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volume thirteen

IMAGES 'AND THE BODY

One of the few generalizations about religion that may be

safely declared is that the practice of belief is always, in one
way or another, a firmly embodied affair, transpiring in the medium of the human
body. Even in the hands of the most zealously ascetic or scholastic adherents,
religion’s deep register is the body
that is denied, cloaked, disciplined,
or scorned. In less repressive religious
cultures, the body is celebrated as the
vessel of memory, the bearer of social
status, the medium of divine pres-
ence, and the richly adorned display
of fecundity, transport, joy, or sexual
union.

The human body offers manifold
possibilities to act as the medium of
belief. Costume for ritual occasions
such as prayer or recitation of holy
writ (a) shapes personal performance
by investing the individual with the
solemnity of public display. More
permanent changes to the body, such
as tattoos, make personal statements
that link the individual to a variety of
communities—some of them ethnic
or racial, but also the associations of
tattoo wearers linked through rtattoo
shops, clubs, newsletters, and maga-
zines. Religious iconography, such as

(@) A Jewish boy reads from the Torah
at his bar mitzvah. [©Nathan Nourok/
Photo Edit]
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IMAGES AND THE BODY

that displayed on the back of the woman shown here (b),
operates across the lines of many subcultures.

In addition to the decoration of the body itself, art-
ists everywhere have made use of the human form in
objects and images that allow endless permutations of
meaning. The Luba people of the Democratic Republic
of the Congo carve figural stools (c) for the complex
array of seating arrangements that structure the hierarchy
of the privileged members of the Luba court. The stools
consist of female figures (but can also be abstract forms)
upholding the sitter, which is a male chief or a member of
the royal court. The female body possesses the power of
birth-giving and serves as the vessel containing the spirit
of the king. Past kings remain invested in their stools. The
features of the female figure, particularly the patterns of
scarification, are material texts that encode royal history.
Luba women are believed to hold the taboos and restric-
tions of kingship within their bodies and as such serve as

the figures symbolically holding up the kings.

(b) ABOVE. A cross and the opening words of Psalm 23 tattooed
on a woman’s back. /©Steve Chenn/Corbis] (c) R1GHT. Luba cary-

atid stool of carved wood, Democratic Republic of the Congo.
[©Christie’s Images/Corbis]
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The material forms of religious practice are found to
address all aspects of human embodiment. Four objects
from South Pacific societies make this clear. Drumming
is part of the liturgical life of peoples as far apart as
Oceania, native North America, Africa, and Mongolia.
As an accompaniment to song and dance, the drum helps
to celebrate key ritual occasions, such as funerals or the
completion of a house or canoe among peoples in Papua
New Guinea (d). The steady beat of the drum structures
chant and resonates through the body, harmonizing the
group that sings clan songs, initiates youth, or performs
the lamentation of burial. The drum is an instrument that
evokes bodily participation in the social life of ritual. No
less a part of ceremony is the painting of the body. Dishes
such as the one reproduced here (e) were used in Papua
New Guinea to mix pigments. It has been suggested that
since the figures on such dishes represent clan animals and
ancestors, using them for the mixing of colors applied to

the body may have been part of a ritual absorption of clan
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(d) ABovE. A hand drum from East Sepik province in Papua New
Guinea, wood, fiber, shell, animal hide, and pigment. /Masco Col-
lection; photograph by Dirk Baker] (e) LEFT. A pigment dish from
East Sepik province in Papua New Guinea, wood, fiber, and pig-
ment. [Masco Collection; photograph by Dirk Baker]



IMAGES AND THE BODY

or ancestral spirits into the very body of the participant.
On the island of New Zealand, richly carved objects were
used to attend to other aspects of the body. A carved
wooden bar, called paepae (£), may have been part of the
ritualizing of excreting waste. It has been suggested that
such a device was bitten by someone using a latrine as the
final act of elimination, providing a cleansing of taboo
caused by excretion. The Maori also used another type
of carved device, the feeding funnel (g). It was forbidden
for food to touch the lips of chiefs while they healed from
the application of tattoos. The feeding funnel allowed the
chief to eat semi-liquid food. The elaborately tattooed
faces on the outside of the funnel may correspond to the
power the funnel seeks to preserve in the tattooed face of
the chief who ate with the funnel.

(f) Tor. A paepae of carved wood and haliotis shell, New Zea-
land. [Masco Collection; photograph by Dirk Baker] (g) LEFT. A
Maori feeding funnel (koropata) of carved wood and haliotis
shell, New Zealand. [Masco Collection; photograph by Dirk Baker]
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Religious practices mine the human body for its rich
metaphorical significance. Olmec artists produced mar-
velous ceramic figures of infants (h), whose interpretation
remains inconclusive, but which have been linked to
funerary practices, shamanistic rites, and fertility ceremo-
nies. For example, small figures shown in the care of old
women have led some to believe that the infant figures
helped shamans perform rites effecting cures or healthy
births. Other forms of evidence associate the sculptures of
infants with sacrificial rites that transformed the infants
into rain and vegetation, thus procuring seasonal regen-
eration and agricultural fertility. One authority indicates
that the ceramic figures themselves may have been used
in such rites, or may represent the children who were
sacrificed. In either case, infancy meant rebirth and the
remarkable skills of Olmec artists at naturalistic rendition
of the infant’s gesture and fleshy forms no doubt enhanced
the efficacy of the rite.

If images of infants could assist with the renewal of
nature in ancient Olmec culture, a visual practice at the
beginning of the Common Era among Egyptians sought
to ensure an individual’s life after death. The practice
involved affixing realistic portrayals of individuals to
their mummified bodies in order for their spirits to rec-
ognize themselves and reside in the body after death (i).
These portraits were commissioned during the lifetime of

(h) Tor. An Olmec figure, 1200-900 BCE, Mexico. [©Kimbell
Art Museum/Corbis] (i) RIGHT. A mummy case with a portrait
of Artemidorus, Hawara, Egypt, Roman period, c. 100-120 ck.
[©HIP/ScalalArt Resource, N.Y.]
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(j) ABoVE. Nicolaus Gerhaert and workshop, Bust of Saint
Margaret of Antioch, c. 1465-1470, walnut. [Lucy Maud
Buckingham Medieval Collection, 1943.1001 overall; photograph
by Robert Hashimoto; reproduction, The Art Institute of

Chicago] (k) RiGHT. Gian Lorenzo Bernini, Apollo and
Dﬂplme, 1624, marble. /©Scala/Art Resource, N.Y.]

the individual and displayed at home, then used in the
preparation of the body after death. This close associa-
tion of image and body may have been incorporated into
Christian practice, which found an important place for
the relics of saints and martyrs. The fifteenth-century
bust of Saint Margaret of Antioch (j) recalls the early
fourth-century saint who defeated a dragon, which is seen
here lying docilely beneath her hand. She was martyred
during the reign of Diocletian, one of the last pagan
emperors of late antiquity. Now missing is the relic of the
saint that occupied the compartment in the figure’s chest.
Margaret’s dedication to assisting women in labor made
her popular in the Middle Ages and the infantile size of
the dragon may dramatize her power to soothe the pain

of childbirth.

Another martyred woman, Daphne, was portrayed
by the artist Kiki Smith in a way that recalls the torture
of Christian saints. According to Ovid, Daphne was
metamorphosed into a laurel tree in order to be delivered
from the amorous pursuit of Apollo. When she prayed

“change and destroy the body which has given too much
delight,” her human flesh changed to bark, limbs, and
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leaves (Ovid, Metamorphoses, bk. 1). Smith portrays the
body of the helpless nymph crucified by her own wish.
Although Ovid indicates that it was the malice of Cupid
that inflicted love upon the chaste girl by piercing Apollo
with his fated arrow, Daphne blames her body for incit-
ing desire. Smith leaves us to wonder why the body of a
woman suffers as the victim of the male assault of desire.
By contrast, the Baroque sculptor Gian Lorenzo Bernini
produced a virtuoso performance in marble (k) in which
the viewer is intended to marvel at the sensuous trans-
formation of marble into flesh as well as marble into tree
limbs and foliage, almost without pausing to consider the
injustice done to Daphne.

The violent stilling of desire occupies a great deal of
religious energy. Hinduism, like Christianity, possesses a
long-established ascetic tradition in which practitioners
deny themselves physical comforts, dress, and possessions,
and take only the least amount of nutrition, as in the case
of the Indian Sadhu or holy man shown here (I). One of
the oldest aspects of Christianity is mortification of the
flesh. In the later Middle Ages and the early modern peri-
od, visual contemplation of Christs suffering was one of
the primary forms of Christian spirituality. Following the
Protestant Reformation, a reassertion of images of suffer-
ing—portraying Christ, his disciples, and the saints—were

designed to invite devout viewers to direct their attention
and devotion to the self-effacing merits of Christ (m) and
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() ABovE. An Indian sadhu and a woman at prayer in Varanasi.
[©David Samuel/Corbis] (m) LEFT. Giovanni di Paolo, Christ Suf-
fering and Christ Triumphant, later fifteenth century, portrays the

two aspects of Christ, demonstrating the doctrine of salvation
afforded by his sacrifical death on the cross and his power over
death as final judge. [©Scala/Art Resource, N.Y.]
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(n) Giovanni Francesco Guercino, Saint Peter Martyr, oil on

canvas, seventeenth century. Holding the symbolic palm of
martyrdom and calmly posing with the instrument of his death
lodged in his head, the saint receives the reassurance of divine
acceptance from two angels. /©Scala/Art Resource, N.Y.]

his martyred followers (n). At times this imagery was
especially graphic in order to jolt viewers to attention and
to elicit from them an empathic response accompanied
by remorse and self-incrimination. The sacrifice and pain
undertaken by Christ and the saints were the means of
human salvation and were to be regarded with solemn
gratitude.
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SOUTH AMERICAN INDIAN RELIGIONS: AN OVERVIEW

Since the Indians of South America do not conform culturally, there is no religious unifor-
mity among them. Despite this inconsistency, an acceptable overview can be achieved by
subdividing the continent’s large, geographically distinct regions into the following cul-
tural areas.

1. The Andes. This mountain range stretches from present-day Colombia to Chile. The
highland regions of Peru, lying between the Pacific coast region and the valleys that
cut through the mountain range, were taken over in the distant past by highly ad-
vanced agrarian cultures. Among the most significant of these cultures was the Inca
empire, which extended into the dawn of historical times. Direct descendants of ear-
lier Andean cultures, the Quechua and Aymara peoples inhabit present-day Peru and
Bolivia.

2. Amazon and Orinoco rivers. These jungle- and savanna-covered regions were con-
quered by tropical farming cultures. From the standpoint of cultural history, this area
also includes the mountainous sections of present-day Guyana; in early historical pe-
riods, the Amazon cultural area eventually spread to the Atlantic coast. As in the past,
it is now inhabited by tribes belonging to a number of linguistic families, both small
and large (Tupi, Carib, Arawak, Tucano, and Pano), and by a number of linguistical-
ly isolated tribes. Together they form cultural subareas that display religious special-
izations.

3. Mountains of eastern Brazil. This region is occupied by groups of the Ge linguistic
family, who practice rudimentary farming methods; they settled in these hinterlands
of the Atlantic coast region, joining indigenous hunting tribes. A few of these Ge
groups have survived culturally up to the present time.

Crockwist From Top LEFT corner. Sixteenth-century illuminated miniature of dancing dervishes,
from the “Sessions of the Lovers.” [©Bodlein Library, University of Oxford]; South torana at the
Great Stupa at Saiici, India. /©Adam Woolfitt/Corbis); Eleventh-century Siva Natarija from
Southern India. Musée Guimet, Paris. [©Giraudon/Art Resource, N.Y.J; The “Wedded Rocks”
at Futamigaura in Ise, Japan. [©Werner Forman/Art Resource, N.Y.J; Angkor Vatt, Cambodia.
[Dave G. Houser/Corbis].
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4. The Gran Chaco. The bush and grass steppes of this area
stretch from the Paraguay River west to the foothills of
the Andes. The area was initially divided among hunt-
ers, fishers, and gatherers, and these cultures came under
diverse influences from neighboring agriculturists. A se-
ries of more or less acculturated groups of the Guiacurd
linguistic family (the Mataco and the Mascoy) may still
be encountered at the present time.

5. The Pampas and Patagonia. Hunting groups wandered
through these flatlands of the southern regions of South
America. The extinct Pampa and Tehuelche Indians
were among the peoples of this region. The Tierra del
Fuego archipelago, near the Strait of Magellan, is also
included within this territory. Although the inhabitants
of these regions—the Selk’nam (Ona), Yahgan, and Ala-
caluf—are considered extinct, their culture and religion
were well documented before they vanished.

6. Southern Andes. This area, especially its middle and
southernmost regions, is populated by the agrarian
Araucanians of Chile, who have prospered up to the
present time. Their success has been attributed to their
development of a self-sufficient culture a few decades
before the Spanish invasion in the early sixteenth centu-
ry. This development was the result of the influence of
highly advanced Peruvian cultures, as the Inca empire
progressed to the Maule River in Chile. In the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries, the Araucanians ex-
panded eastward, but this part of the group, like its pre-
decessors in the area, eventually became extinct.

Pronounced differences in religious phenomena appear with-
in each of these cultural areas; these phenomena present cer-
tain discrepancies when seen together. The most outstanding
contrast appears between the highly developed Andean reli-
gions, which are founded on priesthood and ruling cults, and
the religious beliefs of the tribes in the eastern lowlands.
Some typical examples of their forms and their respective be-

liefs should help to clarify their differences.

DErTIES, CULTURE HEROES, AND ANCESTORS. The tradi-
tion of a creator as the prime mover and teacher of mankind
is universal among the Indians of South America (Métraux,
1949). In the majority of cases, the mythical person most
often represented is not directly involved in the daily activi-
ties of mortals and therefore does not enjoy particular venera-
tion. There is no fundamental discrepancy between this dis-
interested deity and the omnipotent creator whose cultic
worship is integrated into a religious system; similar charac-
teristics are attributed to both figures. A god previously ven-
erated may fade to the position of a mythical figure, just as
a mythical character can achieve cultic significance.

Under certain conditions, a creator, a culture hero, or
an ancestor may rise to the position of a deity or supreme
being. Such a case occurred in the old cultures of Peru with
the religious figure Viracocha. Perhaps originally a culture
hero of the Quechua or some other Andean people, Vira-
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cocha eventually ascended to the ranks of the highest pan-
theon as a result of speculation on the part of the Inca priest-
hood. At the beginning of the sixteenth century, Viracocha
was represented in anthropomorphic sculptures that ap-
peared in special Inca temples and was venerated through
prayers and sacrificial offerings. Inti, the Inca sun god, is por-
trayed with a human face within a golden disk, and as the
tribal god of the ruling Inca dynasty he was embodied in the
Inca emperor.

The establishment of an elaborate cult for an indigenous
supreme being is a typical occurrence in highly advanced cul-
tures, but such cults are seldom found in South America out-
side the Andes region. When they do appear elsewhere they
are likely the result of the influence of these advanced civili-
zations on compatible cultural and geographical situations.
A report by Karin Hissink and Albert Hahn (1961) on the
cultures from the lowlands of Bolivia, near the Andes, points
out that the Tacana Indians of the Beni River area maintain
the belief in a supreme being known as Caquiahuaca, who
created the earth, human beings, animals, and plants. An old
man with a white beard, Caquiahuaca lives in a cave in a
mountain that bears his name and that forms the center of
the world. In temples he is represented by a small bees-
wax figure surrounded by a series of larger wooden statues
that represent the lower gods, known as eduzzi, who assist
him. As the instructor of the priest-shamans, or yanacona,
Caquiahuaca assists them in the performance of their office,
and as their master he is responsible for their religious
vocation.

In addition to this, Deavoavai, the lord of the animals,
also represents a creator, culture hero, and master of the
dead. In his capacity as ruler of the game, Deavoavai is rooted
in an earlier cultural-historical level—that of hunters, fishers,
and gatherers. Such a deity is also found among other agri-
cultural peoples, including peoples of the Amazon lowlands.
Despite their reliance on an economic subsistence that has
long since undergone the transition from a hunting to an ag-
ricultural base, these groups of the Amazon Basin maintain
a religious emphasis that incorporates a dependence on a
powerful being who controls the game, an aspect that will
receive attention below. It is sufficient here to point out that
within this region a relationship exists between the master
of the hunted game and the supreme being, a concept first
recognized by Adolf E. Jensen (1951).

Culture hero as supreme being. Konrad T. Preuss was
convinced that Moma (“father”) was the paramount, indeed,
the only true god of the Witdto of the Putumayo area of the
northwestern Amazon and that he was identified with the
moon. According to creation legends among these people,
Moma came into existence from the “word,” that is, he was
a product of magico-religious incantations and myths that
are endowed with supernatural powers. He was also the per-
sonification of the “word,” which he bestowed upon human
beings, and the “word” was the doctrine that represented the
driving force behind all religious ceremonies that Moma in-
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troduced. The original father created the earth and all things
of the world from the archetype (naino), the “not-substance,”
of each individual entity. On the other hand, in a myth that
explains the creation of the organic world, Moma extracts all
the plants and animals from his own body. The blossoms of
the food plants used by humans are evidence of his omnipo-
tent presence, and when the trees of the earth no longer bear
fruit they go to Moma in the underworld. In addition to
being the moon in the heavens, he resides below as master
of the dead. He was the first being to experience the suffering
of death, but in the fruits of the plants he is continually resur-
rected.

Among the Witéto, such a representation demonstrates
intensely the character of a particular form of culture hero,
that is, one who is at the same time a supreme entity. Jensen
applied the term dema deity in describing such a culture hero
among the Marind-anim of New Guinea (Jensen, 1951).
The distinguishing characteristics of this deity are revealed
in his slaying, which occurred in primal times, and the conse-
quent growth of all food plants out of his body.

Warikyana supreme being. A supreme god is also
manifested among the Warikyana (Arikena), a Carib-
speaking tribe of the Brazilian Guianas. The highest deity in
the religion of the Warfkyana is Pura (a name that, according
to the Franciscan missionary Albert Kruse, means “god”).
With his servant Mura, Pura stands on the zenith of heaven’s
mountains and observes all things that take place below
(Kruse, 1955). At the command of Pura, the rain is sent from
the sky. Pura and Mura are small men with red skin and are
ageless and immortal. They appeared at the beginning of the
world, together with water, the sky, and the earth. In early
times Pura and Mura came down to earth and created hu-
mans and animals. Because mankind did not obey the ethical
precepts of Pura, he retaliated by sending a great fire that was
followed by a deluge. A segment of the human race survived
this catastrophe, and the Warikyana people believe that
when the end of time comes, Pura will create another holo-
caust. It was therefore Pura to whom prayers were directed,
and in his honor a celebration took place in which manioc
cakes were offered to him.

Protasius Frikel, another Franciscan, completed Kruse’s
description, noting that the Warfkyana view the supreme
being as a reflection of the primal sun (Frickel, 1957). Pura
continues to qualify as the superior god, and in addition he
was also thought of as the world onto which the primal sun
pours its blinding light. Pura also represents universal power,
a belief that Frikel considers to be relatively recent among
the Warikyana.

In another instance, Pura is considered to be a “primor-
dial man” or culture hero (ibid.). In any case, Pura resides
in heaven and reigns over all elements. His companion and
servant Mura is somehow connected with the moon and dis-
plays some features of a trickster. Such dual relationships as
sun and moon, god and companion, culture hero and trick-
ster—pairs that are often represented as twins—are encoun-

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION

tered frequently in South American mythology. According
to the Warikyana, death is the beginning of the soul’s jour-
ney to heaven, where it will be reincarnated—a journey that
is modeled after the eternal cycle of the sun.

Yanoama and Mundurucd supreme beings. Kruse’s
work stimulated Josef Haekel to write an article about mono-
theistic tendencies among Carib-speakers and other Indian
groups in the Guianas, as well as among those groups border-
ing the western areas of the Guianas (Hacekel, 1958). Accord-
ing to Haekel’s findings, reference to the name Pura in con-
nection with a supreme being occurred in no other Carib-
speaking tribe except the Warikyana. To the west of their
territory in the Guianas, however, the expression is used with
only slight variation, even among different linguistic groups
such as the isolated Yanoama (Yanonami) on the Venezuelan
and Brazilian borders. According to the beliefs of some
groups in Brazil, Pore is the name of a supreme being who
descended to earth (Becher, 1974). Together with the moon,
who is known as Perimbo, Pore established a dual relation-
ship composed of both sexes—male and female—that was
conceptually unified as a supreme entity who controls heav-
en, earth, and the underworld. As the most well-informed
researcher of the Brazilian Yanoama, Hans Becher considers
their mode of life to be strongly influenced by myths con-
nected with the moon; the sun, on the other hand, is entirely
unimportant. The awe in which these Indians hold Pore and
Perimbo is so intense that they do not call on this supreme
being directly. Instead, they employ the indirect services of
intermediaries in the forms of plant and animal spirits
(hekura) that reside on specific mountain ranges. Shamans
identify with these spirits and when intoxicated with snuff
come into contact with them.

There are strong similarities between the supreme being,
Pura, of the Warikyana and the figure of Karusakaibe, the
“father of the Munduruct” (an expression coined by Kruse,
who was also a missionary among this central Tupi tribe).
Karusakaibe once lived on earth and created human souls,
the sky, the stars, game animals, fish, and cultivated plants,
together with all their respective guardian spirits, and he
made the trees and plants fruitful. Karusakaibe is omniscient:
he taught the Munduruct how to hunt and farm, among
other things. He is the lawgiver of the tribe and the origina-
tor of its dual social structure. Karusakaibe is immortal. Be-
cause he was treated badly at one time by the Munduruct,
he went off to the foggy regions of the heavens. He is also
credited with having transformed himself into the bright sun
of the dry season. When the end of the world comes, he will
set the world and all mankind on fire. But until that time
he will look after the well-being of his children, the
Mundurucd, who direct their prayers and offerings to him
when fishing and hunting and in times of sickness. Martin
Gusinde (1960) is of the opinion that Karusakaibe was once
a superior god among the Munduruct. Later his status
changed to that of a culture hero.

Tupi-Guarani supreme beings. Resonances of a su-
preme being concept among the Tupi-Guarani linguistic
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groups are mentioned by Alfred Métraux, who was the most
important specialist in their religious systems (Métraux,
1949). Among these groups, the creator often has the charac-
teristics of a transformer, and as a rule he is also the lawgiver
and teacher of early mankind. After he fulfills these tasks, he
journeys westward to the end of the world, where he rules

over the shades of the dead.

Among the ancient Tupinamba of the Atantic coast
and the Guarayo of eastern Bolivia, traces were found of a
cult devoted to the creator, Tamoi. In Métraux’s opinion,
the various culture heroes, including Monan and Maira-
monan) were derived from a single mythical figure—the
tribal grandfather, Tamoi. The occurrence of an eclipse of
the sun or the moon is a signal that according to the beliefs
of the Tupinamba relates directly to the end of the world,
and the men must sing a hymn to Tamoi. These eschatologi-
cal beliefs are characteristic of the Tupi-Guarani and may be
connected to the messianic movements of the Tupinamba
at the beginning of the Portuguese colonization period. Such
movements frequently led to mass migrations in search of the
mythological land of Tamoi, a region perceived as a paradise
where the inhabitants share immortality and eternal youth.
A similar cult devoted to the worship of the great ancestor
among the Guarayo was coupled with messianic movements
at the beginning of the nineteenth century. In this case,
Tamoi was considered the ruler of the celestial western king-
dom of the dead as well as the dominant figure at burial rites
and in beliefs about the afterlife.

The most revered god of the Guarani-Apapocuvd ac-
cording to Curt Nimuendajy, the outstanding authority on
this tribe at the beginning of the twentieth century, is the
creator Nanderuvugu (“our great father”). Nanderuvugu has
withdrawn to a remote region of eternal darkness that is illu-
minated solely by the light that radiates from his breast (Ni-
muendajd, 1914). He holds the means to destroy the world
but retains the privilege of using this power for as long as he
pleases. Because he is not concerned about the daily activities
that occur on earth, no cultic practices are directed toward
him. His wife Nandecy (“our mother”) lives in the “land
without evil,” a paradise that at one time was believed to be
in the east and then again in the west; this paradise also be-
came the goal of various messianic movements of the Guara-
ni-Apapocuvd.

Ge solar and lunar gods. In the eastern Brazilian area,
the majority of the northwestern and central Ge tribes (Apin-
agé, Canella, and Xerente) hold that the Sun and Moon are
the only true gods. Both Sun and Moon are masculine.
Though not related to each other, they are companions; the
Sun, however, is predominant.

The supremacy of a solar god among the Apinagé led
Jensen to the conclusion that here the mythical concept of
a sun-man has a secondary identity, that is, he is also a su-
preme god (Jensen, 1951). To support this theory, Jensen di-
rects attention to the fact that human begins alone have the
privilege of addressing this deity as “my father.” He finds ad-
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ditional support for this theory in the prayers that are offered
to the solar god and in the role he plays in visions. An Apin-
agé chief spoke of an encounter he once had on a hunting
expedition in which he met the sun-father in human form.
The Apinagé consider the establishment of the dual organi-
zation of the tribe, as well as the placement of the two moie-
ties within the circular settlement, to be the work of the Sun.
A final supporting element observed by Nimuendaju (1939)
is the Apinagé’s consumption of round meat patties, which
are eaten at feasts and are said to represent the sun.

At the beginning of the harvest season, a four-day dance
festival is celebrated in honor of the Sun at which the dancers
apply red paint to themselves in patterns representative of the
sun. The Canella also publicly implore the heavenly gods,
the Sun and the Moon, for rain, the safety of the game ani-
mals, the success of their harvest, and an abundance of wild
fruit. In a similar manner, the Xerente call the sun “Our Cre-
ator” and pay the same devout tributes to the Sun-father as
do the Apinagé. The Sun and the Moon themselves, howev-
er, never appear, but the Xerente receive instructions from
these solar and lunar bodies through other celestial gods (the
planets Venus, Mars, Jupiter) who are associated with the
Sun and the Moon moieties. The most important ceremony
of the Xerente is the Great Feast, at which a pole is erected
so that the tribe members may climb to the top and pray to
the Sun. At the end of the celebration, the master of ceremo-
nies climbs this pole. Once at the top, he stretches his hand
outward to the east and receives a message from a star within
the constellation Orion, who acts as a celestial courier. In
most cases, satisfaction is expressed and rain is assured.

The ceremonial pole as a link to the heavenly world is
also believed to have been employed by the Botocudos, who
were among the hunting tribes that once lived near the At-
lantic Ocean but are now extinct. Their religion was appar-
ently characterized by a belief in a supreme being in heaven,
named White Head because of the image he created (the top
of his head is white and his face is covered with red hair).
He was also the chief of the heavenly spirits, who were
known as marer. The maret spirits could be called to earth
by the shaman, but in a form that is visible only to him; they
also had to return to heaven in the same way. They took on
the function of intermediaries between mortals and the su-
preme being when the shaman, through prayers and songs,
turned to them in times of sickness or in an emergency. No
one ever saw Father White Head face to face; although he
was sympathetic toward mankind, he punished murderers
and was responsible for sending rain storms.

Mother goddesses. As Métraux (1946) pointed out, the
missionaries who searched for belief in a supreme being
among the Indians of the Gran Chaco were not at all success-
ful. The only mythical personality who comes close to the
concept of a superior god, in Métraux’s opinion, is Eschetew-
uarha (“mother of the universe”), the dominant deity among
the Chamacoco, a Samuco group in the north Chaco region.
She is the mother of numerous forest spirits as well as of the
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clouds. As the controller of all things, Eschetewuarha ensures
that mankind receives water. In return for this favor, she ex-
pects her people to send songs to her nightly, and when such
expectations are not fulfilled she punishes them. Herbert
Baldus (1932), who provided in-depth information about
Eschetewuarha, compares her with the universal mother of
the Cégaba (Koghi), a Chibcha tribe in Colombia that had
been influenced by more advanced cultures. This compari-
son facilitates postulating at least a phenomenological rela-
tionship between the two.

The obvious characteristics of a supreme god are appar-
ently present in Kuma, the goddess of the Yaruro, who sub-
sist on fishing, hunting, and gathering along the Capanaparo
River, a tributary of the Orinoco in Venezuela. She is consid-
ered to be a moon goddess and consort of the sun god, who
is unimportant. Kuma created the world with the help of two
brothers, the Water Serpent and the Jaguar, after whom the
tribal moieties were named. Although she apparently created
the first two human beings herself, her son, Hatschawa, be-
came the educator and culture hero of mankind. Kuma dom-
inates a paradise in the west in which gigantic counterparts
for every plant and animal species exist. Shamans are capable
of seeing the land of Kuma in dreams and visions and are
able to send their souls there. As a reliable informant ex-
plained, “Everything originated from Kuma and everything
that the Yaruro do has been arranged so by her; the other
gods and cultural heroes act according to her laws” (Petrullo,
1939). Métraux drew attention to the typological affinities
between Kuma and Gauteovan, the mother goddess of the
Cégaba, who in turn is connected with Eschetewuarha of the
Chamacoco (Métraux, 1949).

Supreme beings of Tierra del Fuego. Among the peo-
ple living in the southern regions of the continent, a belief
in a supreme being is common in hunting and fishing tribes,
especially the Selk’'nam (Ona) of Tierra del Fuego and the
Yahgan and Alacaluf of the Tierra del Fuego archipelago.
Despite many years of European influence in this area and
the astonishing similarities of their beliefs to aspects of Chris-
tianity, Métraux believed that the religion of these three
tribes remained substantially independent of Christianity
(Métraux, 1949). Martin Gusinde, a member of the ethno-
logical school of Wilhelm Schmidt, provided us with re-
search information about these tribes shortly before their
cultural extinction (Gusinde, 1931, 1937, 1974). The
Selk’nam, the Yahgan (Ydmana), and the Alacaluf (Halak-
wulip) maintain belief in a supreme being who is an invisible,
omnipotent, and omniscient spirit living in heaven, beyond
the stars. He has no physical body and is immortal; having
neither wife nor children, he has no material desires. Among
the Alacaluf, the creator god is named Xolas (“star”), and de-
spite the great distance that separates him from the earth, he
concerns himself with the daily life of human beings.
Through his initiative a soul is allowed to enter the body of
a newborn baby; it remains in the human being until death,
at which time it returns to Xolas. The Alacaluf were obliged
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to abstain from any form of veneration of this perfect su-
preme being, since any attempt to influence his will would
have been fruitless. For this reason, it is not known what for-
mal prayers were addressed to Xolas nor whether cultic prac-
tices associated with him were performed.

Watauineiwa (“ancient one, eternal one”) behaved quite
differently, according to the beliefs of the Yahgan. He pre-
ferred to be addressed as “my father,” and he was reputed to
be the lord of the world and ruler over life and death. He
was an astute observer of the actions of humans and pun-
ished violations of the laws he had established in relation to
morals and customs. Such rules were inculcated into the
young (boys and girls concurrently) during initiation rituals,
which formed the core of Yahgan religious life. In seeking
contact with Wartauineiwa, the individual Yahgan could
draw upon numerous established prayers. A person would
implore Watauineiwa, who was the controller of the game
animals and of all food plants, to help him to secure his sub-
sistence needs and would turn to Watauineiwa to ensure his
continued health, to cure him of sickness, and to protect him
from inclement weather and from drastic environmental
changes. But Watauineiwa was also the target for harsh com-
plaints in cases of ailments and misfortune, and in the event
of death he was accused with the words “murderer in
heaven.”

The supreme god of the Yahgan maintained a closer
contact with human beings than did Témaukel, the
Selk’nam’s supreme god. Témaukel (“the one above in heav-
en”) was considered to be the originator and protector of
mankind’s moral and social laws, although he was otherwise
uninterested in daily life on earth. Témaukel had existed
from the beginning of time, but he entrusted Kenos, the first
ancestor, with the final configuration of the world and the
institution of social customs. In spite of the respect they ac-
corded Témaukel, the Selk’nam prayed to him less frequent-
ly than did the Yahgan to their supreme god. Contrastingly,
the Selk’nam meticulously observed the practice of throwing
the first piece of meat from the evening meal out of their huts
with the words “This is for him up there,” an action that can
be considered a form of sacrificial offering. The dead were
also believed to travel to Témaukel.

Supreme beings of the Pampas, Patagonia, and the
southern Andes. Although our knowledge of the religious
practices and beliefs of the earlier inhabitants of the Pampas
and Patagonia is sparse and relatively superficial, it is almost
certain that the Tehuelche had a supreme being. Like Té-
maukel of the Selk’nam, the god of the Tehuelche was char-
acterized by his lack of interest in worldly activities; he was
also lord of the dead. This supreme being was, in general,
sympathetic toward human beings, but there is no proof of
a public cult devoted to him. Traditionally he was called Soy-
chu. A benevolent supreme being of the same name was also
found in the religious beliefs of the Pampa Indians, at least
after the eighteenth century.
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It would appear that the tribal religions of the southern
areas of South America were, in general, marked by a belief
in a supreme god. The Araucanians of the southern Andes,
and in particular the Mapuche, have left behind traces of the
concept of a superior god, as well as a devout veneration of
him that survived well into the eighteenth century. In most
instances the supreme being is referred to as either Ngenec-
hen (“lord of mankind”) or Ngenemapun (“lord of the
land”). Other, more feminine descriptions may reveal an an-
drogynous character. Ngenechen is thought of as living in
heaven or in the sun and is credited with being the creator
of the world as well as the provider of life and of the fruits
of the earth. Although he is responsible for the well-
being of mankind, he is not associated with the moral laws.
An individual would turn to Ngenechen in personal emer-
gencies with prayers, the sacrifice of an animal, or an offering
of the first fruits of the harvest. A public ritual known as the
Ngillatun, which has survived up to the present time among
the Araucanians, consists of offering the blood of a sacrificial
animal to him. Two important objects employed at this feast
are the rewe, a thick, step-notched pole, and a sacrificial altar,
both of which are circled by the participants at the beginning
of the ceremony. In addition to the master of ceremonies,
the female shaman (machi) takes over some of the most vital
functions at the Ngillacun. With a flat drum (kultrun), she
climbs the ceremonial pole and upon reaching the top turns
to Ngenechen, who is now symbolically nearer. Métraux
(1949, p. 561) and John M. Cooper (1946, pp. 742-743)
have both come to the conclusion that in this instance the
older features of god among the Araucanians have been con-
ceptually modified through the centuries to conform with
the concepts of the conquering Western civilization.

Earlier Spanish chroniclers viewed the thunder god Pil-
lan as the central, if not the supreme, being of the Araucani-
ans. Ewald Béning, in a more recent account, pointed out
convincingly that the Mapuche describe Pilldn in general as
a powerful, extraordinary, and tremendous apparition (Bon-
ing, 1974, p. 175). Pillan primarily represents an impersonal
power, but he can also manifest himself in a personal form.
The concept of impersonal power seldom occurs in the men-
tality of the South American Indians. The Nambikwdra of
the Mato Grosso, for example, believe in an abstract power,
known as nande, that is present in certain things and that
contains a magic poison or a real poison. Although any indi-
vidual can, to a certain extent, achieve contact with nande,
it is the shamans above all who can manipulate this power.

NATURE SPIRITS, HUNTING RITUALS, AND VEGETATION
RITES. In dealing with beliefs in a superior god, I have men-
tioned how the lord, or master, of the animals is one way in
which the supreme being is conceptualized among South
American tribes. Owing to the fact that hunting belongs to
one of the oldest phases of human history, gods who are asso-
ciated with this category of subsistence represent archaic be-
liefs. Not only do the Indians of South America believe in
a master of all animals but they frequently display a belief
in supernatural protectors of the various animal species. Such

SOUTH AMERICAN INDIAN RELIGIONS: AN OVERVIEW

nature spirits characteristically display strong individualistic
tendencies and are often considered to be demons (Métraux,
1949). From the standpoint of cultural history, they are re-
lated to the lord of all beasts and have affinities with him that
stem from the same hunting and fishing mentality.

Tupi master of the animals. The most important rep-
resentation of a master of the animals in the tropical lowlands
is the forest spirit Korupira, or Kaapora, of the ancient east-
ern Tupi and a few primitive isolates of the Tupi tribes, as
well as of the caboclo, or mixed race, people of Brazil. A series
of recorded myths and verbal descriptions have facilitated a
reconstruction of this deity.

Although the use of two names creates the impression
that Korupira and Kaapora are two separate mythical figures,
they are so closely related as to be nearly indistinguishable.
Korupira, the master of the animals, is the protecting spirit
of the beasts as well as of the forest; he punishes those who
maliciously destroy the game and rewards those who obey
him or those on whom he takes pity. For a portion of tobac-
co, Korupira will lift the restrictions that he places on the
killing of his animals. Encounters in recent times with a
small isolated Tupi tribe, the Pauserna Guarasug'wi, who
live in eastern Bolivia, have shown that the belief in Ko-
rupira/Kaapora has survived. Kaapora originated as a human
being—that is, he was created from the soul of a Guarasu
Indian. He is the lord of all animals of the forest and has put
his mark somewhere on each of the wild animals, usually on
its ear. A hunter must turn to him with a plea to release part
of the game, but he is only allowed to kill as many as he will
absolutely need for the moment. In thanksgiving for his suc-
cess, the hunter will leave the skin, the feet, or the entrails
of the slain animal behind when he leaves the forest: by doing
so he begs forgiveness from the animal for having killed it.
After such reconciliations, the soul of the animal returns
home to Kaapora. Presumably this tribe, like others, believes
cither that the spiritual owner of the game will create an en-
tirely new animal or that the soul of the animal itself is capa-
ble of reproducing a new material form from the remains the
hunter leaves behind. (The preservation of the bones of game
in the so-called bone ritual appears to be widely distributed
throughout South America.)

Kurupi-vyra of the Guarasug'wi is a part-animal, part-
human forest spirit, but not a lord of the animals. He is,
however, a possible source of help for hunters in emergen-
cies. At such times he will lend his miraculous weapon, a
hardwood wand that he himself uses to kill game, and in re-
turn he demands total obedience. Evidence of a master of the
animals and a helping spirit is well documented in other re-
gions of the South American subcontinent.

Munduruci protective mother spirit. In the Amazon
region, the idea of a lord of all animals is sometimes replaced
by the belief in a lord or master of each individual animal
species, and sometimes both concepts occur. Starting from
the basic Tupi premise that every object in nature possesses
a mother (¢y), the Mundurucd, a Tupi-speaking group, rec-
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ognize and venerate a maternal spirit of all game. She is the
protector of the animal kingdom against mankind and main-
tains a mother-child relationship between herself and the
beasts. Although she possesses a homogeneous character, she
does not have a definite external form, nor does she exist as
an independent personal goddess. The shaman alone knows
and understands the methods for approaching her. In an ec-
static frenzy, he will feed her sweet manioc when she mani-
fests herself in any one of her various forms (for example, as
a specific type of land tortoise). The Munduruct also ateri-
bute to each individual animal species a mother spirit that
serves as a species protector.

Formerly the Mundurucd held a reconciliation ceremo-
ny at the beginning of the rainy season in honor of the guard-
ian spirits of the game and fish. At the climax of this ceremo-
ny, two men sang songs devoted to the spirit of each animal
in order to call on the spirit mothers. They performed this
act while sitting in front of the skulls of numerous animals
that had been taken in the hunts of the previous year. These
skulls were arranged in parallel rows, according to species,
in front of the men’s house. Additionally, a bowl of manioc
porridge was offered to the mothers of the animals to eat.
When the shaman was convinced that the spirits had arrived,
he blew tobacco smoke over the skulls and then, using a
bamboo tube, proceeded to symbolically suck out arrow-
heads or bullets that had entered the spirits. Through this
action the animals were pacified and the dancing could
begin. Such dances, performed by the men, consisted of pan-
tomimes of a herd of peccary, followed by representations of
the tapir and other animals. This organized presentation by
the Mundurucd was the most pregnant and illuminating of
such ceremonies in the Amazon region.

Hunting dances. The concept of a lord, or master, of
a particular species also plays an important role in the reli-
gious systems of the Carib-speaking tribes of the Guianas.
This is exemplified by the frequent use of the term fasher or
grandfather when speaking of a certain type of animal. The
Taulipdng and the Arecund of the inland regions of the Guia-
nas believe that each individual animal type has a father (po-
dole), who is envisioned as either a real or a gigantic, legend-
ary representative of that particular species, and who displays
supernatural qualities. Two “animal fathers” are especially
meaningful for their hunting ritual: the father of the peccary
and the father of the fish. Both of these figures were original-
ly human shamans who were transformed into spiritual be-
ings and became incorporated into the opening dances of the
Parischerd and the Tukui, the magical hunting dances of the
Taulipdng. In the Parischerd, a long chain of participants,
wearing palm-leaf costumes and representing a grunting pec-
cary herd, dance to the booming of cane trumpets or clari-
nets. Performing the Parischerd ensures a plentiful supply of
four-legged animals, just as the Tukui dance guarantees a suf-
ficient supply of birds and fish. Starting with a dance per-
formed by the neighboring Maquiritaré that is similar to the
Parischerd of the Taulipdng, Meinhard Schuster classified the
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ritual hunting dances devoted to the peccary, including those
of other Carib-speaking tribes of the Guianas; he concluded
that a relationship existed between these and the peccary
dances of the Mundurucd (Schuster, 1976).

Animal dances devoted to the attainment of game and
fish are found among other tribes of the Amazon area and
the Gran Chaco. Instead of focusing on the controlling mas-
ter of the animals, however, they are often directed at the
soul of the animal itself. Dances in which the animals, or
their spiritual master, are depicted with masks made from
bast fiber, straw, or wood frequently do not belong to hunt-
ing rituals as such. Instead, they are used in conjunction with
rites of passage, especially initiation and mourning feasts.
This applies to the animal-mask dances of the northwestern
Amazon, the tribes of the upper Xingu River, and the north-
western Ge tribes of eastern Brazil.

The jaguar. The predatory jaguar occupies a special po-
sition in the religious practices of peoples inhabiting an ex-
tensive area of South America that stretches from the coast
of Brazil to the central Andes. The religious life of these peo-
ples is dominated by activities related to the jaguar. The trib-
ute paid the jaguar takes a number of forms: in some cases,
attempts are made to pacify or to ward off the spirits of cap-
tured jaguars; in others jaguars are ceremonially killed; in yet
others, the jaguar is venerated as a god.

