.
Darkness burst out covering the world. Nhiãperikuli and the animals and birds
ascended the trees and waited until they saw the sun returning from its journey across
the underworld and back. Nhiãperikuli had made the sun come back. Henceforth, time
was divided into two equal cycles: day, when people would work in their gardens;
and night, when people would rest.
21. One narrator said he also made several species of deer from a manioc plant,
which is why the deer like to eat manioc leaves. Other stories seem to link Nhiãperikuli
and Kaali through animals that like to eat manioc leaves and manioc bread.
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abandoned his family, going to live far away.22 His children and wife
were left without food, and they were unable to plant new gardens since
Kaali made it rain every day. One day, while Kaali’s sons were trying to
set fire to the garden before planting, their father appeared to them
announcing that he would leave them forever. He started the fire in the
garden, then he got his ceremonial dance-staff, his shield, and his drum.
He ordered his son to give him a bit of manioc beer to drink and, when
the fire was burning high, he told him to push him into it. ‘Why do you
want me to do this to you, father?’ the son said, ‘Why do I have to burn
you, father?’ And his son pushed him into the fire. As he burned, Kaali
said, ‘Come back one week from now to see your garden! For, she, your
mother, will never know how the garden was planted’. At the appointed
time, his wife and children went back and saw that the garden was full
of every kind of manioc, pineapples, bananas, and other fruits. Kaali had
left them with an abundance of food. A huge manioc tree stood in the
garden and one of his sons cut it down. Kaali’s wife began the process of
scraping manioc tubers. His son prayed with tobacco at the center of the
garden.23 Kaali’s body lay in the earth; his knowledge (that is, all
horticultural knowledge) spread (was distributed, liniuetaka) all over the
earth. ‘Only one thing he left for us to eat: manioc bread, pete, this is his
body. “My body it will be”, he said. “You will eat it in this world”’
(ACIRA 1999: 112-15).
A simple reading of the story would say that the father/hero’s ‘deed’
of trying to make his daughter-in-law a manioc woman failed, and a
grave intra-familial conflict situation arose. To resolve the conflict, the
father abandons his family, taking all of his plants to two hills where he
lived alone. Seeing his family in desperate hunger, the father decides to
22. At the hills called Waliro at the headwaters of the Cuiary River. Some narrators
say that the reason why Kaali abandoned them was that his sons refused to work in
the gardens.
23. Today, at the planting of new gardens, a lengthy prayer to Kaali thayri, Kaali
priest (or, master) is spoken to make the earth fertile for planting. It is called ‘turning
the earth’ and various parts of fishes are mixed in with the earth to ‘make the earth
good’. Each of the species of fish and animals invoked in this prayer has the name of a
body part of Kaali. Then, an image of the body of Kaali is made, complete with his
lance, painted, and then ‘lifted up’ by the back, ‘in order to make what we plant grow
well’. Great lizards are called from the four directions to bring various plants from the
Sun to the center of the garden. Again, these plants all have the names of parts of
Kaali’s body, as well as body parts of various other deities. Finally, the planter takes
earth in his hands and says: ‘I will see like the child of the Sun, I will plant’. (Note
how ‘seeing’ and making things come into being are again associated.) With all of this
correctly done, the garden will grow well.
Wright The Fruit of Knowledge and the Bodies of the Gods 147
© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2009.
sacrifice himself, leaving his body in the earth, which produced the
cultivated plants that were no longer his but of his entire family, indeed
all the peoples of the earth. Perhaps the most intriguing part of the story,
though, is how Kaali puts on the vestments of a ceremonial priest (shield,
staff, and the title -thayri, which could be rendered as ‘master’—in the
sense of a spiritual master, i.e. ‘priest’) suggesting that Kaali is the earthly
equivalent of the creator of humanity, Nhiãperikuli, and that, in the past,
there was a more elaborate ritual than what exists today. Some of the
prophets in Baniwa history were known by the rituals they performed in
the gardens, to make the gardens grow well (Wright 1981, 2005).