Among the ancient Tupinamba, the cadaver of a jaguar
was ornamented and then mourned by the women. The peo-
ple addressed the dead animal, explaining that it was his own
fault that he had been captured and killed since the trap into
which he had fallen had been intended for other game. He
was implored not to take revenge on human children.
Among the western groups of the Boréro tribe of the Mato
Grosso, who are included in the eastern Brazil cultural area,
there is a dance of reconciliation performed for the slain jag-
uar. Such dances take place at night and consist of panto-
mimes of the jaguar acted by a hunter who wears a jaguar
skin and is decorated with its claws and teeth. These Boréro
groups believe that the soul of the jaguar will in this way be
assimilated into the hunter. At the same time, the women
mourn and cry emphatically to pacify the soul of the animal,
which might otherwise take revenge by killing the hunter.
The eastern groups of the Boréro tribe attach quite a differ-
ent significance to their rites for the dead jaguar. Here the
ceremonies are held in conjunction with the hunting rituals
that accompany the death of an individual, and in this sense
they belong to mourning rites.

Up to the beginning of the twentieth century, the Shi-
paya and Yuruna, Tupi-speaking tribes located on the mid-
dle Xingu River, knew of a cult dedicated to the creator of
their tribe, who was known as Kumaphari. In the beginning
Kumaphari had a human form, but in a state of anger he di-
vorced himself from human beings and settled in the north-
ern end of the world, where he became an invisible, cannibal-
istic jaguar. Through the shaman, who acted as a medium,
the jaguar god occasionally demanded human flesh, where-
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upon a war party was organized for the purpose of acquiring
a prisoner. The victim was shot with arrows and a portion
of the body was consumed by the participants in the ritual;
the remaining part was presented to Kumaphari, the jaguar
god. The ceremonies practiced in this cult apparently main-
tained ritual cannibalistic elements found among the Tupi-
namba of the sixteenth century, although at that time the of-
fering of a captured warrior to a deity was not recorded.

An active jaguar cult was also known to the Mojo, an
Arawakan tribe in eastern Bolivia. The killing of a jaguar,
which automatically bestowed great prestige on the hunter,
was accompanied by extensive rites. During the entire night,
a dance was held around the slain animal. Finally the animal
was butchered and eaten on the spot. The skull, paws, and
various other parts were then placed within a temple of the
jaguar god, and a sacrificial drink for the benefit of the hunt-
er was presented by the jaguar shaman. The shaman was re-
cruited from among those men who were distinguished for
having escaped alive after being attacked by a jaguar. They
alone could summon and console the jaguar spirit and could
allegedly turn into jaguars, a transformation known to many
other Indian tribes of the Amazon region. It is justifiable to
view the jaguar god of the Mojo as a “lord of the jaguars”
in the same sense that the concept “master of the animals”
is applied among hunting groups.

This feline predator also played a part in the religion of
ancient Peru. Either a particular god possessed attributes of
the jaguar, or the jaguar was an independent deity who
served as the lord of the earthly jaguars and who appeared
in the constellation Scorpius.

Protection from slain animals. Rituals established
around various slain animals are especially obvious in eastern
Brazil and Tierra del Fuego. Among the Boréro of eastern
Brazil, the shaman enters a state of ecstasy after big game has
been killed. In this condition he performs various activities
related to the game—for example, breathing over the meat.
He may also sample it before the rest of the members of the
tribe partake of the meal. In this way he bestows a blessing
that will protect against the revenge of the slain animal spirit
(bope). When the Kaingédn-Aweicoma (Xokleng) in the state
of Santa Catarina in southern Brazil have killed a tapir,
chopped greens, which are particularly favored by this ani-
mal, are spread over its head and body, which is supported
upright. At the same time, the spirit of the animal is ad-
dressed with friendly words. It is asked to give a favorable
report to the other animals of its kind, to report how well
it was treated, and to persuade them that they too should let
themselves be killed. Similarly, when a hunter of the
Selk’nam of Tierra del Fuego removed the skin from a slain
fox, he spoke apologetic phrases, such as “Dear fox, I am not
evil-minded. I have respect and don’t wish to harm you, but
I am in need of your meat and your fur.” By this means, the
entire fox society was expected to be pacified after the loss
of one of its members. The offering of such deceptions and
fabrications to the slain animals is a typical archaic ritual that
also finds expression among hunters in the Old World.
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Plant fertility rites. I now turn to those religious rites
that center around the theme of fertility, not only of planted
crops but also of wild edible plants. The most impressive reli-
gious celebrations of the tribes in the lowlands of the Ama-
zon are those held for the vegetation demons by the peoples
in the northwestern section of this region. Such demons are
usually, though incorrectly, identified with the worst of all
demons among the ancient eastern Tupi, which demons
(and their cults) are known as yurupary in the local vernacu-

lar (Métraux, 1949).

Among the Tucanoan and Arawakan groups of the
upper Rio Negro and the basin of the Uaupés River, the
Yurupary rites take place at the time when certain palm fruits
particularly favored by the Indians are ripe. At the beginning
of the festival, baskets of these fruits are ceremonially escort-
ed into the village by men blowing giant trumpets. These sa-
cred instruments, which represent the voices of the vegeta-
tion demons, are hidden from the women and children, who
must therefore remain within the huts at this time. During
the first part of the ceremony, in which the men scourge one
another with long rods, the women are also obligated to re-
main within their houses. After the secret part of the ritual
has ended, however, the women may join the men in feasting
and drinking, which continues for several days. The purpose
of this feast is to thank the demons for a good harvest and
to beg them to provide a rich yield in the coming season. In
former times, the so-called Yurupary rites of the Arawakan
groups, the Tariana and their neighbors, incorporated the
use of two matted “mask suits” made from the hair of mon-
keys and women. These suits, worn by a pair of dancers, were
also not allowed to be seen by the women.

The underlying meaning of the Yurupary rites involves
the son of Koai, the tribal hero of the Arawakan groups.
Milomaki of the Yahuna (a Tucano group), on the other
hand, is a sun hero with an amazing talent for singing who
was responsible for having created all edible fruits. He gave
these gifts to mankind, although he himself was burned to
death by men for having killed members of the tribe. From
the ashes of his body sprang the palm tree that provides the
wood for making the large trumpets used at the feasts. The
trumpets allegedly have the same tones as his voice.

Sacred wind instruments. The reproduction of the
voices of supernatural beings through the use of sacred wind
instruments, including wooden flutes and trumpets made
from rolled bark, is an element that is, or at least was, wide-
spread over much of tropical South America. Their use is
most often connected with the expansion of the Arawakan
peoples from the north to the south. In the area north of the
Amazon, these instruments are utilized in cultic activities de-
voted to vegetation deities, whereas south of the Amazon
they are a central aspect of autonomous cults that have an
esoteric character, but have little connection to fertility ritu-
als. They appear in the Flute Dance feast of the Arawakan
Ipurina of the Purus River as a representation of the ghostly
kamutsi, who reside under water and are related not only to
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the sun but also to the animals. The Paresi-’Kabishi, an Ara-
wakan tribe in the western Mato Grosso, have a secret cult
in which the snake demon Nukaima and his wife are repre-
sented by a huge trumpet and a smaller flute. The Alligator
Jump dance of the old Mojo (an Arawakan group) is consid-
ered to be the equivalent of the snake cult of the Paresi. At
the climax of this alligator cult feast, a procession is formed
in which twelve men play nine-foot-long bark trumpets.
Women and children are not allowed to see the proceedings;
were they to do so, they would allegedly risk being swallowed
by an alligator. The cultural wave responsible for the use of
sacred wind instruments in the reproduction of the voices of
spiritual beings apparently died out in the upper Xingu cul-
tural area.

The flutes, which are taboo for women, are stored in
special flute houses like those of the Arawakan Mehindku.
They are associated with a mother spirit (mama’e) who has
the form of a bird, the jacu (Crax spp), and is represented by
masked dancers during the ceremonies. Among the Ca-
mayura (a Tupi group), the Jacu feast was organized for the
purpose of obtaining help from three manioc mama’e whose
assistance was needed to guarantee success with a new mani-

oc field.

Human and plant fertility. Among the Kaua (an Ara-
wakan group) and the Cubeo (a Tucano group) in the north-
western Amazon region, fertility rites are obviously connect-
ed with a human generative power. At the end of the masked
dances, in which the dancers represent animals, the partici-
pants unite to perform the Naidé (phallus dance). They hold
artificial phalluses made of bast fiber in front of their bodies,
and with coital gestures they mimic the scattering of semen
over houses, fields, and forests.

Farther to the west, we encounter the primal father
Moma of the Witéto, a superior god who has a strong influ-
ence on the fertility of all useful plants. Moma is responsible
not only for the flourishing of the planted crops, including
manioc and maize, but also for useful wild fruits. In his
honor, the Okima, the festival of yuca (manioc) and of the
ancestors, is performed. Those under the earth are invited to
participate in the festival by their worldly descendants above,
who stamp their feet or beat rhythmically on the ground with
“stamping sticks” that are fitted with rattles. In the ball game
festival known as Uike, the soul of Moma is believed to be
present within the ball, which is bounced back and forth on
the knees of the persons participating. Additionally, this ball
symbolically represents the fruits that are brought to the
feast, the idea being that the bouncing ball makes the same
movements as the fruits in the branches of the trees.

Among the Jivaroan people in Ecuador, the cult of the
earth mother Nunkwi is restricted to those cultivated plants
whose soul is believed to be feminine—for example, manioc.
The soul of the earth mother resides within a strangely
shaped stone (mantara) that has the power to summon
Nunkwi. The association between fertility of human females
and the growth of plants considered to be feminine receives
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obvious expression through the rule that every woman who
plants a manioc cutting must sit on a manioc tuber. The
same theme is expressed in the ritual for the first manioc cut-
ting that is taken from a field whose yield is intended to be
used at the Tobacco festival. The cutting is painted red, and
the woman to be honored places it against her groin.

Even the #antsa, the fist-sized shrunken head trophies
of the Jivaroans, are connected with the fertility of the fields.
The power that resides within these heads is expected to be
transferred into the crops as the successful hunter, wearing
the trophy around his neck, passes the fields. From the tro-
phies the hunter also receives information concerning the
fields, which he passes on to the women who tend them. The
Quechua and Aymara peoples of the central Andes region
frequently call upon Pachamama, the goddess of the earth,
who is essentially responsible for the fertility of plants and
who is believed to live underground. In addition to being
connected with many celebrations, she is also associated with
many daily rituals. The cult devoted to her originated in pre-
Hispanic times. It has survived to the present, a persistence
that is undoubtedly related to Pachamama’s identification
with the Virgin Mary.

For the cultural areas of eastern Brazil, the Gran Chaco,
the Pampas, and Patagonia (including Tierra del Fuego), in-
formation concerning gods or spirits related to the fertility
of cultivated plants is partial, has little significance, or is com-
pletely lacking.

THE SOUL, THE DEAD, AND ANCESTORS. Most of the Indian
groups of South America believe that a human being has sev-
eral souls, each residing in a different part of the body and
responsible for numerous aspects of life. After death, each of
these souls meets a different fate. One of the most interesting
examples of this idea is found among the Guarani-
Apapocuva (Nimuendajd, 1914). One soul, called the ayvu-
cue (“breath”), comes from one of three possible dwelling
places: from a deity in the zenith, who is the tribal hero; from
“Our Mother” in the east; or from Tupan, the thunder god,
in the west. In its place of origin the soul exists in a finished
state, and at the moment of birth it enters the body of the
individual. It is the shaman’s task to determine which of the
three places of origin each soul comes from. Soon after birth
the breath soul is joined by another soul, the acyigua
(“vigorous, strong”). The acyigua resides in the back of a per-
son’s neck and is considered to be an animal soul responsible
for the temperament and impulses of that person, which cor-
respond to the qualities of a particular animal. Immediately
after death the two souls part company. The ayvucue of a
small child goes to paradise, the “Land without Evil.” The
destination of the ayvucue of adults is another afterworld that
lies just before the entrance to paradise. The animal soul or
acyigua transforms itself into a much-feared ghost, called an-
g¢ry, that persecutes mankind and must therefore be fought.

Research on a number of Indian tribes indicates that
meticulous preservation of the bones of the dead is a wide-
spread practice. Such action, which is similar to the preserva-
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tion of the bones of hunted game, can be traced to the belief
that residual elements of the soul remain in the bones after
death. The conceptualization of a “bone soul” has led to the
ritual consumption of bone ash from dead family members.
This form of endocannibalism is practiced at the present
time by different groups of the Yanoama and appears to have
been relatively widespread in western South America.
Among the Yanoama, we find a perception of a soul that re-
sides outside the body of a living individual, a concept sel-
dom documented in South America. Such a soul most often
dwells in an animal, but sometimes also in plants. This type
of soul may reside, for example, in a harpy eagle if the soul
is that of a man, or in an otter if it belongs to a woman. The
predominant element of such a concept is that of an identical
life pattern: when the respective animal dies, its human
counterpart will also die, and vice versa. An animal soul, usu-
ally referred to as a “bush soul,” represents the alter ego of
a specific individual.

Some of the fundamental beliefs in an alter ego preva-
lent in South America stem from within the shamanic do-
main. The Araucanian female shaman (machi) possesses an
alter ego in the form of an evergreen canelo tree (Drimys win-
ter) that she tends in the forest and whose fate is intimately
linked to her own. If someone discovers this tree and destroys
it, the machi invariably dies.

Honoring the dead was an essential component within
the religions of old Peru, as exemplified by the care that
mummies of the ancestors were given by priests (Métraux,
1949) and by the sacrificial victims brought to them. Mum-
mies were also taken on procession at certain festivals.

One of the few cases of a developed cult of the dead in
the tropical woodlands is exemplified by the ghost dance of
the Shipaya of the lower Xingu, which is the most significant
religious celebration of this Tupi tribe. The souls of the dead,
which are well disposed toward mankind, express a desire to
the shaman—through the words of the tribal chief—that the
celebration known as the Feast for the Souls of the Dead
should be held. It is believed that the souls of those long dead
will take possession of the shaman, who is covered with a
white cotton mantle; in this form, the soul can participate
in the dancing and drinking enjoyed by the living in the cen-
ter of the village. When souls have borrowed the body of the
shaman, his own soul lies idle in his hut. The ceremony con-
tinues for eight or more nights, during which other men who
have also become the embodiment of dead souls appear in
similar dance mantles.

An ancestor cult is also the focal point in the religion
of the Cubeo who live in the northwest Amazon region. The
soul of a dead person proceeds to the abode of the benevolent
ancestors, which is located near the dwelling place of his sib,
where all its dead are reunited. The ancestors are represented
by large trumpets that are used not only at funeral rites but
also at the initiation ceremonies for the boys of the tribe, who
are whipped as these trumpets are played. The ancestors, rep-
resented by the trumpets once again, are also guardian spirits
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at sib gatherings. The sound they emit is believed to be a
source of male strength when played during a men’s bath in
the river.

Among the Munduruct in central Brazil, the large wind
instruments are the embodiment of the sib ancestors when
played at a particular men’s feast. Like the trumpets of the
Cubeo, they are not allowed to be seen by the women. At
the end of the Munduruci ceremony, a special drink made
from manioc is poured into the instruments and is collected
in a calabash bowl as it comes out the other end; it is then
drunk by the participants. This ritual, which is looked upon
as a form of spiritual communion with the ancestors, is in-
tended as an act of reconciliation that will win their favor and
help their descendants.

The combination of a memorial service for the recently
dead and a commemorative ceremony for the legendary trib-
al ancestors can be seen in the Kwarup ritual of the Ca-
mayura, a Tupi group of the upper Xingu. The Kwarup
(from kuat, “sun” and yerup, “my ancestor”) centers around
a number of posts, each about three feet high, outfitted and
ornamented as human beings and carved from the sacred
camiriva wood from which the creator, Mavutsine, allegedly
fabricated the first Camayura. The chant given as people
dance around these posts is the same one that Mavutsine
sang as he created mankind. In the Kwarup ritual the ances-
tors return symbolically for the purpose of welcoming those
who have recently died.

Death cults and ancestor worship also play an important
role in the eastern Brazilian cultural area, particularly among
the Boréro. This tribe makes a sharp distinction between na-
ture spirits and spirits of the dead. The Boréro believe that
the souls of their ancestors (ar0¢) hold a close relationship to
mankind that influences and maintains its daily life. On cer-
tain social occasions, the spirits of the dead are ceremonially
invoked by special shamans to whom the spirits appear and
whom they enlighten in dreams. As a result of this important
attachment to the spirits, the funeral rites of the Boréro are
highly developed and complex. After a ceremonial hunt, the
successful hunter becomes the representative of the dead man
at the funeral proper, which consists of a series of established
rites. Among these is a dance in which the most interesting
elements are large disk-shaped bundles of wood that repre-
sent the dead person. At the same time that the dance is
being performed, the deceased person’s bones, which have
been buried for two weeks, are exhumed and painted red
with wruci. Feathers associated with clan colors are glued to
the bones. The specially decorated skull is then displayed to
the mourners. After a period of safekeeping in the house of
the deceased, the basket in which the bones have been placed
is sunk in a deep section of the nearby river.

Among the Ge-speaking Canella (eastern Timbira), it
is the medicine men who usually establish contact with the
spirits of the dead, since they are omniscient. But even those
members of the tribe who do not possess particular spiritual
abilities seek advice from their ancestors in emergencies. In
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the first phase of the initiation ceremonies for young boys
in which religion is emphasized, the initiates learn how to
contact the dead. This knowledge is acquired in a race in
which each person to be initiated carries a wooden block that
is said to be the ghost of a dead ancestor. In the funeral ritu-
als, the men carry much larger blocks in a similar race.

The cult of the dead is not only an impressive ritual but
a basic foundation of the culture of the Kaingdn, the south-
ernmost Ge tribe. The objective that lies at the core of this
ritual is the elimination of the ties that connect the living and
the dead. This ritual insures that the souls of the deceased
will finally arrive at the resting place in the underworld, lo-
cated in the west.

A cult of the dead among the indigenous people in the
southern regions of South America, including the Gran
Chaco and the southern Andes, contains few authentic reli-
gious elements. At a funeral, the surviving family members
sponsor a large feast in honor of the dead relative. The vari-
ous ceremonies that take place during this feast—for exam-
ple, eating and drinking bouts, lamenting, playing of music,
feigned attacks, riding games, and speeches—are intended to
drive from the village the dreaded spirits of the dead or the
death demons, who are responsible for the death of the tribal
member, to prevent them from causing more harm. Among
the people in the Gran Chaco, an attempt is made to console
the dead and to pacify them in their anger at having passed
away. The mourning ceremonies, which begin immediately
after a person dies, are meant to serve this end. Often an in-
valid is set outside or buried before having actually died. Lit-
tle has been recorded regarding beliefs about life of the soul
after death among the peoples of the Gran Chaco.

INITIATION RITES. Among the Indians of Tierra del Fuego
there is no trace of a cult of the dead to be found in the funer-
ary practices. In this region, socioreligious emphasis was
placed on rites that are generally associated with the initia-
tion of members of both sexes and particularly on those ritu-
als connected with the acceptance of young males into men’s
organizations (the Kloketen of the Selk’nam and the Kina of
the Yahgan). During these rites, a chain of men came out to
frichten the women. The participating men wore conical
masks made from bark or animal skin that covered their
heads and faces. Their bodies were painted black, white, and
pink in various patterns. Although they represented specific
demons and spirits of the sea, forest, and animals, there was
apparently no ghost of the dead among them.

The appearance of masks so far south is correctly attri-
buted to the extensive influence of the Tropical Forest cul-
tural areas. Between the Tropical Forest and Tierra del
Fuego, there are no gaps in the appearance of masked dances
in connection with initiation celebrations, as for example the
Anapéso, or Forest Spirit feast, of the Chamacoco. In this
region of the Gran Chaco, the performers representing the
forest spirits were elaborately decorated with feathers. These
spirits are believed to have been ruled by the dog demon Po-
hitschio, who was the consort of the great mother, Eschetew-
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uarha. Formerly the performers wore artistically intricate
feather masks that were later replaced by sacks worn over the
head with eyeholes cut in them. In either case, the women
were not allowed to discover that these spirits were in reality
men from their own tribe.

The Lengua of the Gran Chaco use a masked dance to
represent symbolically the supernatural danger that threatens
women at the onset of menstruation. In this dance, the single
men, wearing rhea-feather belts and masks, approach the
young women during a typical female puberty celebration.
The young women believe them to be the bad spirits. They
are eventually driven away by the adult women after they ha-
rass and threaten the young girls.

CONCLUSION. Because of the extreme variety of time periods
from which information about these tribes is drawn, the only
perspective that can be achieved in such an overview is of a
diachronic nature. To close this survey of the various forms
of religion, I shall briefly indicate phenomena that are partic-
ularly characteristic of the individual cultural areas.

The central Andes of pre-Columbian times is character-
ized by a belief in high gods and their respective cults, by the
worship of ancestors and of the dead, and by agrarian rites
directed to a female earth deity. The peoples of the region
of the Amazon and Orinoco rivers occasionally display signs
of high-god worship (Witéto, Tupi-Guarani). Along with
the vegetation cults (northwestern Amazon) that are typical
of crop-cultivating peoples, there is a markedly large number
of ceremonies and rites associated with deities of the hunt
and of wild animals (including fish). The Ge of eastern Brazil
exhibit clear signs of worship of astral deities—the Sun and
Moon. The cults of the dead and of ancestors dominate
much of their religious life. The Gran Chaco, by contrast,
is noticeably lacking in religious ceremonies and rites in the
narrow sense. First-fruit ceremonies related to hunting and
fishing predominate; there are no agrarian rites. In the Pam-
pas and Patagonia region a number of socioreligious rites are
attested. The Selk’nam and Yahgan of Tierra del Fuego Ar-
chipelago believe in a high god, but there is little indication
of cult worship. The regions of southern and central Andes
share many aspects of religious life. The high-god cult (Nge-
nechen) is associated with a cultivation and fertility ritual.
A highly developed form of shamanism is also prominent.
Throughout South America outside the Andean region, the
shaman remains the pillar of the religious life.

SEE ALSO Amazonian Quechua Religions; Ethnoastronomy;
Ge Mythology; Inca Religion; Inti; Jaguars; Lord of the An-
imals; Mapuche Religion; Selk’nam Religion; Shamanism,
article on South American Shamanism; South American In-
dians, articles on Indians of the Andes in the Pre-Inca Peri-
od and Indians of the Gran Chaco; Supreme Beings; Te-
huelche Religion; Viracocha; Yurupary.
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SOUTH AMERICAN INDIAN RELIGIONS:
MYTHIC THEMES

South American mythology is a vast field whose purview ex-
tends linguistically and archaeologically beyond the conti-
nent proper to include the oral traditions of Panama and
eastern Costa Rica as well as those of the autochthonous in-
habitants of the West Indies. This article will consider myths
from the point of view of religious studies and will emphasize
the cosmological patterns and sacred symbolism in narratives
from nonliterate South American societies of both ancient
and modern times.

Since the early sixteenth century more than one thou-
sand languages, representing a variety of linguistic stocks and
many unrelated tongues, have been listed for this area—a
fact that suggests that South America was populated over a
great number of centuries by successive migratory groups
that trekked down from Siberia, North America, and Central
America. One classification of South American languages at-
tempts to reduce hundreds of mutually unintelligible
tongues to only three groups: Macro-Chibchan, Andean-
Equatorial, and Ge-Pano-Carib. This classification, however,
is admittedly provisional and, in the case of the last two
groups, very uncertain. These migrations began more than
twenty thousand years ago. The majority of early South
American archaeological sites date from between twelve and
fourteen thousand years ago, but quartz tools found in Brazil
in 1983 have been dated at about twenty-five thousand years
before the present.

The higher civilizations of ancient South America occu-
pied the Andean region and the Pacific coast from northern
Colombia to central Chile. From the point of view of mytho-
logical studies the more or less “primitive” cultures are at
least as important as the higher civilizations because the less
developed societies usually possess abundant collections of
sacred stories. The exceeding diversity of South American ab-
original peoples has precluded the formation of a common
pantheon or mythico-religious system for the whole conti-
nent. Nevertheless, since many societies have been in contact
at one time or another, more than a few myths are common
to several tribes. Moreover, a large number of motifs are not
only found in the mythologies of different South American
groups but are also known to peoples of other continents,
leaving room for speculation as to whether these motifs
spread through diffusion or originated independently.

MyTHS OF ORIGIN. South American sacred stories about
how the world originated do not, as a rule, conform to the
pattern of creation out of nothing by the will of an omnipo-
tent god. Rather, they commonly depict the coming into
being and unfolding of a primordial spirit. In many cases lit-
tle is said about the actual genesis of the world, but a detailed
description of the structure of the universe is given. This de-
scription points out the universe’s tiered levels, the axis
mundi (often in the shape of a cosmic tree), and the heavenly
bodies (whose existence is mostly conceived as the product
of the transformation of heroes, animals, or other creatures).
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Many myths deal with characteristics of the sky, and not a
few with those of the underworld. There are also many sto-
ries about the origin of night. Even more abundant than
myths of world creation are those about the destruction of
the world, the recurrent agents of destruction being water or

fire or both.

Creation of the world. The Piaroa, who live on the
south bank of the Orinoco and speak a language of the Sali-
va-Piaroan family, believe that everything was created by the
powers of imagination. In the beginning, they say, there was
nothing at all. The first thing to appear was the sky, and then
the air and the wind. With the wind, words of song were
born. The words of song are the creative powers that produce
thoughts and visions. Out of nothing they imagined and cre-
ated Buoko, the first being, who developed in the words of
song. Then Buoko imagined his sister Chejaru, and Chejaru
was born. Because of this, humankind also has the power of
imagination. The Piaroa say that thought is actually the only
thing humans have.

The Koghi, speakers of a Macro-Chibchan language
who live in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, have a creation
story that also underscores the spiritual nature both of the
first beings and of the essence of the universe. According to
this myth, creation took place in nine stages, from the bot-
tom up. Each stage is both a cosmic level and a spiritual
being called the Mother, who is sometimes accompanied by
a Father or another spiritual being. The first level, which lies
in darkness, is also the Sea; the second, the spiritual Tiger;
the fifth, the first House of Spirit. Finally, the Fathers of the
World find a huge tree and make a temple in the sky above
the water. They call it the House of Spirit.

The Muisca (Chibcha) lived in the highlands of Colom-
bia at the time of the arrival of the Spanish, and spoke a lan-
guage of the Macro-Chibchan family. According to their cre-
ation myth, before there was anything in the world, it was
night, and light was kept inside a great thing that, according
to the Spanish chronicler who recorded the story, is the same
that Europeans call God—an omnipotent, universal, ever-
good lord and maker of all things. The great being began to
dawn, showing the light that he had in himself, and he com-
menced, in that primordial light, to create. His first creations
were some black birds that he commanded to go everywhere
in the world blowing their breath from their beaks. That
breath was luminous and transparent, and, the birds” mission
accomplished, the whole world remained clear and illumined
as it is now.

Cosmic levels. In many South American myths, the
universe is conceived as a series of layered planes—three or
four in many cases, but sometimes more. The Mataco, whose
language is a member of the Mataco-Mataguayo family and
who live in the Gran Chaco between the Pilcomayo and Ber-
mejo rivers, distinguish the levels of earth, sky, underworld,
and (according to some) that of another earth farther down.
Originally the sky had been joined to the earth, but the
Owner of the Sky separated them. Afterward, a tree grew to
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connect the sky and the earth. People of the earth used to
climb the tree and hunt in the sky, but an old man who had
been given a miserable portion of the game meat avenged
himself by burning the tree. The hunters could not return;
they became the Pleiades. The children of the hunters, who
remained on earth, received from their mother, who was also
stranded in the sky, a deerskin full of honey that she dropped
from above. They grew up and became the ancestors of the
present-day Mataco.

The Macuna of the Lower Pira-Parana River in the Vau-
pés region of Colombia, who speak a language of the Tu-
canoan family, think that the earth is the shape of a disk. A
subterranean river is united with the earth by a whirlpool.
The river is inhabited by monsters and bad spirits. Over the
earth is a hot-water lake on which the sun sails from east to
west in his boat every day. Over Sun Lake there is a house
where the Lord of the Jaguars lives, a place that only sha-
mans, in their flights to heaven, can reach. On top of the cos-
mos is a layer that covers all others like a lid. Nothing beyond
it is known. The earth disk consists of several concentric
zones, the innermost being the Macuna homeland. At the
center, just below Sun Lake, stands a sacred mountain, which
supports the firmament. No stone is taken from this moun-
tain lest it fall, taking the sky with it. At a certain point on
the earth’s level is the House of the Dead. The outer zones
are occupied by other Indian tribes, whites, and blacks.

Sky and underworld. The sky and the underworld are
cosmic levels of special interest. They appear in myths influ-
enced by the shamans’ narratives of their ecstatic trips to the
upper and lower worlds. The Marikitari, a Carib-speaking
people living in the Upper Orinoco area, say that in the be-
ginning the whole world was sky. There was no separation
between heaven and earth. There was only light. In the sky
dwelled good, wise people who never died; nor did they
work: Food was always available. In the highest sky was
Wanadi, who is still there. He gave his light to the people
and they were happy. One day he said that he wanted to
make people on that part of the sky called “earth.” He sent
a spirit who made the first people and brought them knowl-
edge, tobacco, the maraca, and the shaman’s quartz power
stones. Later, an evil spirit called Orosha introduced hunger,
sickness, war, and death.

The sky and the cosmic tree. Some of the myths so far
recounted show a close connection between the cosmic levels
and the axis mundi, often represented by a gigantic tree. In
the Mataco myth the danger of the sky falling down is clearly
pointed out. The same motif appears in many other myths
of tropical forest tribes. The Ge-speaking Kayapé of central
Brazil say that in the east there was a gigantic tree called End
of the Sky. It supported the heavens, which in those days
were parallel to the earth. After several tries, a tapir succeeded
in gnawing the trunk until it broke. Then the sky drooped
down at the edges, forming the celestial vault. At the place
where the tree has its roots all kinds of strange beings live.
When a group of people went to explore the east, they found
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it so frightening that they fled back home with no desire to
return to the End of the Sky.

Sky, light, and darkness. Myths in which the sky, usu-
ally associated with light, is related to the origins of night are
also common. The following story is told by the Cuiba, who
live in the western plains of Colombia and speak a language
of the Guahiboan family. In ancient times there was no
night, only an endless daytime. People could not sleep. A
woman who had gone out of her mind wanted to break the
sky. Her husband, who was a shaman and had had a dream,
warned her to be careful and not to damage the sky, which
belonged to the locusts. But she paid no attention and hurled
a stone that broke the sky, which was made of mud. Directly
it became dark and the earth was invaded by locusts as big
as iguanas. They ate the eyes of everybody except the sha-
man. Then the swallows, who are able to carry heavy loads,
brought all the necessary mud and repaired the sky again.

Other stories about the origin of the night suggest that
it was created because girls, or wives, would not grant their
favors to their lovers, or husbands, since it was always day-
time. A Tupi myth from central Brazil indicates that night
was kept in a coconut that was opened against the formal
prohibition to do so.

Sun, moon, and stars. The sun and moon play impor-
tant roles in many South American myths. Their origins, like
those of stars and constellations, are due in many cases to the
transformation of humans at turning points or denouements
in the mythical stories. Many versions of the widespread
myth of the “twins and the jaguar” end with the heroes’ as-
cending to the sky to become the sun and moon. This is per-
haps the most ubiquitous myth of South America, found
from Panama to the Gran Chaco and from the eastern coast
of Brazil to the Amazonian forests of southern Peru, among
dozens of tribes that speak mutually unintelligible languages.
Different versions of this story diverge considerably, but the
following summary contains a number of essential points
common to a great number of stories known to widely scat-
tered groups. A mysterious god or a civilizing hero impreg-
nates a woman and then abandons her. While walking alone
in the forest carrying twins in her womb, she is killed by one
or more jaguars, but the jaguars’ mother takes care of the ba-
bies and raises them. A bird or other animal tells the twins
how their mother died. The twins determine to avenge their
mother and prepare themselves to do so through several or-
deals. They finally kill all the jaguars except one, which es-
capes and becomes the ancestor of present-day jaguars. After
some quarreling, the twins climb to the sky, where they can
be seen as sun and moon. As an example of the differences
between many versions of this story, it may be mentioned
that in the rich Mashco account of this tale the twins do not
appear; in this case the extraordinary boy Aimarinke kills the
jaguars and then goes up to heaven and becomes Yuperax,

the god of lightning.

The pre-Columbian Carib of northern South America,
speakers of one or another language of the extensive Carib
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family, were skilled navigators of the Caribbean Sea and had
a rich lore about stars and constellations, some of which has
survived to the twentieth century. One of their stories tells
about a newly married girl who was seduced by a man in the
shape of a tapir who asked her to follow him eastward to the
place where earth and sky meet. Serikoai, her husband, acci-
dentally cut off his leg with an ax and, after being cured by
his mother, set out in search of his wife. He finally found
her in the company of Tapir, whom he shot, severing Tapir’s
head. He implored his wife to return, saying that if she re-
fused he would follow her forever. She hurried on, chased
by her lover’s spirit and her husband. On arriving at the
earth’s steep edge, she threw herself into the deep blue sky.
On a clear night, one can still watch her; she has been turned
into the Pleiades, with Tapir’s head (the star cluster Hyades,
the star Aldebaran being Tapir’s red eye) close behind, and
Serikoai (Orion, with Rigel indicating the upper part of her
husband’s sound limb) in pursuit.

MyTHS OF DESTRUCTION. Stories about the destruction of
the world and humankind by a deluge—Dbe it from excessive
rain, or by high tides, or both—are fairly common in most
regions of South America. Another type of myth of wholesale
destruction is that of the world fire. In some cases these sto-
ries may recall actual catastrophes, but their significance
seems to be symbolic of divine punishment for transgression
of traditional taboos. Often, the destruction is believed to
have occurred in the past; sometimes, however, the world fire
is projected into the future.

The Deluge. The carliest recorded American myth of
the deluge comes from the Taino, whom Columbus met on
his first voyage of discovery. According to this version of the
myth, a young man who wished to murder his father was
banished and later killed by him. The old man kept his son’s
bones in a calabash where he and his wife could see them.
One day they accidentally overturned the gourd and the
bones turned into fish. Another day, as the man was out in
the fields, four brothers, whose mother had died at their
birth, took the calabash and ate all the fish. Hearing that the
father was returning, they hurried to hang the vessel back in
place, but it fell to the ground and broke. The water from
the calabash filled the whole earth and from it also came the
fish in the sea. The theme of the Deluge as a consequence
of killing forbidden fish is still present among the contempo-
rary Mataco of Argentina and southern Bolivia. In the Ande-
an countries, Deluge myths are generaly associated with a
magic mountain where humankind takes refuge. As the wa-
ters rise, the mountain also rises, thereby saving the lives of
those who have reached the top. One of the best-known ex-
amples of this motif was recorded as early as the seventeenth
century; its memory persists to this day among the speakers
of dialects of the Araucanian language.

In the native traditions of the Huarochiri area of Peru
that were collected from Quechua speakers eatly in the sev-
enteenth century, the Deluge is caused by a god whose pres-
ence is not recognized by people who are reveling. Enraged,

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION



SOUTH AMERICAN INDIAN RELIGIONS: MYTHIC THEMES

he advises a young woman who has tended him and won his
friendship to take refuge on a high mountain nearby. Soon
afterward, heavy rain carries the village away, leaving no one
alive. Among the Kaueskar-speaking Alacaluf of southern
Chile, who were once supposed to have preserved no mythol-
ogy, an increasing collection of mythic tales has been gath-
ered since the late 1970s. Among these stories is one about
a devastating flood caused by the breaking of a taboo forbid-
ding the killing of an otter. Only a young couple is saved,
again by climbing a mountain.

The World Fire. The Carib-speaking Taulipdng of
Venezuela connect the deluge with the world fire. They say
that after the great flood, when everything had dried up,
there was a great fire. All the game animals hid in an under-
ground pit. Fire consumed everything: people, mountains,
stones. That is why big chunks of coal are sometimes found
in the earth. The Zapiteri, of the Mashco ethnic group of
the southwestern Amazon, say that in the beginning of time
it rained blood, but later the sun began to heat up and there
was a great fire. The tribes of the Gran Chaco have a rich
repertoire of myths about the world fire. One of these myths,
from the Mataco, says that long ago the Mataco lived in great
disorder. One day black clouds broke into lightning and rain
began to fall. The drops were not water but fire, which
spread everywhere. There were only a few survivors, among
them Tokhuah the trickster, who went underground for the
duration of the fire.

Many fragments have been collected of what is thought
to have been a widely diffused myth of the destruction of the
world by fire. According to the Tupi-speaking Apocacuva
Guarani, the World Fire was the first of four cataclysms that
annihilated almost all creatures, and it will be repeated when
the creator removes from under the earth the crossed beams
that hold it in place. Then the earth will catch fire, a long-
lasting night will set in, and a blue tiger will devour human-

kind.

Such Ge-speaking tribes as the Apanyekra, Apinagé,
Craho, and Ramkokamekra tell stories about the beginnings,
when only two persons existed, Sun and Moon, both of them
male. One day Sun obtained a beautiful plumed headdress
that looked like fire. Because Moon also wanted one for him-
self, Sun got another and threw it to Moon, warning him not
to let it touch the ground; but Moon was afraid to grab it
and let it fall to earth, and it immediately started to burn,
consuming all the sand and many animals.

MYTHIC ANCESTORS. Different South American myths place
the origin of humans at distinct levels of the universe and
variously depict the human race as being born from minerals,
plants, or animals. Women are sometimes assigned a separate
origin. The Urus of Lake Titicaca, speakers of a language of
the Uro-Chipaya family, relate that in the time of darkness
the universal creator made the Chullpas, who were the first
men. They were destroyed by a cataclysm when the Sun ap-
peared, and their survivors became the ancestors of those
who now call themselves Kotsuns (“people of the lake”), but
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are more commonly known by the name of Urus (“wild ani-
mals”), as they are called by their Aymara neighbors. The
Carib-speaking Waiwai of Guyana say that before human-
kind existed there were on earth sky spirits, which now have
the form of birds and which fly in the second heavenly layer.
Some of them, however, have human form. Present-day hu-
mankind descends from the children of a woman who was
one of these spirits and who, surprised while alone in the for-
est, was impregnated by a grasshopper-man.

The Quechua-speaking Inca of Peru had several myths
of their origins that were recorded by Spanish chroniclers.
According to one of these stories, the high god Vi-racocha
created Alcaviza, a chieftain; and told him that after his
(Viracocha’s) departure the Inca noble would be born. Alcav-
iza resided at the place that would later become the main
square of Cuzco, the capital of the Inca empire. Seven miles
away, at a place called Paccaritambo (“lodge of dawn”), the
earth opened to form a cave, from which the four Ayar
brothers emerged, dressed in fine clothing and gold. Fearing
the colossal strength of the one who had come out of the cave
first, his brothers asked him to go back into the cave and
fetch some golden objects that had been left behind. While
he was inside, the others immured him there forever. Ayar
Manco, who had come out last, took the prisoner’s wife for
himself. Another brother displayed big wings, flew to the sky,
and from high above told Ayar Manco that the sun had or-
dered that he should change his name to Manco Capac
(“Manco the Magnificent”) and take the winged man’s wife
for himself. Finally the winged man turned into a stone. In
the company of his only remaining brother and their wives,
Manco Capac walked to Cuzco, where Alcaviza recognized
from their garments that they were indeed the children of
the Sun and told them to settle at whatever place they liked
best. Manco Capac, the first Inca ruler, chose the site where
later the Coricancha, or court of the sun, would be built. His
brother went away to settle another village.

HIGH GoOD. The belief in a high god conceived as omni-
scient and benevolent to humans rather than as an omnipo-
tent and perfect creator (which in some cases he also is) is
documented in many South American myths. It was first re-
ported by Fray Ramén Pané in the earliest ethnological study
of American Indians. He wrote that the Taino of Haiti be-
lieved in the existence of an immortal being in the sky whom
no one can see and who has a mother but no beginning. At
the the southernmost extreme of South America, the belief
in the existence of a high god has been acknowledged among
the tribes of Tierra del Fuego. The Tehuelche of Patagonia
seem to have believed in a supreme being conceived as a good
spirit who was also the lord of the dead. From the Araucani-
ans (Mapuche) come testimonies of a belief, possibly autoch-
thonous, in a supreme celestial being, Nguenechen. Very
early reports say that the Tupi believed in a being they called
Monan, and that they attributed to him the same perfections
that Christians attribute to their God: He is eternal, and he
created the heavens and the earth as well as the birds and
animals.
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The most famous of all South American high gods is the
Andean deity Viracocha. Several etymologies have been pro-
posed to explain the meaning of his name, among them “sea
of grease” (as a rich source of life) and “lord of all created
things.” In any case the belief in a high creator god among
the Andean peoples probably goes back to early prehistoric
times. It has been suggested that Viracocha is none other
than the same world creator and culture hero found in the
mythology of many tribes from Alaska to Tierra del Fuego.
Apparently, the ancient high god was obscured for a time by
his conflation with the Inca sun god, but later the Inca were
obliged to revert to the ancient high god of archaic mytholo-
gies in order to secure the support of their allies when Cuzco
was threatened by other peoples. Another important Andean
high god is Illapa, lord of rain, lightning, and thunder. As
do some other Andean deities, Illapa hierophanically pres-
ents himself in trinitarian form comprising Illapa the Father,
Illapa the Elder Son (or Brother), and Illapa the Younger Son
(or Brother). Illapa’s name is related to the Quechua
word #/la, meaning both “protective spirit” and “light” or
“lightning.”

While Illapa is a god of the Andean highlands, Con and
Pachacdmac belong to the Peruvian coast. Con is said to have
created the sky, the sun, the moon, the earth with all its ani-
mals, the Indians, and the fish by means of his thought and
breath. After having made everything, he ascended into the
sky. Con was followed later by a more powerful god called
Pachacdmac (“world maker,” or “the god who gives orders”).

ORIGINS OF PLANTS AND CULTURE. The introduction of
seeds for agriculture and the origins of certain staple plants
and their fruits are recounted as etiological motifs in many
South American myths. In Peru, several sacred personages of
legendary times are credited with the creation of produce.
According to an ancient story, the god Pachacdmac trans-
formed the sacrificed body of a divine being into the basic
food plants of the Andean peoples.

In the traditions of the Ge-speaking Apinagé¢, Kayapd,
Craho, and Xerenté, among the tribes of the Tropical Forest,
as well as among the Mataco of the Gran Chaco, many fruits
of the earth came from the heavens as gifts brought by Star
Woman for her lover and his people. That is the way the
Apinagg first came to know of sweet potatoes and yams and
learned to plant maize and make maize cakes. The Kayapé
obtained manioc, sweet potatoes, yams, and bananas
through the good offices of Sky Woman, who was the daugh-
ter of Rain. Maize, however, was revealed by a little mouse
who showed it to an old woman. Among the Waiwai it is
said that an old woman allowed herself to be burned, and
from her charred bones sprouted cassava plants of the type
still in use today. In a Witéto myth an old woman who was
ascending the sky in pursuit of a handsome youth fell down,
transforming herself into the bitter yuca, while the young
man became the sun.

In many tribal societies there are traditional stories
teaching how artifacts and social intitutions first came into
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being. Among the Ayoré of western Paraguay and eastern Bo-
livia, who speak a language of the Zamuco family, there is
an origin myth (or sometimes several) for every single object,
whether natural or manmade. According to the Ayoré, most
things originated through the transformation of an ancestor.
In many cases, however, cultural objects were in the begin-
ning owned by the ancestor who, at a certain point, gave
them to humankind.

ORIGINS OF FIRE. Fire, the natural element required to
transform the raw into the cooked, separates humans from
animals and establishes the basis of culture; as such, it is the
subject of many mythic stories, which can be broadly divided
into myths about the origin of fire and myths about the ori-
gin of the techniques for fire-making. Most stories of the for-
mer group recount how, in the times of the beginnings, hu-
mans first obtained fire, either as a gift from a god or as an
element stolen by a culture hero.

The greatest variety of myths about fire among South
American societies probably occurs in the traditional oral lit-
erature of the Mataco. According to one of these stories,
Raven was the owner of fire, and Toad, in an unsuccessful
attempt to steal it, almost extinguished it. But Tokhuah, the
trickster, did succeed in getting it, and, when chased away,
waved his burning stick in all directions. The branches of all
the species of trees that caught fire are now gathered to make
drills for producing fire by friction. In another Mataco myth,
Vulture, the guardian of fire, flapped his huge wings from
time to time to fan the live coals. If someone attempted to
take a burning piece of wood, however little, Vulture would
flutter his wings with such force that the fire would flare up
and the would-be thief would be burned to ashes. But ac-
cording to the most widely reported version of the Mataco
myth, the owner of the fire is Jaguar. In this story, Jaguar
loses his fire to Rabbit, who puts live coals under his chin
and runs away. Later Rabbit throws the embers in a meadow
and the world begins to burn. People were thus able to ob-
tain fire and to cook their meals, but Jaguar had to learn how
to hunt and to eat his game raw. Then Tokhuah put the spir-
it of fire into the wood of the sunchu tree, which the Mataco
use to make their fire-drills.

ORIGINS OF DEATH. Several types of myths about the origin
of death have been noted among South American tribes. One
of these may be called the “waxing and waning moon” type.
The Ayoré of the Gran Chaco say that instead of following
Moon, who waxes again after waning into nothing, their an-
cestor followed Tapir, who dies and never rises again.

The Warao of the Orinoco delta have several traditional
stories representing different types of myth about the origins
of death. One type concerns the “serpent and his cast off
skin.” It says that people lived happily on earth until one of
them fell ill and died. He was buried, and the Master of the
Palm-Leaf Fiber said that they should wail for their dead.
The snakes immediately cried and shed their skins. That is
why snakes do not die, but people do.
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Another type of myth, and a very common one, attri-
butes humanity’s fate to its disobedience of a divine com-
mandment. It is said that death and sickness came to the
Warao as a punishment inflicted by the Master of Water
Spirits because his daughter, who had married a Warao, had
been obliged to go into the menstruation hut when she had
her menses, according to the customs of her husband’s village
but against her will, and she died. To castigate the Indians,
the water spirits caused accidents, sickness, and death.

Yet another myth type, the “ill-timed answer,” is found
not only among the Warao but also in Guyana and else-
where. Once, when the world was young and animals could
talk, a chief announced that Death would pass by that night.
The chief added that Death would call to them first, and that
a good spirit would call afterward. If they answered the sec-
ond call, people would never die, but if they answered the
first call, all would surely die. The chief asked everybody to
stay awake, but a young man went to sleep. Night came and
all was quiet. About midnight they heard a voice that they
did not answer, but the young man who was sleeping woke
up and answered it. From that time, people began to die.

The “malevolent decision” motif and the “shouting at
and scaring away the revenant” motif sometimes overlap, as
in the Mataco myth according to which there was a time
when everybody lived for five hundred years and died only
of old age. Three days after death they would return to life
again, rejuvenated. Nevertheless, when Tokhuah, the trick-
ster, saw Moon, who was a handsome young man with an
oversized member, beginning to shine again, Tokhuah was
frightened, shouting “Go away!” and threatening Moon with
a stick. Moon fled upward until he reached the sky. Tokhuah
did the same to those who returned from the dead, and it
is surmised that because of his actions the dead do not come
back to life any more.

Another widely scattered motif is the “resurrection ritu-
al that fails.” The Selk’'nam of Tierra del Fuego used to say
that when their hero Kenos reached old age and seemed to
die, he rose up again, and caused other men who died to
come back to life by washing them. Subsequently, when he
decided at one point not to rise again and went into the sky
and became a star, he instructed Cenuke, a powerful sorcerer,
to wash old people and make them young again. But
Kwanip, another powerful sorcerer, ordained that no person
should be raised from the sleep of age. He hurried up to the
sky where he also became a star. Since then nobody comes
back from the grave.

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN MYTH AND RITUAL. According to
a well-known theory, myths recount rituals and rituals per-
form myths. Although this idea will hardly hold if applied
to all myths and rituals, it is true that some myths relate the
origins of certain rites. The southern Barasana, speakers of
a Tucanoan language, tell a story of their culture hero
Warimi, who in his childhood was called Rijocamacu and
who always succeeded in escaping when pursued by the
daughters of the supernatural Meni. One day the youngest
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daughter of Meni caught Rijocamacu, who instantly turned
into a little baby. The girl put him to her breast. Her father
approved of what she was doing, and kindled some wax,
blowing on the smoke in order to chase away the spirits of
the dead so that they could not frighten the baby and make
him cry. Since that time, when a woman gives birth, the chief
blows on the household fire and only then are the people al-
lowed into the house. In many tales, Meni is said to have
been the first to do the things that the Barasana do now.

The close relationship between myth and ritual has been
established in the case of the complex of sacred stories, holy
performances, and tabooed musical instruments and other
items that are associated with the name Yurupary, known to
many tribes in the western Amazon region. The stories about
Yurupary differ from one tribe to another. One of these sto-
ries, told among the Macuna, was that Yurupary was an old
jaguar-shaman whose female companion was Romi Kumu,
another powerful being. Since he devoured many men, two
ancestors decided to kill him, and they did. Afterward they
burned his body; but his ashes produced a palm tree that shot
quickly into the sky. The ancestors cut the palm to pieces
and these became musical instruments: three male trumpets
and one female flute that did not give out any sound until
a hole was made to imitate the vagina of Romi Kumi. When
the ancestors found Romi Kumi on an island, they stuck the
flute between her legs, and that was the origin of menstrua-
tion. They gave the instruments to men, who at that time
performed the agricultural work that is now performed by
the women. In the Yurupary ceremonies, females are not al-
lowed to see the instruments.

MODERN MyTHS. The myths mentioned above are ancient
stories exhibiting the characteristics of South American cul-
tures before contact with European civilization, but the cre-
ative forces of native imagination were not totally withered
by the impact. Old myths were recast in new molds, making
allowance for the presence of the whites and their ways.
Hundreds of legends—that is, myths with some historical
component— were coined in colonial times, and the process
is still alive today in many areas where indigenous and for-
eign cultures meet. One such legend is the so-called myth
of Inkarri, which has been traced to several localities in the
vicinity of Cuzco, but has also been found in other areas of
Peru. Its gist is that the Spanish conqueror Pizarro impris-
oned and beheaded Atahuallpa, the Inca king (Span., /nca
rey = Inkarri), but the head, which is secretly kept some-
where, is not dead, and is growing a body, which when com-
pleted will shake off the chains and fetters that hold the Inca
people in bondage. Eventually, Inkarri will reestablish justice
and bring back the ancient culture of the vanquished.

SEE ALSO Atahuallpa; Yurupary.
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Systematic study of South American indigenous religions
began with the arrival of the first Europeans. Almost imme-
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diately after landing in the New World, scholars, priests,
scribes, and soldiers began describing and assimilating the
Indians’ peculiar and, to them, outlandish practices for their
Old World sponsors and public. The confrontation between
these early explorer-chroniclers and their indigenous subjects
established the basis of a religious opposition between Chris-
tian reformer and “pagan” Indian; and it is no exaggeration
to say that these early accounts set the stage for all later schol-
arly and scientific studies of the continent’s diverse religious
traditions.

All early accounts of religion were driven by the practi-
cal needs of empire. For the Spaniards, the political impor-
tance of understanding and analyzing native religious belief
first arose through their encounters with the powerful Inca
state of highland Peru. Chroniclers such as Juan de Betanzos
(1551), Pedro Cieza de Leén (1553), and Cristébal de Moli-
na (1572) among others provided vivid accounts of imperial
religion and Inca state mythologies. Two concerns tempered
their descriptions and choice of subject matter: the spectacle
of Inca rituals and the parallels they imagined to exist be-
tween their Christian millenarian and apostolic traditions
and the natives’ own beliefs in a “creator god” whose prophe-
sized return coincided with—and thus facilitated—the ini-
tial Spanish conquests in Peru. Similar messianic beliefs
among the Tupi-Guarani{ of eastern Brazil attracted the at-
tention of the explorers Hans von Staden (1557) and Anto-
nie Knivet (1591). Their writings provide fascinating ac-
counts of Tupi religion as part of an argument intended to
prove the presence of the Christian apostle Thomas in South
America long before its sixteenth-century “discovery.” Such
early accounts inevitably strike the modern-day reader as eth-
nocentric. The tone of these writings is understandable,
however, since their purpose was to make sense of the new
cultures and peoples they met within the historical and con-
ceptual framework provided by the Bible. Within this frame-
work, there was only one “religion” and one true God. All
other belief systems, including those encountered in the
Americas, were judged as pagan. For some early theologians,
the pagan practices of the South Americans placed them well
outside the domain of the human. Others, however, believed
the Americans were humans who had once known the true
God and then somehow fallen from grace or were innocents
with an intuitive knowledge of God. Early accounts of reli-
gious practices were driven by this desire to uncover evidence
of the Indians’ prior evangelization or intuitive knowledge
of God. Catholic writers thus often interpreted the indige-
nous practices they observed by comparing them to such fa-
miliar Catholic practices as confession. In what is perhaps the
most sympathetic account of a native religion, the Calvinist
Jean de Léry made sense of the religious practices of the Bra-
zilian Tupinambd Indians by comparing their ritual canni-
balism to the Catholic Communion, in which Christians
partook of the body and blood of Christ. De Léry’s account
suggests the extent to which all early inquiries into South
American religions were inevitably colored by the religious
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and political lines drawn within Europe itself by the Refor-
mation.

For Iberians, however, it was the Reconquista or Libera-
tion of Catholic Spain from Moorish rule that lent the study
of religion an urgent, practical tone. If Indian souls were to
be recruited to the ends of the “one true religion,” it was nec-
essary to isolate and eradicate those aspects of the indigenous
religions that stood in the way of conversion. Priests had to
be instructed, catechisms written, and punishments devised
for specific religious offenses. The ensuing campaigns to ex-
tirpate idolatries produced the first true studies of religion
in the Andean highlands. Combining knowledge of Chris-
tian doctrine and missionary zeal with an increasing practical
familiarity with indigenous life, theologians and priests such
as José de Acosta (1590), José de Arriaga (1621), Cristdbal
de Albornéz (c. 1600), and Francisco de Avila (1608) set out
to define in a rigorous and scholarly way the parameters of
indigenous religion.

A few indigenous and mestizo writers sought to vindi-
cate their culture and religion from the attacks of these Cath-
olic campaigners, in the process contributing greatly to the
historical study of Andean religion. Among the most inter-
esting of the indigenous chronicles is an eleven-hundred-
page letter to the king of Spain written between 1584 and
1614 by Felipe Guamdn Poma de Ayala, a native of Ayacu-
cho, Peru, who had worked with the extirpation campaigns.
Other native accounts include the chronicle of Juan de San-
tacruz Pachacuti Yamqui Salcamaygua (c. 1613) and the
monumental History of the Incas (1609), written by the half-
Inca Garcilaso de la Vega. These native writers defended the
goals but not the cruel methods, of Christian conversion and
defended many native beliefs and practices as more just and
rational than the abuses of the Spanish colonizers.

Other chronicles record European reactions to religions
of the Amazonian lowlands; these include among others the
travel accounts of Claude d’Abbeville (1614) and Gaspar de
Carvajal, a priest who accompanied the first exploratory voy-
age up the Amazon River system in 1542. But if what the
Europeans understood by “religion”—that is, hierarchies,
priests, images, and processions—fit in well with what they
found in the Andean state systems, it differed markedly from
the less-institutionalized religions of the tropical forest re-
gion. Accounts of lowland religions were accordingly
couched in an exaggerated language stressing atrocity, pagan-
ism, and cannibalism. Such emphases had more to do with
prevailing European mythologies than with the actual reli-
gious beliefs of tropical forest peoples.

This early literature on Andean religion provided irre-
placeable data about ritual, dances, offerings, sacrifices, be-
liefs, and gods now no longer in force—including, in the case
of Guamdn Poma’s letter, a sequence of drawings depicting
indigenous costume and ritual and, in the chronicle of Fran-
cisco de Avila, a complete mythology transcribed in Que-
chua, the native language. But these colonial writings also
provided a powerful precedent for religious study thereafter.
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From the time of the extirpators on, religion was the salient
element or institution by which indigenous peoples were
judged in relation to their Christian or European conquer-
ors. Religion, in short, became the principal index for defin-
ing the cultural and social differences separating two now ad-
jacent populations. Such religious criteria helped shape as
well the unfortunate stereotypes applied to Amazonian peo-
ples and cultures.

NINETEENTH-CENTURY TRAVEL AND EXPEDITIONARY LIT-
ERATURE. The interval between the seventeenth-century
campaigns against idolatry and the early-nineteenth-century
independence period was marked by an almost complete ab-
sence of religious studies. In Europe itself the accounts of
Garcilaso de Vega, de Léry, and others provided the raw ma-
terials from which eighteenth-century philosophers crafted
their highly romanticized image of the American Indian.
While Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) and others
looked to the Tupinambd as a model for the “noble savage,”
other French philosophers held up Inca religion as an exam-
ple of what an enlightened monarchy and nonpapal deist re-
ligion could look like. Although far removed from South
America itself, these writings continued to influence the
study of South American religions for many future genera-
tions.

With their independence from Spain in the early nine-
teenth century, the new South American republics became
once again available to the travelers, adventurers, natural his-
torians, and scientists who could provide firsthand observa-
tions. Whereas earlier colonial observers had approached the
study of religion through the political and theological lens
of empire and conversion, these nineteenth-century travelers
used the new languages of science and evolutionary progress
to measure the Indians’ status with respect to contemporary
European cultural and historical achievements. While none
of these travelogues and natural histories was intended as a
study of indigenous religion per se, many of them include
reports on religious custom. Among the most important of
these are the travel accounts of Ephraim George Squier
(1877), Charles Wiener (1880), Friedrich Hassaurek (1867),
and James Orton (1876) for the Andean highlands and Jo-
hann Baptist von Spix and Carl von Martius (1824), Henri
Coudreau (1880-1900), Alcides d’Orbigny (1854), and
General Couto de Magalhies (1876) for the Amazonian low-
lands. Such descriptions were augmented, especially in the
Amazon, by detailed and often highly informative accounts
of “pagan” practices written by missionary ethnographers
such as José Cardus (1886) in Bolivia and W. H. Brett
(1852) in British Guiana (now Guyana).

This nineteenth-century literature tended to romanti-
cize the Indians and their religions through exaggerated ac-
counts of practices such as head-hunting, cannibalism, blood
sacrifice, and ritual drinking. In these “descriptions” of reli-
gion emphasis is placed on the exotic, wild, and uncivilized
aspects of the Indians’ religious practices—and on the narra-
tor’s bravery and fortitude in searching them out. Such ro-
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manticizing and exoticizing, however, tended to occur un-
evenly. Thus whereas religions of the Amazon Basin were
subject to the most exotic and picturesque stereotypes of
what a tropical primitive should be, the less-remote Andean
Indians were described primarily in terms of their degenera-
tion from the glories of a lost Inca religion that was consid-
ered to be more enlightened or “pure.”

EARLY- TO MID-TWENTIETH-CENTURY STUDIES. The twen-
tieth century ushered in new forms of scientific inquiry and
scholarly ideals. Departing from the narrative, subjective
styles of the chroniclers, travelers, and natural historians,
modern writers sought to describe indigenous religion inde-
pendently of any personal, cultural, or historical biases about
it; subjectivity was to be subsumed to a new ideal of relativ-
ism and objectivity. These writers conform to two general
yet interrelated disciplinary fields: (1) the anthropologists
and historians of religion, who use a comparative and typo-
logical framework to examine the universal, phenomenologi-
cal bases of religious belief, and (2) the area specialists, or
Americanists, who are interested in defining the specificity
and social cultural evolution of religions in the Americas.

The first group included such early scholars of lowland
religions as Paul Ehrenreich (1905), Max Schmidt (1905),
and Adolf E. Jensen (who later founded the Frankfurt ethno-
graphic school, home to such important modern scholars of
South American religions as Otto Zerries and Karin His-
sink). Their comparativist theories proved an impetus for the
later field studies of Martin Gusinde (1931-1937) in Tierra
del Fuego, William Farabee (1915-1922), and Giinter Tess-
mann (1928-1930) in the Northwest Amazon, Konrad T.
Preuss (1920-1930) in both highland and lowland Colom-
bia, and Theodor Koch-Griinberg (1900-1930) in the Ori-
noco and in Northwest Brazil. These field-workers wrote de-
tailed general accounts of lowland or Amazonian religions
and placed special emphasis on the analysis of iconography,
mythology, and animism.

Studies of highland religion during this early-twentieth-
century period tended to focus almost exclusively on antiqui-
ties. The most important of these studies are the linguistic
treatises of E. W. Middendorf (1890-1892) and J. J. von
Tschudi (1891) and the archaeological surveys of Max Uhle
and Alfons Stubel (1892). Both Incaic and contemporary
Andean materials, however, were included in the broad sur-
veys done by the scholars Adolf Bastian (1878-1889) and
Gustav Briihl (1857-1887), who were interested in compar-
ing the religions and languages of North, South, and Central
America to establish a theory of cultural unity.

The Americanists’ interdisciplinary studies of indige-
nous religion drew on the early twentieth-century German
studies and on at least three other sources as well. The first
was the fieldwork during the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s by
European ethnologists such as Alfred Métraux, Paul Rivet,
and Herbert Baldus as well as by American anthropologists
from the Smithsonian Institution’s Bureau of Ethnology. Be-
yond describing the general social organization, religion, rit-
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ual, and mythologies of the Indians, these men were interest-
ed in classifying the cultures and religions they found by
tracing their interrelationships and linguistic affiliations. In
their writings therefore a detailed account of religion is often
subordinated to an overriding interest in linguistic data and
material culture. For example, detailed studies of shamanism
were produced by the Scandinavian ethnographers Rafael
Karsten, Henri Wassen, and Erland Nordenskisld as part of
a broader comparative examination of the material culture
of South America. Of these early ethnographers, the German
anthropologist Curt Nimuendaju stands out both for the ex-
tent of his fieldwork among the Ge, Boréro, Apinagé, Tu-
cano, and Tupi tribes and for the degree to which his inter-
ests in describing these groups focused on their religious and
ritual life. Other important sources on religious practices
during this period are provided in the accounts of missiona-
ries and priests, such as Bernadino de Nino (1912) in Bolivia,
Gaspar de Pinelli (1924) in Colombia, and Antonio Colbac-
chini and Cesar Albisetti (1907—1942) in Brazil.

A second group that influenced early Americanist ap-
proaches to religion was composed of ethnohistorians and ar-
chaeologists. Often hailed as the first true Americanists to
work in the Southern Hemisphere, the archaeologists left a
distinctive imprint on South American studies by the nature
of their specialty: the study of the pre-Spanish Andean past.
Excavations, surveys, and analyses of previously unstudied
sites in both coastal and highland Peru by Max Uhle and Ad-
olph Bandelier were followed by the more detailed chrono-
logical studies of Alfred Kroeber, Junius Bird, Wendell Ben-
nett, and John Rowe. Although the chronologies and site
inventories constructed by these archaeologists did not focus
on religion per se, the temple structures, burials, offerings,
textiles, ceramics, and other ritual paraphernalia they un-
earthed provided new data on the importance of religion in
pre-Columbian social organization and political evolution.
Interpretation of this material was facilitated by the work of
ethnohistorians such as Hermann Trimborn and Paul Kirch-
off. Their historical investigations of both highland and low-
land religions contributed inmeasurably to an overall work-
ing definition of South American religious systems and their
relation to systems of social stratification, state rule, and eth-
nicity.

A third and final group that helped shape Americanist
studies was composed of South American folklorists, indi-
genists, and anthropologists. In attempting to resurrect in-
digenous culture and religion, indigenista writers of the
1930s and 1940s differed from the foreign ethnologists of
these formative Americanist years. Their work was motivated
largely by an explicit desire to record South American life-
ways and religions before such practices—and the people
who practiced them—disappeared completely. The emphasis
of the indigenista studies on the vitality of living religious sys-
tems also served as an important counter to the archaeolo-
gists’ initial influence on Americanist thinking. The prodi-
gious group of national writers influenced by indigenismo
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subsequently compiled a vast archive of oral traditions, “cus-
toms,” and ritual practices. Notable among these folklorists
and anthropologists are Antonio Paredes Candia and En-
rique Oblitas Poblete of Bolivia, Roberto Lehmann-Nitsche
of Argentina, Gregorio Herndndez de Alba of Colombia, and
Jose-Marfa Arguedas, Jorge Lira, and Oscar Nuiiez del Prado
of Peru. Unique among them was the Peruvian archaeolo-
gist-anthropologist Julio C. Tello. One of the most creative
archaeologists working in Peru, Tello was also the only one
interested in exploring the relation of the religious data he
unearthed to modern-day Quechua beliefs and practices. His
ethnographic publications of the 1920s are landmarks in the
study of Andean religion, and his archaeological investiga-
tions of the 1930s and 1940s extended knowledge of the An-
dean religious mind into a comparative framework interrelat-
ing highland and lowland cosmologies and religions.

The major work to appear out of the formative period
of Americanist studies is the seven-volume Handbook of
South American Indians edited by Julian H. Steward (1946—
1959). Though somewhat outdated, the HandbooF's articles,
which cover aspects of prehistory, material culture, social or-
ganization, and ecology, still provide what is perhaps the
most useful and accessible comparative source for beginning
study of South American religions. Its interest for a history
of religious studies, however, also lies in what it reveals about
the biases informing Americanists’ treatment of religion.
These are (1) a preoccupation with relative historical or evo-
lutionary classifications and the description of religious sys-
tems in terms of their similarity to, or degeneration from, a
pre-Columbian standard, (2) a lowland-highland dichotomy
informed by this evolutionary mode and according to which
tropical forest religions are judged to be less “complex” than
the pre-Hispanic prototypes formulated for the Andes by ar-
chaeologists and ethnohistorians, and (3) the comparative
framework used by scholars who were more interested in dis-
covering the cultural affinities and evolutionary links that
connected different religious practices than they were in de-
scribing and analyzing the function and meaning of religious
practices on a local level. The shortcomings of this dispersed
and comparative focus are intimated by many of the Hand-
book’s authors, who lament the inadequacy of their data on
specific religious systems.

FUNCTIONALIST ~ AND FUNCTIONALIST-INFLUENCED
STUDIES. The next group of scholars to address religious is-
sues set out specifically to remedy this situation by studying
indigenous religion in its social context. The manner in
which local religious systems were treated was, however, once
again tempered by the theoretical orientations of their ob-
servers. Thus the first group of anthropologists to follow the
Handbook's lead during the 1950s and early 1960s was influ-
enced by the functionalist school of British anthropology.
According to this theory, society is an organic whole whose
various parts may be analyzed or explained in terms of their
integrative function in maintaining the stability or equilibri-
um of a local group. Religion was considered to be a more
or less passive reflection of the organic unity of a total social
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system. Examples of this approach are the monographs of
William W. Stein (1961) on the Peruvian Andes, Allan R.
Holmberg (1950) on the Siriono of lowland Bolivia, and Ir-
ving Goldman (1963) on the Cubeo of Brazil. In several
cases more detailed monographs were written that focused
specifically on the role of religion in indigenous social orga-
nization; these include works by Robert Murphy on the Bra-
zilian Mundurucd, Segundo Bernal on the Paez of Colom-
bia, David Maybury-Lewis on the Akwe-Xavante, and Louis
C. Faron on the Mapuche, or Araucanians, of coastal Chile.

One variant of this functionalist approach brought out
the role of religion as a means of achieving or maintaining
balance between social and ecological systems. Prime exam-
ples of this approach are Gerardo Reichel-Dolmatoff’s bril-
liant, Freudian-influenced treatments of mythology, sha-
manism, and cosmology among the Koghi Indians of
Colombia’s Sierra Nevada highlands and the Desdna (Tu-
cano) of the Northwest Amazon. Other studies of shaman-
ism, cosmology, and hallucinogens have been carried out by
the anthropologists Douglas Sharon in coastal Peru and Mi-
chael Harner in eastern Ecuador.

STRUCTURALIST STUDIES. During the 1960s and 1970s
scholars began to question the passively reflective, or “super-
structural,” role to which much of functionalist anthropolo-
gy had relegated religion as well as the simplistic and ulti-
mately evolutionist dichotomies between the Andean and
tropical forest cultures. The major theoretical impetus for
this new approach came from structuralism, which proposed
to analyze the affinities connecting mythologies and ritual
practices and the societies in which they occurred by refer-
ring all to a pervasive symbolic or cognitive structure based
on dual oppositions and on diverse forms of hierarchical or-
ganization. The pioneering works of this tradition were Cl-
aude Lévi-Strauss’s studies of social organization and my-
thology in the Amazon basin and his four-volume
Mythologiques (1964-1971), which presented a system for
analyzing mythic narratives as isolated variants of an organi-
zational logic whose standardized structure he invoked to ex-
plain the commonality of all North and South American
modes of religious expression and social organization.

The structuralist approach has been particularly impor-
tant for the study of religion. For the first time a mode of
thinking—evidenced by religion and mythology—was not
only taken as the principal index of cultural identity but was
also seen to influence and even partly to determine the orga-
nization of other spheres of social and economic life. In its
renewed focus on religion, structuralism inspired myriad
studies of lowland ritual and mythology, including those by
Jean-Paul Dumont, Michel Perrin, Terence Turner, Jacques
Lizot, Anthony Seeger, Stephen Hugh-Jones, and Christine
Hugh-Jones. These structuralist studies of mythology and
social organization were completed—and often preceded—
by collections of mythologies and descriptions of cosmolo-
gies (or “worldviews”) by ethnographers such as Johannes
Wilbert, Marc de Civrieux, Darcy Ribiero, Roberto DaMat-
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ta, Egon Schaden, Neils Fock, and Gerald Weiss. Though
departing from the structuralists’ methodologies, these an-
thropologists shared with the structuralists an interest in
studying religion as an expression of social organization, soci-
ety-nature classifications, and broad cultural identities.

In the Andes, where mythologies and religion were
judged to be less pristine and less divorced from the ravages
of historical, social, and economic change, Lévi-Strauss’s the-
ories generated interest in the study of social continuity
through examination of structural forms. These studies of
underlying structural continuity were based on extensive
fieldwork by ethnographers and ethnohistorians such as Bil-
lie Jean Isbell, Juan Ossio, Henrique Urbano, Gary Urton,
John Earls, and Alejandro Ortiz Rescaniere. These scholars
have argued for the existence of a constant and culturally spe-
cific religious (as well as mythological and astronomical)
structure by means of which indigenous groups have retained
their cultural identity over time. Their studies of postcon-
quest religious continuity drew on ethnohistorical models of
Andean social organization, in particular R. Tom Zuidema’s
complex structural model of Inca social relations and ritual
geographies and Marfa Rostworowski de Diez Canseco’s
studies of pre-Hispanic coastal societies. Both of these ethno-
historians have emphasized the role of mythology, ritual, and
religious ideology in the shaping of Andean economic and
political history.

Structuralist methodology also motivated a new type of
comparative study focusing on the similarities linking Ande-
an and Amazonian religions. For example, Zuidema’s struc-
tural model for Inca socioreligious organization pointed out
the important similarities between this elaborate highland
state system and the equally complex modes of ritual and so-
cial organization found among the Ge and Boréro Indians
of Brazil. D. W. Lathrap’s archacological model for the evo-
lution of South American social organization used similar
comparative techniques to establish a common heritage of
lowland and highland cosmologies. By combining this com-
parative insight with the historical dynamics of archaeology
and ethnohistory and by assigning to religion a determinative
role in the evolution of social systems, such models not only
questioned but in many ways actually reversed the prevailing
stereotypic dichotomy between “primitive” Amazon and
“civilized” Andes.

HISTORICAL AND POSTSTRUCTURALIST VIEWS. In the final
decades of the twentieth century anthropologists and other
students of religion began increasingly to question the no-
tions of unity, coherence, and continuity that had character-
ized much earlier work on indigenous religion. Structuralists
had intepreted myth as the partial expression or transforma-
tion of mental structures that endured over time and ritual
as the symbolic performance of the formal, structural princi-
ples that lent meaning to a particular culture’s cosmology or
wortldview. Through such forms of analysis, structuralists
emphasized the coherency and mobility of the structural
principles expressed in the many different domains of social
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life. In so doing they also made important claims concerning
the pervasive character of “religion” and the impossibility of
drawing a definite boundary between religious and secular
activities in indigenous societies.

Poststructuralist work has built on and expanded this
methodological and theoretical claim that “religion” must be
studied in many different and overlapping domains of social
life. At the same time scholars working in the 1980s and
1990s used historical methodologies to question structural-
ism’s claims regarding the coherency and stability of mental
and symbolic structures. Because the study of indigenous so-
cieties often depended on the use of documentary sources
written by Spaniards and other nonindigenous authors, his-
tory or ethnohistory has been a foundational methodology
for many South Americanists. For example, Zuidema and
other structualists built their models of pristine Inca and An-
dean religious systems through the creative, critical use of
Spanish chronicles and archives. The new historical work on
religion by Tristan Platt, Thomas A. Abercrombie, Joanne
Rappaport, and others has drawn on ethnohistorical meth-
ods in their search for an indigenous “voice” in the colonial
archive. Unlike the earlier structuralists, however, their goal
was not to reconstruct the elements of a precontact society
but to understand the complex role played by religion in the
political worlds formed through the interaction of indige-
nous and European societies.

In part because of their heavy debt to structualist meth-
odologies and perspectives, eatly historical anthropologies
tended to approach religion as an inherently conservative do-
main of belief whose persistence in colonial times could be
read as a form of resistance to colonial rule. Of particular im-
portance in this respect were the studies of messianic move-
ments as forms of religious conservatism coupled with situa-
tions of social resistance or even revolution. In the Andes
such work was stimulated largely by ethnohistorical studies
of colonial messianisms by the Peruvian anthropologists Juan
Ossio, Franklin Pease, and Luis Millones. Other studies in-
terpreted indigenous religious beliefs and practices as strate-
gies for consolidating ethnic identities threatened by the en-
croachment of “modern” national societies. These include
studies by Norman E. Whitten Jr. in Amazonian Ecuador,
the mythology collections of Orlando Villas Boas and Clau-
dio Villas Boas in the Brazilian Xingu River area, Miguel
Chase-Sardi’s studies of ethnicity and oral literatures in Para-
guay, and William Crocker and Cezar L. Melatti in the Bra-
zilian Amazon.

Through its emphasis on contingency, political com-
plexity, and intrigue, subsequent work has tended to compli-
cate the category of resistance itself, along with the dual-
society models that were often implied by the concept of re-
sistance. Stefano Varese’s groundbreaking work on the
Peruvian Campa or Ashaninka, based on fieldwork conduct-
ed during the late 1960s and early 1970s, provides an early
example of a political anthropology of religion that empha-
sized the political economic contexts in which messianic
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movements and indigenous political resistance took shape.
Other examples include the work of anthropologists Robin
M. Wright and Jonathan Hill on northern Amazonian reli-
gious movements and political organization; Xavier Albd,
Platt, Olivia Harris, Abercrombie, and Roger Rasnake on the
colonial origins and rationality of the sacred landscapes, so-
cial practices, and authority structures through which Ayma-
ra religious practices engage issues of politics and power; and
Jean Jackson and Alcida Ramos on ethnic relations and in-
digenous politics in the Colombian and Brazilian Amazon.
Although the concept of a religious syncretism between colo-
nial (usually Catholic) and indigenous belief systems has long
been a central issue in anthropological treatments of religion,
these new historical studies move well beyond the notion of
syncretism to paint a more complex picture of how individu-
als, groups, and political movements strategically manipulate
and conceptualize the semantic and epistemic divides that
ideally differentiate “native” and “colonial,” Indian and mes-
tizo, resistance and accommodation.

Ethnographers have also begun to question the models
of culture and meaning through which early anthropologists
once defended the unity of indigenous cultural systems and
the interpretation of ritual and myth. Rather than looking
for the inner “meaning” hidden within religious words and
practices, these ethnographies build on poststructuralist
models of language and practice to explore how meaning ac-
crues to words and practices as they unfold in time. Though
focused on different areas of social production, these ethnog-
raphies hold in common the idea that “religion” is best stud-
ied across different domains of social practice rather than as
a discrete symbolic system that functions to give “meaning”
to other domains of indigenous experience. Thus ethno-
graphers such as Catherine J. Allen in the Peruvian Andes
have examined etiquette and sociality as lived domains in
which religious belief takes hold not as an extant symbolic
system but as the moral and ethical perspective that is played
out through the many small routines and interactions of

daily life.

Studies of Andean spatial practices and aesthetics by
Urton, Nathan Wachtel, and Rappaport among others em-
phasized how “religious” meanings are woven into such col-
lective material practices as wall construction and territorial
boundary maintenance. Other anthropologists, such as Greg
Urban and Jackson, have looked at the linguistic practices
through which myths are recounted and interpreted in local
social life. Finally, Michael T. Taussig’s important work on
the Colombian Putumayo and modern Venezuela has ex-
plored shamanism as a lens on the working of power, fear,
and memory in the shaping of Colombian modernity. Taus-
sig’s work has been particularly important in that it takes the
claims of indigenous religious belief and historical narrative
seriously as a force in the shaping of modern Latin America.
Taussig thus succeeds in questioning the spurious distinction
between magical and rational thought and with it the catego-
ries of myth and history that permeated so much earlier work
on South American religion.
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CONCLUSION. Taken together historical and poststructural-
ist approaches have had the singular effect of undermining
the integrity and coherency of the very categories “religion”
and “indigenous” that animated so much eatlier anthropolo-
gy in the region. For a majority of the anthropologists and
historians working in South America, it is no longer possible
to speak of indigenous communities, practices, identities, or
beliefs without situating them in broader regional and na-
tional histories. As the notion of indigenous religion becomes
unhinged from its original location in the pristine, or sup-
posedly pristine, life of the “Indian community,” it has be-
come possible for scholars to think critically and historically
about the place of different Christian belief systems in South
American indigenous life. Anthropologists have begun to
study the Protestant evangelical and Catholic charismatic
sects that have become so prominent in many indigenous
communities of South America. Wachtel, Antoinette
Fioravanti-Molinié, and others have analyzed the persistence
of indigenous religious beliefs regarding threatening 7akags,
or spirits who extract body fat, in contexts of uncertainty and
change, including among urban indigenous groups. Similar-
ly the category of “popular Catholicism” that was first intro-
duced by Liberation theologists in the aftermth of Vactican
IT has become a stable of anthropological writing about in-
digenous religion, allowing for a similar extension of the cat-
egory of indigenous religion to encompass a broader array of
ritual practices and beliefs that are more consonant with the
actual experiences of modern indigenous people living in na-
tion states.

An important inspiration for studies focused on subal-
tern or indigenous groups is the new work by historians such
as Sabine MacCormack on the philosophical and theological
origins of South American notions of idolatry, redemption,
and the miracle and Kenneth Mills on the complex political
and religious forces behind the sixteenth-century campaigns
against indigenous “idolatry.” Through such works it be-
comes possible to appreciate the long route that has been tra-
versed from early scholarly obsessions with locating a pure
indigenous religion to the more historically grounded schol-
arship in which religious practices are at once seen as fully,
even paradigmatically modern, without for that reason ceas-
ing to be any less “indigenous.”

SEE ALSO Ge Mythology; Jensen, Adolf E.; Preuss, Konrad
T.; Structuralism.
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SOUTH AMERICAN INDIANS: INDIANS OF
THE ANDES IN THE PRE-INCA PERIOD

The Andean region is formed by the Andes mountain range,
which extends the entire length of western South America.
This region can be divided into three geographically con-
trasting subareas: the highlands, the coast, and the eastern
cordillera. In the highlands the intermontane valleys lie at al-
titudes of between three and four thousand meters. These
valleys were the places in which the Chavin (tenth to first
centuries BCE), Tiahuanaco-Huari (eighth to tenth centuries
CE), and Inca (fifteenth century CE) cultures flourished. In
the region along the Pacific coast, composed mostly of low-
lying desert plains, life was concentrated out of necessity in
the valleys formed by the rivers that drain from the highlands
into the ocean. The coastal valleys in the Peruvian sector of
the Andes region were the cradles of cultures such as the
Moche (second to eighth centuries CE), the Paracas-Nazca
(second to eighth centuries CE), and the Chimu (twelfth to
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fifteenth centuries CE), who devised colossal irrigation works
that enabled them to bring extensive areas of desert under
cultivation. The dramatic, abruptly changing topography of
the eastern cordillera is covered by dense tropical vegetation.
Peoples of the intermontane valleys entered this region and
built the cities of Machu Picchu and Pajatén, and they ter-
raced vast areas of the rugged, wooded hillsides to gain land
for cultivation and to prevent erosion.

The sheltered agricultural cultures of the Andes have in-
terrelated since ancient times. The areas where such cultures
did not develop, although geographically “Andean,” are not
considered part of the Andean cultural region. The territory
of the central Andes—basically equivalent to present-day
Peru—became the center of the Andean cultural process.
The northern Andes (parts of present-day Colombia and Ec-
uador) was the scene of the Quimbaya and Muisca (Chibcha)
cultures and of the earlier Valdivia culture, which may have
given the initial impulse to the entire high-Andean culture.

More than ten thousand years have passed since human
beings first trod the Andes. The earliest settlers were hunters
and Neolithic agriculturalists. By the third millennium BCE
there appear incipient signs of complex cultures, such as that
of Aldas on the northern coast of Peru, whose people built
monumental temples. During the second and first millennia
BCE, the appearance of Valdivia and Chavin represented the
first flowering of developed culture, which set the foundation
for the developments that eventually culminated in the Inca
empire. By the time that Europeans arrived in the Americas,
the Inca empire stretched for more than four thousand miles
along the western part of South America, from southern Co-
lombia in the north to Maule, in south central Chile, in the
south. The empire passed into Spanish dominion in 1532,
when Atahuallpa, the thirteenth and last of the Inca sover-
eigns, was beheaded. From then on, the breakdown of indig-
enous Andean cultural values is apparent.

SOURCES OF DOCUMENTATION. Study of Andean religion
rests on two principle sources: the reports of early chroniclers
and the archaeological documentation that presents a visual
record of Andean civilizations. A number of chronicles exist
that were written in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
by Indians, mestizos, and Spaniards (who based their ac-
counts on the reports of native informants). There are also
other reports—files relating to the prosecution of cases of
“witchcraft”—that remain scattered in archives, mostly un-
edited. The detailed reports composed by the “eradicators of
idolatries” are of special value. For the most part, the chroni-
clers’ accounts are interwoven with evident prejudices of di-
vers origin.

Even though the archaeological and iconographic evi-
dence is scanty, it may be that the conclusions drawn from
it are founded on a firmer basis than are those derived from
chroniclers’ reports. Naturally, study of iconography requires
specific hermeneutic methods, especially when drawings are
heavily loaded with symbols or are confusingly executed.
Present-day Andean religious practices (especially in rural
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areas), which in many cases represent survivals of the pre-
Conquest Andean religious world, represent a third source
of documentation.

SUBSISTENCE AND RELIGION. The peoples of the Andes are
predisposed toward mysticism and ceremonial; even today,
Andeans are steeped in an elaborate religious tradition. A sig-
nificant part of their intense religiosity may be explained by
ecological factors: No other agricultural society in the world
has had to face a more hostile environment than that of the
Andes region, with its vast areas of desert, its enormous
wastes, and the heavy tropical vegetation that covers the
mountains’ rugged eastern flanks. All physical effort, all orga-
nization of human labor, and all technological solutions are
insufficient to counter the environment, to whose ordinary
harshness are added nature’s frequent scourges, especially
droughts. This endemic state of crisis could only be exor-
cised, it seems, through intense magico-religious practices;
only through manipulation of supernatural powers have An-
dean peoples believed it possible to guarantee their existence.

The dramatic situation imposed by the environment
perhaps explains why Andean religiosity appears to have been
unencumbered by the moralizing of other religious tradi-
tions. Rules such as “Thou shalt not steal” and “Thou shalt
not commit adultery” were of course enforced, but theft and
adultery were considered social offenses: It was the duty of
the administrators of state law to punish offenders. There
was no concept of a future expiation. The relationship be-
tween religion and morality was closest in regard to behavior
toward the deities; if their worship was not properly carried
out, they were affronted, resulting in a series of calamities
that could be checked through prayers, weeping, and sacri-
fices. The hostility of nature in the Andes led to a perma-
nently febrile state of religiosity.

GODS OF SUSTENANCE. Andean deities jointly governed
both individual and collective existence by providing suste-
nance. Soil fertility plays a significant role in Andean reli-
gion, as demonstrated by the profuse worship given to the
deities that personified and controlled the forces of nature.
The gods, though individualized, form a hieratic unit and
share one focus: the economic state of the people. They are
conceived in the image of nature, which simultaneously sepa-
rates and conjoins the creative forces, masculine and femi-
nine. Thus the first basic division appears in the opposition
of Inti-Viracocha-Pachacdmac and Quilla-Pachamama. Both
of these deity-configurations are creative forces, but in accor-
dance with the social order of the sexes, the supremacy of the
former, masculine element is asserted. The powerful Illapa
(“thunder, weather”) is also integrated into the sphere of
Inti-Viracocha-Pachacdmac, but, above all his other func-
tions, Illapa directly provides life-giving rain.