Catholic priests have insisted with the Baniwa that Kaali, being of the
earth, is in reality Adam of the Christian religion. ‘The first man made of
earth’, associated with a primordial tree that contains shamanic knowledge,
is suggestive of the biblical image of Eden. This interpretation,
however, fails to see that Kaali is the god of all cultivated food and is
himself food, having sacrificed himself of his own will in order to resolve
a situation of conflict in relations of production. In his comparative
works, the German ethnologist Alfred Jensen gathered numerous
examples of myths from Asiatic, African, Oceanic and South American
‘horticultural’ (Pflänzerkulturen) societies (Jensen 1948). The dramatic
climax of these narrations was the killing of a primordial being, whose
dismembered body parts transformed themselves into cultivated plants.
Central to this religious belief, held by Jensen to be a creation of the first
horticulturalists, is the cultivated plant. In accordance with its importance
for humans, it is taken to be divine, but nevertheless or because of
this, the divine being has to be killed, for growth would only be conceivable
in close association with death. For Jensen, the ‘Killed Deity’ (Jensen
1948) embodies one and the same idea: killing is a prerequisite for
growth, and the primordial killing, which brought food and life to
humans, has to be perennially repeated in ritual (Kapfhammer 2009;
Streck 1997). This is a theme found in Baniwa myths and rituals related
to initiation also, involving the sacred flutes and trumpets, the bones of
the sacrificed deity Kuwai, which suggests the parallel between initiation
rites and garden-planting rites. We can now see how the stories line up
in a series of parallels: pariká, the teacher plant, propitiates the mediation
between humans and the primordial world; it cannot be taken by the
unprepared because to do so would mix together incompatible categories
(e.g. the tapir who is already gluttonous, becomes a ravenous jaguar;
a woman’s menstrual blood cannot be treated as shaman’s snuff; Kuwai
is the mixture of opposites par excellence). Finally, shamans who in real
life have ‘mastered’, or gone beyond, that is, have gone further in their
proximity to the deities, come ‘close to’ becoming ‘masters’ (‘eternal
148 Journal for the Study of Religion, Nature, and Culture
© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2009.
masters’), the deities themselves, who ‘see’ as the creators saw in the
beginning.
But why are pepper and tobacco so important as to be included among
the first gifts that the creator deities gave to the first ancestors who
emerged from the holes of Hipana falls? What do they have to do with
the well-being of human souls? Tobacco, as we have seen, was a pure
gift from Dzuliferi, Nhiãperikuli’s brother, to him, and, like pepper, is a
plant cultivated in home gardens (i.e. both are domesticated). Tobacco
promotes the health, well-being, and happiness of the soul. One smokes
fresh tobacco and passes around the cigar, saying ‘Alira’, which means
‘thanks’.
Capsicum pepper came into being when Nhiãperikuli, as the story goes,
was married to the daughter of ‘Grandfather piranha’, and one day
decided to accept his wife’s invitation to visit his father-in-law’s house in
the company of various birds, the allies of Nhiãperikuli. As Garnelo
astutely observes, the story underscores Nhiãperikuli’s ambiguous position,
since he feeds off his wife’s and father-in-law’s kin, that is, fish.
The story not only tells how pepper came to be created by Nhiãperikuli
who uses it to ‘cook’ the raw flesh which his father-in-law was going to
use to kill him, thereby neutralizing its poison, but also explains the
appearance of an illness (whíokali, amoebic dysentery) associated with
eating raw or undercooked fish, whose secretions can destroy the victim’s
internal organs. A number of murder attempts occur while the hero
is at his father-in-law’s house, but Nhiãperikuli manages to escape thanks
to his skills and shamanic power. The permanent by-products of this
episode are pepper and the whíokali illness (see Garnelo 2007; Garnelo
and Wright 2001).