Viracocha. Glimpses of a culture hero on whom divine
attributes have been superimposed can be seen in the figure
of Viracocha, and therefore Pierre Duviols (1977) and Maria
Rostworowski de Diez Canseco (1983) correctly deny him
the character of a creator god. Because of these same divine
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attributes, however, Viracocha was thought by the sixteenth-
century Spaniards to resemble the God of Christianity, al-
though Christian-Andean syncretism preserved some aspects
of Viracocha’s indigenous origin. Thus, according to the sto-
ries told about him, Viracocha molded humans in clay or
sculpted them in stone. (They finally spring from the womb
of Pachamama, “mother earth,” which is sometimes repre-
sented as a cave.) On the other hand, stories about Viracocha
also portray him as entering into confrontations with other
divine beings and as engaged in other tasks ordinarily associ-
ated with culture heroes (for example, “teaching the created
people”). Evidence of Viracocha’s original character as a god
of sustenance may be found in the prayer to him that was
transcribed by the seventeenth-century chronicler Cristobal
de Molina, in which Viracocha is presumed to be based “in
thunder and tempests.” Franklin Pease (1973) assigns to him
outright solar and fertility attributes.

Pachacdmac. The myth of Pachacdmac (“animator of
the world”) links this Andean deity even more strongly than
Viracocha with the creation of the first generation of human
beings. This deity is characterized, above all, as bringing to
humankind the food necessary for survival as a result of the
entreaties of a primordial woman, Mother Earth. The provi-
sion of edible plants is shown in other myths: In one of these,
Pachacdmac disguises himself, taking the form of the sun (in
some instances, the son, the brother, or even the father of
Pachacdmac, according to the chronicler Francisco Lopez de
Gémara), who with his rays fertilizes the primordial woman,
perhaps the incarnation of Pachamama. In another myth,
Pachacdmac kills what he has created, and this action may
be interpreted as the institution of human sacrifice to nour-
ish the food and fertility deities. When the victim is buried,
his teeth sprout maize, his bones become manioc, and so on.

Inti. According to both the surviving mythic literature
and the images discovered by archaeologists, the masculine
creative force was incarnated in Inti, the sun. He offers heat
and light, and his rays possess fertilizing powers, as is evident
in the myth of Pachacdmac. Mythic literature testifies to the
Andeans’ reliance on the power of the sun and to their anxi-
ety that he may disappear, causing cataclysm and the destruc-
tion of humankind (an event that would be followed by the
creation of a new generation of humans). This anxiety ex-
plains the redoubled prayers and supplications during solar
eclipses—rituals that ended with loud cries and lamentations
(even domestic animals were whipped to make them howl!).
Archaeological evidence of another form of magico-religious
defense against this premonition of the tragic disappearance
of the sun is found in stone altars called intibuaranas, a word
revealingly translated as “the place where the sun is tied.” Inti
was also associated with fertility through water, as when the
sun ceases to give light, yielding to clouds and rain (which
would seem a contradiction were it not for the fact that the
thunder and weather god Illapa was conjoined with the sun).
In visual representations, particularly those at Chavin and
Tiahuanaco, Inti appears with big teardrops that surely sym-
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bolize rain. Gold was the symbol par excellence of the sun,
and the robes of head shamans were covered with oscillating
metal disks that reflected the sun’s rays and imitated its
radiance.

Pachamama-Quilla. Pachamama (“mother earth”)
symbolized the feminine element of divinity for the Andeans.
Pachamama is incarnated as the primordial mother of mythic
literature, and she is personified as Quilla, the moon. In this
connection she is symbolized by silver; with this metal many
representations of Pachamama were made, especially in the
form of the half-moon (called zum:), which was one of the
most important religious symbols of the Andes. The cult of
Pachamama was, and still is, extensive (Mariscotti de Gorlitz,
1978). Pachamama was held to be the producer of food, ani-
mals, and the first human. As primordial mother, she creates
through the fertilizing action of the Sun, and she later be-
comes co-donor of food plants, especially maize.

The mythological literature tells of several female super-
natural beings. These are likely regional versions of Pachama-
ma. Among them are Chaupifianca, the primordial mother
of Huarochiri mythology; Illa, who appears in the mythic
traditions of the Ecuadorian Andes; and Urpihudchac, sister
and wife of Pachacdmac, who seems to be an expression of
Cochamama, the marine form of Pachamama. To Cochama-
ma is attributed the creation of fish and of seabirds such as
the guanay, which latter act is in turn related to agricultural
productivity because of the use of guano to fertilize crops.

Ancient documents show that Pachamama was individ-
ualized ad infinitum to guarantee the abundance of specific
produce—maize, for example. Andean iconography offers
representations of Pachamama incarnated in specific vegeta-
ble forms: multiple ears of maize, for instance, or groups of
potatoes. In other instances these agricultural products meta-
phorically acquire human aspects, and they are also por-
trayed as being fertilized by a supernatural, anthropomorphic
personage. Pachamama in her Cochamama aspect also ap-
pears to symbolize the presence of abundant water—essential
for fertilizing the agricultural fields.

The symbolism of Pachamama has implications regard-
ing the social status of women: As compared with the male
element of divinity, Pachamama, the female, is cleatly a pas-
sive and subaltern being. Her dependence on the male is es-
tablished in the mythological literature. She uses her femi-
nine attributes to win from the male gods favors, such as
irrigation canals, that are beneficial to the collectivity. Pacha-
mama also enshrines the modesty and passivity in sexual
matters that characterizes the Andean woman to this day.
The attitude of sexual modesty is to be seen in the many rep-
resentations that appear to show versions of Pachamama,
from the archaic terracotta figures of Valdivia to those of the
late Chancay civilization of the central coast of Peru. In all
these, sexual characteristics are not pronounced: The figures
seem to represent almost asexual beings, and they remind
one of the existence of non-Christian sexual taboos (see
Kauffmann Doig, 1979a). Not only do these figures rarely

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION

8601

stress sexual characteristics, but, curiously, they seldom por-
tray pregnant women or women giving birth. Perhaps the an-
thropomorphic figures with birdlike attributes that appear
on the walls of Pajatén—which figures are shown in crouch-
ing positions with spread legs—are in fact female procreators
(Kauffmann Doig, 1983, p. 531). Except for the cases of sex-
ual representations from Vicus and, especially, in Moche art
(both from the northern coast of Peru), images of women
found throughout the Andean culture region seem to under-
score that female sexuality was marked by modesty.

Pachamama continues to play an important role in the
deeply rooted peasant magic of today’s Andean people. She
is even venerated in Christian churches. In the Peruvian vil-
lage of Huaylas, for example, Saramama (a version of Pacha-
mama) is venerated in the form of two female saints who are
joined in a single sculpture—Ilike Siamese twins—to give vi-
sual representation to a pathetic fallacy: the symbolization of
abundance that is identified in the double or multiple ears
of grain that maize plants often generously produce.

Illapa. The deity Illapa (generally translated as “thun-
der,” “lightning,” or “weather”) occupies a preferential place
in the Andean pantheon. Much of the mythological litera-
ture makes reference to Illapa, who takes on regional names
and is expressed in varying forms: Yaro, Namoc, Libiac,
Catequil, Pariacaca, Thunapa (possibly), and so on. To refer
to these beings as if they were separate would be artificially
to crowd the Andean pantheon by creating too great a num-
ber of distinct deities—a trap into which many interpreters,
both early and recent, have fallen. Illapa may be seen as the
incarnation of Inti, the sun, in Illapa’s primary mythic form
of a hawk or eagle (indi means “bird” in Quechua), a form
to which were added human and feline attributes; thus Inti-
Illapa may be said to be a true binomial in the Andean
pantheon.

Associated with meteorological phenomena such as
thunder, lightning, clouds, and rainbows, Illapa personifies
rain, the element that fecundates the earth. As the direct
source of sustenance—giving rains to the highlands and riv-
ers and rich alluvial soils to the coastal valleys—Illapa is re-
vered in a special and universal way. Yet he is also feared: for
the crash of his thunder, for lightning that kills, for cata-
strophic hailstorms, severe floods, and even perhaps earth-
quakes. The worst of his scourges is drought. Proof of Illapa’s
prestige is the major temple to him (individualized as the
ruler of atmospheric phenomena) that stood in Cuzco, the
Inca capital; according to the plan of Cuzco drawn by Gua-
man Poma and the description written by Molina, Illapa’s
temple was rivalled only by the Coricancha, the temple of
the sun.

After the Conquest, Andeans fused Illapa with images
of James the Apostle, a syncretism perhaps suggested by earli-
er Spanish traditions. In the realm of folklore, Illapa’s cult
may be said still to flourish in the veneration of hills and high
mountains, which are the nesting places of the huamani (fal-
cons) sacred to this deity. Also associated with Illapa are the
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apus, the spirits of the mountains, and the spirits of the lakes,
which, if they are not worshiped, make the waves rise de-
structively, and which are offended if approached by some-
one not protected by the sacred coca leaf.

When he appears as an incarnation of, or as joined to,
Ind, lllapa may be represented by a male feline with human
and avian attributes. According to iconographic studies, Illa-
pa’s image as the “flying feline,” or “tiger bird” (Kauffmann
Doig, 1967; 1983, p. 225) is still current in the Andes, as
witnessed in the oral documentation collected by Bernard
Mishkin (1963) regarding Qoa, a god who is ruler of meteo-
rological phenomena. Qoa still appears as a flying cat, his
eyes throwing out lightning and his urine transformed into
fertilizing rain. Pictorial representations of the “tiger bird,”
which have been made since the formative period, especially
in Chavin and allied art (see below) have recently been relat-

ed to Qoa by Johan Reinhard (1985, pp. 19-20).

ANDEAN ICONOGRAPHY. Iconographic portrayal of super-
natural beings is abundant and dates back more than three
thousand years. In iconographic representations, supernatu-
ral beings are configured in complex ways; their hierarchal
aspects are emphasized, and some achieve the status of gods.
Supernatural beings other than gods are the figures repre-
sented in Sechin and in some Chavin art. Beings with the
rank of gods are found in Chavin and related cultures—
Vicuds, Moche, Paracas-Nazca, Tiahuanaco, Huari, and oth-
ers (especially Lambayeque).

Mythological literature indicates that those male beings
who fertilize Mother Earth form the topmost division of the
hierarchy of the Andean pantheon, which, again, is made up
of deities of sustenance. One of the most obvious expressions
of the Andean gods’ character as providers is the anthropo-
morphic wooden figure of Huari style adorned with symbols
referring to basic food products that was found in the tem-
ples of Pachacdmac near Lima.

The image of a conspicuously superior being is found
in the initial stages of high Andean civilization (especially in
Chavin and related cultures). This image, typically a human
form with feline and raptorial-bird attributes, is repeated in
practically all the Andean cultures that succeeded Chavin,
with variations of secondary importance. At Chavin, such hi-
erarchal figures of the highest order appear on the Raimondi
Stela; although lacking human elements, the figures on the
Tello Obelisk and the Yauya Stela, both Chavin in style, may
also be considered as representations of the highest level of
being, because of their monumental stature and fine execu-
tion. The central figure of the Door of the Sun at Tiahuana-
co is an almost anthropomorphic representation of the high-
est-ranking god. Attributes of a culture hero are perhaps also
incorporated here.

A frequently encountered image of what was perhaps
the same god as the one described above (but represented in
a clearer and more accessible form) is that of a hybrid being
that also had a form somewhere between a feline and a bird
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of prey (a falcon?), represented naturalistically, in which ele-
ments of human anatomy are sometimes completely absent.
This “winged feline” may be the most ancient and authentic
representation known to us of an Andean god. The convolut-
ed, baroque style of Chavin art is responsible for the fact the
the “winged feline” has sometimes been identified as a cai-
man and sometimes as a lobster, a shrimp, or even a spider.
These animals, however, do not appear in relation to the di-
vine sphere at any later stage of Andean culture.

Supernatural beings of the highest category are to be
found in representations of the culture-heroes/gods Ai-apaec
and Naymlap and of the gods at Tiahuanaco and Paracas-
Nazca. All are anthropomorphic beings that combine traits
of both bird and feline; in this context they imply an evolu-
tionary development of the older “winged feline” of Chavin.
In the archetypical versions of Ai-apaec, the figure bears
wings (Kauffmann Doig, 1976; 1983, pp. 362, 624). At
Paracas-Nazca, one figure seems to represent an evolution
from a purely birdlike body into one that incorporates
human elements (Kauffmann Doig, 1983, pp. 303, 325,
331-332). Feline and ornithomorphic ingredients are evi-
dent in the large figures at Tiahuanaco and Huari; from their
eyes fall large tears in the form of birds, which, since Eugenio
Yacovleff (1932) and even before, have been interpreted as
symbolic of the fertilizing rainwater of Pachamama (Mama-

pacha).

Connubial gods in which the male element radiates fer-
tilizing solar rays are found especially in the iconography de-
rived from Huari and, more particularly, in the valleys of
Huara, Pativilca, and Casma on the coast of Peru (Kauff-
mann Doig, 1979a, pp. 6, 60). The examples of Inca art that
have survived have but scant votive content. But both the fe-
line and the falcon continue to occupy their place of honor
among iconographic elements, as may be seen in the “heral-
dic shield” of the Inca rulers drawn by Guaman Poma.

Forms OF WoRsHIP. Through acts of worship, the sphere
of the sacred could be manipulated to benefit humankind.
The effectiveness of human intervention into the realm of
the supernatural powers depended on the intensity with
which the rites were performed. In the Andean world, where
natural factors put agricultural production and even exis-
tence itself to a constant test, worship assumed an extraordi-
nary intensity and richness of form. The calamities that en-
dangered personal and collective welfare were believed to
have been caused by offenses to supernatural beings and es-
pecially to a lack of intensity in worship. Offerings to the
gods of sustenance and to other supernatural beings related
to them complemented the cultic display. Cruel sacrifices
were necessary to worship’s efficacy; in times of crisis they
were performed lavishly and included human sacrifices.

The diversity of forms of worship in this region was due
in part to the variety of forms of divine or magical conditions
that these people perceived. These conditions were in general
denoted by the term Ahwuaca, which can be translated as
“holy.” Huaca could refer to various unusual geographical

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION



SOUTH AMERICAN INDIANS: INDIANS OF THE ANDES IN THE PRE-INCA PERIOD

features (including special stones, hills, lakes, etc.), heavenly
bodies, atmospheric phenomena, mummies, amulets, idols,
and even the Inca (i.e., the ruler) himself in his capacity as

a living god.

The popular form of communication with Auaca (i.e.
the entire supernatural world) was effected through the
muchay (“worship, reverence”). Muchay was performed by
removing one’s sandals, gesticulating, throwing kisses, mur-
muring supplications, bowing one’s shoulders in humility,
puffing out one’s cheeks to blow in the direction of the ob-
ject worshiped, and so on. Other forms of contact with su-
pernatural beings were made through oracles, whose tradi-
tions go back to early forms of Andean cultures, such as the
Chavin. Oracles were represented in the form of idols located
in sanctuaries such as the famous one of Pachacdmac, near
Lima; these oracles rendered predictions about important fu-
ture events to shamans and priests.

To make an offering was an act of paying tribute. Offer-
ings were made voluntarily, but they were also collected in
the form of compulsory tribute, the administration of which
was centralized in temples. A widespread, popular offering
was mullo, a powder made of ground seashells, which by as-
sociation was linked to fertility through water; another was
coca (Erythroxylon coca) in the form of a masticated wad.
Stone cairns in the high passes were places of worship; wads
of coca would be thrown in a ritual act called Togana. The
mummified dead were offered special jars containing grains,
fruits, and liquids. Guinea pigs and llamas served as impor-
tant sacrificial offerings.

Among sacrifices, that of young boys and girls was the
most important; sometimes human sacrifice was performed
by walling up a living female person. It appears that among
the Inca the sacrifice of boys and girls was received as a form
of tribute, called the capaccocha, from the provinces. The per-
son who was to serve as the capaccocha was delivered to the
capital city of Cuzco in great pomp; after his death, his re-
mains were returned to his homeland and mummified; the
mummy acquired votive rank and was the object of supplica-
tions for health and agricultural welfare. Necropompa
(Span., “death rite”) was a special type of human sacrifice
that consisted of immolations (voluntary or not) that were
performed on the occasion of the death of an illustrious per-
son (Aranibar, 1961). Decapitation of human sacrificial vic-
tims had been performed since ancient times: The Sechin
stone sculpture of northern Peru depicting this practice is
over three thousand years old. Head shrinking was rare and
there is no evidence of cannibalism in the Andean region.
(Though in the myths there are a number of supernatural be-
ings, such as Carhuincho, Carhuallo, and Achké, who are an-
thropophagous.) Human sacrifice, performed to achieve
greater agricultural fertility, drew its rationale from the prin-
ciple that the Andeans believed governed nature: Death en-
genders life.

The dead, mummified and revered, were expected to
implore the supernatural powers for sustenance, soil fertility,
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abundant water, and the multiplication of domestic animals.
Often bodies were buried in the cultivated fields in order to
enrich them. As has recently been reported from Ayacucho,
Peru, this practice survives in secret, isolated cases even to
the present day: A mentally ill person is selected, intoxicated
with liquor, thrown into a pit, and buried alive. Such
“strengthening” rites were, according to sixteenth-century
chroniclers, also practiced in laying the foundations of hous-
es and bridges, and traces of these rites also have been recent-
ly reported from the central Andes.

Funeral rites included expressions of grief such as loud
sobbing intermingled with chants in praise of the deceased;
a practice that also survives in isolated areas of the Andes.
The dead were mummified and taken to their tombs on
stretchers. Peoples of the arid coast practiced earth burial,
but in the highlands mummies were placed—singly or in
groups—in pucullos, or chullupas (mausoleums that were
built on almost inaccessible outcrops of rock). Individual or
collective tombs were also hollowed out of extremely steep
mountainsides. With few exceptions (e.g., among the
Moche), bodies were buried in seated positions. Frequently
the hands held the head, perhaps to simulate the fetal posi-
tion. These “living” corpses were surrounded with food and
drink, weapons, and other belongings meant to serve as pro-
visions in the hereafter; some were buried with their mouths
open, both to express the terror of sacrifice and to voice sup-
plications to the gods for success in agriculture.

Religious festivals were celebrated continuously in the
great plazas of Cuzco and at temples such as the Coricancha,
the temple of the sun. Festivals dedicated to specific themes,
especially in the context of food production, were held
monthly with great pomp; the sovereign Inca presided, and
guests were invited at his expense. Great quantities of chicha
(maize beer) were consumed, drunk from ceremonial wood-
en vessels (gueros).

Andeans have made pilgrimages since the remote times
of Chavin, and one of the favorite huacas, or shrines, was the
sanctuary of Pachacdmac. “Natural” shrines such as those on
the peaks of high mountains were also popular with pilgrims.
The Collur Riti festival, a celebration that coincides with the
Feast of Corpus Christi, follows ancient rites in which to this
day people climb to heights of almost five thousand meters.
Some of the pilgrims dress as “bear men,” imitating the ges-
tures of animals and speaking in animal-like voices; they act
as intermediaries between other pilgrims and supernatural
beings. Originally, the Collur Riti was dedicated to water,
and even today pilgrims return to their homes with pieces
of ice carved from the mountain glaciers, symbolizing the fer-
tility imparted by water. In the past, pilgrims fasted for vari-
able periods of time, abstaining from maize beer, a7 (Capsi-
cum anuum), and sexual intercourse.

MEDICINE AND MAGIC. Shamans use maracas in their heal-
ing rites, a practice carried on into the present by Andean
curanderos (Span., “healers”). The curanderos also use halluci-
nogenic substances to cause them to enter the trance state.
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The San Pedro cactus (Trichocereus pabhanoi) is a powerful
hallucinogen used particularly on the Peruvian coast; it gives
the curandero the ability to discover the cause of an illness.
In the highlands the diagnosis is still made by rubbing the
body of a sick person with a guinea pig or with substances
such as maize powder. The cure was effected through the use
of medicinal plants. Today, curanderos complement their an-
cient remedies with modern pharmaceutical products.

Divination was often performed under the influence of
hallucinogens or coca. Several studies, among them those of
Alana Cordy-Collins (1977) and Ralph Cané (1985) specu-
late that the intricate art of Chavin originated in hallucino-
genic experiences.

Institutionalized worship gave rise to a rich range of folk
magic. Thus, for example, there were magic love-stones (gua-
cangui). Small stone sculptures of domestic animals, used to
propitiate the spirits of abundance, are still produced. Ce-
ramic figures representing vigorous bulls (toritos de Pucard)
are still placed on rooftops, where they signify prosperity and
fertility and offer magical protection of the home.

MESSIANISM. Andean mysticism and ritual experienced a
vigorous rejuvenescence some thirty years after the Spanish
conquest in the form of the nativistic movement called Taqui
Oncoy (see Duviols, 1977; Millones, 1964; Ossio, 1973;
Curatola, 1977; Urbano, 1981). The aims of this sixteenth-
century messianic movement were to drive the white invad-
ers from the land and to reinstate the structures of the lost
Inca past. The movement’s power was based on the worship
of huacas, the popular form of Andean religiosity after the
Sun had lost its credibility with the defeat inflicted by the
Christian God. By a kind of magic purification, Taqui
Oncoy sought to free the land from European intrusion after
it was no longer possible to do so by force of arms. The
movement’s adherents believed that, with intensified suppli-
cations and increased offerings, the Auacas could become
powerful enough to help reestablish the old order. This
movement declined after ten years, but the hope of a return
to the Inca past is still alive, although it is confined more and
more to middle-class intellectual circles in Peru and Bolivia.

The messianic myth of Inkarri (from Span., Inca rey,
“Inca king”) should also be mentioned here. Originally re-
corded by José Marfa Arguedas (1956), the myth centers on
a figure, Inkarri, who is the son of the Sun and a “wild
woman.” According to Nathan Wachtel (1977), this arche-
typal “vision of a conquered people,” although of native ex-
traction, seems to be immersed in syncretism. The cult of In-
karri lacks the action that characterized the Taqui Oncoy
movement. Inkarri is not an Andean god but rather a pale
memory of the deified sovereign of ancient times, who after
patient waiting will rise to life to vindicate the Andean world.

SEE ALSO Atahuallpa; Inca Religion; Int; Viracocha.
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SOUTH AMERICAN INDIANS: INDIANS OF
THE COLONIAL ANDES

A number of promising points of entry beckon the student
of emerging religious systems among people of indigenous
descent in the colonial Andes. These beginnings include
transformations within native ritual specialists’ repertoires,
customs surrounding death and the dead, and the expansion
of elemental Catholic Christian catechization within families
(and of sacramental life in general). But no feature of colonial
religiosity was more vital and dynamic than the emergence
of the cult of the saints as reconfigured and understood by
native Andeans. The acceptance of images of Christ, the Vir-
gin, and the other saints into the Andean religious imagina-
tion in colonial times challenges us to understand why and
how new understandings emerged and developed. The ca-
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pacity for mobility, inclusion, and reimagination inherent in
beliefs and practices surrounding images of Christ and the
saints offers up colonial Indian religion’s central trunk and
an analytical space from which other branches of colonial re-
ligiosity and culture can be productively studied.

Consider, first, an Andean system of meaning that ap-
pears to have encouraged native reception and understand-
ings of Christian images: beliefs surrounding, and the inter-
relationships between, Andean divinities known as Auacas
(material things that manifested the power of ancestral per-
sonalities, cultural founders, and also wider sacred phenome-
na [Mills, 1997, chap. 2; Salomon, 1991]). There is no es-
caping the fact that one reads postconquest reflections upon
these older phenomena, and that, as with much about the
Andean past, any process of learning involves an appreciation
of the needs of authors in a series of colonial presents (Grau-
bart, 2000; Julien, 2000). Yet the fact that most understand-
ings of huacas became “hybridic”—that is to say, authentical-
ly native Andean and influenced, to one degree or another,
by the thought worlds and vocabularies of Spanish Catholic
Christianity—is integral to the colonial processes and reali-
ties to be explored here. As will become abundantly clear,
ideas about Auacas and saints were soon shared not only
among Spanish and Hispanicized Andean commentators,
but among native devotees around sacred images. Two origi-
nally disparate systems ceased only to repeat themselves and
were instead finding shared territories and conjoining to gen-
erate new understandings and religious forms (Sahlins,
1985). It is a case in which even the exceptions suggest the
rule. By midcolonial times in the Andes, steadfast native op-
ponents of the growing presence of Christian images in the
hearts and minds of Indian commoners tellingly incorporat-
ed within their rejections and counterteachings the very char-
acterizations employed against their huacas (Mills, 1994,
pp- 106-107, passim; Cummins, 2002, pp. 159-160).

And one can turn, finally, to the ways in which key
Christian personalities such as Christ, the Virgin Mary, and
other saints were brought inside Andean imaginations and
societies in colonial times. Space does not allow the concrete
exemplification required, but by sampling colonial Andean
transformations, a key to understanding religious change ap-
pears. It lies in doing two things simultaneously: appreciating
the novelty and seriousness of the early modern Catholic
project, namely total and obligatory Christianization, in the
Andes as elsewhere in Spanish America; and allowing the
many consequences of this enterprise of “spiritual conquest”
to slip the noose of official intentions, expectations, and pre-
scriptions. My explorations build upon what has already
been proposed by others and myself about the contest and
compatibility of Andean ways with aspects of Catholic Chris-
tianity; selectively, and in somewhat chronological order,
these include Kubler (1946), Millones (1969, 1979), Du-
viols (1971, 1977), Marzal (1977, 1983] 1988), Barnadas
(1987), Sallnow (1987), Platt (1987); MacCormack (1991),
Dean (1996, 2002); Mills (1997, 1994, 2003), Salles-Reese
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(1997), Saignes (1999), Cussen (1999), Cummins (2002),
Gose (2003), and Estenssoro Fuchs (2003, 1996).

Evidence for the convergence between what one can
surmise about an Andean huaca complex of beliefs and prac-
tices and those of the Catholic cult of the saints is compel-
ling, especially in accounting for early transformations. But
such convergences are not confining, as if pre-Hispanic un-
derstandings of Auacas had to dictate an entire colonial after-
math of belief and action. What stands out, rather, is the un-
remitting dynamism of that which came to converge, a
thrilling capacity for localized adaptation and translocal re-
production shown both by Auacas (Urton, 1990; Taylor,
1987; Salomon and Urioste, eds., 1991) and by Christian
images in the hands and minds of native Andean people.
Saints, like huacas, were many and various, and they were re-
producible in ways that defy simple notions of how copies
and peripheries relate to originals and centers. Evidence of
the often unofficial and overlapping diffusion of saintly cults
and their devotional communities turns up everywhere and
in ways that ought to revise not only elderly presentations
of a “spiritual conquest of Indians” but also the most unidi-
mensional portrayals of indigenous cultural agency and resis-
tance. This brief entry emphasizes colonial Indians’ complex
motivations and continuing kinds of receptivity to ideas and
practices that, whether sparked by non-Indian mobilizers or
not, often became operative in shared and transforming colo-
nial terms.

A PROLIFIC PAST 1S PERCEIVED. An exploration of the ways
in which the originally foreign power of saints was brought
within and became vital parts of a colonial Andean cultural
and religious system begins with conquest-era perceptions.
One of the first in a series of perceptions glides past the An-
dean phenomena whose divine personalities and webs of re-
lations would guide early indigenous understandings of
Catholic Christian saints.

When Hernando Pizarro and other members of his ad-
vance raiding party wrote about their time in the coastal val-
leys of Peru just south of what became the Spanish capital
of Lima in January 1533, theirs were among the first Europe-
an minds with an opportunity to engage with fundamental
native Andean religious forms and meanings.

Their encounter with Pachacdmac, a venerable divine
force of pan-Andean proportions, reveals Spanish instincts
in the period immediately after the seizure of the Inca Atahu-
allpa in Cajamarca. Despite learning from Andean infor-
mants and from one of Pachacdmac’s attendants of the divin-
ity’s long oracular tradition, and of an awesome world-
making and world-shaking might that had been taken
carefully into account by the Incas, Pizarro and his compan-
ions were otherwise concerned. Accumulated offerings of
gold and silver to Pachacdmac caught their attention. They
admired, too, the jewels, crystals, and corals bedecking a
door at the very top of the pyramid structure.

Pachacdmac himself struck the treasure seekers both as
hideous and as a sad indication of the native people’s gullibil-
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ity. In crossing over the final threshold at the top of the pyra-
mid, the Spaniards faced what their Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion and experience had fully prepared them to identify as
an “idol.” Here was a male figure carved at the top of a wood-
en pole. It took no effort and less theology to perceive Pacha-
cdmac as Miguel de Estete did, as a thing beneath contempt,
a vile material form crafted by human hands and pilfering
the adoration human beings ought to reserve only for the
Christian God. The precious offerings, reportedly piled
around the figure and adorning the site, showed only how
much Andean peoples had been hoodwinked by an active
devil who “appeared to those priests and spoke with them,”
conspiring to siphon “tribute” from up and down the entire
coast and demanding a respect that in Incan times was ri-
valed only by the Temple of the Sun in Lake Titicaca (Pizar-
ro, [1533] 1920; Estete, [c. 1535] 1924). It mattered partic-
ularly to establish whether the famous voice and oracular
utterings of Pachacdmac were the handiwork of the devil
speaking through him or, as Hernando Pizarro sought to
prove through interrogation of an Indian minister, artifice
worked by the false god’s attendants.

It was not long, however, before Pachacdmac gave pause
to different minds. Pedro de Cieza de Ledn, who blended his
own observations and inquiries with information about the
coastal region gained from the Dominican Domingo de
Santo Tomds, among others, can represent an uneasy transi-
tion. While still content to label his subject the “devil Pacha-
cdmac” and fascinated by tales of the vast quantities of gold
and silver the “notables and priests” of Pachacdmac were said
to have spirited away in advance of Hernando Pizarro’s arriv-
al, Cieza also pushed harder and uncovered more (Cieza de
Ledn, [1553] 1995, pp. 214-215). His closer examinations
and those of others beginning in the 1540s and 1550s began
to reveal the huacas multifaceted natures and interrelation-
ships with other divine figures.

Pachacdmac’s divine personality offers one of the more
majestic but still broadly illustrative cases in point. While
consistently described across coastal and Andean regions
as a predominant creative force “who gives being to the
earth” (Castro and Ortega Morejon, [1558] 1938, p. 246;
Santilldn, [1563] 1968, p. 111b; MacCormack 1991,
pp- 351-352, 154-159), he coexisted with other divine fig-
ures. The other huacas, too, were sometimes creative found-
ers, oracular voices, and otherwise translocally significant. In
some cases, sacred oral histories recounted these ancestral be-
ings’ origins, featured their contributions to local and region-
al civilization, in many cases told of their lithomorphosis into
the regional landscape, and, importantly, explained their in-
terrelationships and coexistence with other divine beings. Ex-
planations of the natural environment and entire histories of
interaction between human groups were encapsulated within
the durably fluid form of the huacas’ narratives, which them-
selves were remembered by ritual tellers, singers, and dancers

(Salomon, 1991).

In Pachacdmac’s midst, Dominican friars from the con-
vent at Chincha in the 1540s and 1550s learned much about

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION



SOUTH AMERICAN INDIANS: INDIANS OF THE COLONIAL ANDES

one of these other regional ancestors and “creators,” a divine
figure named Chinchaycama. He was revered by the Yunga
people at a certain rock from which the divinity was said to
have emerged. And Chinchaycama had hardly been the only
huaca of the Yunga. He was, rather, one of a number “who
responded” to the requests and entreaties of his people. Ac-
cording to what the Dominicans learned and could express
about this set of relationships, the Yunga made choices and
assigned precedence according to their own changing re-
quirements (including economic and environmental stress,
and also political necessity). They effectively moved between
huacas “who responded” and “this not always but only when
they had need of them.” This apparently selective horizon-
tality did not much impress Spanish commentators, and
it has struck at least one modern historian as an approach
that treated “matters of religion somewhat casually” (Castro
and Ortega Morején, [1558] 1938; MacCormack, 1991,
p. 155).

In fact, such glimpses of Chinchaycama’s place within
a broader picture, and of Yunga attitudes towards their hua-
cas, suggest fundamental Andean religious notions. When
the Incas entered this coastal region in force, with settlers
from other zones, they built a shrine to their principal divini-
ty the Sun and impressed upon others the importance of this
divinity’s attributes and consecration of themselves as his
children. But Inca expansionism tended to incorporate rath-
er than erase existing cults, effectively smoothing over neces-
sary conflict and injecting themselves into longer regional
mythohistoric trajectories. Cieza found that the cult of
Chinchaycama continued for the natives of Chincha, operat-
ing alongside those of other divinities, including those fa-
vored by the arriving Incas (Cieza de Leén, [1553] 1995,
p- 220). Later fragments of learning, while steadily reflecting
more Cuzco-centered understandings of the historical and
spiritual interrelationships between Andean divinities and
the Sun, point in similar directions. Plastic and practical rela-
tionships between divine beings and between huacas and
their peoples marked something of a ruling principle.

One such multiply informative bit of colonial learning
was produced by the lawyer Hernando de Santillin amid a
1563 response to a royal cédula inquiring about Inca taxa-
tion. Along his purposeful way, Santillin rendered an oral
tradition about Topa Inca Yupanqui on the eve of Inca ex-
pansion into the coastal valleys of the Yunga. While Mama
Ocllo was pregnant with the child who would become Topa
Inca, his voice was said to have issued from within her belly
to inform her that a great “creator of the earth” lived on the
coast, in the “Irma valley” (today the valley of Lurin, south
of Lima). When Topa Inca was older, his mother told him
of the experience, and he set out to find this creator. His
wanderings led him to the sacred place of Pachacdmac. Once
in the presence of the great huaca, the story stresses, the
Inca’s gestures were those of a respectful supplicant, for he
spent “many days in prayer and fasting.”

After forty days, Pachacdmac was said to have broken
the silence, speaking from a stone. He confirmed that he was
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the “maker of the earth” whom Topa Inca sought. Yet Pacha-
cdmac also explained that he was not alone as this kind of
force. He explained that while he had made (literally “given
being”) to all things “down here,” that is to say on the coast;
the Sun, who “was his brother,” had performed the same cre-
ative function “up there,” in the highlands. Delighted to hear
that such an understanding had been struck, the Inca and
his traveling companions sacrificed llamas and fine clothing
in honor of Pachacdmac. Their tone, according to Santillin’s
report, continued as gratitude, “thanking him [Pachacdmac]
for the favour he had bestowed.” The Inca even asked Pacha-
cdmac if there was anything else he particularly desired. The
great coastal divinity replied that since he had a “wife and
children,” the Inca should build him a house. Topa Inca
promptly had a “large and sumptuous” house for the huaca
constructed. But the gifting in the interests of his progeny
had only begun. Pachacdmac also spoke of his “four chil-
dren.” They, too, would require houses, shrines. One was in
the valley of Mala just to the south, another in Chincha, and
there was a third in the highlands, in Andahuaylas near
Cuzco. A fourth child of Pachacdmac was conveniently por-
table and would be given to Topa Inca for his safekeeping
while he traveled about so that he could “receive responses
to that for which he asked” (Santilldn, [1563] 1968, p. 111;
Rostworowski, 1992; Patterson, 1985).

Santillan’s story merits both caution and close attention.
Notably, privilege is granted to an Incan point of view, and
to the origin of relatively recent Incan constructions at an
oracular cultic center that was over half a millennium old.
One is being treated to an explanatory narrative of political
and religious incorporation in the interest of Incan overlord-
ship. Scholars from a variety of disciplines have added differ-
ent perspectives to show this kind of action to have been rep-
resentative of how the Incas adopted certain oracular huacas
in accordance to their need for effective regional influence
and advice (Patterson, 1985; Gose, 1996; Topic et al., 2002).
Yet there is a simultaneous demonstration here of the corre-
sponding benefits of Inca sponsorship for Pachacdmac and
his cult: alliance and support were the surest ways to ensure
that Pachacdmac’s “children,” or new expressions, would
spread across the land. In Pachacdmac’s case, one such ex-
pression needs no place and is to be carried about by the trav-
eling Inca, ready to be consulted if the ruler should require
a response.

The story invites us to contemplate what Andean huacas
were and how they related to one another (Julien, 1998, esp.
pp- 64-65). The matter of just how huacas multiple perso-
nae, diffusions, and relationships with other divine figures
might remain operative in colonial times—in cases where
huacas endure and especially where Christian personalities
enter the picture—must simply hover about us for the mo-
ment. Pachacdmac’s power continued to spread well beyond
the regional landscape in which he was revered as a founder
and creator because of developing relationships of cultic in-
terdependence and his ability to replicate himself across time
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and space. Evidence of this prolific quality struck and clearly
troubled Hernando de Santillin. He explained it to himself
and his imagined readership in the following way: “The
Devil, who speaks through them [the Auacas], makes them
believe that they [the huacas] have children,” Santillin wrote.
“And thus,” he continued,

they [native Andeans] built new houses for them, con-
ceived of new forms of worship to the huacas from
whom they believed themselves descended, and under-
stood them all to be gods. Some they worshipped as
men, others as women, and they assigned devotions to
each one according to a kind of need: they went to some
in order to make it rain, to others so that their crops
would grow and mature, and to [still] others to ensure
that women could become pregnant; and so it went for
all other things. What happened with so much multi-
plication is that soon almost every thing had its huaca.
And through the huacas the Devil had them [the Indi-
ans] so thoroughly deceived that herein lies the chief
obstacle in that land to lodging the faith firmly among
native peoples . . . to make them understand the de-
ception and vanity of it all [reverence for these huacas].

(Santillan, [1563] 1968, pp. 111-112)

Other Spanish commentators reported similarly upon the
Andean huacas ability to enjoy multiple selves, propagate be-
yond original territories, take over new specializations, and
win local loyalties by making themselves indispensable. San-
tilldn himself noted the findings of his contemporary and fel-
low lawyer Juan Polo de Ondegardo, who claimed in 1561
to know of more than four hundred temples [adoratorios]
within one and a half leagues of Cuzco at which offerings
were actively made (Santilldn, [1563] 1968, p. 112 and n.
1). Expressions of alarm were often followed by attributions
of diabolic authorship seen in Santillin’s account. More than
a decade later, for instance, the Jesuit José de Acosta claimed
to have received a priest’s report in Chuquisaca (today Sucre,
Bolivia) about a Auaca named Tangatanga, whom that re-
gion’s Indians believed represented three divine identities in
one and one in three, like the Christian holy Trinity. “When
the priest shared his astonishment at this,” Acosta wrote,

I believe I told him that the Devil always stole as much
he could from the Truth to fuel his lies and deceits, and
that he did so with that infernal and obstinate pride
with which he always yearns to be like God (Acosta,
[1590] 1962, p. 268).

Weriting almost two decades later, El Inca Garcilaso de
la Vega went to some trouble to point out the fragility of the
evidence upon which Acosta relied. But what stands out in-
stead is his conviction that this understanding of an Andean
divinity was a “new invention” of the Indians of Chuquisaca
in colonial times, “constructed after they had heard of the
Trinity and of the unity of Our Lord God” (Garcilaso de la
Vega, [1609] 1985, p. 54). While Garcilaso disapproves of
what he depicts as a blatant effort to impress Spaniards and
gain from a supposed resemblance, he raises the distinct pos-
sibility that such colonial “inventions” were commonplace
among native Andeans, and without the cunning he implies.
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Quite convinced of the devil’s wiles, but much closer to
the ground of an early colonial local religiosity than either
Acosta or Garcilaso, were the Augustinian friars stationed in
Huamachuco in the northern Andes in the 1550s. They met
and attempted to destroy a number of provincial huacas in
what had clearly been a bustling pre-Hispanic religious land-
scape but found themselves particularly embedded within
the realm of a divinity named Catequil. As with Pachacdmac
on the central coast, the oracular fame of Catequil had been
fanned by close association with the Inca dynasty and, in his
case, with Huayna Capac. Despite the fact that this Inca’s
son, Atahuallpa, had turned against this huaca after unfavor-
able news and attempted his destruction, Catequil’s essence
in a large hill and high rocky cliffs proved impossible to ex-
tinguish. Because the children or expressions of Catequil had
already begun to spread, sometimes with resettled people and
as part of Incan political policy in the time of Huayna Capac,
he had other ways to endure (Topic et al., 2002, p. 326).
What is more, his pattern of cultic diffusion appears only to
have continued as Catequil’s tangible “pieces,” or children,
were spread by mobilizing devotees. A perplexed Fray Juan
de San Pedro, writing on behalf of the divinity’s newest ene-
mies, the Augustinians, claimed to have discovered some
three hundred of Catequil’s “sons” arrayed through various
towns and smaller settlements in the region. Most were par-
ticularly beautiful stones that seemed easy enough to confis-
cate and grind into dust, but in other ways Catequil seemed
to be everywhere at once. San Pedro believed that this multi-
plication of “idols” had continued “after the arrival of
the Spaniards in the land” (San Pedro, [1560] 1992,
pp- 179-180).

As the words of these post-Pizarran commentators ac-
knowledged, in one way or another huacas’cults were various
and overlapping. While one divine being might remain root-
ed in a precise physical landscape and connected to a certain
association and responsibility (often as a founding ancestor),
others developed multiple roles and personalities that al-
lowed them to transcend local beginnings and associations.
In the cases of Pachacdmac and Catequil, translocal signifi-
cance and power were augmented by their association with
members of the Inca line. Yet as the unparalleled narrative
evidence collected in the late sixteenth- and early seven-
teenth-century province of Huarochiri would prove in the
case of the cult of Pariacaca, not every important regional
huaca with multiple identities and a vibrant supporting cast
of mythohistoric “relatives” who had been important in the
times of Tawantinsuyu was so actively promoted by the Incas
(Taylor, ed., 1987; Salomon and Urioste, eds., 1991). In
fact, Pariacaca can stand as a most famous representative for
legions of other Auacas not only in his region but across the
Andes. While regionally powerful, these ancestral divinities
were not so completely adopted (or rejected) by the Incas.
Their intricate regional networks and transforming roles and
significance for indigenous people continued deep into colo-
nial times, especially in rural areas, where they were investi-
gated and harassed sporadically by inspectors of native Ande-
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an religious error through the seventeenth and early
eighteenth centuries (Mills, 1994; Mills, 1997).

Spanish churchmen who were commissioned as inspec-
tors of “idolatry” in the seventeenth- and early eighteenth-
century archdiocese of Lima sometimes found precisely what
an earlier Santillén or Acosta might have guessed they would
find among so persistently credulous a people. They found
the latest, elastic work of the devil. Did it ever seem too easy
to these inspectors when Indian witnesses who appeared be-
fore them sometimes confessed that they ministered to fig-
ures whom they called the devil? Part of what the devil repre-
sented in this emerging religious reality was evidence of self-
Christianization, that unpredictable by-product of uneven
Spanish evangelization. After all, diabolic explanations for
the huaca complex of beliefs and practices in pre-Hispanic
and emerging colonial Andean religious life had, for genera-
tions, been broadcast in Quechua in schools for the sons of
regional nobles, during confession, and from the pulpits in
Andean churches. Not surprisingly, the huaca-like appear-
ance, nature, and competences of these reported “devils”
were unmistakable and continued to change (Mills, 1997).
While the wild omnipresence of these Andean devils only
served to confirm many Spanish churchmen in their under-
standing of who had spoken through the Auacas and made
them seem so powerful to indigenous people all along, it
should signal rather more to us.

What remains pertinent is the fact that the devil was an
originally Spanish Christian idea that, through persistence of
association and gradual processes of selective appropriation
and reinvention, had been reconstituted and internalized by
Indians. If reconfigured Andean “devils” had lodged inside
a transforming Auaca complex, what other originally foreign,
extraordinary things encouraged by Spanish Christian ef-
forts, and simultaneously attractive and useful to native An-
deans, had also been brought within the ordinary?

A NATURALIZATION OF IMAGES AND INSTITUTIONS. Some
of the ways in which colonial Catholic Christianity was lived
in the Andes recalled older indigenous forms and purpose,
and thus encouraged a gradual transformative process. For
example, when new population centers and administrative
districts coincided or approximated older territorial under-
standings, this integrative process began with the settling of
extended kin groups (ayllus) in new towns (reducciones de in-
dios). It is impossible to generalize about the consequences.
Proximity to huacas, and the bodies of mallguis too, com-
bined with a sporadic or unevenly demanding Catholic cleri-
cal presence, encouraged everything from survivals through
coexistence to innovative fusions (Mills, 1994, 1997; Gose,
2003). Even when such “new” communities failed in the
wake of the late sixteenth-century epidemics, or were aban-
doned because of excessive tribute exactions or Spanish and
mestizo interlopers, the more remote places and hamlets into
which Indian families settled reflected changes. The churches
and chapels that went up in very small and remote places
suggested more than a hankering for “annex” or secondary
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parish status. “Arguments in stone,” or at least in adobe
blocks, could be made by native Andean Christians as well
as by hopeful church officials (Brown, 2003, pp. 29-32).

Sacred images and the voluntary lay religious associa-
tions (cofradias, confraternities) around them sometimes
coaxed new religious allegiance directly out of older ones, as
in the cases in which confraternities of Indians took over the
herds and lands dedicated to the kin groups’ huacas and mal-
lquis. Like Andean people at the sacrament of baptism, and
like Indian towns themselves, members of the lay associa-
tions took on a saint as an advocate and protector, and these
became new markers of identity and difference. But if the
rise of an image-centered, confraternity Christianity was en-
couraged by a striking convergence of Andean needs with the
arriving European institution (Celestino and Meyers, 1981;
Garland Ponce, 1994), the reimagination of what came to-
gether, and the answers cofradias proferred to colonial lives,
were just as crucial. The coffadias facilitated new kinds of be-
longing especially for displaced individuals and kin groups
in parts of the colonial world where older kinship ties had
fragmented or where resettlements and work regimes kept
people far from their home territories. In these conditions,
new generations were born. A parish and, even more, a co-
fradia, appears to have offered spaces in which members
might come together for each other and themselves. Indian
cofradias emerged in such great numbers by the late sixteenth
century that churchmen worried openly about their lack of
supervision. Prelates from at least the time of the Third Pro-
vincial Council of Lima (1582-1583) attempted to discour-
age new foundations among Indians (Vargas Ugarte, 1951—
1954, vol. 1, p. 360). The discouragement was not always
observed by churchmen, let alone by indigenous cofrades, not
did thriving lay associations of Indians fall obediently into
decay. According to the Jesuit provincial Rodrigo de Cabre-
do, the principal Jesuit-sponsored confraternity of Indians in
Potosi, that of San Salvador (sometimes called Santa Fe),
boasted “more than 1,000 Indian men and women” in 1602.
Contemporary observers wrote admiringly of the religious
leadership of female confraternity members in particular and
of the care they gave the image of the Baby Jesus in the Jesuit
church (“Carta anua del afio de 1602,” [1603] 1986,
pp- 231-233; Ocafia, c. 1599-1608, fol. 181r).

Catholic Christianity’s convergence, through the saints,
with structures that had guided the operations of an older
huaca complex do not offer straight and easy answers or a
singular “way” in which change occurred. In the middle of
the seventeenth century, the indigenous parishioners in the
town of San Pedro de Hacas, Cajatambo, revealed something
of the complexity of the colonial religiosity and culture at
hand. In testimonies before an investigator of their “errors”
between 1656 and 1658, they explained how their local
huaca, Vicho Rinri, was annually consulted on the eve of the
Catholic festival of the town’s eponymous patron. What was
more, their celebrations had come to feature sacred dances,
indigenous ritual confessions, and Andean offerings to Saint
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Peter in the home of his standard’s honorary bearer. While
the officiating Spanish judge and his notary insisted that the
huaca was being asked permission (as the devil might wish)
and that the activities of the saint’s guardians and the inti-
mate sacrifices before the representation were the height of
irreverence, our interpretative options should not close so
readily. It seems more likely that for at least some of the pa-
rishioners of Hacas, Saint Peter had been brought within an
emerging system in ways that altered but did not interrupt
older religious allegiances and understandings (Mills, 1994).

Reproducibility offers another critical theme to consid-
er. Just as important Auacas developed multiple personalities
and specializations, generating expressions of themselves in
other places, so too was it common for saints to transcend
their original forms, functions, and places through networks
of image “copies” and shrines. In this sense, the local reli-
gious enthusiasms of Spanish Christianity for images, newly
defended and refortified at the Council of Trent (Christian,
1981a, 1981b) were planted in most fortuitous soil. In some
cases, huacas themselves were Christianized, morphing into
saintly personages as their places became sacred shrines in the
Catholic system (Sallnow, 1987, p. 54). Like ambitious hua-
cas who, through their ministers and often out of necessity,
tied their fortunes to Inca rulers or speculated through “chil-
dren” in widening locations, Christ, Mary, and the other
saints were amenable to being co-opted, copied, and reener-
gized in new environments. Many sacred images, either
brought originally from Europe or made in the Andes but
based upon Old World models, both capitalized on their cu-
rious novelty and shed their identity as foreigners, becoming
“localized and . . . renewed” in the Andes, as elsewhere
(Dean, 1996, p. 174; Gruzinski, 1990). Whether “new” ex-
pressions or faithful copies, saints became local originals, fa-
voring a horizontal approach to religious matters similar to
that which Santillin, the Dominicans, and others had so
worried over among the Yunga. William B. Taylor’s words
on the character and development of “devotional landscapes”
in colonial Mexico apply just as usefully to our understand-
ing of how saints appealed to and worked for the colonial
descendants of the Yunga and their Andean neighbors: “Peo-
ple were likely to be interested in more than one shrine or
saint,” Taylor writes, “and felt a more intense devotion to
one or another at a particular time, as the array of saints’ im-
ages available in most churches suggests; and devotees may
never have actually visited the shrine of a favourite image or
relic” (Taylor, 2004).

The working of saints’ images and their copies can be
partly explained through the “familiar” language and associa-
tions used most often to elucidate divine connections and ex-
pansion. Spanish, Indian, and mestizo descriptions of huacas
as ancestors, husbands, wives, and progeny, and of them-
selves as the children of these beings, abound. Idioms of kin-
ship and marriage that had symbolized interrelationships and
subtle hierarchies between huacas and their peoples offered
affectionate titles and also a vocabulary for characterizing as-
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sociations between the images of saints and Christ and their
colonial groupings of people. Early-seventeenth-century Ay-
mara speakers on the shores of Lake Titicaca, for instance,
were said to have bestowed the title of mamanchic (maman-
cheq), “mother of all,” upon Francisco Tito Yupanqui’s
sculpture of the Virgin of the Candlemas at Copacabana
(Ramos Gavildn, [1621] 1988; Salles Reese, 1997, p. 162).
Similarly, their contemporaries, indigenous mineworkers
and their wives and families in Potosi, flocked to a miracu-
lous painting of Our Lady of Guadalupe from Extremadura
in the church of San Francisco whom they called the seszora
chapetona, “the new lady in the land” (Ocafia, c. 1599-1608,
fols. 159r). Such familiar and localizing designations abound
for images of Mary (Dean, 2002, pp. 181-182), but they
were not confined to her. As Thierry Saignes has found, the
inhabitants of main Andean towns sometimes included (and
subordinated) the sacred images of annex hamlets in a re-
markably similar fashion: “the crosses and statues that deco-
rated the village chapels were considered the ‘sons-in-law’ of
those belonging to the church in town” (Saignes, 1999,
p. 103).

The Marian images featured above are, of course, only
two of many. They offer illustrative examples of the signifi-
cance of multiplication and circulation and of a wider range
of devotional networks across the Andean zone and early
modern world. It is to ponder only an inviting surface to
note that Tito Yupanqui’s Our Lady of Copacabana from the
early 1580s both was and was not an Andean “original.” Her
Indian maker famously modeled his Virgin of the Candlemas
on a statue of Our Lady of the Rosary brought from Seville
to the Dominican convent and church in Potosi, an image
that had caught his eye and fired his devotion when he was
learning his art in the silver-mining center (Mills et al., 2003,
pp- 167-172). The miraculous image at Copacabana herself
quickly spawned many sculpted and portrait “copies” that
were enshrined in chapels across the Andes. These local cop-
ies grew more compelling to devotees by signaling their con-
nection to the divine presence of their originals. Some began
to sweat, others moved, and many were judged responsible
for interceding with God to produce miracles, the narratives
of which spread in the street and were broadcast from the
pulpits and pages of clerical promoters and patrons. In the
case of a copy of the Virgin of Copacabana among a group
of disgruntled, resettled Indians in Lima’s Cercado, the
image reportedly cried for attention and devotion, prompt-
ing decades of contest not only over the purported miracles
but over her rightful place and constituency. The intersect-
ing roles of different Indian groups, African slaves, prelates,
secular clergy, and Jesuits in this case defy simple expla-
nations.

The image of the Virgin of Guadalupe de Extremadura
painted by Ocafia in Potos{ can seem a more straightforward
case, that of an official purveyor’s painstakingly faithful ex-
pression of a Spanish original being transplanted in the
Andes. Yet the localization and rooting of a new expression
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here also repays closer inspection. The image’s creator, the
Jeronymite Diego de Ocafia, claimed to have rendered the
image with the Indians’ self-identification and affections
foremost in mind: “Since I painted her a little dark, and the
Indians are like that, they said that That Lady was more
beautiful than the other images, and [that] they loved her a
lot because she was of their colour.” Among other aspects of
his orchestration of new devotions around this image in Po-
tosi, Ocafia quickly mobilized the Franciscan preacher Luis
Jerénimo de Oré to preach to the Indians in their tongue
about the history of the original Virgin of Guadalupe and
about the transfer of this celestial advocate’s powers through
the new image to their place. (Ocafia, c. 1599-1608, fols.
159r, 163v; Mills, 2003). A miraculous narrative tradition
was being added to and reshaped in Potosi as new Andean
stories were being spun.

AN ANDEAN CHRISTIAN INTERCULTURE. The cult of the
saints offers an aspect of the Catholic Christian system that
appealed to colonial native Andeans as much for its familiari-
ty as for its access to new local powers. In highly interactive
regions such as the Andean zones on which Spanish Chris-
tians began to impinge in the 1530s, that which was foreign
was not unexpected. The foreign and novel might—like a
new huaca, like the concept of the devil—require under-
standing initially in terms that would allow definition within
emerging systems of meaning and practice. But the allure
and utility of unfamiliar expressions of sacred power were
tied to their perceived ability to summon valuable powers
from “outside” (Helms, 1993). In time, visual expressions of
Christ, the Virgin Mary, and other saints appear to have of-
fered this kind of power for many native Andeans. Closer
studies need to be made of a variety of divine personalities
and sacred territories over time to understand whether the
associations and competences of particular huacas are related
in any way to the specializations of saints as advocates and
if a tendency away from highly localised and specificist saints
and toward generalist advocates such as the Virgin and
Christ proposed by William Christian (1981) for contempo-
rary rural Castile plays out in cultic developments in the co-
lonial Spanish Americas. But what is clear is that the saints
became principal inhabitants and powers within what
Thomas Cummins has called a contested but mutual “cul-
tural area between Catholic intention and Andean reception”
(Cummins, 1995; 2002, p. 159).

Discovering how the thoughts of contemporaries can
inform us on such matters—and, more often than not, inter-
preting their silences—offers a constant challenge. This is as
true of representations of saints and their developing do-
mains as it is of renderings of the huacas’ pre-Hispanic na-
tures and what had been their catchment areas. Yet even tri-
umphant declarations about the saints that seem to skate
over difficulties and ignore complex possibilities hold prom-
ise for our project. For instance, when considering the fact
that the seventeenth-century Augustinian Creole Antonio de
la Calancha carved up Peru into three devotional zones
watched over by miraculous images of Mary that just so hap-
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pened to be nurtured and championed by his religious order,
it can be tempting to throw in the towel. It was, he wrote,
as if the Virgin of Guadalupe in the north coastal valley of
Pacasmayo, the Virgin of Copacabana in Chucuito, and the
Virgin of Pucarani (toward La Paz) were divinely linked and
spread apart so as “to bless [beatificar] the different territories
in which they are venerated, and so as not to tire travelers
and pilgrims when they go in search of them” (Calancha,
[1638] 1974-1982, p. 1362). Yet we must view this as more
than Augustinian pride and claim-making against the en-
croachments of other religious, and more, too, than simply
a solemn register of God’s designs in these friars’ favor. Ca-
lancha’s appeal is arguably also to native Andean devotees
who he knows from experience had once moved across these
very territories according to earlier divine markers and
divisions.

The representations of the Jesuit provincial Rodrigo de
Cabredo in 1600 as he described the work of padres from the
Jesuit college at Cuzco in towns and villages in the region
of Huamanga (modern Ayacucho) in 1599 offer an even
more illuminating example for our purposes. In one place
(probably San Francisco de Atunrucana), the Jesuits had set
to building a new church to replace one struck by lightning
and burned to the ground. In the presence of many people,
including the kuraka, sacred images of the town’s patrons
San Francisco and the Baby Jesus had been enshrined and
a sermon was given in commemorative thanks that local peo-
ple had been freed from their blindness and the clutches of
the devil. According to Cabredo:

One of the principal fruits of this mission was teaching
the Indians about the veneration (adoracién) of images,
telling them [first] not to worship (adorar) them as In-
dians do their huacas, and [second] that Christians do
not think that virtue and divinity resides in them [the
images] themselves but, rather, look to what they repre-
sent. . . .[Teaching] this [matter] is of the utmost im-
portance, because a bad Christian with little fear of God
had sowed a very pernicious and scandalous doctrine in
this pueblo, saying many things against the honor and
reverence that the images deserve.

Cabredo’s emphasis falls ultimately on what was needed to
“remedy the poison the Devil had sown through his minis-
ter” (“Carta anua,” [1600] 1981, pp. 73-76). The notion of
a wandering “bad Christian” as the devil’s instrument, lead-
ing Indians astray with “pernicious and scandalous” confu-
sions about images and huacas, does not fail to raise questions
and suggest complications. For even if this “bad Christian”
did exist, he or she appears to have found a ready audience
for comparative thoughts about saints’ images and Auacas, an
audience of Indians at the dawn of the seventeenth century
about whom the Jesuits in Huamanga and well beyond had
grown concerned.

Cross-cultural thinkers and mobilizers—contemporary
people who conceptualized, influenced, and reflected reli-
gious in-betweens in the colonial Andes—offer perhaps the
most remarkable indications of why and how the cult of the
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saints came to underpin local Andean Christianities. As dis-
missive as the mestizo humanist El Inca Garcilaso de la Vega
had found himself in thinking over the possible interpreta-
tive needs of colonial Indians in Chuquisaca, as noted above,
he did concoct a definition of the concept of huaca with con-
siderably more paths into emerging colonial understandings
than dead ends. At its center was a denial that people in
Incan times had understood suacas to be gods and a hint that
the appeal of Christian images and miracle stories to a native
Andean might follow on naturally (Garcilaso de la Vega
[1609] 1985, pp. 51-55, pp. 45-55; MacCormack, 1991,
pp- 335-338). Saints, like the extraordinary ancestral beings,
might be represented in forms, and stories of their deeds
might be conveyed, collected, and retold by special humans.

Luis Jerénimo de Or¢, the experienced Franciscan Cre-
ole whom Diego de Ocafia had recruited to preach about the
Virgin of Guadalupe in Potosi in 1600, was a figure who ap-
proached such matters of possible congruence directly, in the
course of evangelization. Engraved images of the Virgin
begin and end his Symbolo Catholico Indiano of 1598, accom-
panied by words to guide contemplation. Mary was also a
principal concern in the book itself, as Oré translated her and
his faith through prayers and hymns, expounding doctrine
and mysteries for Quechua-speaking Christians (Oré, [1598]
1992). The so-called anonymous Jesuit of the late sixteenth
or early seventeenth century—possibly but not certainly the
mestizo Blas Valera (Jesuita Anénimo [c. 1594] 1968, BNS
ms. 3177; Urbano, 1992; Hyland, 2003), offers another rich
case in point. He was an author immersed in a project of in-
terpreting the Incan past as an ordered and moral anticipa-
tion for Catholic Christianity, particularly as directed by the
Jesuits in structured environments such as Lima’s resettled
enclosure for Indians, Santiago del Cercado. Yet he had also
had much else to say en route.

The Jesuit held, for instance, that the only mode of
entry into Christianity that was working for native Andeans
in his day amounted to self-Christianization sustained by a
regular experience of the sacraments. Certainly the people
benefited from priests fluent in the Quechuan language to
administer to them, and they required good examples to ex-
cite their faith, just as his contemporary Acosta insisted more
famously. “But when they lack someone to instruct them,”
the anonymous Jesuit added, “they look for ways to pick up
what is required and teach it to their children.” Like Or¢, this
Jesuit believed that native Andeans were inclined toward
Catholic Christianity by their pre-Hispanic understandings
and that their depth in the faith depended most upon Chris-
tianity being enlivened by careful formulations in the
Quechuan language. Most Indian Christians were new and
vulnerable, in his view, but this did not make them any less
genuine additions to the fold. The arrival at a moment when
the pace and character of religious change would depend
upon the Indians’ own efforts and controls was already at
hand in some places, he implied, even if further work was
needed on communicating key aspects of the faith.
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Near the heart of such further efforts, in this Jesuit’s
opinion, should be “historical narration and . . . personal
conversations in which the saints’ lives are told and matters
of virtue are treated.” Picking up on what his contemporaries
the Creole Oré and the peninsular Ocafia also believed and
were putting into action, the anonymous Jesuit wrote that
if an evangelizer’s skills were such that he could translate
Christian narratives into the Indians’ languages, then so too
could the articles of the faith, the commandments, the works
of mercy, and the sacraments be rendered, allowing the arriv-
ing religion, finally, to be deeply understood. His emphasis
upon the gains which might come from “conversaciones par-
ticulares about the saints captures his understanding both
of the intimate and horizontal manner in which the cult of
the saints had already begun to enter the hearts and minds
of native Andeans, and of the way that self-Chris-
tianization—daily ritual activity, communication, and devel-
oping understandings among Indian women and men, with-
in families and lay sodalities, and between friends and ac-
quaintances—would see this process continue. Saints could
take on new Andean lives in Quechua. Only the older gener-
ation of Indians and their oral traditions seemed to present
an obstacle to this vision. But for this too, the Jesuit had a
suggestion. Indian children could begin “to sing before them
[the adults] so that in this way they forget the ancient songs”
(Jesuita Andénimo, [c.1594] 1968, pp. 80-81).

The “ancient songs” stand in here for the huacas and,
in a certain sense, for the pre-Hispanic religious complex as
a whole. This Jesuit’s optimistic view of his colonial present
and his faithful glimpse into the future sees a gradual substi-
tution of one set of songs, beliefs and practices for another,
the old for the new. But students of these matters are not
obliged to think so instrumentally. The author’s acknowl-
edgment of what one might call a “creative tension” between
modes of religious understanding and ritual remembrance in
operation in the colonial Andes is more telling. He believes
that a fundamental Andean religious aptitude and enthusi-
asm for the saints, and for their hagiographic narratives and
edifying stories, had come from somewhere elastic and en-
during in native Andean cultural tradition. Evidence of the
survival of huaca cults, and their relationships and sacred his-
tories, exists into the eighteenth century and beyond and
suggests that he was correct. But what can be understood
about huacas should not stop just here, split off, as if the
study of pre-Hispanic phenomena, much less colonial “idola-
try,” can be separated from the culturally dialogic reality of
evangelization and response and from the emergence and
fruition of Andean Christianities. Huacas, with their multi-
ple personalities and translocality, provided Spanish and Hi-
spanicizing minds with ways of thinking and expressing reli-
gious relationships, and they provide colonial indigenous
people with ways of understanding the images of saints and
their “copies” as newly local repositories of beneficence and
power.
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SOUTH AMERICAN INDIANS: INDIANS OF
THE MODERN ANDES

The Quechua and Aymara Indians of the Andes mountains
are the largest group of Indians still existent in the New
World. Approximately 28 million Indians and mestizos (pet-
sons of mixed Spanish and Indian descent) live along the Pa-
cific coast and in the Andean highlands. About one-fourth
of these Indians live and speak as they did before the Spanish
conquest in the sixteenth century. Six million speak Que-
chua and approximately 1 million speak Aymara. For the
purposes of this article, the religious systems of both the
Quechua and the Aymara will be treated together, and both
groups will be referred to, collectively, as “Andeans.”
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Although some Andeans have moved to large urban
centers, such as La Paz, Bolivia, and Lima, Peru, the majority
live in small communities (from twenty to five hundred fam-
ilies) scattered throughout the Andes, with a population den-
sity of three hundred persons per square kilometer of habit-
able and arable land. Indians live in rectangular, single-
family, adobe huts with thatched gable or hip roofs. The
Aymara group their huts in extended-family compounds sur-
rounded by a wall with a central patio. For both Aymara and
Quechua, marriage is monogamous, with trial marriages last-
ing several years. Residence is patrilocal, with bilateral inheri-
tance among the Quechua and patrilateral inheritance
among the Aymara.

Andeans practice intensive agriculture using crop rota-
tion, irrigation, dung fertilization, and terracing of fields.
They cultivate more than fifty species of domesticated plants,
in a number of ecological niches: Potatoes, quinoa, and oca
are grown at the highest levels of cultivatable land; corn
(maize) at lower levels; and beans, squash, sweet manioc, pea-
nuts, peppers, fruit trees, and cotton in the deep valleys and
along the coast. Herders graze alpacas, llamas, and sheep on
fallow fields and in high, nonarable tundra regions (14,000~
17,000 ft.). Although Andeans live dispersed over wide areas,
resource exchange unifies the people of different communi-
ties. The ecological band narrows as the altitude increases,
so that there are many distinct communities, each utilizing
the natural resources characteristic of its altitude. Because of
ecological specialization, exchange of resources is very impor-
tant. Andean civilization arose through these efforts to utilize
many vegetational zones to furnish communities with a vari-
ety of resources.

Andeans have also adapted to this mountainous region
by means of a religion that is essentially a system of ecological
symbols. They use their ecological setting as an explanatory
model for understanding and expressing themselves in my-
thology and ritual. Andeans are very close to their animals,
plants, and land. Their origin myths tell how in times past
llamas herded humans; in present times humans herd llamas
only because of a linguistic error when llamas misplaced a
suffix in Quechua, saying “Humans will eat us” instead of
“We will eat humans.” Andeans consider coca (Erythoxylum
coca) a divine plant: “The leaves are like God. They have wis-
dom.” Diviners learn about nature by chewing coca and
reading its leaves. Andeans see themselves as part of nature,
intrinsically affected by its processes and intimately linked
with plants and animals. Moreover, Andeans believe they
originated in the earth and will return to it.

PACHAMAMA AND ACHACHILAS. Earth and mountains pro-
vide two principal Andean symbols, Pachamama and the ac-
hachilas. Pachamama means “mother earth,” but pacha also
refers to time, space, and a universe that is divided into heav-
en, earth, and a netherworld. For Andeans, time is encapsu-
lated in space. Pacha is an earth that produces, covers, and
contains historical events, and Pachamama symbolizes the
fertile nature of the earth, which provides life. Pachamama
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is a universal deity, referring to all the earth and the universe
because she represents the principle of nature that recycles
life from death, and death from life. Pachamama is unlike
the achachilas, the mountain spirits who represent certain

peaks.

Ritually, Andeans libate Pachamama with drops of li-
quor before drinking and present her with three coca leaves
before chewing coca. The husband places coca leaves daily
into the male family members’ earth shrine, an indentation
within the adobe bench surrounding the inside of the patio,
and the wife puts leaves under her household shrine, a table
within the cooking house, so that Pachamama will provide
the family with food. Diviners also offer ritual meals (mesas)
to Pachamama during August, before Andeans begin plant-
ing. Andeans believe that the earth is open at that time and
needs to be given food and drink.

Roman Catholic missioners attempted to replace Pacha-
mama with the Blessed Mother, but this resulted in beliefs
that associate the Blessed Mother with the bountifulness of
the earth. For example, two major pilgrimage sites in the Bo-
livian Andes are La Virgen de Copacabana and La Virgen de
Urkupifia. Nominally, these shrines refer to the Blessed
Mother, but Andeans associate them with Pachamama and
the earth (Urkupifia means “rock hill”). People travel to these
shrines in August to feed Mother Earth and thus ensure an
abundant harvest and an increase in flocks, offspring, or,
more recently, money. This illustrates how Catholicism be-
came syncretized with the ecological symbols of the Andean
religion.

Achachilas are mountain spirits, indistinct from the
mountains themselves, who are the masculine protectors of
the earth and ancestors of the community. Diviners feed ac-
hachilas with ritual meals. Every Andean community has cer-
tain bordering mountains that are considered sacred: For ex-
ample, the achachilas of La Paz, Bolivia, are the snow-crested
mountains (16,000-20,000 ft.) of Illimani (“elder brother”),
Mururata (“headless one”), and Wayna Potosi (“youth-
Potosi”). A more traditional Aymara community, Cacacha-
ga, near Oruro, Bolivia, has eleven achachilas that together
encircle it and separate it from neighboring communities.
Each peak symbolizes an aspect of nature—a mineral, plant,
animal, bird, or person—that is suggested by its shape and
its particular resources and natural environment. Condo, a
neighboring community north of Cacachaqa, shares with
Cacachaqa two achachilas, which shows how neighboring
communities are united by achachilas.

Throughout the Andes, there are hierarchical relation-
ships among the achachilas. Ancestral achachilas are related
to tutelary peaks of the community, the community’s tute-
lary peaks to the region’s, and the region’s to the nation’s.
Traditionally, the metaphor for this relationship is a kinship
pyramid: At the apex is the chief of the clan, followed by the
heads of the major lineages and then the leaders of the local
lineages. Although clans are no longer found in the Andes,
lineages are important, and Andeans refer to achachilas in



8616

kinship terms—rmmachula (“ancestor”), apu (“leader”), awqui
(“grandfather”), and #o (“uncle”). In sum, mountains exhibit
a hierarchy that is analogous to social and political systems.
The worship of these mountains, then, made Andeans con-
scious of social, political, and natural systems.

EARTH SHRINES. Diviners are responsible for naming and
feeding earth shrines (buacas), which are pre-Columbian in
origin and are still ritually important. Earth shrines are natu-
ral openings or small holes dug into the ground through
which the earth is ritually fed. They are found near passes,
water holes, knobs, and rocks. Alongside the hole is usually
a rock pile, where Indians place their coca quids before fresh
leaves are put inside the hole. A shrine’s many names may
express history, humor, geography, and social relationships.
For example, one earth shrine is called Jilakata’s Recourse,
because it was once a rest stop for Indian officials on their
journey to pay tribute to the Spanish. This shrine’s knob sug-
gests its other names: Goat Corral, Bachelor’s Haven, Co-
itus, and Chicha (corn beer) Bubble. Another earth shrine
was formed, according to legend, when a certain leader ex-
pelled his sister-in-law from his land and set her upside down
alongside the road. She became a rock shaped in the form
of buttocks and a vagina. Today, Andean travelers place coca
in the crotch of this earth shrine. Other earth shrines are ded-
icated to irrigation canals, agricultural fields, and livestock.
An apacheta is an earth shrine at a mountain pass, that is, the
highest point of the trail. Travelers rest at these sites, discard
their coca, and pray, “With this quid may my tiredness leave
me, and strength return.”

Earth shrines are stratified according to ecological levels,
social groupings, time, and historical epochs. Individuals
have their own earth shrines; an Andean baby receives an
earth shrine at birth, and must reverence it throughout his
or her life. If they move from their natal village, they will pe-
riodically return to pay homage to their shrines, which con-
tinually beckon for their return until they die and are buried
with their ancestors near their sacred mountain. The patri-
lineage has its household shrines dug into the inside and out-
side of the house; the community has its shrine correspond-
ing to its level on the mountain; and the ayllu, an
economically and religiously related group of communities,
has its shrines up and down the mountain. Certain irrigation
canals have earth shrines that are associated with the Inca civ-
ilization, and, in many villages, the chapel in the plaza is
often interpreted as another earth shrine, reminiscent of the
Spanish conquest. Yet the earth is the center that perdures
through time, and that unifies the different places and earth
shrines.

RITUALISTS. Ritual specialists of the Andes fall into two cate-
gories: diviners and sorcerers.

Diviners. Andeans frequently consult with diviners, the
principal ritualists of the Andes. All Andean communities
have diviners. Although they are identified from within the
group by being associated with some extraordinary natural
event (commonly, a bolt of lightning), they are selected as
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individuals for their divining skills. A typical diviner reads
coca leaves by first selecting twelve perfect leaves. He marks
them with insectlike bites and designates the significance of
each: good luck, bad luck, community, road, a person’s
name, enemies, or whatever concerns the person paying for
the divination. He then casts the leaves, like dice, upon a
cloth to see which leaves pair with good luck and which with
bad luck. If the cast is unfavorable, the participants often
argue about the outcome and require another cast. Because
coca leaves usually do not fall in a conclusive way, diviners
are free to suggest their insights. There are many kinds of di-
viners: Some read the signs of nature and predict when to
plant and harvest, others are skilled in social dynamics and
redress conflicts, and still others understand human prob-
lems and treat mental illnesses. A few possess mystical knowl-
edge and can reveal the inner nature of the Andean universe.
Such people are highly esteemed, and Andeans travel long
distances to seek them out.

Diviners conclude divinations with ritual meals (mzesas),
which are the basic rituals of the Andes. Although mesas vary
regionally, they follow a similar pattern. A diviner sets a table
(mesa) with a ritual cloth and scallop shells for plates, each
of which is assigned an achachila and an earth shrine. He
places a llama fetus at the head of the table for Pachamama.
Next, the diviner places white llama wool, coca, llama fat,
carnation petals, and animal blood on the scallop shells, be-
seeching the invited deities to accept the offerings. The par-
ticipants imitate the diviner. There are other ritual foods, de-
pending upon the ecological zone, but the three principal
foods are coca, which symbolizes knowledge, fat, symboliz-
ing energy, and blood (preferably from the llama), symboliz-
ing vitality. Finally, the diviner wraps the food with the wool
to make about twelve bundles (4:nz0s) and ties them to the
back of the llama fetus. The diviner places this in an earth
shrine, and burns it, which symbolizes the consumption of
the food. Andeans say that if the fire sparkles and crackles,
then Pachamama and the achachilas have enjoyed the meal
and will repay them with a good harvest.

Sorcerers. Sorcerers are different from diviners. Divin-
ers are usually male and feed the earth shrines with llama fat,
llama fetuses, and white llama wool at specific times—
Wednesday and Thursday nights. They are ritualists for ac-
hachilas, Pachamama, and earth shrines. In contrast, sorcer-
ers are often female and feed the wind and river with pig fat,
rat fetuses, and black sheep wool on Tuesday and Friday
nights. They are ritualists for the supaya, a term that has often
been equated with the Spanish concept of the devil, although
it actually refers to certain of the dead who either have not
completed something in this life or have died in a strange
fashion. The supaya belong to the netherworld of the dead
(ura pacha), but they act in the world of the living (kay pacha)
as living shadows. Supaya enter the world of the living to
gather companions for the netherworld. Symbolically, they
represent the consumptive forces of nature, such as death and
decay, which are necessary to renew life. When someone is
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sick and a supaya is implicated, sorcerers attempt to appease
him by killing and substituting the life of a llama for that
of the sick person. They also offer pig fat and rat fetuses at
mesas de contra (“misfortune tables”), so called because the
ritual items are contrary to those employed by diviners in a
mesa de suerte (“good-luck table”) or mesa de salud (“health
table”). Pig fat is inferior to llama fat because Andeans con-
sider the pig a tropical animal that lives on fecal matter and
garbage. Rat fetuses, symbolizing destructive rodents, are in-
ferior to llama fetuses, which symbolize an animal very bene-
ficial to Andean society.

Andeans select sorcerers by their reputation for either
removing or inflicting misfortunes. Some sorcerers claim re-
sponsibility for as many as seven deaths, but others are secre-
tive about their reputation because sorcerers are occasionally
killed in revenge by victims of unsuccessful sorcery. Sorcery
takes many forms in the Andes, but one way sorcerers curse
people is by placing nail filings or hair of the victim inside
the skulls of a cat and a dog, whose teeth are locked as if in
battle, which symbolizes that husband and wife are fighting.
(The breakdown of the household is a major tragedy in the
Andes because it is the unit of production and subsistence.)
The sorcerer hides the skulls inside the thatched roof of the
victim. If the victim is aware of this, he can remove the curse
by having another sorcerer perform a mesa de contra. Some-
times the victim has the sorcerer brought before the magis-
trate, who fines her and makes her take an oath not to do
it again. Sorcery is taken seriously and is often the attributed
cause for loss of livestock, crops, money, health, and even

life.

THE AYLLU AND ITS EARTH SHRINES. The ayllu is basic to
Andean social organization. Although ay/lus are often based
on kinship ties, they are also formed by religious, territorial,
and metaphorical ties. One contemporary example is Ayllu
Kaata of the Qollahuaya Indians, who live in midwestern Bo-
livia. Ayllu Kaata is a mountain with three major communi-
ties: Nifiokorin, Kaata, and Apacheta. The people of Nifio-
korin are Quechua speakers who farm corn, wheat, barley,
peas, and beans on the lower slopes of the mountain
(10,500-11,500 ft.). The people of Kaata, who also speak
Quechua, cultivate oca and potatoes on rotative fields of the
central slopes (11,500-14,000 ft.). In the highlands
(14,000-17,000 ft.), the Aymara-speaking people of Apa-
cheta herd llamas and sheep. The three communities use the
metaphor of the human body to understand their ay//u: Apa-
cheta corresponds to the head, Kaata to the trunk, and Nifio-
korin to the legs. Just as the parts of the human body are or-
ganically united, so are the three levels of Ayllu Kaata.

The thirteen earth shrines of Ayllu Kaata are understood
in relation to the body metaphor and to ecological stratifica-
tions. The three community shrines are Chagamita, Pacha-
qota, and Jatun Junch’a. Chaqamita, a lake located to the
east near the legs, is related to the sun’s birth, fertility, and
corn, making it a suitable shrine for Nifiokorin, whose Corn
Planting rite reverences this site. This lower lake is also a
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shrine for Curva and Chullina, neighboring ay/lus. Earth
shrines, when shared by several ay/lus, religiously unite sepa-
rate mountains, and so Qollahuaya Andeans claim that they
are one people because they worship the same shrines. Pacha-
qota, a large lake at the head of the mountain, is the “eye”
into which the sun sinks; it symbolizes death, fertilization,
and llamas. On the shores of the lake, the herders of the high-
land community of Apacheta celebrate the All Colors rite for
the increase of llamas. Pachaqota is also associated with the
lakes of uma pacha (at the top of a mountain), from which
animals and humans derive their existence and to which they
return after death.

The Great Shrine (Jatun Junch’a), associated with the
liver and the central community of Kaata, is a major shrine
of Ayllu Kaata because of its central location and physiogra-
phy. The Great Shrine rests on a spur, which rises from the
slopes and resembles a small mountain. The Great Shrine is
nourished at the rite of Chosen Field, in the middle of the
rainy season, and it is also the site of a mock battle (¢/mku)
between the elders and clowns during Carnival. The clowns,
who sprinkle people with water, are symbolically put to
death by the elders slinging ripe fruit at them.

Similar ritual battles are fought throughout the Andes:
The Aymara of the Bolivian Altiplano, for example, wage
theatrical warfare between the upper and lower divisions of
the community. 77nku emphasizes the importance of con-
trasting pairs, and in the Andes almost everything is under-
stood in juxtaposition to its opposite. Earth shrines, also,
have meanings corresponding to binary opposition. Cha-
gamita and Pachaqota, for example, correspond to life and
death, as well as to the rising and setting of the sun, and each
term explains the other; moreover, each leads to the other.

The highlands, central altitudes, and lowlands of
Mount Kaata have community shrines reflecting their eco-
logical zones, but from the viewpoint of the ay/lu, the com-
munity shrine is only one part of the body of the mountain.
In some way every level must feed all the mountain’s shrines
during the allyu rites, such as the New Earth rite. The people
of Apacheta, Kaata, and Nifiokorin come together during
New Earth to recreate the mountain’s body. The upper and
lower communities send leaders to Kaata for this rite, each
bringing his zone’s characteristic product: a llama or some
chicha (corn beer). The llama’s heart and bowels are buried
in the center fields, and blood and fat are sent by emissaries
to feed the earth shrines of the mountain. The body awakes
to become the new earth.

The New Earth rite is one illustration, of which there
are many others throughout the Andes, of how Pachamama,
the achachilas, and earth shrines are holistically understood
in terms of metaphor, ecology, and ay//u. The New Earth rite
expresses how levels of land are understood in terms of a
body with a head, heart, bowels, and legs, through which
blood and fat circulate when ritualists feed the earth shrines.
Specific earth shrines not only refer to specific ecologial
zones but also symbolize parts of the body that holistically
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constitutes the achachila and symbolizes the social and politi-
cal unity of Mount Kaata. Andeans experience the solidarity
of their mountain and ayllu similarly to the way they experi-
ence the organic unity of their corporeal bodies. The individ-
ual’s corporeal life is dependent on environmental life. Thus,
the New Earth rite assures the individual’s organic life by
awakening Mother Earth to provide a good harvest.

RITUAL CALENDAR. Andeans insert themselves by ritual into
the cycles of nature—not to control them, but to experience
them and be in harmony with them. New Earth, for exam-
ple, is the second of three rites dedicated to the rotative field
of the year. Through these three rites the earth is gradually
awakened. One year before planting, the community leaders
study the fertility of the fields lying fallow to see which one
is ready to begin another growth cycle of potatoes, oca, and
barley. A diviner observes nature’s omens and asks the neigh-
boring mountains (achachilas) for their assistance. Once a
field is picked, the people of the ayllu celebrate the rite of
Chosen Field (Chacrata Qukuy) in the middle of the rainy
season. Leaders dance across the field’s terraces to the music
of flutes, and they offer a llama fetus to the earth shrine of
the selected field. The fetus brings new life to the soil, and
thus the field becomes the anointed land for the year. Ande-
ans later fertilize their plots by spreading sheep dung along
the furrows where they will plant potatoes.

The rains continue to soak the anointed field, and near
the end of the rainy season, in April, Andeans prepare to
plow. But before the earth can be entered, it must be nur-
tured by the sacrifice of a grown llama during the rite of New
Earth. With this rite the land is vitalized; it is opened for
water, air, dung, and blood, until the time of Potato Plant-
ing, when it is covered over again. Potato Planting (Khallay
Papa Tarpuna), in mid-November, is the field’s final ritual,
celebrated after the Feast with the Dead. According to Ande-
an legends, the dead push the potatoes up from the inside
of the earth. Also in November, people of lower levels cele-
brate Corn Planting (Khallay Sara Tarpuna), and at Christ-
mastime herders sponsor their herding rituals, All Colors
(Chajru Khallay). Although each rite is concerned with the
animal and plant life of its zone, collectively the rites influ-
ence the corporate life of the ayllu and region, and leaders
from the various communities participate in all of the rituals
of the ayllu and the region.

Between the cycle of the seasons there is a day when an-
cestors return to the community—2 November, the Feast
with the Dead. Ancestor worship remains an important part
of Andean religion. Prior to the conquest, Andeans mummi-
fied the dead by wrapping them in cloth and seating them
in chullpas, which are rock monuments above subterranean
cists. The Incas dressed the mummies of their kings in fine
textiles and kept them in the Temple of the Sun in Cuzco,
where they were arranged in hierarchical and genealogical re-
lationships. Today, Andeans dress the dead person for a jour-
ney, provide him or her with coca, potatoes, corn, and a can-
dle, and bury the deceased in a cemetery near the
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community. Traditionally, many Andeans believe that peo-
ple originate from and return to the highland lakes of the
mountain. They compare death to the eclipse of the sun:
Death is ecliptic, hiding the dead within the earth, where
they journey with the movements of the sun, seasons, and

land.

The Feast with the Dead is an annual rite of passage
from the dry to the wet season and from the activity of the
dead to that of the living. The dry season connotes resting;
the wet season, growth. The living invite the dead to a meal
when the harvest and festive times have ended and planting
rituals begin. At this pivotal point in the Andean year, the
dead visit the living, and then they are sent on another year’s
journey with their share of the harvest.

At noon on November 1, the leader of the community
awakens the dead with dynamite, and for twenty-four hours
the dead are served food on tables that usually have three
tiers, symbolizing highlands, central altitudes, and lowlands.
The arrival of a fly or the flickering of a candle signals to the
living that the dead are present. The living and dead share
in a meal and communicate with each other by laments and
prayers. At noon the next day, everyone returns to the ceme-
tery to place more food near the graves. Relatives of the de-
ceased distribute food to friends, who pray for the dead rela-
tives. Later the same afternoon, the fiesta ends with a meal
and drinking.

COSMOLOGY. For Andeans, the finality of death is alleviated
by their ecology. During life, Andeans become part of the
land that they work: As their bodies get older, their land in-
creases. When they die, they enter into the mountain, jour-
ney upward, and have access to the land of the dead. More-
over, the decay of their bodies enriches the land of the living.
The visible levels of the living are only half of the mountain;
the other half consists of the subterranean waterways of the

dead.