Pepper is thus like a shield against the potential harm of raw or rotten
flesh; it is also like an arrow in killing any animal or human food that
may still be ‘alive’; and it is like fire in that it ‘burns’ or cooks raw food.24
24. In the lengthy chants to ‘bless’ food for people undergoing rites of passage,
pepper is compared to all of these elements: the arrow, fire, and the shield. It is
polysemic in that sense. The Baniwa also have an expression, ‘burning sloth fur is a
good medicine for pepper’, which is a marvelous and pithy statement of what would
take us many pages to explain. Enough to remember that Kuwai’s body (that is, his
animal-body-projection) is the black sloth and, of course, that Kuwai was burned in a
huge fire at the end of the first initiation rite. This moment in myth coincides with the
moment in the ritual when new initiates are given pepper and manioc bread to eat,
signaling that they are fully human beings. Manioc bread, as noted previously, is the
body of Kaali, likewise burned in a fire.
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Concluding Remarks
This article has discussed the religious symbolism of shamans’ snuff and
manioc, and to a lesser extent, pepper and tobacco. Its original intention
was to include plants that were derived from the bodies of predatory
beings of the primordial world as well—such as timbó and curare;
further explorations will look, with equal complexity, at both of these
and perhaps others.25 Thus, the conclusions we draw here represent only
a part of the domain of plants and their religious significance.
Pariká and manioc do have one major element in common: both derive
from the same deity, Kaali, the source of all foods. But they come from
two distinct periods of the cosmos: the first, before humanity had been
born; the second, when this world had already been formed. Geographically,
the main reference points for the two myths are distinct: the Great
Tree of Kaali was located on a hill of the upper Uaupes River; the hill of
Kaali’s great plantation is called Waliiro, located in the middle of the
forest between the Cubate and Içana rivers. The two places may serve as
cardinal points in the terrestrial organization of cosmic space.
The story of pariká had Nhiãperikuli and his tribe of shamans pitted
against their animal-‘grandfathers’, the tapir and others. The story of
Kaali-thayri focuses on conflict in human relations in the production of
gardens and staple food. Predation is not a central theme of either the
pariká or the manioc stories, except at the moments when the tapir transforms
into a jaguar with an insatiable appetite, which is quickly subdued,
and, even then, predation is not the key issue, but rather the
mixing of two elements that should be kept separate. The knowledge
and practice of the pajés were only ‘tamed’ and distributed, according to
the story, after the child of the sun was killed and his body floated
downriver for every village to receive its share.
Pariká’s most important power is to reveal the hidden, the invisible,
what is secret in this world, including witchcraft. Regarding the latter,
pariká is an instrument against which pajés may control the actions of
witches. In the Other World, it both assists in locating lost souls, and in
healing sick people of This World in the Other World first. In short,
pariká possesses the enormous power to make the pajé ‘know the
world’—to reveal all that is happening in it and what will happen in the
future. This does not refer to power in the political sense of hierarchy
and domination, but rather the power to act as emissary from the divinities
and to guide humans into living in harmony, the much-desired state
25. My hope is that the continuation of this study may be published in a future
issue of this journal.
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of well-being and ‘happiness’. It is a relation of trust that people invest in
the pajés that they (the pajés) will not ‘deceive’ them.
Manioc, we might say, is parallel to pariká in its social and religious
importance. Pariká is to the shamans in their intermediary relations
between the celestial deities and humans as manioc bread is to the
‘masters’/priests, thayri, in their immediate relations between the deity
of the earth and humans. Whereas the story of pariká occurs predominantly
on the vertical axis of the cosmos (the link between the Other
World and This World), the story of manioc is framed by the horizontal
extremities of this earth (where Kaali’s plantations were located). This
perhaps explains the elaborate rituals of garden-planting which exist at
least in the memory of the elders, and why some of the prophets of the
past were said to have powers over the gardens. The myth of Kaali is
similar to stories in other cultures of the divine being who sacrificed
himself to his people or is sacrificed by his people, whom he has abandoned
or who have rejected him, and the transformation of this god into
food for the health and prosperity of the people. Kaali was sacrificed in
the great fire but left his body in the earth (the very name Kaali means
‘white earth’) to be eaten in the form of manioc bread. In that way, Kaali
attained immortality, much like the figure of Kuwai, the child of the sun
who was sacrificed in a huge bonfire and whose body was transformed
into the paxiuba palm tree, through which the men initiate their children
for all times (see Hill 1993; Journet 1995; Wright 1998) and whose blood
is pariká. The Kuripako, whom N. Journet worked with, associate the
five-leaved manioc plant not only with Kaali but also with Nhiãperikuli
which makes sense of the phrase associated with him, ‘our orphan
father’. Manioc is a self-generating plant; in the eyes of some it is an
orphan, to others, it is immortal.