The Andeans’ worldview is an extension of the three
mountain levels; they divide their universe into the heavens
(janaj pacha), this world (kay pacha), and the netherworld
(ura pacha). Each place has an ancient, a past, and a present
time, to which specific beings correspond. The heavens are
where the elders of lightning, sun, and stars have dwelled
since ancient times; where God, Jesus, and Santiago have
roamed since past times; and where dead baptized babies are
descending to the wma pacha in present times. By their per-
manent and cyclical features, the heavens suggest origination
and restitution, whereas the experiences of this world are
temporal and consecutive. The three times of this world are
symbolized by chullpas, the cross, and the graveyard, which
refer respectively to the ancestor mummies, Jesus, and the re-
cent dead (those who have died within three years). The an-
cestor mummies and the past and recent dead journey to the
highlands within the subterranean waterways of the nether-
world, which is the recycling area between death and life.
The supaya are dead unable to travel because of some unfin-
ished business. They bridge the gap between the netherworld
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and this world. The earth shrines denote being, space, and
time, the metaphysical concepts for the universe, which are
intertwined in each of the three gradient levels; thus the
mountain serves as an expression of Andean cosmology.

The uma pacha is the point of origin and return for tra-
ditional Andeans. The highlands are the head (#ma) of the
achachila. Bunchgrass grows near the summit of the moun-
tain, as hair on the head. The wool of the llamas that graze
on this grass resembles human hair. As human hair grows
after cutting, so llama wool and bunchgrass grow continually
in the highlands. In a manner similar to the regeneration of
hair, humans and animals originate in the highland lakes, or
the eyes (nawi) of the achachila. The sun dies into these eyes
of the highlands, but from the reflections within the lake
come all living creatures. The lake’s reflections (#//a) are the
animals and people returning from inside the earth to this
world.

Animals and people originate in and return to the head
of the mountain. It is the place of origin and return, like the
human head, which is the point of entry and exit for the
inner self. The dead travel by underground waterways to the
mountain’s head, the uma pacha, from whose lakes they can
arise to the land of the living. The living emerge from the
eyes of the mountain (the lakes of the wma pacha), journey
across its head, chest, trunk, and legs (high, center, and low
levels), and die in the lowlands. They are buried and return
with the sun to the wma pacha, point of origin and return.

SICKNESS AND HEALTH. Western medicine ascribes sickness
to internal disorders of the body or to the malfunctioning
of organs within it, whereas Andean curing looks outside the
body to the malfunctioning of the social and ecological
order. Bodily illnesses are signs of disorders between the per-
son and the land or between the person and his lineage. The
diviner’s role is to reveal this conflict and to redress it by ritu-
al, which resolves the dispute or reorders the land. Diviners
cure not by isolating the individual in a hospital, away from
his land, but by gathering members of a sick person’s social
group for ritual feeding of the earth shrines of the achachila,
because if their lineage and mountain are complete, then
their body will also be complete (healthy). Community and
land are inextricably bound to the physical body, and disinte-
gration in one is associated with disorder in the other.

One illustration of how diviners interrelate environ-
mental and social factors with sickness is the mesa de salud
(“health table”), a commonly performed ritual in the Andes.
This ritual begins with a preliminary divination session in
which the diviner casts coca leaves to determine the causes
of an illness. Relatives of the sick person attend and contrib-
ute to the analysis of the causes. Diviners then redress social
conflicts within the lineage. If the sick person, for example,
has fought with her mother-in-law, the diviner delves into
the cause of this conflict and instructs the patient to gather
some ritual item from the mother-in-law’s household. The
participants then spend several days gathering ritual items
symbolic of the various altitudinal levels: chicha (corn beer)
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and carnations from the lowlands, potatoes from the central
lands, and llama fat and a fetus from the highlands. The
gathering of the ritual items reinforces the concept that
health is related to the utilization and exchange of resources
from different levels. Indirectly, the ritual affects health by
reinforcing the need for a balanced diet. In this way, Andean
ritual promotes holistic health rather than merely removing
disease.

Traditionally, Andeans distinguish between curanderos,
who cure with natural remedies, and diviners (yachaj), who
cure with supernatural remedies. Andeans have many classes
of curanderos, revealing a striking knowledge and classifica-
tion of anatomy and an enormous list of medical parapherna-
lia. Because they have excelled in the practice of native medi-
cine, Andeans have adapted to an environment that produces
many stresses (hypoxia, hypothermia, malnutrition, and epi-
demics). Qollahuaya herbalists, for example, use approxi-
mately one thousand medicinal plants in curing. Andeans
visit both diviners and herbalists for treatment of a disease,
because both kinds of specialist are needed to deal with all
the physical, social, spiritual, and ecological factors involved.

CHRISTIANITY. Andeans have incorporated Catholicism into
their traditional way of life by stratifying it according to place
and time and thus allowing it to function in ways analogous
to the function of an earth shrine. For many Andeans, Ca-
tholicism is a state religion that replaced the Inca religion.
Every Andean community has a chapel with a statue of a
saint who is the patron protector of the village. Sculptors
mold a realistic statue from plaster of paris, and seamstresses
dress it with velvet and gold cloth. These statues appear al-
most alive, like waxworks. For some Andeans, the saint rep-
resents a white rock; for others, the saints are transformations
of the dead ancestors whom they venerated during Inca
times.

Annually, each village celebrates a fiesta to its saint,
whose statue is paraded around the four corners of the plaza
while brilliantly costumed groups dance to the music of
flutes, drums, and trumpets. The official sponsor, the preste,
walks alongside the saint, for which privilege he provides the
participants with alcohol, coca, and food. Ritual and natural
kin, as well as people in debt to the preste, contribute supplies
and sponsor dance groups. For the first day or two, the fiesta
is a celebration of great beauty and festivity, but by the third
day it often degenerates into drunkenness and brawling. One
reason is that during recent times raw alcohol has replaced
the traditional beverage, chicha, which has a much lower al-
cohol content. However, alcohol and coca also relax the par-
ticipants, making them susceptible to the liminal meanings
of the fiesta—the basic Andean meanings being expressed in
the dance, music, and ritual. These elements are highly struc-
tured and communicate underlying symbolic patterns im-
portant to Andean culture.

Although the cult of the saints reflects the importance
of Catholicism in contemporary Andean culture, Andeans
are only nominal Catholics: They baptize their babies pri-
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marily to prevent hailstorms and to obtain padrinos
(“godfathers”), who provide social and political connections.
Sometimes couples marry in the church, but only after a trial
marriage (ighisifia) to see whether the wife is fertile. Catholic
catechists and Protestant missionaries have recently been
converting Andeans to an evangelistic Christianity opposed
to earth shrines, fiestas, and traditional Andean beliefs. Many
evangelistic Protestants emphasize literacy and the reading of
the Bible. Protestantism cannot be incorporated into the tra-
ditional Andean system because it tends to be comparatively
barren of symbols and ritual. Consequently, converts to cer-
tain Protestant sects have radically changed their traditional
cultural patterns. In sum, Catholicism has been adapted pe-
ripherally to traditional Andean religious practices, whereas
evangelistic Protestantism has been very effective in changing
traditional belief systems. This is because many Andeans see
traditional religious practices, which reflect verticality, re-
source exchange, ayllu solidarity, and ecology, as being unim-
portant to modernization, with its emphasis on literacy, hori-
zontal links, competition, and individuality.

Nevertheless, the traditional religion retains a strong
hold on Andeans, who continue to look to earth and nature
for their identity. Their land and their mountains continue
to be their deities—not as abstract symbols but as real entities
with whom they live and work and with whom they share
important relations of reciprocity. For these reasons, the An-
deans built a high civilization in a mountainous land that
they came to worship.
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SOUTH AMERICAN INDIANS: INDIANS OF
THE NORTHWEST AMAZON

In principle, the Northwest Amazon includes, as its southern
limits, the region from approximately the Middle Amazon,
around the mouth of the Rio Negro, to the Upper Solimées;
all of the Rio Negro and its northern tributaries, including
the Parima mountain range, up to the upper Orinoco Valley;
and an arc connecting the Upper Orinoco to the Upper
Solimées. Historically, the societies that inhabited this vast
region, at least at the time of Spanish conquest in the six-
teenth century, were far more numerous than they are today,
and far more complex in terms of their social and political
organization and interrelations amongst each other. Un-
doubtedly, their religious organizations and institutions were
more complex as well. Sixteenth-century chroniclers left tan-
talizing notes describing the existence of chiefdoms and
priestly societies in the Amazon floodplains region that were
similar to those of the circum-Caribbean region.

The usefulness of these notes for understanding native
religions at the time of conquest is, however, limited and
subject to much guesswork. Scholars are not even certain
which languages many of these societies spoke, much less
what their religious beliefs were. Modern archaeology is just
beginning to uncover the rich complexity of these societies
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and may, in the future, provide important elements for un-
derstanding their religions. In any case, it is certain that the
vast majority of the societies of the Rio Negro, the main
northern tributary of the Amazon that connects with the
Orinoco via the Cassiquiare Canal, were Arawak-speaking
peoples. There were also significant numbers of Tukanoan-
speaking peoples in the region of the Uaupés River and its
tributaries; forest-dwelling Makuan peoples in a vast region
from the lower to the upper Negro; Cariban-speaking peo-
ples on the tributaries of the upper Orinoco; and Yanomami
populations in the mountainous forest regions north of the
Rio Negro.

EARLY HISTORY OF THE REGION. A survey of the first histor-
ical sources and the earliest recorded traditions of the socie-
ties of Northwest Amazon indicates the widespread distribu-
tion of a ritual complex involving the use of sacred flutes and
trumpets, masked dances, and the practice of ritual whip-
ping, associated with a mythology the central themes of
which included initiation, ancestors, warfare, and seasonal
cycles marked by festivals. Early observers noted that this rit-
ual complex was of central importance, and that the guard-
ians of the sacred trumpets formed an elite priestly class with
a supreme leader who was also a war chief. There are indica-
tions of ceremonial centers where rituals were celebrated
among societies of different language groups.

The evolution of this complex was drastically truncated
and transformed by the advance of the Portuguese and Span-
ish slaving commerce in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies. Many of the most powerful chiefs were co-opted into
destructive wars to obtain slaves, thus irremediably fragment-
ing political-religious formations, as well as leaving vast parts
of the Northwest Amazon region depopulated, as people
were herded into mission-run settlements, where they were
forced to adapt to Western culture. By the late eighteenth
century, even with a brief respite in the advance of coloniza-
tion, many of the surviving societies had been introduced to
Christianity and had adopted its calendric festivals, if not its
belief system, into their religious patterns.

In the second half of the nineteenth century, as an early
reaction to exploitation by merchants, pressures from mis-
sionaries, and the waves of epidemics that decimated the In-
dian population, a sequence of prophetic movements and re-
bellions broke out in the Northwest Amazon region.
Dressing as priests and identifying themselves with Christ
and the saints, prophet-shamans led the people in the
“Dance of the Cross,” a fusion of traditional rituals with ele-
ments of Catholicism that promised freedom from white op-
pression and relief from the “sins” that were believed to be
causing the epidemics. While many of these movements suf-
fered repression, the prophetic tradition continued among
both Tukanoan- and Arawak-speaking peoples until well
into the twentieth century in areas that escaped the attention
of missionaries and government officials.

CONTEMPORARY PEOPLES AND THEIR RELIGIOUS TRADI-
TIONS. For the indigenous peoples of the Northwest Amazon
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today, religion is not an institution differentiated from other
aspects of their lives. When they use the term religion, they
are generally referring to the Christian religions introduced
among them in their long history of contact with nonindige-
nous society. When they wish to refer to their own beliefs
and practices that have to do with the sacred, they generally
use such phrasings as “our tradition” and “the wisdom of our
ancestors.” To understand these traditions, it is useful to
consider four dimensions that characterize all religious tradi-
tions: cosmogony (the meaning of the beginning); cosmolo-
gy (spatial and temporal structures of the universe); anthro-
pology (the relations among living beings, including
“specialists” who mediate relations with the spirits and divin-
ities); and eschatology (the meaning of the end). This entry
will seek to provide a minimum understanding of these di-
mensions from the rich and complex contemporary tradi-
tions of the Tukanoan-speaking peoples, the Arawak-
speaking Baniwa and Kuripako, and the Maku of the Rio
Negro region and its main tributaries, the Uaupés and I¢ana;
the Yanomami of the Parima highlands on the border of Bra-
zil and Venezuela; and the Carib-speaking Makiritare of the
upper Orinoco Valley.

Tukanoans. Tukanoan-speaking peoples inhabit the
rainforest region on the border of Brazil and Colombia. Al-
though they are divided into numerous linguistic groups,
they nevertheless share a body of broadly identical mytholo-
gy. Religious life revolves around these myths; the impor-
tance of sacred flutes and trumpets representing the ancestors
of each group; shamans and chant specialists; and a cosmolo-
gy centering on the themes of mortality and immortality,
death and rebirth, and the conjunction of male and female
principles in the creation and reproduction of culture.

The myths explain the origins of the cosmos, describing
a dangerous, undifferentiated world with no clear boundaries
of space and time and no difference between people and ani-
mals. They explain how the first beings created the physical
features of the landscape, and how the world was gradually
made safe for the emergence of true human beings. A key ori-
gin myth explains how an anaconda-ancestor entered the
world-house through the “water-door” in the east and trav-
eled up the Rio Negro and Uaupés with the ancestors of all
humanity inside his body. Initially in the form of feather or-
naments, these spirit-ancestors were transformed into human
beings over the course of their journey. When they reached
the center of the world, they emerged from a hole in the
rocks and moved to their respective territories. These narra-
tives give the Tukanoan peoples a common understanding
of the cosmos, of the place of human beings within it, and
of the relations that should pertain between different peoples
and between them and other beings.

The universe consists of three basic levels: the sky, earth,
and underworld. Each layer is a world in itself, with its spe-
cific beings, and can be understood both in abstract and in
concrete terms. In different contexts, the “sky” can be the
world of the sun, the moon, and the stars; the world of the
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birds who fly high; the tops of mountains; or even a head
adorned with a headdress of red and yellow macaw feathers,
which are the colors of the sun. In the same way, the under-
world can be the River of the Dead below the earth, the yel-
low clay below the layer of soil where the dead are buried,
or the aquatic world of the subterranean rivers. In any case,
what defines the “sky” or the “underworld” depends not only
on the scale and context, but also on the perspective: at night,
the sun, the sky, and the day are below the earth and the dark
underworld is on top.

In symbolic terms, the longhouse is the universe, and
vice versa. The thatched roof is the sky, the support beams
are the mountains, the walls are the chains of hills that seem
to surround the visible horizon at the edge of the world, and
under the floor runs the River of the Dead. The longhouse
has two doors: the one facing east, called the “water door,”
is the men’s door; the other, facing west, is the women’s
door. A long roof beam called the “path of the sun” extends
between the two doors. In this equatorial region, the under-
world rivers run from west to east, or from the women’s door
to the men’s door; completing a closed circuit of water; the
River of the Dead runs from the east to the west.

The longhouse is likewise a body—the “canoe-body” of
the ancestral anaconda—which, according to the myth of
creation, brought the ancestors of humanity, the children of
the ancestral anaconda, inside it, swimming upriver from the
Amazon to the Uaupés in the beginning of time. These chil-
dren are the inhabitants of the longhouse, replica of the origi-
nal ancestor, containers of future generations and they them-
selves are future ancestors. But if the longhouse is a human
body, its composition is also a question of perspective. From
the male point of view, the painted front of the longhouse
is a man’s face, the men’s door his mouth, the main beams
and side beams his spinal column and ribs, the center of the
house his heart, and the women’s door his anus. From the
female point of view, however, the spinal column, ribs, and
heart are the same, but the rest of the body is inverted: the
women’s door is her mouth, the men’s door her vagina, and
the inside of the house her womb.

In the Tukanoan life cycle, there is a notion of reincar-
nation shared by all Tukanoans: at death, an aspect of the
dead person’s soul returns to the “house of transformation,”
the group’s origin site. Later the soul returns to the world
of the living to be joined to the body of a newborn baby
when the baby receives its name. People are named after a
recently dead relative on the father’s side. Each group owns
a limited set of personal names, which are kept alive by being
transmitted back to the living. The visible aspect of these
name-souls are the feather headdresses worn by dancers, or-
naments that are also buried with the dead. The underworld
river is described as being full of these ornaments and, in the
origin story, the spirits inside the anaconda-canoe traveled
in the form of dance ornaments.

Buried in canoes, the souls of the dead fall to the under-
world river below. From there they drift downstream to the
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west and to the upstream regions of the world above.
Women do not give birth in the longhouse, but in a garden
located inland, upstream, and behind the house—also the
west. The newborn baby is first bathed in the river, then
brought into the longhouse through the rear women’s door.
Confined inside the house for about a week with its mother
and father, the baby is again bathed in the river and given
a name. Thus, in cosmological terms, babies do indeed come
from women, water, the river, and the west.

In the Tukanoan view, masa, the word for “people,” is
a relative concept. It can refer to one group as opposed to
another, to all Tukanoans as opposed to their non-Tukanoan
neighbors, to Indians as opposed to whites, to human beings
as opposed to animals, and finally to living things, including
trees, as opposed to inanimate objects. In myths and sha-
manic discourse, animals are people and share their culture.
They live in organized longhouse communities, plant gar-
dens, hunt and fish, drink beer, wear ornaments, take part
in intercommunity feasts, and play their own sacred instru-
ments. All creatures that can see and hear, communicate with
their own kind, and act intentionally are “people”—but peo-
ple of different kinds. They are different because they have
different bodies, habits, and behaviors and see things from
different bodily perspectives. Just as stars see living humans
as dead spirits, so also do animals see humans as animals. In
everyday life, people emphasize their difference from ani-
mals, but in the spirit world, which is also the world of ritual,
shamanism, dreaming, and ayahuasca visions (ayahuasca
being a psycho-active liquid that is drunk on ceremonial oc-
casions), perspectives are merged, differences are abolished,
the past is the present, and people and animals remain as one.

In Amazonia, ritual specialists with special powers and
access to esoteric religious knowledge are often referred to as
“shamans.” In order to operate successfully in the world, all
adult men must be shamans to some extent. But those who
are publicly recognized as such are individuals with greater
ritual knowledge and a special ability to “read” what lies be-
hind sacred narratives; they are individuals who choose to use
their skills and knowledge on behalf of others, and who ac-
quire recognition as experts. With rare exceptions, ritual ex-
perts are always men, but the capacity of women to menstru-
ate and to bear children is spoken of as the female equivalent
of shamanic power.

Tukanoans distinguish between two quite different ritu-
al specialists, the yai and the kumu. The yai corresponds to
the prototypical Amazonian shaman whose main tasks in-
volve dealing with other people and with the outside world
of animals and the forest. The shaman is an expert in curing
the sickness and diseases caused by sorcery from vengeful
creatures and jealous human beings. Y2/ means “jaguar,” a
term that gives some indication of the status of the shaman
in Tukanoan society. The kumu is more a savant and a priest
than a shaman. His powers and authority are founded on an
exhaustive knowledge of mythology and ritual procedures,
knowledge that only comes after years of training and prac-
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tice. As a knowledgeable senior man, the kumu is typically
also a headmen and leader of his community and will exercise
considerable authority over a much wider area. Compared
to the sometimes morally ambiguous yai, the kumu enjoys
a much higher status and also a much greater degree of trust,
which relates to his prominent ritual role. The kumu plays
an important role in the prevention of illness and misfortune.
He also officiates at rites of passage and effects the major
transitions of birth, initiation, and death, transitions that en-
sure the socialization of individuals and the passage of the
generations, and which maintain ordered relations between
the ancestors and their living descendants. The kuma’s other
major function is to officiate at dance feasts, drinking parties,
and ceremonial exchanges and to conduct and supervise the
rituals at which the sacred instruments are played, rituals that
involve direct contact with dead ancestors.

The yearly round is punctuated by a series of collective
feasts, each with its own songs, dances, and appropriate mu-
sical instruments, which mark important events in the
human and natural worlds—births, initiations, marriages,
deaths, the felling and planting of gardens, the building of
houses, the migrations of fishes and birds, and the seasonal
availability of forest fruits and other gathered foods. The
feasts take three basic forms: cashiris (beer feasts), dabukuris
(ceremonial exchanges), and rites involving sacred flutes and
trumpets. The rituals involving sacred musical instruments
are the fullest expression of the Indians’ religious life, for they
synthesize a number of key themes: ancestry, descent and
group identity, sex and reproduction, relations between men
and women, growth and maturation, death, regeneration,
and the integration of the human life cycle with cosmic time.
(For a complete description and analysis of these rites, and
the symbolism of the sacred instruments, see Hugh-Jones,

1979.)

Effective missionary penetration among the Tukanoans
began towards the end of the nineteenth century with the
arrival of the Franciscans. The Franciscans, and the Salesians
who followed them, saw native religion through the lens of
their own closed religious categories. Without knowing or
caring about what Tukanoan religion meant, the missiona-
ries set about destroying one civilization in the name of an-
other, burning down the Indians’ longhouses, destroying
their feather ornaments, persecuting the shamans, and expos-
ing the sacred instruments to women and children. They or-
dered people to build villages of neatly ordered single-family
houses and send their children to mission boarding schools,
where they were taught to reject their parents’ and their an-
cestors’ ways of life.

If the missionaries were resented for their attack on In-
dian culture, they were also welcomed as a source of manu-
factured goods, as defenders of the Indians against the worst
abuses of the rubber gatherers, and as the providers of the
education that the Indian children would need to make the
most of their new circumstances. From the 1920s onwards,
the Salesians established a chain of outposts throughout the
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region on the Brazilian side of the frontier. At the beginning
of the twenty-first century, the growing body of evangelicals
apart, most Tukanoan Indians would consider themselves to
be Catholics. As more and more people now leave their vil-
lages and head for urban centers in search of education and
employment, life in the longhouses and the rich variety of
ritual life that went with it now persists only in the memories
of the oldest inhabitants. On the Colombian side of the bor-
der, the more liberal Javerians preach tolerance of Indian cul-
ture and accommodation with its values and beliefs, allowing
the Tukanoans to conserve much of their traditional religion
and way of life to this day.

Baniwa and Kuripako. The religious life of the Ara-
wak-speaking Baniwa and Kuripako of the Brazil/Venezuela/
Colombia borders was similarly based on the great mytho-
logical and ritual cycles related to the first ancestors and sym-
bolized by sacred flutes and trumpets, on the central
importance of shamanism, and on a rich variety of dance rit-
uals called pudali, associated with the seasonal cycles and the
maturation of forest fruits.

Baniwa cosmogony is remembered in a complex set of
numerous myths in which the main protagonist is
Nhiaperikuli, beginning with his emergence in the primordi-
al world and ending with his creation of the first ancestors
of the Baniwa phratries and his withdrawal from the world.
Many of these myths recount the struggles of Nhiaperikuli
against various animal-tribes who seek to kill him and de-
stroy the order of the universe. More than any other figure
of the Baniwa pantheon, Nhiaperikuli was responsible for
the form and essence of the world; in fact, it may even be
said that he zs the universe.

Another great cycle in the history of the cosmos is told
in the myth of Kuwai, the son of Nhiaperikuli, and the first
woman, Amaru. This myth has central importance in Bani-
wa culture for it explains at least four major questions on the
nature of existence in the world: (1) how the order and ways
of life of the ancestors are reproduced for all future genera-
tions, the Walimanai; (2) how children are to be instructed
in initiation rituals about the nature of the world; (3) how
sicknesses and misfortune entered the world; and (4) what
is the nature of the relation among humans, spirits, and ani-
mals that is the legacy of the primordial world. The myth
tells of the life of Kuwai, an extraordinary being whose body
is full of holes and consists of all the elements of the world,
and whose humming and songs produce all animal species.
His birth sets in motion a rapid process of growth in which
the miniature and chaotic world of Nhiaperikuli opens up
to its real-life size.

The myth of Kuwai marks a transition between the pri-
mordial world of Nhiaperikuli 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.” For the
shamans, he is the Owner of Sicknesses and it is he whom
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they seek in their cures, for his body consists of all sicknesses
that exist in the world (including poison used in witchcraft,
which is still the most frequently cited “cause” of death of
people today), the material forms of which he left in this
world in the great conflagration that marked his “death” and
withdrawal from the world. The shamans say that Kuwai’s
body is covered with fur like the black sloth called wamu.
Kuwai ensnares the souls of the sick, grasping them in his
arms (as the sloth does), and suffocating them until the sha-
mans bargain with him to regain the souls and return them
to their owners.

In Baniwa cosmology, the universe is formed by muld-
ple layers associated with various divinities, spirits, and
“other people.” According to one 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,
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 characteris-
tics (people painted red, people with large mouths, etc.).
With the exception of the people of the lowest level of the
cosmos, and one other underworld, all other peoples are con-
sidered to be “good” and assist the shaman in his 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 shaman in his search for lost souls; the
Owner of Sicknesses, Kuwai, whom the shaman seeks in
order to cure more serious ailments; the primordial shamans
and Dzuliferi, the Owner of Parikd (shaman’s snuff) and to-
bacco; and finally, the place of the creator and transformer
Nhiaperikuli, or Dio, which is a place of eternal, brilliant
light, like a room full of mirrors reflecting this light. The sun
is considered to be a manifestation of Nhiaperikuli’s body.
With the exception of the level of Kuwai, all other levels are
likewise inhabited by “good people.” Some may “deceive” or
“lie” to the shaman, but only the “sickness owner” possesses
death-dealing substances used in witchcraft.

This world of humans is, by contrast, considered to be
irredeemably evil. Thus, of all the layers in the universe, four
are considered to be comprised of wicked people. It is re-
markable how, in the context and from the perspective of the
most elaborate cosmic structure thus far recorded amongst
the Baniwa, the theme of evil in this world of humans clearly
stands out. In shamanic discourse, this world is frequently
characterized as maatchikwe (place of evil), kaiwikwe (place
of pain), and eksikwe (place of rot [due to the rotting corpses
of the dead]), contrasting it with the world of Nhiaperikuli,
which is notable for its sources of remedies against the sick-
nesses of this world. This world is considered to be contami-
nated by the existence of sorcerers and witches. Shamanic
powers and cures, by contrast, are characterized in terms of
the protective, beneficial, and aesthetically correct: to make
the world beautiful; to make this world and the people in it
better and content; to not let this world fall or end (meaning,
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to be covered in darkness and overrun by witches); to retrieve
lost souls and make sick persons well—all are phrases that
appear in shamanic discourses about journeys to the other
world. In all phases of this journey, the beauty, goodness,
unity, order, and truth—in a word, the “light”—of the other
world (with the exception of the places of Kuwai) stand in
contrast with this world of multiple pain and evil. In one
sense, then, the shaman’s quest would seem to be one of
“beautifying” this world by seeking to create order and pre-
venting the darkness of chaos.

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
ever since the mid-nineteenth century; however, evangelical-
ism provoked a radical break from their shamanic traditions,
as well as serious divisions and conflicts with Catholic Bani-
wa and those who sought to maintain their ritual traditions.
Today, after half a century, evangelicalism is now the pre-
dominant form of religion in over half the Baniwa communi-
ties, although there is a growing movement among non-
evangelicals to revitalize the initiation rituals and mythic tra-
ditions.

Maku. The universe of the nomadic Maku Indians of
the interfluvial region in the Northwest Amazon takes the
form of an upright egg, with three levels or “worlds”: (1) the
subterranean “world of shadows,” from where all the mon-
sters come, such as scorpions, jaguars, venomous snakes, the
river Indians, and whites; (2) “our world”; that is, the forest,
and (3) the “world of the light” above the sky, where the an-
cestors and the creator, the Son of the Bone, live. Light and
shadow are the two basic substances from which all beings
are composed in varying proportions. Light is a source of life.
Shadow is a source of death. In “our world,” leaves and fruit
are the beings with the highest concentration of light, while
carnivores have the highest concentration of shadow. For this
reason, it is better to avoid eating carnivores and restrict one’s
diet to herbivores. In the world of light after death, people
nourish themselves with delicious fruit juices and become
eternal adolescents.

The main mythological cycle of the Maku relates the
epic tale of the Son of the Bone, whose name varies with the
subgroup. The myth describes the survivor of a fire that put
an end to the previous creation. His attempts to recreate the
world resulted in a series of blunders: conflicts, sickness, and
death, all resulting from the mess left behind. After his wife
is abducted by his youngest brother, the Son of the Bone
leaves this world behind forever, going to live in the world
of light, above the sky and the thunder, from where he some-
times emits an expression of revenge. Coincidence or not, in
real life, brothers often fight among themselves, in dispute
over the same women, or with their affines, in accordance
with the clan system.

Yanomami. The Yanomami comprise four linguistic
subgroups inhabiting the mountainous rainforests of north-
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ern Brazil and southern Venezuela. Accounts of creation vary
considerably among the groups, although a common theme
holds that after the destruction of the primordial world by
a cosmic flood, humans originated from the blood of the
Moon. The souls of deceased Yanomami, whose bone ashes
are consumed during the rituals of reahu, are incorporated
into the blood-lakes of the Moon, where they are regenerated
and later reincarnated, through falling rain, to a new exis-
tence on earth.

The Yanomami word uribi designates the forest and its
floor. It also signifies territory or the region currently inhab-
ited. The phrase for “the forest of human beings,” the forest
that Omama, the creator, gave to the Yanomami to live in
generation after generation, is “Yanomami land” or “the
great forest-land.” A source of resources, for the Yanomami,
urihi is not a simple inert setting submitted to the will of
human beings. A living entity, it has an essential image and
breath, as well as an immaterial fertility principal. The ani-
mals it shelters are seen to be avatars of mythic human/
animal ancestors of the first humans, who ended up assum-
ing their animal condition due to their uncontrolled behav-
for, an inversion of present-day social rules. Lurking in the
tangled depths of the #7ibi, in its hills and its rivers, are nu-
merous malefic beings, who injure or kill the Yanomami as
though they were game, provoking disease and death. On
top of the mountains live the images of the animal-ancestors
transformed into shamanic spirits, xapiripé. The xapiripé
were left behind by Omama to look after humans. The entire
extent of urihi is covered by their mirrors, where they play
and dance endlessly. Hidden in the depths of the waters is
the house of the monster Tépérésiki, father-in-law of
Omama, where the yawarioma spirits also live; their sisters
seduce and enrage young Yanomami hunters, thereby en-
abling them to pursue a shamanic career.

The initiation of shamans is painful and ecstatic. Dur-
ing initiation, which involves inhaling the hallucinogenic
powder ydkoana (the resin or inner bark fragments of the
Virola sp. tree, dried and pulverized) for many days under the
supervision of older shamans, they learn to “see” or “recog-
nize” the xapiripé spirits and to respond to their calls. The
xapiripé are seen in the form of humanoid miniatures deco-
rated with colorful and brilliant ceremonial ornaments.
Above all, these spirits are shamanic “images” of forest enti-
ties. Many are also images of cosmic entities and mythologi-
cal personae. Finally, there are the spirits of “whites” and
their domesticated animals.

Once initiated, the Yanomami shamans can summon
the xapiripé to themselves in order for these to act as auxiliary
spirits. This power of knowledge, vision, and communica-
tion with the world of “vital images” or “essences” makes the
shamans the pillars of Yanomami society. A shield against the
malefic powers deriving from humans and nonhumans that
threaten the lives of members of their communities, they are
also tireless negotiators and warriors of the invisible, dedicat-
ed to taming the entities and forces that move the cosmologi-
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cal order. They control the fury of the thunder and winds
brought by storms, the regularity of the alternation between
day and night, or dry season and rainy season, the abundance
of game, and the fertility of gardens; they keep up the arch
of the sky to prevent its falling (the present earth is an ancient
fallen sky), repel the forest’s supernatural predators, and
counterattack the raids made by aggressive spirits of enemy
shamans. Most importantly, they cure the sick, victims of
human malevolence (sorcery, aggressive shamanism, attacks
on animal doubles) or nonhuman malevolence (coming from
malefic #é waripé beings).

Makiritare. The Makiritare, Carib-speaking peoples of
the upper Orinoco Valley, recount the story of their creation
in the great tradition called Wazunna. According to this tra-
dition, the primordial sun brought the heavenly creator
Wanadi into being. Through his shamanic powers, Wanadi
created “the old people” and then, in his desire to place
“good people” in houses on the earth, he dispatched three
aspects of himself to earth. The first buried his own placenta
in the earth, which gave rise to an evil being, called Odosha,
who then sought to destroy every creative effort and intro-
duced death into the world. The second aspect of Wanadi
was sent to teach the people that dying is an illusion and that
dreaming holds the true power of reality. He brought good
people, as sounds, inside a stonelike egg to earth, where they
would be born, but Odosha prevented this from happening.
Wanadi then hid them in a mountain to wait until the end
of the world and the death of Odosha. Wanadi’s third aspect,
Attawanadi, then came to earth to create the enclosed struc-
ture of the earth, which was then shrouded in the darkness
created by Odosha. A new sky, sun, moon, and stars were
created in this house, village, universe. Then there ensued a
struggle between Odosha and Attawanadi in which Odosha
is initially victorious, but Attawanadi outsmarts the evil
being by assuming elusive guises. As trickster, Attawanadi
thwarts Odosha’s constant attempts to destroy existence in
a sort of negative dialectic of the sacred. Thus cosmic history
was set in motion.

Other episodes of this important cycle relate the de-
struction through deluge of the primordial beings and their
world, and the origins of periodicity, differentiation, and
bounded spaces. The deluge was the result of the killing of
a primordial anaconda-monster. After this destruction,
Wanadi decided to make houses and “new people,” who live
in a symbolic world in which, through song, ritual, and
weaving, they recall these primordial events. The landscape
of the Makiritare world provides constant reminders of the
primordial times. The center of the universe is a lake in
Makiritare territory where, in ancient times, waters poured
forth from the cut trunk of the tree that originally bore all
fruit. This lake contains the sea that once flooded the earth
and is now bounded at the edges of the world.

Although numerous Makiritare communities converted
to Protestant evangelicalism in the 1980s, many others re-
jected conversion, maintaining firm belief in the Watunna
tradition.
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The vast region covered by the central and eastern Amazon
may, for the purposes of this entry, be delimited by the Rio
Negro at the western end, the mouth of the Amazon to the
east, the Guyana highlands to the north, and the central pla-
teau of Brazil to the south. Within this region many of the
great language families of South America are represented: Ar-
awak, Tupi, Carib, Ge, and Timbira. Besides this diversity
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the area is also notable for some of the most complex prehis-
torical cultures, such as Marajoara and Santarém. This entry
provides an overview of the religious systems of prehistoric
and contemporary indigenous peoples as well as of peasants
or caboclos.

PREHISTORIC CULTURES AND RELIGIOUS MANIFESTATIONS.
Archaeological excavations at Marajé Island in the Amazon
Delta reveal the existence of a complex society of Mound
Builders spanning the period from roughly 500 to 1300 CE.
The abundance of ceremonial and funerary remains on the
higher mounds attests to the existence of political and cere-
monial centers. Differential burials, houses for the dead, and
possibly temples indicate ancestor cults. Marajoara ceramics
are marked by the use of animal motifs with clear supernatu-
ral and mythical connotations that modern studies have
sought to interpret in terms of Amerindian perspectivism.
The symbolism of death and rebirth, shamanic motifs, bina-
ry images, abstract geometric patterns, and bodily images are
all characteristic of Marajoara ceramics, indicating a complex
religious system (see Schaan, 2001). Similarly the prehistoric
Santarém culture at the mouth of the Tapajés was the center
of a great chiefdom from the tenth century to the sixteenth
century. Female fertility is a predominant element in ceramic
motifs; the famous caryatid vessels display bicephalous hu-
manlike zoomorphic figures (especially the king vulture), re-
calling the transformations experienced in shamanic trance
or in great collective rituals using psychoactive substances in
which great trumpets representing the divinities were played.
Finally, mention should be made of the many cemeteries
with large funerary urns discovered near the Maracd River
on the lower Amazon. These urns display anthropomorphic
or zoomorphic figures, with the anthropomorphic figures,
often female, being seated, decorated, and painted. It has
been suggested that the Maracd culture was linked to early
Arawakan populations that were possibly ancestors of the
Palikur.

BRIEF HISTORY OF CONTACT. The size and complexity of
Amazon floodplain societies astonished the first European
explorers in the mid-sixteenth century. Their populations
were dense, internally stratified, and settled in extensive vil-
lages capable of producing surpluses for a significant in-
tertribal commerce. The sociopolitical organization of what
observers called “provinces” was far more elaborate than any
indigenous society since then, with reports of local chiefs
subordinate to regional chiefs endowed with sacred qualities,
hierarchically organized lineages, sacrifice of concubines at
the deaths of chiefs, ancestor cults with the preservation of
the corpse through rudimentary techniques, and other evi-
dence of social and ritual stratification.

None of this resisted the advance of the European slave
hunters, spice collectors, diseases, and missionaries who, by
the end of the seventeenth century, had penetrated well into
the Amazon Valley. Their advance resulted in the dispersion
and captivity of a majority of the riverine peoples such that
the eastern Amazon was practically depopulated and infested
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by diseases, as mission industries and towns struggled to sur-
vive. With the depopulation of the main tributaries, expedi-
tions penetrated ever farther into the interior to “persuade”
whole populations to relocate to ethnically mixed, mission-
run settlements. This process led to the formation of a
neoindigenous stratum of the population, whose original
cultural and linguistic differences had been neutralized, dis-
solving ethnic diversity into the homogeneity of generic In-
dians that eventually gave rise to the caboclo or mixed popu-
lation of the region.

With the decline of colonial control by the end of the
eighteenth century, many peoples withdrew from colonial
settlements to reorganize and reconstitute their societies,
often in new territories and with new sociopolitical and reli-
gious forms of organization. From the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury until well into the twentieth, rubber extraction and ex-
portation became the dominant form of labor organization
in the Amazon, and with the severe droughts in northeastern
Brazil at the end of the nineteenth century, there was a mas-
sive influx of northeastern migrants into the Amazon region.
By the late twentieth century even the most isolated regions
of the central and eastern Amazon, which until then had
served as a refuge for many indigenous peoples, were invaded
by highways, miners, and ranchers.

CONTEMPORARY INDIGENOUS RELIGIONS. The religions of
several peoples will be briefly considered. Those included are
the Palikur (Arawak) of the state of Amap4; the Araweté and
Juruna (Tupian) of the state of Pard; the Kayapé and Xikrin
(Ge) of the state of Pard; the Canela and Krahé (Timbira)
of Maranhio; and the Arara (Carib) of Para.

Palikur (Arawakan). For the contemporary Palikur,
the creation and structuring of the universe and all that is
part of it is the work of the Christian God. They usually dis-
parage the beliefs of their ancestors, declaring that they were
superstitions, and cite as an example the constitution of the
universe in layers. In the early twenty-first century they
“know that the world is round.” Nevertheless they possess
a vast repertoire of myths that reveals a good part of their an-
cient cosmology.

The myths can be divided into two categories: cosmo-
gonic myths that tell of the emergence of the Palikur and
their relations with the environment or with other ethnic
groups of the region, and those myths that speak of the rela-
tion with the “beings of the other world.” The myths are gen-
erally further classified into two types: “stories of the old
times, of the past, a long time ago” and “false stories.” They
always refer to a time past, in which the “true” belief, the
Christian religion, was unknown. At times, however, narra-
tors reflect and point out that the fact in question is real and
still occurs, revealing the ambiguity with which the Palikur
regard the myths. It is exactly this ambiguity that has allowed
for the coexistence of indigenous mythology with Christian
religion, but that has not occurred with the rituals, for which
reason they are no longer held. Myth is consciously relegated
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to an inferior position in relation to the Christian religious
system.

The mythical universe appears to be divided into three
layers: the world below, the terrestrial plane, and the celestial
plane. The first is the mythical space par excellence, for in
it dwell the supernatural spirits. Located just below the sur-
face of the earth, its parallel position in relation to the terres-
trial level facilitates contact between the two worlds, a neces-
sary condition for the existence of the mythical world, since
this plane only makes sense in connection with the world of
humans. The representation of the passage between the two
worlds is physical: there is a “hole” in the terrestrial level that
allows for displacement from one sphere to another. The
switch from one plane to another is marked by the transfor-
mation of supernatural beings that, in their world, have
human form but, to come up to the terrestrial level, need to
“clothe themselves” with a “cloak” that gives them animal
form.

On the terrestrial level live human beings, plants, ani-
mals, and occasionally supernatural beings. This level has a
topography that is analogous to this earth, about which there
are many mythical narratives; however, geographical loca-
tions are fluid and vary from one narrative to another.

Finally, the celestial plane seems to be a space that is
dominated exclusively by Christian cosmology—represented
as Eden, inhabited by the Trinity, and reserved for the cho-
sen, meaning those who have “accepted Jesus” before the
“end of time.” In terms of Palikur myths, heaven appears to
be empty. But even while fragmentary, several aspects of in-
digenous cosmology still occupy space in this domain. The
Palikur believe there are six unnamed levels. Among these,
two have notable inhabitants: on the second level lives the
two-headed king vulture and on the sixth is Jesus Christ,
awaiting the chosen “in the celestial Eden made of gold.”
The other levels are described as “display windows” of purga-
tory, in which one sees the souls of those who do not attain
eternal life. These souls are anthropomorphic, with a human
body up to the neck dressed in a white cloak and the head
of an animal (monkey, alligator, and so on).

In 1926 Curt Nimuendaji mentioned the existence of
three heavens: Inoliku, the lowest, Mikene, and Ena. Just
above the first there was a special heaven, Yinoklin, inhabited
by the Yumawali spirits (or “demons,” as Nimuendaju called
them) of the mountains. This division of the sky by named
levels does not exist now, but with small alterations, the
names given to the heavens are confirmed.

Araweté and Juruna (Tupian). The guiding thread of
Araweté religion is the relationship between humanity and
the M4i, the immortal beings who left the earth at the dawn
of time and now live in the sky. Humans define themselves
as the “abandoned ones,” or “forsaken,” meaning those who
were left behind by the gods. Humans and M4 are related
as affines, for the souls of the dead are married to the gods.
The M4i may, and in the long run will, destroy the earth by
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causing the sky to crash down. The ultimate cause of all
deaths is the will of the Mdi, who are conceived as being at
once ideal Araweté and dangerous cannibals. The M4i are
not thought of as creators, but their separation from humani-
ty produced old age and death. Among the hundreds of types
of M4i, most of which have animal names, the M4t bete (real
gods) are those who transform the souls of the dead into
Mii-like beings by means of a cannibal-matrimonial opera-
tion. That is, following its arrival in the celestial realms, the
soul of the dead is killed and devoured by the M4, after
which it is resurrected by means of a magical bath and made
into a godlike being who will be married to a Mdi and live
forever young. Besides the M4i, there are also Ani forest spit-
its, savage beings who invade settlements and must be killed
by the shamans, and the powerful Master of the River, a sub-
aquatic spirit who delights in kidnapping women’s and chil-
dren’s souls, which must then be retrieved by shamans.

The most important shamanic activity is bringing down
the Mdi and the souls of the dead to visit the earth and par-
take of ceremonial meals. In these ceremonial banquets col-
lectively produced food (honey, fish, and cauim, a fermented
corn beverage) is offered to the celestial visitors before being
consumed. The cauim festival is the climax of ritual life and
contains religious and warrior symbolism. The leader of the
dances and songs that accompany the consumption of cauim
is ideally a great warrior, who learned the songs directly from
the spirits of dead enemies. Singing is thus the heart of cere-
monial life. The “music of the gods” sung by shamans and
the “music of the enemies” sung by warriors are the only two
musical genre known to the Araweté, and both are formed
by the words of “others” quoted in complex ritual formulas.

The souls of the recently deceased often come to earth
in the shaman’s chants to talk to their living relatives and tell
them of the bliss of the afterlife. After two generations they
cease to come, for there will be no more living contempo-
raries who remember them; they are not ancestors, however.

Juruna cosmology has three basic coordinates. First is
the opposition between life and death. This is far from being
a drastic dichotomy as in Western cosmology, because there
are various transitions, such as minor temporary “deaths,” as
in sleep, that typically take the form of dreams. The relation
between life and death involves not so much the notion that
if someone is dead he or she cannot be alive but rather that
someone can be dead in one place but alive in another or that
he or she may be alive here but already dead somewhere else.
In other words, the relation is one of relative disjunction,
which allows for important conjunctions. Juruna shamans
used to be masters at such transitions.

Second, the world axes are formed by the oppositions
between river and forest and sky and earth, each being articu-
lated with the opposition between the presence and absence
of cannibalism. The river and the sky have a positive link
with cannibalism. One can say that all existence can be divid-
ed into these oppositions: human beings (river peoples and
forest peoples), spirits of the dead (those living in the cliffs
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on the banks of the Xingu, who do not like human flesh, and
those living in the sky), mammals (forest species and those
living on the river bed), and so on. In addition the Juruna
believe everything that exists on earth also exists in the sky,
which is a kind of earth resembling that of humans. Even
though the Juruna do not consider the river to be a copy of
the forest, they say it can be viewed by some river inhabitants
as a copy of the earth, except that the forest in their earth
resembles human gallery forests, and their gardens are por-
tions of land broken off from the river banks. Finally, there
is an opposition between the viewpoints—or perspectives—
of living, conscious human subjects and alien beings, such
as animals, spirits, and the dead. The dynamism and com-
plexity of Juruna cosmology depends on the confrontation
between these discordant viewpoints.

Juruna shamanism used to be composed of two systems,
each related to a society of the dead. Rarely was it possible
for a shaman to practice both types of shamanism. The spirits
of the dead inhabiting the river cliffs fear those living in the
sky, whose society is composed of the souls of warriors and
their leader. Indeed the Juruna fear these spirits of the sky
the most, and thus this form of shamanism was considerably
more powerful, dangerous, and difficult to perform. Each
system of shamanism was associated with a great festival in
honor of its particular category of the dead. The festival for
the dead of the river cliffs was accompanied by the sound of
flute music and songs performed by the dead through the
mouth of the shaman. Another festival was accompanied by
the music of a set of trumpets. When the Juruna offered food
to the souls of warriors during their festival, they said they
would rather eat the flesh of roasted Indians brought from
the other world; they also refused to drink manioc beer, say-
ing they were already drunk enough. By contrast, the spirits
from the river cliffs would drink plenty after eating the meal
from their hosts, spicing up the manioc beer made by Juruna
women with a dose of beer brought from the other world.
The last of these celebrations was held in the 1970s. Despite
the changes in their ritual life, the Juruna continue to cele-
brate beer parties and two major festivals every year, each
held for approximately one month.

Ge-Timbira. Ge-Timbira religiosity is marked by a
strong dualism. That characteristic divides creation, nature
and society, and the groups that make up society.

Canela. A Canela origin myth recounts that Sun and
Moon walked over the land, transforming the world that al-
ready existed and thus creating the norms for social life. Sun
established the norms favorable to life, whereas Moon modi-
fied them to test its imperfections. Sun created ideal men and
women, whereas Moon created those with twisted hair, those
with dark skin, and those seen as deformed. Sun allowed ma-
chetes and axes to work by themselves in the gardens, where-
as Moon made them stop. Consequently people had to work
hard to make their gardens—the origin of work. There are
at least a dozen episodes of this myth that recount the begin-
ning of death, floods, and forest fires, why the buriti palms
are tall, why the moon has its spots, and other conditions.
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Other Canela myths explain the origin of fire and corn.
A boy brought fire for his people after having stolen it from
the hearth of a female jaguar. Star Woman fell in love with
a Canela and so came down to live for a while among his
family members. During her stay she indicated that corn
would grow in the forest, and she taught them that it was
good to eat. This was the origin of gardens. She then re-
turned to the sky with her mate and both transformed into
twin stars, known as Castor and Pollux.

Krahd. Krahé origin myths are similar to those of the
Canela. Indeed these myths seem to suggest that everything
in Krahé culture, even shamanism, came from the outside.
Like the Canela, the Krahé believe all of their culture was
created by the twins Sun and Moon. The Krahé disapprove
of the actions of Moon not only because he was less skilled
than Sun but also because he insisted that Sun do what he
requested, for it was from these requests that the evils that
afflicc humans entered the world.

Other myths tell how the Krah4 studied agriculture, ob-
tained fire, and learned the rituals and songs. Generally the
myths tell the story of an individual who leaves the village
and, in the world outside, learns something important, later
returning to the village where he or she transmits the new
knowledge. In the case of agriculture, however, a being from
nature brings the knowledge of planting to the villagers and
then withdraws to the outside world. The myth of Auke,
which is important for understanding Krah¢ participation in
messianic movements in the 1960s, follows the same pattern.
But Auke, on entering the village, is not given the opportuni-
ty to teach the Indians what he knows, for they are afraid of
him and end up violently expelling him from the village.
Auke then creates white humans. Several other myths tell of
individuals who, having been expelled from the village, do
not return with new things that could be used by its inhabi-
tants; rather, they stay in the world outside, transforming
themselves into animals or monsters.

The Krahé have many rituals. Some are short and linked
to individual life crises (such as the end of seclusion after the
birth of a first child, the end of a convalescence, and the last
meal of a deceased person) or to occasional collective initia-
tives (such as exchanges of foods and services). Others are as-
sociated with the annual agricultural cycle, for instance,
those that mark the dry and wet seasons, the planting and
harvesting of corn, and the harvesting of sweet potatoes. Yet
other rites form part of a longer cycle, associated with male
initiation, that must take place in a certain order; nowadays
this cycle is difficult to reconstitute, in part because one of
the rites has been abandoned. Various rites related to the an-
nual and initiation cycles have myths that explain their ori-
gins. However, there is not a strict correspondence between
the sequence of myths and that of rites, although they over-
lap in some ways.

The first human who acquired magical powers was car-
ried up to the heavens by vultures, where he was cured and
received powers from the hawk. There is apparently no
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trance among Krahé shamans, which might suggest that they
are not true shamans. But each shaman explains how, like
the man who went up to the sky in a myth, he was initiated
through a sort of spontaneous rite of passage. He became sick
and was abandoned, he was rescued by an animal (or other
being) that cured him and gave him magical powers, which
he tested, and then he was sent home with his new powers.
In some cases there seems to occur a transformation of the
shaman into the being that gives him powers, for example,
the animal puts parts of his own organism into the body of
the shaman, makes him eat the same food, and so on.

Kayapd. As among the Timbira, the village is the center
of the Kayapé universe and the most socialized space. The
surrounding forest is considered an antisocial space, where
humans can transform into animals or spirits, sicken without
reason, or even kill their relatives. Beings who are half-
animal, half-people dwell there. The farther one goes from
the village, the more antisocial the forest becomes, and its as-
sociated dangers increase. As there is always the danger that
the “social” may be appropriated by the natural domain, es-
caping human control, the Kayapé engage in a symbolic ap-
propriation of the natural, transforming it into the social
through curing chants and ceremonies that establish a cons-
tant exchange between humans and the world of nature.

The section of forest in which the village population
hunts, fishes, and cultivates land is first socialized by the at-
tribution of place names. Thereafter human modifications
of the natural world are accompanied by rituals. The opening
of new gardens is preceded by a dance presenting many struc-
tural similarities to the war ritual. Opening up new gardens
can be interpreted as a symbolic war against a natural rather
than human enemy. Returning from the hunt, men must
sing to the spirits of the game they themselves have killed in
order for the spirits to remain in the forest. Each animal spe-
cies designates a song that always begins with the cry of the
dead animal.

Kayapé rites express basic values of their society, reflect-
ing the image the group has of itself, the society, and the uni-
verse. Each rite translates a part of this cosmological vision
and establishes a link between humans and nature, in which
above all the human-animal relationship is reinforced.
Kayapé rituals are many and diverse, but their importance
and duration varies greatly. They are divided into three main
categories: the large ceremonies for confirming personal
names; certain agricultural, hunting, fishing, and occasional
rites, for example, performed during solar or lunar eclipses;
and rites of passage. The last are frequently solemn affairs,
though short and only rarely accompanied by dances or
songs. Examples of rites of passage include all ceremonies
qualified by the term merérémex (people who extend their
beauty), a reference to the highly elaborate way in which peo-
ple decorate themselves on such occasions. Such ceremonies
are group-based activities whose goal is to socialize “wild” or
antisocial values. This applies to the attribution of names, a
central theme of most Kayap4 ceremonies; in fact personal
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names are borrowed from nature. Shamans enter into con-
tact with the natural spirits and learn new songs and names
from them, introducing them into culture through the large
naming ceremonies.

On these occasions most of the ritual sequences take
place in the village’s central plaza, where an inversion of ordi-
nary social space may be noted. The center of the village,
normally organized on the basis of friendship and nonkin-
ship, is converted into the domain of activities in which both
personal family bonds and natural—and therefore “wild” el-
ements, such as the personal names or those of killed prey—
are central. The true nature of “beauty” is not only visual but
also refers to an inner beauty that results from the group’s
activity, from the common effort required to “socialize” the
names of people or of other precious objects.

Xikrin. For the Xikrin, the center of the world is like-
wise represented by the center of the circular village plaza,
where rituals and public life in general unfold. The symbol
of the center of the world and the universe is the rattle, a
round, head-shaped musical instrument, played as the Indi-
ans sing and dance following a circular path that accompa-
nies the solar trajectory. The Indians say that, when dancing,
they return in time to their mythic origins, thereby re-
creating the energy required for the continuity and stability
of the environment and the resources needed for survival, the
continual reproduction of life, and the different social insti-
tutions that ensure the equilibrium indispensable to life in
the community.

The Xikrin define distinct natural spaces of their uni-
verse: the earth, divided into open tracts and forest, the sky,
the aquatic world, and the subterranean world. These are
thought to possess distinct attributes and inhabitants,
though related among themselves in different ways. The for-
est is home to different ethnic sets of enemies, terrestrial ani-
mals, and plants. Disrespectful appropriation of the animal
world causes the fury of the spirit owner-controller of the an-
imals who, through sorcery, regulates the predatory activities
of humans. On the other hand, the forest is also the source
of important attributes of Xikrin sociability, for there, in
mythical times, the Indians acquired fire and ceremonial lan-
guage. Clearings—places formed by the village or the swid-
dens—are the site for kinship and alliance relations and for
the individual’s socialization, in other words, for the defini-
tion of Xikrin humanity. The aquatic domain provides the
possibility for strengthening physical and psychological as-
pects of the individual, because water causes rapid matura-
tion through ritual immersions yet without altering the
being’s substance. Water is a creative element in contrast to
fire, which is a transformative element. An owner-controller
also exists in the aquatic domain whose relationship with hu-
mans is one of solidarity. It was the owner-controller of the
waters who taught humans to cure sicknesses. Medicinal
plants come from the terrestrial domain, but their knowledge
and the rules for manipulating them were acquired in the
aquatic world through the mediation of a shaman. The sub-
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terranean world is linked with blood, raw food, and canni-
balism, representing a truly antisocial condition in which hu-
mans are prey rather than predators. It represents all that
humans do not want to be. In the celestial domain, the East
is the place of humanity par excellence, the place where the
Xikrin originated. The Xikrin have two myths that conse-
crate them as inhabitants of the earth, in opposition to the
sky where they originated and in opposition to the subterra-
nean inhabitants, whom they succeeded in eliminating
forever.

In Xikrin society an individual becomes a shaman after
he survives an ordeal, in which he climbs a giant spider web
and reaches celestial space with its eternal light, where the
nape of his neck is symbolically perforated by a large harpy
eagle and he thus acquires the capacity to fly. As in other na-
tive societies, the shaman has the power to transit between
the human world and the natural and supernatural worlds.
In life humans accumulate over time attributes from differ-
ent cosmic domains, but the shaman lives, shares, and con-
stantly communicates with these domains. In his role of in-
termediary, he lives in human society, shares the social world
of animals and the supernatural, and has the capacity to ma-
nipulate the different domains. He negotiates with the
ownet-controllers of the animal world for plentiful game or
an abundant catch of fish. He has the capacity to “see” in
the widest sense, perceiving what is invisible to humans.

When a community has enough people and thus human
resources, the cycle of rituals is continuous. During rituals
individuals acquire knowledge of aspects of social organiza-
tion and reproduction. Song, choreography, and decora-
tions, which humans acquired in mythical time, are repro-
duced in ritual as manifestations of the present situation of
humanity in the cosmos. The most important rituals are
those focused on male and female naming and male initia-
tion, consisting of five phases, each of which is symbolically
related to one of the particular cosmic domains. These rituals
are sometimes inserted within others, such as the new maize
festival or merérémei, “beautiful festival,” which takes place
during the transitional period between the dry and rainy sea-
sons; the festivals incorporating new members of a ceremoni-
al society, such as the armadillo society; the marriage ritual
or mat festival; and the funerary rituals and ritual fishing
using #/mbé vine poisons. There are also newly introduced
rituals, such as Kworo-kango, or the manioc festival, which
comes from the Juruna people. At certain periods, the ritual
cycle attains its climax and develops over several days with
high intensity and lavish style. Ceremonial life also acts as
a crucial context for the expression of the ways in which the
Xikrin reflect on the relationships developed with the white
world.

Arara (Carib). The history of the formation of the
Arara cosmos states that the primordial cosmos was shattered
after a fight occurred between two people related as ipar:
(matrilateral cross-cousins or, more generally, affines). The
land on the terrestrial level now is said to be what was left
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over from the primeval cosmological floor that broke up and
fell from the sky after the combat. That floor was also the
edge of the domain where all benign beings used to live. Out-
side that domain, there were only malicious beasts who con-
stantly fought, living a horrifying existence. With the shatter-
ing of the cosmos, the coexistence of all types of living beings
became a necessity. Consequently extraordinary and evil
creatures even now can appear on the terrestrial plane. To
distinguish what is ordinary and beneficial from what is ex-
traordinary and vicious, one must develop expertise through
shamanic experiences.

As an institution Arara shamanism is dispersed, dif-
fused, and generalized among the men. Acting as healers and
agents for mediating with powerful metaphysical beings, all
the men are initiated and practice at least some part of the
shamanic techniques and arts. They are also responsible for
ensuring, with metaphysical beings, the conditions for the
hunts and rites that in turn ensure the circulation of game
meat and beverages among the various subgroups. Game
meat and drink make up an integral part of a system whose
main axis is the native doctrine concerning the circulation
of a vital substance called ekuru. Passing from the blood of
killed animals to the earth and from there to the liquids that
nourish and stimulate the growth of plants, this vital sub-
stance is the main object of desire—not only of human be-
ings, but also of all beings who inhabit the world. Humans
seek to acquire ekuru through the deaths of animals during
the hunt and the transformation of plants into a fermented
drink called pikti—a primordial source for acquiring these
vital substances for humans.

The capacity of the earth to reprocess vital substances,
transforming them into plant nutrients with which humans
produce beverages, also shapes Arara funeral practices. In
general the Arara do not bury their dead but construct a plat-
form for them in the forest inside a small funeral house built
especially for the occasion. Raised above the earth, the de-
ceased gradually dries out, losing the body’s vital substances
that are absorbed by metaphysical beings that lurk around
corpses and feed on the elements that previously gave life to
the deceased. The Arara funeral is thus a kind of an eschato-
logical exchange or reciprocity with the world’s other beings.
On the other hand, the circulation of ekuru takes place
among the living through the exchange of meat for drink in
the rites that follow the return of the hunters. Consequently
rituals are the mode through which the circulation of vital
substance conjoins various subgroups through reciprocity
and mutual dependence. Through their overall symbolism,
the prominent rites associated with the collective hunting
trips are an efficient mechanism through which ethical and
moral values become manifest and serve to constitute a na-
tive idea of their own collectivity. An intricate network of
values and principles of interaction related to good conduct,
kindness, solidarity, and generosity finds its primary medium
of expression in the rituals.

CaBocLo RELIGION. The caboclo population lives in com-
munities from the mouth of the Amazon to its headwaters
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and on many of its tributaries. Caboclosare the mixed descen-
dants of Indians and whites, and their religiosity consists of
an intermixture of the rituals and beliefs of indigenous sha-
manism and popular Catholicism. Both forms are ways of
explaining and dealing with the powers of the universe.

The shamanic universe is populated by “enchanted be-
ings,” which were left by God as guardians of the forest, the
waters, game animals, and so on. They are entities with pow-
ers of enchantment, metamorphosis, and hypnosis and can
be either generous or vengeful. They include the “father” or
“caboclo of the forest,” protector of the forest; the caipora, re-
sponsible for game animals; and the “caboclos of the water,”
which can take humans to the bottom of rivers and streams.
There are also animals (snakes, deer, and turtles) with human
features that can protect, deceive, hypnotize, or make pacts.

The presence of these entities in nature makes the rela-
tions of the caboclo to the forest, rivers, and game highly ritu-
alized. Daily activities, such as going into the forest or fish-
ing, are marked by prayers or requests from the spirit entities
to hunt or fish; the failure to do so could bring panema (bad
luck), a force that infects humans, animals, or objects and
makes them incapable of action. As there are procedures to
cure panema, there are also procedures to enhance the power
of the hunter, sometimes called “pacts,” in which, for exam-
ple, the hunter exchanges the blood of the animal for greater
productivity in the hunt. The relation of the caboclo to na-
ture is thus one of dependence that is kept in balance by re-
specting norms of relations with its inhabitants and the ex-
ploitation of its resources.

The other aspect of caboclo religiosity is popular Cathol-
icism, which, far from being opposed to the supernatural be-
ings, consists of entities and practices that are integral parts
of a single religious field. In general appeals are made to the
Catholic saints to deal more with human affairs, whereas the
enchanted beings and pacts have relatively more to do with
relations to nature. As in other regions of Brazil, popular Ca-
tholicism involves saint day festivals, collective reciting of the
rosary, novenas, devotion to patron saints, and making vows.
The actual presence of church representatives (priests) is in-
frequent in this region, as it is restricted to annual visits to
administer the Sacraments.
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SOUTH AMERICAN INDIANS: INDIANS OF
THE GRAN CHACO

The Gran Chaco (chaco, derived from Quechua, means
“hunting land”) is an arid alluvial plain in the lowlands of
south-central South America. Approximately 725,000 square
kilometers in area, it lies between the Andes in the west and
the Paraguay and Parand rivers in the east, and between the
Mato Grosso to the north and the Pampas to the south. The
scrub forests and grasslands of the Gran Chaco, though
sparsely populated, were the home of numerous indigenous
groups. In the main they were hunters, fishers, and gatherers,
moving seasonally in search of food and practicing supple-
mentary farming. Few still follow their traditional way of life.

The religion of the indigenous groups of the Gran
Chaco can be understood through an examination of their
mythic narratives, which contain their primary structures of
meaning. These myths give an account of a primordial time
in which an ontological modification was produced by the
actions of various supernatural beings who shaped present-
day cultural reality. This rupture may be caused by a lawgiver
(who frequently has the appearance of a trickster), or it may
be the result of infractions by ancestors or by the transforma-
tions of ancestors. Numerous supernatural beings with
avowedly demonic characteristics monopolize the realm of
fear and danger; their ambivalent intentions toward human
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beings are usually resolved through malevolent action that
manifests itself in illness, culminating in the death of the in-
dividual. The general notion of power, such as the lz-ka-dyah
of the Mataco, or specific powers, such as the uhopié of the
Ayoré, are the structures that ontologically define the super-
natural beings as well as people who have been consecrated

by them.

The spectrum of supernatural beings encompasses ev-
erything from shamans and witches, in the cases of the
Guiacurd or the Mataco, to the state of “amorous exaltation”
known to the Pilagd. For an integral understanding of the
peoples of the Chaco it is important to consider the contri-
butions of these special personages and states of being, which
contribute a unique cultural identity to each group’s cosmol-
ogy. In almost all the ethnic groups of the Gran Chaco the
shaman occupies the central role in religious tasks, some-
times defending and protecting, and, at other times, injur-
ing. When engaged in healing practices, he can combine var-
ious techniques, such as singing, shaking rattles, blowing,
and sucking, and can command the collaboration of familiar
spirits who are generally powerful owing to their demonic
nature. An important aspect of Gran Chaco religions is the
idea that one or many souls are incarnated in an individual.
Once the individual is dead, these souls, or spirits, enter a
demonic state. Although they are directed to an established
underworld, they continue to prey upon human communi-
ties.

THE ZaMUCO FAMILY. The two members of the Zamuco
language group are the Ayoré and the Chamacoco of Para-
guay, in the northeastern Chaco.

The Ayoré. The religion of the Ayoré (Ayoreo, Ayor-
eode) is expressed primarily in an extensive set of myths. All
natural and cultural beings have their origins related in
mythic tales, and in certain cases in various parallel myths.
The morphology of the myths centers upon the metamor-
phosis of an ancestral figure into an entity of current reality.
Each tale narrates events that occurred in primordial times
and is accompanied by one or more songs, which may be
used for therapeutic (sdude) or preventive (paragapidi) pur-
poses.

Despite the abundance of tales, it is possible to classify
the Ayoré myths in different cycles as they relate to a particu-
lar supernatural being or theme:

(1) The cycle of ancestors. Each tale in this cycle recounts
events in the life of an ancestor (nanibahai). These gen-
erally end with the ancestor’s violent transformation
into an artifact, plant, animal, or some other entity of
the cosmos, and with the establishment by the ancestor
of cultural prescriptions (puydk) governing the treat-
ment of the new being and punishments for ignoring
these prescriptions.

(2) The cycle of Dupdde. A celestial supernatural being, Du-
pade is associated with the sun; he causes the metamor-
phosis of the ancestors.

(3) The cycle of the Flood. The tales of the Flood (gedekesna-
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séri) describe an offense inflicted on lightning by the
nanibahai, their punishment in the form of a continual
rain that inundated the world, and the survival of a few
Ayoré, who became the first aquatic animals.

(4) The cycle of “water that washes away.” These tales de-
scribe a flood (yotedidekesnasdri) similar to that that ap-
pears in the preceding cycle, which was caused by
Diesna (“cricket”), the ruler of water.

(5) The cycle of the Asohsnd bird. This bird (Caprimulgidae
spp) is surrounded by numerous puydk. The central tale
of this cycle relates the life of the female ancestor who
created this bird. Asohsnd is a supernatural being who
established the annual ceremony that divides the year
into two segments, one of which is characterized by an
incalculable quantity of restrictions.

(6) The cycle of Asningdi. This cycle relates the courage of
an ancestor named Asningdi (“courage”), who threw
himself onto the fire, transforming himself into an ani-
mal with certain morphological characteristics. It also
established the meaning of slaughter, an important in-
stitution among the Ayoré, since an individual could
rise to the status of chief (zsuzé) through contamination

by spilled blood.

Illness is thought to be caused in almost all cases by the indi-
vidual’s violation of puydk. The cure is entrusted to the iga-
sitdi, those who have knowledge of sdude, whose power can
undo the illness through the powerful word of the ancestors.
The shaman, or daihsndi, arrives at this state through an ini-
tiation that involves the ingestion of a strong dose of the juice
of green mashed tobacco, which enables him to assume a spe-
cial potency called whopié. When an individual dies, the body
(aydi) and mind (aipiyé) are destroyed; the soul (oregaré)
moves to the underworld (nahupié).

The Chamacoco. The narrative of the Chamacoco,
which recounts sacred events, is called “The Word of
E$nuwérta.” This tale constitutes the secret mythology of
those men who have undergone initiatory ordeals and con-
tains the social and religious knowledge of the group.
E$nuwérta is the primordial mother. The myth is connected
to the women of primordial times who were surprised by
harmful supernatural beings (axndbsero). “The Word of
Esnuwérta” includes the actions of these axndbsero, charac-
ters to whom Chamacoco reality is subordinated. The physi-
ognomy of these supernatural beings is similar to that of the
Ayoré ancestors in that current reality originates from their
transformations and their deaths. The distinctive characteris-
tic of the axndbsero is their malignant power (wozds) over
people.

The foundation of the social order is presented in this
myth, since E$nuwérta instituted the clans as well as the male
initiation ceremonies in which the participants identify
themselves with the principal deities of the myth.

The Chamacoco shaman (konsdxa) exercises a power ap-
propriate to a specific region of the cosmos; for this reason
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there are shamans of the sky, of the water, and of the jungle.
The shaman initiation begins with a vision of ESnuwérta,
who reveals the cosmos as well as the practices appropriate
to the work of the shamans. Another custom originating
from E$nuwérta is called kaamtik and has to do with a ritual
offering of food; it relates to the impurity of blood, among
other themes.

THE Turl-GUARANI FAMILY. The Tupi-Guarani language
family includes the Chiriguano of Bolivia and the Tapui of
Paraguay.

The Chiriguano. The tale of the mythical twins
Yandert Ttimpa and Afa Tdmpa is the most prevalent myth
among the Chiriguano (Mid) and appears in conjunction
with lunar mythology. The celestial supernatural being
Yanderd Ttdmpa made the cosmos and bestowed its goods
on the Chiriguano, at the same time instructing them in cul-
tural practices. He conceived and made Ana Ttémpa, who,
because of envy, attempts to undermine all Yanderd
Tumpa’s works. Afa Ttimpa received from his maker power
(imbapwére), which he in turn gives to other beings (47as)
who aid him in his malignant activities. As a result the world
has undergone a profound alteration. It is now the actions
of the dfias that determine the condition of the Chiriguano
world, and they have introduced calamities such as illness
and death. The expression rimpa is difficult to comprehend,
but it appears to designate a quality that transforms the vari-
ous entities into “state beings.” The terms 47z and nimpa de-
fine the supernatural nature of these beings, that is to say,
they emphasize that they are extraordinary.

The shaman and the sorcerer are both initiated by the
acquisition of power from the 47as. The initiation itself is
centered on the 47ias. Due to their ambivalence, an initiate
can become a shaman (ipdye) if their intent is benevolent; if
their intent is malevolent, the initiate receives only malignant
power that causes misfortune to the people and the com-
munity.

Tapui and Guasurangwe. The religion of the Tapuf
and the Guasurangwe, or Tapieté (an offshoot of the for-
mer), does not differ essentially from that of the Chiriguano;
the same structures of meaning and the same supernatural
beings may be observed.

LENGUA-MAscoy Famiry. The Lengua-Mascoy language
group of Paraguay includes the Angaité, Lengua, Kaskih4,
and Sanapand peoples.

The Angaité. The religious nature of the Angaité (Cha-
nanesmd) has undergone syncretism owing to their proximi-
ty to the Mascoy and Guaranian groups. Their mythology
makes reference to three levels—the underworld, the terres-
trial world, and the celestial world—all of which are inhabit-
ed by supernatural beings characterized by their ambivalent
actions toward humans. The deity of the dead, Moksohanik,
governs a legion of demonic beings, the enzlép, who pursue
the sick, imprison them, and carry them to the “country of
the dead,” which is situated in the west. At night it is even
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possible for them to overpower passersby. The gabioamd ot
iliabiin act as the spirit familiars of the shaman, and with him
their role is ambivalent in a positive sense. For example, they
are in charge of recapturing and restoring the souls of the
sick.

According to Angaité myth, fire was obtained by a theft
in which a bird was the intermediary; it was stolen from a
forest demon, one of the iek’amd, who are anthropomorphic
but have only one leg. Also anthropomorphic is the soul-
shadow (abiosnd), whose eyes are its distinguishing feature.
The concept of corporal material as such does not exist, ex-
cept for the iek’amd (“living cadaver” or “skeleton”), which
is what remains after death.

During the initiation process, the shaman goes into the
depths of the forest or to the banks of the river, where the
familiar spirits (pateaskdp or enzlép) come to him in a dream.
He communicates with the familiars through ecstatic dreams
and songs. His therapeutic labors include sucking harmful
agents from the bodies of the sick and applying vegetable
concoctions whose efficacy resides in their “bad smell.”
There are shamans with purely malignant intentions, such
as the mamohdt, who are responsible for tragic deaths among
members of the group. The benevolent shaman is responsible
for discovering the identity of the bewitching shaman and
for quartering and burning the body of the victim as a restor-
ative vengeance. The Angaité do not have “lords” or “fathers”
of the species; the figures closest to this theme are Nekéne
and Nantic4, male and female supernatural beings respec-
tively, who are anthropomorphic and whose realm is the
depths of the waters.

The Lengua. The anthropogenic myth of the Lengua
(Enlhit, Enslet) attributes the formation of giant supernatu-
ral beings and the ancestors of the Lengua to Beetle, who uti-
lized mud as primary material. After giving these beings a
human form, he placed the bodies of the first enlhits to dry
on the bank of a lake, but he set them so close together that
they stuck to one another. Once granted life, they could not
defend themselves against the attacks of the powerful giants,
and Beetle, as supreme deity, separated the two groups.
Eventually the inability of the enlhits to resist pursuit and
mistreatment by the giants became so grave that Beetle took
away the giants’ bodies. The giants’ souls gave birth to
kilikhdma who fought to regain control of the missing bo-
dies, and it is for this reason that they torment present-day
humans.

The important Lengua myths include the origin of
plants and fire and the fall of the world. Ritual dramatiza-
tions of the myths are part of the celebrations for female pu-
berty (yanmdna), male puberty (wainkya), the spring and au-
tumn equinoxes, the summer solstice, war, the arrival of
foreigners, marriage, and mourning.

Human reality consists of a “living soul” (valhsk), whose
dream existence is important. At death, a person is transport-
ed to vangduk, which is a transitory state that leads to the
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kilikhdma state. The apyoxdlhma, or shaman, receives power
(siyavndma) through visions and apprenticeship to the song
of the plants, whose ingestion, though lacking hallucinogenic
properties, produces ritual death. Once he obtains siyavnd-
ma, the shaman commands the k,ilikhdma, who control nu-
merous beings and realms of the universe. The territory of
the dead (pisisl), situated toward the west, is the destination
of the souls of the dead, although some remain close to the
living.

The Kaskihd. The “masked celebration” of the Kaskihd
is of particular interest. It is based on a myth that describes
the origin of the festive attire following the quartering of the
water deity Iyenanik. The practice of kinddian, which is a
dance, is the only medium for invoking the power of such
deities.

The Sanapand. The rich mythic narrative of the Sana-
pand focuses on the war between the heavenly world, inhab-
ited by the ancestors (inyakahpanamé), and the terrestrial
world, inhabited by the fox (maalék). The ancestors, who dif-
fer morphologically from present-day humanity, introduced
the majority of cultural goods. Among the fundamental
structures distinguished by the Sanapand is the “dream,” the
soul’s life in its wanderings separate from the body. Death
is understood as theft of the soul by demonic forces, the souls
of the dead that stalk during the night in forests and marshes.
The demonic spirits are anthropomorphic. Some are malig-
nant, including those whose mere appearance can cause im-
mediate death. There are also benevolent spirits who are the
familiars of shamans (kiltongkamdk). The shaman’s initiation
involves fasting and other tests.

MATACO-MAKKA FaMmILY. The Mataco-Makkd language
family of the central Chaco includes the Mataco, Chulupf,
Choroti, and Makka.

The Mataco. The religious universe of the Mataco
(Wichi) centers on the notion of power (la-ka-dyah), which
is the property of innumerable supernatural beings of de-
monic (ahd?) or human (wichi) nature, personifications of
such phenomena as the sun, moon, stars, and thunder. The
Mataco recognize a dualism of body (opisdn) and spirit
(0’nusék) in humans. Death changes the o’ nusék into a malev-
olent supernatural being.

The central character in Mataco mythic narrative (pah-
lalfs), Tokhw4h, is the one who imposes cosmic and ontolog-
ical order on the present-day world. The actions of this su-
pernatural being, who has a demonic nature, are
incorporated in his trickster aspect; nonetheless, he is per-
ceived by the Mataco as a suffering and sad being. In his law-
giving role he introduces economic practices and tools; hu-
manizes the women who descend from the sky by
eliminating their vaginal teeth; institutes marriage; and
teaches the people how to get drunk, to fight, and to make
war. He also introduces demonic spirits who cause illnesses
(aités) and establishes the shamanic institution (hayawn) and
death. The most important Mataco ceremony is carried out
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by the shamans, in both individual and communal form,
with the objective of expelling illnesses according to Tokh-
wih’s teachings.

The shamanic initiation includes possession (weldn) by
a demonic spirit (#h4#) and the consequent separation of the
initiate’s soul (0 7usék), which undertakes journeys to the dif-
ferent realms of the cosmos. When the initiation is complete,
the shaman has achieved an ontological alteration in the state
of his soul—he has been transformed into a demonic being.
The smoking or inhalation of the dust of the sumac (Anade-
nanthera macrocarpa) is a frequent shamanic practice.

The Chulupi. The mythology of the Chulupi (Nivaklé,
Aslusldy) comprises three narrative cycles on the deities who
acted in primordial times, but who then distanced them-
selves from humanity and the earthly world. The Xitscitt-
sammee cycle describes a supernatural being comparable to
an almost forgotten deus otiosus. The cycle of the supernatu-
ral being Fits6k Exits includes prescriptions for the rites of
female initiation; myths recounting the origin of women, of
the spots on the moon, and of honey, among other things;
and the tale of the expulsion from the universe of the super-
natural creator. The Kufidl cycle relates the cataclysmic
events accompanying the fall of heaven and the subsequent
actions of the demiurge Kufidl, to name a few of its themes.

A structure essential to the Chulupi religion is si¢’ee, or
ultimate power, which defines and dominates a vast group
of beings and actions. In effect, sic’ee is the strange made
powerful, which can manifest itself in unexpected guises—in
human or animal form, by means of a sound or a movement
like a whirlwind, or as master of the spirits of the forest. The
sicee plays a significant role in the initiation of the shaman
(si¢’ee): He appears to the shaman in the guise of an old man,
for example, who offers the shaman power and grants him
the spirit familiars called war’akwdis. By fasting, enduring
solitude in the woods, and drinking potions made of various
plants, the initiate achieves a revelatory experience rich in vi-
sions, many of which are terrifying. The Chulupf idea of ani-
mistic reality is extremely complicated and varied, given that
the soul can appear in any number of manifestations.

The Choroti. The principal cycles of the Choroti are
five in number. The cycle of Kixwét describes a supernatural
being, of human appearance but gigantic, whose role com-
prises the duplicity of both the demiurge and the trickster.
The cycle of Ahdusa, the Hawk, the culture hero par excel-
lence, recounts how he defeated the beings of primordial
times, stealing and distributing fire and teaching humans the
technique of fishing and the making of artifacts. The cycle
of Woiki, the Fox, who partakes of the intrinsic nature of
Kixwét and is a very important figure in indigenous cultures,
contains myths describing his creation of various beings and
modalities of the present-day world. The cycle of We'la, the
Moon, relates the formation of the world. The cycle of T'se-
mataki alludes to a feminine figure characterized by her ill
will toward men and her uncontainable cannibalism.
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The Choroti shaman (afew) receives power (i-tdksi)
from the supernatural beings (thlamd), and the strength of
his abilities depends on the number of familiars (inxuélai) he

has.
The Makkd. The Makkd mythology can be classified as

eclectic, as it demonstrates cultural contact with almost all
the other indigenous groups of the Gran Chaco. The Makka
cycle of the fox is similar to the narrative cycle surrounding
the Mataco supernatural being Tokhwéh and demonstrates
similar themes, such as the origin of women and the toothed
vagina. The Makk4 hero Tippd, who possesses an immense
penis, is somewhat reminiscent of Wéla, the Mataco moon

deity.

In earlier times, power (#'#n) was obtained by capturing
a scalp, after which a complex ceremony was held in which
the scalp was discarded but the soul (le sinkdl) of the dead
enemy was retained as a personal familiar, or spirit helper.
This familiar would manifest itself during sleep by means of
a song that even today is sung during drinking bouts. Cere-
monies of drinking bouts among adults permit the regula-
tion of power among people. The ceremony of female initia-
tion is also important, as is true throughout most of the Gran

Chaco.

The organization of the traditional religious universe
was altered through the introduction of Christianity by Gen-
eral . Belaieff, who brought the Makka from the interior of
the Chaco to the outskirts of Asuncién. The icon of Belaieff
is now a central theme in Makk4 shamanism. Just as among
the Mataco, the shaman (weiher’x) is charged with control-
ling the demonic supernatural beings (inwomés).

GUIACURU-CADUVEO FaMILY. The Guiacuri-Caduveo lan-
guage family of the Gran Chaco and Brazil includes the
tribes known as the Pilag4, the Toba, the Caduveo, and the
Mocovi.

The Pilagd. Certain mythic cycles may be distinguished
in the Pilagd mythology. One cycle describes the celestial
deity Dapidi, to whom is attributed the inversion of the cos-
mic planes and the transference of some animals and plants
to the sky. In the past, prayers were offered for his help in
the most diverse activities. Another cycle describes Wayay-
kaldciyi, who introduced death, made the animals wild, and
established hunting techniques, modifying the Edenic habits
of an earlier time. Among the eminent supernatural beings
is Nesdge, a cannibalistic woman who determines the prac-
tices of the witches (kondnagae). Such characters and themes
as the Star Woman and the origin of women appear in Pilagd
myths.

Among the significant structures, the paydk is the most
important. This notion defines nonhuman nature, which is
peculiar to supernatural beings, shamans (pyogondk), ani-
mals, plants, and some objects. Relations with the paydk de-
termine conditions in the indigenous world. Either people
acquire paydks as familiars who aid them in their customary
activities, or the paydks inflict suffering on them in the form
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of illness, the death of domestic animals, the destruction of
farms, or a poor harvest of fruit from wild plants. Such con-
cepts as the “master-dependent” (logdr-lamasék) and the
“center-periphery” (laifii-lat]) allow the Pilagd to classify be-
ings and entities according to a hierarchy of power.

The initiation of women takes place at the onset of men-
ses. The young girl is locked in a corner of her hut and forced
to fast rigorously. When males reach adolescence, they sub-
mit to scarification of their arms and legs by a shaman, and
the young man is given the characteristics of the species of
animal whose bone was used as a scarifier. Throughout entire
lives, men continue to scarify themselves, especially when
preparing for the hunt or going into battle.

The Toba. The principal themes of Toba (Kom) narra-
tive are celestial cosmology and mythology, which appear in
stories about Dapidi and the Pleiades; cataclysms; the origin
of specific entities; stories of animals; stories of the trickster
Wahayaka’lacigu, the lawgiver Ta’anki, and ASien, a super-
natural being with a repulsive appearance; and encounters
between Toba people and the supernatural being Nowét.
The morphology of these characters, all of whom were pow-
erful in the primordial times, fluctuates between the human
and the animal.

For the Toba, the central structure of the cosmology is
nowét, which appears in the forms of the masters of animals
and of the spheres. Nowét, as a supernatural being, initiates
the shamans (p7°ogondk) and grants them power that can be
used equally to heal or to harm. Outside the shamanic
sphere, all special skills—hunting, fishing, dancing, and so
on—derive from power given by Nowét. Dreams are struc-
tures that have importance in the relations between humans
and Nowét. Shamanic power is established by the possession
of spirit familiars (/tawd), who help shamans cure serious ill-
nesses, which are considered intentional and also material.
Therapy combines singing, blowing, and sucking as methods
of removing the harmful agent from the victim’s body.

Some of the important ceremonies of the Toba are
name giving, the initiation of young boys, the offering of
prayers to Dapidi, matutinal prayers to the heavenly beings,
and the supplications of the hunters to some supernatural
being in a nowét state.

The Caduveo. Go-neno-hodi is the central deity of
Caduveo mythology; he is maker of all people and of a great
number of the cultural goods. His appearance is that of a
Caduveo, and he is without evil intention. In his benevo-
lence, he granted the Caduveo, in ancient times, an abun-
dant supply of food, clothes, and utensils, as well as eternal
life, but the intervention of Hawk, astute and malicious,
made Go-neno-hodi modify the primordial order. Nibetdd
is a mythical hero identified with the Pleiades; he greeted the
ancestors during the ceremony celebrating the annual reap-
pearance of this cluster of stars and the maturation of the al-
garoba (mesquite).

The shamanic institution is actualized in two different
individuals: the nikyienigi (“father”), who protects and bene-

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION



SOUTHEAST ASIAN RELIGIONS: HISTORY OF STUDY

fits the community, and the omikanrigi, the cause of all
deaths, illnesses, and misfortunes in the group. Celebrations
that are particularly worthy of note are the lunar ceremonies,
the rites celebrating the birth of the chief’s son, and the initi-
ations of young men and women.

The Mocovi. Prominent in the scattered Mocovi mate-
rial is the myth of an enormous tree that reached to the sky.
By climbing its branches, one ascended to lakes and to a
river. An angry old woman cut down the tree, extinguishing
the valuable connection between heaven and earth.

Gdsapidolgaté, a benevolent supernatural being, pre-
sides over the world of the living. His activity contrasts with
that of the witches. Healing practices among the Mocovi are
the same as those of the other shamans of the Gran Chaco,
with the addition of bloodletting. The Mocovi, like all the
Guiacurd, believe in the honor of war and value dying in
combat as much as killing. When they return from a battle
they hang the heads of the vanquished on posts in the center
of town and they sing and shout around them. The horse
plays an important role in daily life and in the hereafter;
when the owner of a horse dies, the horse is sacrificed and
buried beside the owner to bear him to his final destination

in the land of the dead.

ArAwWAK FAMILY. The extensive Arawak family of languages
includes the Chané of Argentina. Fundamental distinctions
cannot be made between the corpus of Chané myths and that
of the Chiriguano; similarities abound between them, partic-
ularly with respect to the figure of the shaman. There are two
kinds of shamans: one with benevolent power (the ipdye) and
another dedicated exclusively to malevolent actions that
cause death (the ipayepdci). The mbaidwd (“knower, investi-
gator”) has dominion over the individual destinies of
humans.