Returning now to the point mentioned in the Introduction regarding
Viveiros de Castro’s discussion of ‘perspectivism’, I wish to raise several
questions regarding his instigating article ‘Shamanism and Sacrifice’
(2002: 59-472). In it, the author discusses the distinctions between
shamans, priests, and prophets. Initially, it is important to note that he
leaves completely out of the discussion the figure of ‘witches’ or ‘assault
sorcerers’, which, Whitehead and I have maintained (2004), are religious
specialists of equal importance to the others but rarely studied not only
because of the secrecy and danger attached to them but also because of
the incapacity of Western culture to accept such practices as part of a
cultural ‘poetic’ (see the Introduction to our book for further discussion).
If the notion of ‘predation by enemy others’ is so central to Amazonian
cosmologies as De Castro and his students argue, then it is highly pertinent
to raise this question and its relation to the plants used in assault
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sorcery. This is crucial to the understanding of both the figures of
‘poison owners’ among the Baniwa and Kanaima practitioners among the
Patamona. The ‘poison owners’ derive their practice from the original
figure of Kuwai and work predominantly with plant poisons, which are
numerous (see my article in Whitehead and Wright 2004).
Viveiros de Castro goes on to discuss the well-known distinction in
South American ethnology of horizontal and vertical shamans, both
being ideal types of shamans, the first exemplified by a sacrificer-victim
and the second by the priests (2002: 470). Prophetic movements, for
which the Northwest Amazon is a classic area (Wright 2002) were
‘always commanded by the horizontal-type shamans’ (Viveiros de
Castro 2002: 470). He ponders, however, that the horizontal/vertical
distinction is not as important as the potential within shamanism to have
various ‘derivatives’—one that goes in the direction of priestly transformation,
the other, prophetic transformation. ‘Prophetism would, in this
case, be the result of the historical “heating up” of shamanism, while the
emergence of the well-defined priestly function would be the result of a
political “cooling off”, that is, its submission to social power’ (2002: 471).
With regard to whether the Northwest Amazon prophets were ‘always
commanded by the horizontal-type shamans’, in my research of the past
thirty years on Northwest Amazon prophets, I have found no evidence
that would permit making such an assertion.
Secondly, with regard to the potential for derivatives of shamans,
either prophets or priests, or even a mixture of both, the model presented
by the story of Kaali is that of the priest being sacrificed as a
consequence of marital disruption; the priest becoming a divinity at the
same time his body is absorbed by the earth; and, as though to heal
social conflict, the body of the divinity/father is then transformed into
life-giving food. It is also worth recalling that the growth of gardens has
been one of several central themes of Baniwa prophetic movements.
Baniwa mythic models seem to be a complex mixture of shaman/priest/
prophet and, beyond that, are coherent with the mythic models of
Pflänzenkulturen, as defined by Jensen above.
Thirdly, far from being symbols of ‘predatory alterity’, the model of
Kaali is that of a pacifier who avoids open conflict by taking refuge in
inaccessible places. Similarly, the story of pariká is of the divinity as
pacifier of animals/humans-turned-predators. Thus, both pariká and
manioc bread are life-giving substances that the divinities left for humans
in order that they may live in peace.
Finally, I raise an alternative interpretation to those acts which might
be considered as ‘predation’ according to Viveiros de Castro’s model.
The notion of a dangerous ‘mixing’ of two elements that should be kept
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separate and which produces intolerably ambiguous situations is far
closer to the Baniwa understanding of why such situations are dangerous
than the supposition that they represent ‘predation’. Similarly,
the theory of Amerindian perspectivism is considerably more complex
when we examine the variety of situations in which perspectives transform
because the bodies of subjects actually become Other. Not all is
predatory; a great deal has to do with peace.
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