One of the most important aspects of Chané religion is
the carnival of masks (also celebrated by the Chiriguano).
Some of the masks are profane, representing animals and fan-
tastic anthropomorphic characters. The sacred masks repre-
sent Afia, and these are deadly playthings that cannot be sold
to travelers. When the carnival is finished, the masks become
dangerous and must be destroyed.
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Southeast Asia straddles one of the two trade routes linking
East Asia and the Mediterranean. For many centuries, mer-
chants traveled through the Straights of Malacca to points
further east, bringing spices, gold, and other precious com-
modities, and with them came religious texts, modes of ritual
practice, iconographies, and other religious systems. A conse-
quence of this strategic location is that virtually all of the
major religions of the world can be found in Southeast Asia.
Today by far the most common religious traditions are
Theravada Buddhism, Islam, Roman Catholicism, and the
Vietnamese variant of traditional Chinese religion. Yet there
are also communities of Balinese and Tamil Hindus, Protes-
tant Christians, Sikhs, and Zoroastrians. Prior to the Second
World War there were significant Jewish communities. One
can also find a vast array of indigenous religions in tradition-
ally isolated portions of the region that are either upland or
on remote islands far from the trade routes.
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The diversity of religion in Southeast Asia has attracted
area specialists in almost all religious traditions to study the
region, and the theoretical orientations and methodologies
employed in the study of religion in the region are nearly as
diverse as the religions of the region itself. The academic
study of religion in Southeast Asia began in the early decades
of the nineteenth century. The earliest works are largely de-
scriptive. Most of them were written by colonial officials or
Christian missionaries. Stamford Raffles, John Crawfurd,
and Christiaan Hurgronje were among the colonial officers
who made enduring contributions to the study of religion
in Southeast Asia. Among the most important works by mis-
sionary scholars are Hans Scharer’s studies of the indigenous
religions of Kalimantan (Borneo) and Paul Bigandet’s study
of Burmese Buddhism. Subsequent scholars have employed
a variety of philological, archeological, historical, literary-
critical, political-science, and anthropological approaches.
Many more general works provide important data for schol-
ars of religion. Among the most important of these are dis-
trict gazetteers and other publications of colonial govern-
ments. These often provide the only available materials for
the study of the history of religion at the local level. James
Scott’s Gazetteer of Upper Burma and the Shan States (1900—
1901) and John Crawfurd’s History of the Indian Archipelago
(1820) are outstanding examples. Novels and other works of
fiction can also provide valuable information. A clear exam-
ple is Pramoedya Ananta Toer’s four-volume novel Buru
Quartet (1996), which is a fictionalized account of the reli-
gious and cultural forces that contributed to the rise of Indo-
nesian nationalism.

Despite this double diversity, one can detect the follow-
ing general themes and questions that have shaped the aca-
demic study of religion in Southeast Asia:

* Links between scholarly agendas and the agendas of co-
lonial and postcolonial states.

* Relations between religion and politics in traditional
Southeast Asian states.

* The development of increasingly nuanced understand-
ings of the nature of religious traditions.

* The emergence, in the last decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, of a symbiotic relationship between religious
studies and the social sciences, particularly cultural an-

thropology.

These four factors interact in very complex ways in the aca-
demic discourse about religion in Southeast Asia.

PoLrTiCAL AGENDAS. The political agendas of colonial and
postcolonial states did much to shape the development of
scholarly traditions. They have influenced the topics scholars
have chosen to investigate and the interpretation of their
findings. The academic study of religion in Southeast Asia
dates back to the early decades of the nineteenth century at
a time when the British, French, Dutch, and Spanish were
consolidating colonial empires. Edward Said has argued that
in the Middle East, colonial scholarship was among the
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means through which Europeans sought to dominate and
domesticate potentially hostile religious elites. Much the
same can be said of colonial scholarship on Southeast Asia.

Such works as compilations of customary law and gazet-
teers describing local customs and periodic rituals were of
immediate value to colonial officials and other resident Euro-
peans. They remain valuable resources for scholars concerned
with religious change, and are particularly important for
scholars of the indigenous religions of tribes of the region.
An overwhelming number of these groups converted to
Christianity in the first half of the twentieth century. As their
traditional religions were orally transmitted, European writ-
ings provide the only available information about those early
religions.

The study of religion also provided instruments for
domination in a more subtle sense. Many of the monumen-
tal works of colonial scholarship, including Stamford Raf-
fles’s History of Java (1817) and Paul Mus’s Barabudur
(1935), locate the greatness of Southeast Asian cultures in
the distant past. These studies provided support for colonial-
ist apologetics, a major theme of which was that Southeast
Asian cultures had become decadent and corrupt and that
benevolent Europeans were assisting these cultures with colo-
nial rule. While intended for a European audience, these
works were also read by many Southeast Asians and are in
part responsible for the sense of cultural dislocation so vividly
described by Toer in his novels.

Islam and Buddhism were equally misrepresented,
though in very different ways. Raffles and Theodore Pigeaud
went to great lengths to deny the Islamic character of Indo-
nesian and particularly Javanese civilization. For them, Islam
was a threat to colonial authority. Portraying Indonesia as a
Hindu culture was part of a strategy of colonial domination.
Indonesian elites educated in Dutch schools were taught that
their culture and religion were an amalgamation of Hindu-
ism and Mahayana Buddhism, and were discouraged from
learning more than the rudiments of Islam. Christiaan Hur-
gronje, the greatest Islamicist of the colonial era, also con-
tributed to this agenda. His studies of the Achehnese and the
Southeast Asian community in Mecca were as much political
briefings as they were scholarship. The Dutch were involved
in a bitter war with the Achehnese and regarded Mecca as
a dangerous source of rebellion.

Buddhism was misrepresented in a different way. Many
of the early works on Theravada Buddhism in Southeast Asia
were written by scholars who, if not Buddhists themselves,
were extremely sympathetic towards a particular understand-
ing of Buddhism. James Scott, Harold Fielding-Hall, and
others understood Buddhism as an abstract rational science
of the mind with little use for spirits, gods, or what they un-
derstood as superstitious practice. They regarded what are
now clearly understood as Buddhist ritual practices as either
the superstitions of the lower classes or remnants of a heathen
past. Like many other earlier European interpreters of Bud-
dhism, they imagined Buddhism as they wished it to be.
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The academic study of religion continues to be political-
ly significant in the region. This is especially true of scholar-
ship published in the languages of the region. Religious
studies are not well developed in the region, but with the ex-
pansion of modern education since the end of the colonial
era, studies of religion by Southeast Asian scholars have be-
come increasingly common. Many Southeast Asian scholars
of religion are trained in history; others in area, Buddhist,
or Islamic studies. In many instances the lines between aca-
demic and committed scholarship is a fine one. In Southeast
Asia many scholars of religion are actively engaged in politi-
cal causes, movements, or parties. In addition to more tradi-
tional academic venues, intellectuals regularly publish in
daily papers and weekly news magazines. Among the issues
of concern to these scholars are economic development, eco-
logical degradation, human rights, social justice, and democ-
ratization. There are no systematic studies of the writings of
scholar-activists in European languages. In the Islamic socie-
ties of the region, questions concerning banking and finance
are also important because of the traditional Islamic prohibi-
tion on interest. Most of this literature is inaccessible to non-
specialists because there are very few translations.

More conventional scholarship may also be pointed.
Muslim Indonesia provides a cogent example. Indonesian
scholars are familiar with Western scholarship that has de-
picted traditional cultures as being only trivially Muslim. Is-
lamists often cite the works of Clifford Geertz as proof that
their own critiques of religious traditionalists are valid. To
establish the orthodoxy of their positions, traditionalists have
produced countertexts that can be read simultaneously as
history and theology. Zamakhsyari Dhofier’s The Pesantren
Tradition (1999) is a ready example. In this way academic
scholars of religion are drawn into Southeast Asian religious
discourse.

Political considerations have also influenced which
communities are studied and which are not. Politically sig-
nificant communities receive greater attention than minori-
ties. Scholarly neglect of Southeast Asian Christianity, tradi-
tional Chinese religion, and Tamil Hinduism is especially
apparent. Neglect of Southeast Asian Christianity is among
the most serious problems confronting the field. The conver-
sion of many tribal and Chinese people to Christianity has
fundamentally altered the religious landscape of Southeast
Asia. In general, there has been very little research on the in-
teraction of religious communities in any Southeast Asian
country. The religions of Myanmar (Burma) have also suf-
fered from scholarly neglect, but for a different reason: very
few scholars have been able to conduct research there since
the middle of the twentieth century.

RELIGION, PoLITICS, AND CULTURE. Many scholars of
Southeast Asian religions have been concerned with the role
of religion in indigenous political systems and the interrela-
tion of religion and culture. Archeologists and historians
have attempted to discern the religious foundations of
Southeast Asian statecraft. Of the few manuscripts that have
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survived from the precolonial period, a substantial number
concern theories of kingship. This concern is also found in
nineteenth-century texts, many of which are preserved in li-
braries and archives in Holland, Great Britain, and France,
as well as Southeast Asia. Other important sources of the role
of religion in politics include Chinese texts, inscriptions on
monuments, and archeological sites, such as Pagan, Angkor,
Ayutthaya, and Borobudur. George Coedes, Robert Heine-
Geldern, Stanley Tambiah, and others have found that
Southeast Asian kingdoms were structured as representations
of Hindu or Buddhist cosmologies and that kings were often
described as divine or semidivine beings. Muslim kingdoms
retain some of the symbolism of the Hindu and Buddhist
past and also describe Sultans as descendants of the Prophet
Muhammad and as representatives of God on earth.

A substantial body of scholarship focuses on the role of
traditional religious concepts in contemporary Southeast
Asian politics. Benedict Anderson, Clifford Geertz, and oth-
ers suggests that traditional concepts of power and authority
continue to inform political discourse and the conduct of
politics throughout the region. In modern Southeast Asia, re-
ligion has been used to legitimize the political programs of
states, leaders, and parties, be they authoritarian or liberal.

ON THE NATURE OF RELIGIOUS TRADITIONS. For most of
its history, the academic study of religion has looked to an-
cient, philosophically complex texts for the essence of reli-
gious traditions and has assumed that popular and contem-
porary variants of these texts are in some sense corrupt. This
understanding of world religions is apparent in many impor-
tant studies of contemporary Southeast Asian religions, in-
cluding Melford Spiro’s Buddhism and Society (1982) and
Clifford Geertz's The Religion of Java (1960). As Boone ob-
serves, this has lead to the construction of artificial canons
recognized only by Western or Western-trained scholars.
The tendency to understand world religions as philosophical
systems embodied in ancient texts has contributed to the
view that Southeast Asian Buddhists, Hindus, and Muslims
are only superficially such and that indigenous animisms re-
main the most important of Southeast Asian religions. This
view was articulated by Raffles in the early nineteenth centu-
ry and has been subject to serious criticism only since the

mid-1970s.

As scholars of religion have become increasingly con-
cerned with religion as lived experience, many have come to
question the assumptions of traditional philological scholar-
ship. As a result, there is a greater appreciation of noncanoni-
cal texts and the relation of religion to daily social life. This
has lead to a creative convergence of religious studies and cul-
tural anthropology.

RELIGIOUS STUDIES AND CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY.
Since the 1970s the distinction between cultural anthropolo-
gy and religious studies has been muted by developments in
both disciplines. Earlier generations of anthropologists gen-
erally focused on exclusively oral traditions. Even those who
studied Buddhists, Muslims, and other adherents of literary
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religions paid scant attention to religious texts. This state of
affairs began to change in the 1960s and 1970s as anthropol-
ogists became increasingly concerned with systems of sym-
bols and meanings and as scholars of religion turned their
attention to contemporary versions of world religions. This
convergence began in communities of scholars focused on
Theravada Buddhism and Balinese Hinduism and has prog-
ressed to the point where works by cultural anthropologists
and scholars of religion are difficult to distinguish. Its great-
est impact is seen in the study of Southeast Asian Islam,
which has moved from the margins to the mainstream of
scholarly discourse on Southeast Asian religion and the Is-
lamic tradition more generally.

CONCLUSIONS. Southeast Asia offers a wealth of research op-
portunities for scholars of many disciplines concerned with
the study of religion. Scholars can study particular variants
of most of the major religions of the world or social and cul-
tural systems comprising multiple religious communities,
with their different religious traditions and languages.

SEE ALsO Anthropology, Ethnology, and Religion; Bud-
dhism, article on Buddhism in Southeast Asia; Fiction, arti-
cle on Southeast Asian Fiction and Religion; Hinduism in
Southeast Asia; Islam, article on Islam in Southeast Asia.
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Mainland Southeast Asia has been termed the “crossroad of
religions,” for in this region, today divided into the countries
of Burma, Thailand, and Laos, Cambodia (Kampuchea), and
Vietnam, a large diversity of autochthonous tribal religions
are intermingled with Hinduism, Theravada and Mahayana
Buddhism, Daoism, Confucianism, Islam, and Christianity,
as well as the modern secular faith of Marxist-Leninism. Be-
neath this diversity there are many religious practices and be-
liefs that have common roots in the prehistoric past of peo-
ples of the region. This is not to say, as have some scholars,
that the historic religions are merely a veneer and that those
Southeast Asians who adhere to religions such as Buddhism
have been, as Reginald LeMay said of the Northern Thai, an-
imists from time immemorial. Although certain beliefs and
practices can be seen as linking peoples of the present to an-
cient Southeast Asian religions, they have often been refor-
mulated to make sense within worldviews shaped by historic
religions. The processes of religious change have, moreover,
intensified in the wake of radical shaking of traditional orders
taking place throughout the twentieth century.

Mainland Southeast Asia is not only a region of religious
diversity; it is also a veritable Babel. Insofar as historical lin-
guistics permits a reconstruction of the past, it would appear
that most of the earliest inhabitants of the region spoke Aus-
troasiatic languages ancestral to such modern-day descen-
dants as Khmer and Mon. Many of the tribal peoples living
in the highlands of central Vietnam and Laos, as well as a
few groups found in northern Thailand and as far distant as
Assam in India and Hainan Island belonging to China, speak
Austroasiatic languages. Speakers of Austronesian languages,
whose major modern-day representatives are the peoples of
Indonesia, Malaysia, Micronesia, and Polynesia, as well as
parts of Melanesia and Madagascar, were also present from
prehistoric times in what is today southern Vietnam and the
Malay Peninsula. Cham living in southern Vietnam and in
Cambodia, as well as tribal peoples such as the Rhadé and
Jarai in southern Vietnam, speak Austronesian languages. In
the northern uplands of the region and in what is today
northeastern India and southern China most peoples in pre-
historic times appear to have spoken languages belonging to
the Tibeto-Burman language family. The present-day Bur-
mans and such tribal peoples as the Chin, Kachin, Lisu,
Akha, and Lahu all speak Tibeto-Burman languages. Speak-
ers of Tai (or Daic) languages seem to have originated in
southern China and did not begin to settle in mainland
Southeast Asia until much before the tenth century CE.
Today, however, Thai (or Siamese), Lao, Northern Thai (or
Yuan), and Shan—all speakers of Tai languages—constitute
the major peoples of Thailand, Laos, and the Shan state of
Burma, and Tai-speaking tribal peoples such as the Tho, Red
Tai, Black Tai, and White Tai are found in northern Viet-
nam as well as northeastern Laos. Modern-day Vietnamese,
which linguists assign to the distinctive Viet-Muong lan-
guage family, is believed to have evolved from an Austroasiat-
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ic language that was transformed under the influence of Chi-
nese. The distinctive Karennic languages spoken by peoples
living on the eastern border of Burma and in parts of western
Thailand are thought by linguists to be descendants of Tibe-
to-Burman stocks. Speakers of Miao-Yao languages, distantly
connected to Tibeto-Burman and Sinitic language families,
have migrated from southern China into mainland Southeast
Asia only within the past century or so. Major migrations
from China and India, spurred by the economic changes
during the colonial period, also led to the introduction into
the region of large numbers of speakers of Sinitic, Dravidian,
and Indo-European languages.

PREHISTORIC FOUNDATIONS. People have lived in mainland
Southeast Asia for as long as there have been Homo sapiens,
and there is evidence of Homo erectus and even earlier homi-
nid forms in the region as well. Paleolithic hunting-and-
gathering peoples must have constructed their religious un-
derstandings of the world out of images drawn from their ex-
periences in their environments and from the workings of the
human body. Beyond this, little can be said, for there is no
mainland Southeast Asian equivalent of the cave paintings
of Lascaux to provide insight into the world of Paleolithic
humans. It would, moreover, be quite illegitimate to project
the religious beliefs of the Negritos of the Malay Peninsula,
the last remaining significant groups of hunter-gatherers in
the region, into the prehistoric past, for these beliefs have de-
veloped through as long a period as have other religions and
have, moreover, been influenced by the religions of neigh-
boring peoples.

The first significant evidence of religious beliefs and
practices in mainland Southeast Asia comes from the period
when humans in the region first began to live in settled agri-
cultural communities. The domestication of rice, which may
have taken place in mainland Southeast Asia before 4000
BCE, led to the emergence of a powerful image that was to
become incorporated in almost all of the religious traditions
of the region. To this day, most Southeast Asians think of
rice as having a spiritual as well as a material quality; rice,
like humanity, has a vital essence and is typically associated
with a feminine deity. The recognition of rice as fundamen-
tal to life among most peoples in mainland Southeast Asia
has been intertwined in religious imagery with the nurturing
attribute of a mother.

Neolithic burial sites, many only recently discovered,
are proving to be sources of knowledge about prehistoric reli-
gions in Southeast Asia. The very existence of such sites sug-
gests that those who took so much trouble to dispose of the
physical remains of the dead must have had well-formed
ideas about the afterlife and about the connection between
the states of the dead and the living. In the mass burial sites
of Ban Chiang and Non Nok Tha in northeastern Thailand,
the graves contain many items, including pottery, tools, and
metal jewelry. The items found in the graves may be inter-
preted, on the basis of ethnographic analogy, as constituting
goods believed to be used by the dead in the afterlife. In com-
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munities in northeastern Thailand today, the dead are cre-
mated in accord with Buddhist custom, but the practice of
burning personal belongings of the deceased at the same time
perpetuates a pre-Buddhist tradition.

In a Neolithic burial site in western Thailand, the grave
of an old man was found to contain a perforated stone disk
and an antler with the tines sawed off. Per Segrensen, the ar-
chaeologist who excavated the site, believes these items may
represent the headdress of a shamany; if so, they would be the
earliest evidence of shamanism in mainland Southeast Asia.
Shamanism must have an ancient pedigree in the region be-
cause it is found among most tribal peoples. Among the most
intriguing Neolithic burial sites are ones in central Laos
where large stone jars were found containing cremated
human remains. This discovery suggests either that crema-
tion predates Indian influence in Southeast Asia or that the
jars were used long after they had originally been constructed
as depositories of remains by peoples who had adopted the
Buddhist practice of cremation.

Sites mainly in northern Vietnam and southern China
dating to the first millennium BCE contain bronze drums as-
sociated with assemblages termed Dong-Son after a site in
northern Vietnam. Dong-Son-type drums were later distrib-
uted widely not only in mainland Southeast Asia but in the
islands of the region as well, although manufacture of the
drums apparently continued to be restricted to a rather small
area in northern mainland Southeast Asia. In more recent
times, drums have been used by tribal peoples such as the
Karen in funerary rites, and some archaeologists believe that
the drums were always associated with death customs. Boat
designs found on some of the Neolithic drums have been in-
terpreted as being symbols of the means whereby souls of the
dead were conveyed to the afterworld. The soul-boat image
is found in a number of Southeast Asian cultures today, and
a prehistoric notion may have persisted also in transformed
form in the Buddhist symbol of the boat that conveys the
saved across the sea of samsara to nibbana (Skt., nirvana).

The designs on the drums, including concentric circles,
frogs, birds, snakes or dragons, human figures in headdresses,
buildings, and in some southern Chinese drums miniature
scenes of rituals, have been variously interpreted. Some un-
derstand these as indicating a type of shamanism in which
the drum played a part; others have seen them as having to-
temic significance. It is quite probable that at least some
drum designs encode a dualistic cosmology, symbolized in
part by an opposition between birds and snakes/dragons. Of
particular interest are the images of buildings on piles, which
may probably be regarded as a type of ritual hall or perhaps
a men’s house, and which are clearly related both to those
found in many tribal communities today and to the dinh, the
communal ritual hall of the Vietnamese.

There was never a uniform Dongsonian culture in
northern mainland Southeast Asia. Peoples of the region in
late prehistoric times were often isolated from each other by
the numerous ranges of hills and must have developed dis-
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tinctive religious traditions. Even though drums were widely
traded throughout the region, they were most certainly put
to different ritual purposes by different peoples.

An older generation of scholars, best represented by
Robert Heine-Geldern, posited an underlying unity of pre-
historic Southeast Asian religions that stemmed from the dif-
fusion of a cultural complex from a single European source.
While there were certainly contacts among peoples widely
separated in Southeast Asia in prehistoric times, and while
these contacts resulted in the diffusion of some practices and
beliefs, most basic similarities must be understood to reflect
the ordering of similar experiences (for example, those relat-
ed to death, human fertility, cultivation of rice) that follow
universal modes of human thought.

Drawing on later historical data as well as ethnographic
analogy, Paul Mus, a distinguished student of Southeast
Asian civilization argued that the autochthonous religions of
protohistoric Southeast Asia coalesced around cults he
termed “cadastral.” Such cults were organized around images
drawn from the local worlds of everyday experience. Spirits,
such as the nass of various Tibeto-Burman peoples or the phi
of the Tai, populated these worlds. Humans were able to act
in their worlds because they had “vital spirits,” often con-
ceived of as multiple, as with the Vietnamese bon, Khmer
pralu’n, or Tai khwan. These vital spirits, which only in some
cases constituted souls that gained immortal states after
death, could leave the body for periods of time, but unless
called back and secured—a practice widely seen among many
peoples in Southeast Asia—the person would weaken and

die.

These cadastral cults constituted the religions of agricul-
tural peoples who had long since made rice their staple, al-
though some cultivated it by swidden or slash-and-burn
methods and others cultivated by irrigation. Rice also was be-
lieved to possess a vital spirit. Even today, peoples as diverse
as the Chin in Burma, Lawa in northern Thailand, Lao in
Laos, Jarai in southern Vietnam, and Khmer in Cambodia
all perform rites after the harvest to call the spirit of the rice
to ensure that it will provide essential nourishment when
consumed. Some peoples also believe that other beings—
especially the water buffalo used for plowing in wet-rice
communities and elephants used for war and heavy labor—
also have vital spirits.

The cosmologies of protohistoric Southeast Asian farm-
ers, like those of primitive peoples throughout the world,
were structured around fundamental oppositions. In South-
east Asia, the oscillation between the rainy rice-growing sea-
son and the dry fallow season found expression in such reli-
gious imagery. The fertility of the rainy season is widely
associated with a female deity, the “rice mother,” although
a male image, that of the ndga, or dragon, and sometimes a
crocodile, is also found in many traditions. In some cases—
such as among the Cham, as attested by seventh-century CE
inscriptions—the female deity is a 7dgz. The dry season finds
expression in images of male creator gods associated with the
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sun. To this day, many peoples who have long been Bud-
dhists still engage in rites that entail a dualistic conception
of the cosmos. The Lao perform a rite toward the end of the
dry season, heavy with sexual symbolism, at which they set
off rockets to inform the gods that it is time to send the rains.
At the end of the rainy season, when the rivers have flooded,
another ceremony is held at which men compete in boat
races. The boats, representing ndgas, serve to ensure that the
earth as supreme ndga will accept the flood waters before they
drown the rice. The concern with the power of the earth con-
tinues after the harvest when attention is turned to the Rice
Mother, who is propitiated at the same time that the vital
spirit of the rice is called.

The world in which protohistoric peoples lived was
marked by uncertainty: Crops might fail as a consequence
of late rains or devastating floods; women might be barren,
die in childbirth, or lose child after child; and both men and
women might die young. Hence, people wished to influence
the spirits and cosmic forces that controlled fertility and life.
The fundamental method of gaining the favor of spiritual
powers was through sacrifices. Human sacrifice was rare in
mainland Southeast Asia, although the Wa of northern
Burma and southern China even in recent times took heads
to offer at New Year rites. Most peoples sacrificed domestic
animals, with lesser rites requiring a chicken and more im-
portant rites, a pig or even a carabao. In tribal groups such
as those in Burma and northeastern India, those men who
organized large-scale sacrifices and the so-called feasts of
merit associated with them acquired not only the esteem of
their fellows but also a spiritual quality that was believed to
persist even after their death. Such tribal chiefs are assumed
to be similar to what O. W. Wolters calls “men of prowess,”
who were the heads of protohistoric chiefdoms. What is
noteworthy about the tribal chiefs, and presumably about the
earlier men of the same type, is that because of the vagaries
of life, their potency could never be firmly established. At-
tempts were made to fix this potency by making the remains
of men of prowess objects of cultic attention, especially by
those who succeeded them. Rough stone monuments associ-
ated with early Cham culture in southern Vietnam and up-
right stones found together with the prehistoric stone jars in
Laos have been interpreted, by analogy with the practice by
such modern tribal peoples as Chin of Burma and related
groups in northeastern India, as monuments that perpetuat-
ed and localized the potency of men who had succeeded dur-
ing their lifetimes in effecting a relationship between the so-
ciety and the cosmos. Such monuments were to lend
themselves to reinterpretation in Hindu-Buddhist terms
when Indian influences began to appear in Southeast Asia.

HISTORICAL TRANSFORMATIONS. Prior to the adoption of
Indian or Chinese models, there appears to have been no
priesthood in any Southeast Asian society capable of enforc-
ing an orthopraxy among peoples living over a wide area. As
the ritual effectiveness of men of prowess waxed and waned,
so did the relative power of the polities they headed, thus giv-
ing rise to a classic pattern of oscillation between “democrat-
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ic” and “autocratic” communities found among tribal peo-
ples such as the Kachin of Burma even in recent years. What
made it possible for Southeast Asians to imagine themselves
as parts of communities whose members, both living and
dead, were not all known personally was the introduction of
religious conceptions fixed in written texts.

Some evidence, especially from among tribal peoples in
what is today southern China, suggests that writing was in-
vented independently by Southeast Asian peoples. However,
the historical fact is that the earliest written records are either
in some form of Indian script or in Chinese logographs.
With these borrowed writing systems came Indian and Chi-
nese texts, rites rooted in the texts, and institutions to per-
form the rites and perpetuate the textual traditions.

Sinitic influences. Chinese influences appear first in
conjunction with the Han conquest of what is now northern
Vietnam. Between the first Han movement into the area, in
124 BCE, and 43 CE, when the Chinese suppressed a rebellion
led by the legendary Trung sisters, Chinese influence appears
to have lain rather lightly on the Vietnamese. From the first
century CE, however, the Vietnamese came increasingly to
see themselves as part of a Sinitic world, which they knew
through the same texts as were used in China proper. This
sense of belonging to a Chinese world remained even after
the Vietnamese gained independence from China in the elev-
enth century.

The Chinese model was most significant for literati—
the Confucian mandarinate, Mahayana Buddhist monks,
and even some Daoist priests—who derived their cultural
understanding of the world from Chinese and Sino-
Vietnamese texts. As none of these literati ever attained the
role of a dominant priesthood in the villages, pre-Sinitic tra-
ditions, centered on a multitude of local spirits and deities,
continued to be perpetuated by spirit mediums, soothsayers,
and sorcerers (zhay). Those Vietnamese who moved out of
the Red River delta in the “push to the south” that began
in the thirteenth century and continued into recent times
came into contact with other traditions—those of the hind-
uized Cham and Khmer, the Buddhist Khmer, and local
tribal peoples. In part because of significant non-Sinitic in-
fluences in southern Vietnam, the impress of Chinese culture
was somewhat less evident in the popular culture of that re-
gion than in that of northern Vietnam. Vietnamese in south-
ern Vietnam have to the present often turned to non-Sinitic
religious practitioners—montagnard sorcerers and Thera-
vada monks, for example—for help in confronting funda-
mental difficulties in their lives. Many of the religiously in-
spired peasant rebellions originating in southern Vietnam as
well as some modern syncretic popular religons have drawn
inspiration from non-Chinese sources. This said, Vietnamese
religion in all parts of the country has assumed a distinctly
Sinitic cast, being organized primarily around ancestor wor-
ship in the Chinese mode. Elsewhere in mainland Southeast
Asia, only migrant Chinese and those tribal peoples such as
the Hmong and Mien who have lived long in Chinese-
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dominated areas show similar concern with ancestor wor-

ship.

Indian influences. In those areas of mainland South-
east Asia where Indian influences first appeared in the early
centuries of the common era, individuals were rarely apothe-
osized for being apical ancestors in a line of descent. If, how-
ever, a man (but rarely a woman) succeeded in his lifetime
in demonstrating through effective action in ritual and in
warfare that he possessed some charismatic quality, this qual-
ity could continue to be influential after the individual’s
death by giving him a cosmic body to replace his worldly
one. The earliest monuments of indianized civilization in
Southeast Asia appeared in significant numbers between the
fourth and eighth century CE. Particular examples are Siva
linga of the Cham in southern Vietnam, the Buddhist semza
(Skt., sima) or boundary markers with scenes from the life
of the Buddha or from the Jatakas in bas-relief found in
Dvaravati sites in northeastern Thailand, and the stupas at
Beikthano and Sriksetra in central Burma, Thaton in lower
Burma, and Nakhon Pathom in central Thailand. These
monuments can best be interpreted as having been put up
to elevate a man of prowess to a divine form. Whereas an
older generation of historians often associated early historical
sites in mainland Southeast Asia with large kingdoms, most
historians now accept that there were many petty kingdoms
in the area whose power waxed and waned much as did that
of the chiefdoms that preceded them. The proliferation of
monuments, a pattern that climaxes in the classical civiliza-
tions of Angkor in Cambodia and Pagan in Burma, most
likely represents a continuing effort by new kings, their fami-
lies, and their rivals to establish their own claims to be identi-
fied with divine and cosmic power.

Influential mainland Southeast Asians who worked with
Indian texts made minimal use of the Indian idea that one’s
place within the world was fixed at birth by some cosmic
plan. The caste system did not survive the voyage across the
Bay of Bengal except in a very modified form, whereby kings
claimed to be ksatriya; even then a man of quite lowly origins
could become a ksatriya by successfully usurping the throne
and clothing himself in sacralized regalia.

The process of indianization in Southeast Asia included
identifying a power believed to be embodied in a local shrine
with divine or cosmic powers known in Indian texts. This
made possible the creation of larger polities, since peoples in
very different parts of a realm saw themselves as part of the
same cosmos and worshiped the same gods, often gods who
were also equated with the rulers. The polity was a mandala,
the “circle of a king,” a domain in which a particular ruler
succeeded in being viewed as the link between the world and
the cosmos. The kings who founded Angkor near the Great
Lake in Cambodia in the ninth century were notably success-
ful in establishing a cult of the devarija, a god-king, whose
mandala included at its height all of present-day Cambodia,
the Mekong Delta of southern Vietnam, and central and
northeastern Thailand. The devardja cult centered on the as-

SOUTHEAST ASIAN RELIGIONS: MAINLAND CULTURES

similation of the king to Siva, as represented by a lingam.
The capital was a place where, through erection of temples,
dedicated not only to Siva but also to Visnu and other Hindu
gods and to bodbisattvas, each king could ensure that his
mandala was a microcosm of the cosmos. While the Ang-
korean empire experienced a number of defeats by rulers of
other mandalas, it was not until the fifteenth century that it
finally ended; by this time, the religious orientations of the
populace had begun to change radically.

On the western side of mainland Southeast Asia, Bur-
mese kings also succeeded in establishing a mandala, that of
Pagan, that between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries ri-
valed the splendor and power of Angkor. Although the Bur-
mese kings promoted cults that usually equated them with
the Buddha rather than with Hindu gods, the stupas and
temples they built were like the Hindu and Mahayana tem-
ples at Angkor; they were both funerary monuments in
which the kings became immortalized, albeit in this case
in Buddhist terms, and recreations of the sacred cosmos. In
both Pagan and Angkor, Meru, the sacred mountain that lies
at the center of the universe and is also an axis mundi, was
represented in the temple or stupa erected by a king.

The mandala organized around a shrine that served as
an axis mundi became the model for villages as well as capi-
tals. In nearly every village in Buddhist Southeast Asia, a
stupa has been erected. Those who contribute to its construc-
tion believe they gain merit that will ensure a better rebirth
and perhaps even rebirth at the time of the next Buddha,
Metteyya (Skt., Maitreya). The localized cults of the relics
of the Buddha link Southeast Asians not only with early Indi-
an Buddhism but also with the cosmographic practices of the
rulers of the classical indianized states and beyond that with
the cadastral cults of pre-indianized Southeast Asia.

The cult of the relics of the Buddha does not constitute
the whole of Buddhism as practiced in Southeast Asia. Be-
tween the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries, missionary
monks established a Theravada Buddhist orthodoxy among
the majority of peoples, both rural and urban, living in what
are today Burma, Thailand, Laos, and Cambodia. In a sense,
orthodox Buddhism made sense to Southeast Asians because
of the pre-Buddhist idea that religious virtue is not a product
solely of descent from particular ancestors but also a conse-
quence of one’s own religiously effective actions. In Buddhist
terms, this idea was formulated so that people understood
that although they were born with a certain karmic legacy
of both merit and demerit they also continually acquire new
merit and demerit from morally significant acts.

Those who became adherents of Theravada Buddhism
also retained pre-Buddhist beliefs in spirits and deities. These
beliefs were given new significance in the context of a Bud-
dhist worldview. Some of the supernatural beings were uni-
versalized and identified with Hindu deities also known to
Buddhism. More significantly, spirits and deities were ac-
corded a subordinate place within the Buddhist cosmic hier-
archy generated by the law of karman. Beliefs in pre-
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Buddhist concepts of the vital spirit—the /leikpya of the Bur-
mese, the £bwan of the Tai, the pralu’n of the Khmer—also
remained and continued to be part of ritual. These beliefs
were, however, reformulated to take into account the Bud-
dhist teaching that the soul is not immortal and that “con-
sciousness” (Pali, viifiana) links one life with the next.

The Theravada revolution in mainland Southeast Asia
did not lead to the demise of the mandala; on the contrary,
it led local lords to demonstrate their effectiveness by claim-
ing to be righteous rulers and validating such claims by as-
serting their independence or even embarking on military
ventures to extend their domains at the expense of other
lords. Despite the political fragmentation of premodern
Buddhist societies, all could conceive of being part of a com-
mon Buddhist world. Such a conception was expressed, for
example, in the recognition of important pilgrimage
shrines—ones containing relics of the Buddha—that lay in
other domains.

The success of Theravada Buddhism led to a much
sharper distinction between the religious traditions of the
peoples of the western part of mainland Southeast Asia and
those east of the Annamite cordillera. Not only were the
Vietnamese becoming increasingly sinicized, but the Cham,
who had once had an important indianized culture in south-
ern Vietnam, turned from this tradition and embraced Islam,
a religion that was becoming established among other Aus-
tronesian-speaking peoples in major societies of the Indone-
sian archipelago and on the Malay Peninsula.

Tribal peoples in Southeast Asia, mainly located in
highland areas where they practiced swidden cultivation, did
not remain totally isolated from the changes occurring in the
lowlands. A myth among many tribal peoples in the northern
part of the region tells of a “lost book” or “lost writing.” The
Kachin version of the myth is typical. Ninggawn wa Magam,
the deity from whom humans acquired culture, called all the
different tribes of humans together. To each tribe he gave a
book to help them in their lives. Shans and Burmans received
books written on palm leaves; Chinese and foreigners (i.e.,
Westerners) received books on paper; and Kachin received
a book of parchment. The Kachin, not truly understanding
the significance of the book, ate it and have been without
writing ever since. The myth reveals a sense on the part of
tribal peoples of being culturally deprived relative to those
who have writing.

When tribal peoples have turned to expand their hori-
zons, they have tended to do so through acquiring access to
the literature of their lowland neighbors. The Lawa, an Aus-
troasiatic tribal people in Thailand, see themselves as Bud-
dhists, like their Northern Thai neighbors, but unable to
practice the religion in the hills where they have no monks
to instruct them. When they move down from the hills,
however, they quickly transform themselves into Northern
Thai. Mien, who are found more in southern China than in
Southeast Asia, long ago developed a tradition of craft litera-
cy, with ritual specialists being able to read Daoist texts in
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Chinese. An interesting variant on the myth is found among
some Karen in Burma, who were converted in significant
numbers to Christianity beginning early in the nineteenth
century. Their myth tells how the book will be returned to
them by foreign brothers who are identified with the West-
ern missionaries. Even among Karen, however, more have
become Buddhist than have become Christian.

Missionization—not only by Christians but in recent
years by Buddhists—and the spread of modern systems of
compulsory education have rendered tribal religions increas-
ingly peripheral. So, too, have improved health care and sec-
ular education undermined beliefs in spirits that were previ-
ously elements of the religions of Southeast Asian Buddhists
and Vietnamese. Moreover, as agriculture has been trans-
formed by large-scale irrigation works and the introduction
of new technology and new high-yield varieties of rice, peo-
ples in the region have become less inclined to credit super-
natural powers with the control over fertility. They may con-
tinue to perform traditional rites, but these are becoming
more secular celebrations than sources of religious meaning.
Nonetheless, even as the worlds of Southeast Asians are radi-
cally transformed by political-economic forces and cultural
changes that have occurred over the past century and a half,
there still remains among many the ancient idea of cultivat-
ing virtue through morally effective action.

SEE ALSO Ancestors, article on Ancestor Worship; Boats;
Buddhism, article on Buddhism in Southeast Asia; Burmese
Religion; Drums; Folk Religion, article on Folk Buddhism;
Islam, article on Islam in Southeast Asia; Khmer Religion;
Kingship, article on Kingship in East Asia; Lao Religion;
Megalithic Religion, article on Historical Cultures; Merit,
article on Buddhist Concepts; Nagas and Yaksas; Nats; Ne-
grito Religions; Pilgrimage, article on Buddhist Pilrimage in
South and Southeast Asia; Samgha, article on Samgha and
Society in South and Southeast Asia; Stupa Worship; Thai
Religion; Theravada; Vietnamese Religion.
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SOUTHEAST ASIAN RELIGIONS: INSULAR
CULTURES

The cultures of insular Southeast Asia are made up predomi-
nantly of peoples speaking Austronesian languages, and the
traditional religions of the area, despite substantial diversity
and extensive borrowing from other sources, retain signifi-
cant features that reflect a common origin. Linguistic evi-
dence indicates that the point of origin of the languages of
present-day Austronesians was the island of Taiwan (Formo-
sa) and possibly also the adjacent coastal region of southeast-
ern China. The initial expansion of the Austronesians began
in the third millennium BCE and proceeded, by stages,
through the Philippines and the islands of Indonesia, then
east to the islands of the Pacific, and eventually west as far
as the island of Madagascar.

In the first stage of this expansion, migrating Austrone-
sian groups possessed a basic cultural technology that includ-
ed the domesticated dog and pig, a knowledge of the cultiva-
tion of rice, millet, and sugarcane, and a developing
craftsmanship in pottery, weaving, and barkcloth making. At
a later stage in the course of this continuing expansion, the
Austronesians developed further forms of cultivation involv-
ing breadfruit, bananas, taro, and yams and the use of a vari-
ety of fruit-bearing or starch-yielding palms. By this time
they also possessed domesticated chickens and had developed
sails for their canoes and some of the sailing techniques that
were to carry them from island to island. By about 2500 BCE
they had expanded through the southern Philippines and
into Borneo and had begun to penetrate the islands of both
eastern and western Indonesia.

Because this expansion involved a scattering of numer-
ous small groups through thousands of islands over several
millennia, it gave rise to considerable linguistic and cultural
diversity. Earlier island populations were undoubtedly assim-
ilated, although there is very little linguistic evidence on
these peoples except for those in Melanesia.

Regional variation is indicated by the various linguistic
subgroups of Austronesian that are currently recognized.
Formosan languages are distinguished from Malayo-
Polynesian languages within the Austronesian family and the
Malayo-Polynesian languages are divided into (1) a western
subgroup that includes the languages of the Philippines, Bor-
neo, Madagascar, and western Indonesia as far as the island
of Sumbawa, (2) a central subgroup that begins in eastern
Sumbawa and comprises the languages of the Lesser Sundas
and most of the Moluccas, and (3) an eastern subgroup that
includes the languages of southern Halmahera and all of the
languages of the Pacific.

In the course of migration, natural ecological variation
as well as numerous outside influences led to the develop-
ment, emphasis, or even abandonment of different elements
of a general Neolithic culture. In the equatorial zones, for ex-
ample, reliance on rice and millet gave way to a greater de-
pendence on tubers and on fruit- and starch-gathering activi-
ties. As populations moved into the interior of the larger
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islands some sailing skills were abandoned, but a coastal or
riverine orientation was generally maintained. During most
of their protohistory, Austronesian populations lived in im-
permanent settlements and combined shifting cultivation
with hunting and gathering. The development toward cen-
tralized states began on Java, on the coast of Sumatra, and
in several other coastal areas that were open to trade and out-
side influences. Chief among these influences were religious
ideas and inspiration that derived variously, at different peri-
ods, from Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, and Christianity.

The earliest Hindu inscriptions found in insular South-
east Asia date from the fourth century CE; their location and
composition, however, suggest a long period of prior regional
contact with Indian religious ideas. By the fifth century,
Hinduism is reliably reorted to have been established on
Java, and by the sixth century, there is evidence of Buddhist
influence on Sumatra and Java, with the port of Srivijaya de-
veloping into a major Buddhist center of learning in the sev-
enth century. Javanese monuments dating from the eighth
to the fourteenth centuries indicate a lively development and
interrelation of Saivaite, Vaisnavite, and Buddhist traditions.
By the thirteenth century, Islam had begun to spread
through the islands and exert a major influence. By the fif-
teenth century, Catholicism had reached the region with the
arrival of the Portuguese and Spanish, and by the sixteenth
century, Protestantism had made its appearance with the
Dutch and English. In addition, the popular traditions of
Taoism and Confucianism were brought to the region by
Chinese traders and settlers. Both individually and together
these religions have had a profound effect in shaping reli-
gious practice in the region.

At present, 88 to 89 percent of the Indonesian popula-
tion is classified as Muslim, although a significant portion
of this population, particularly on Java, still adheres to tradi-
tional practices that are not considered orthodox. In the Phil-
ippines, approximately 84 percent of the population is Cath-
olic; 3 percent is Protestant; and a further 5 percent are
classified as Aglipayan, followers of an independent Philip-
pine Christian church. Muslims constitute a small minority
of approximately 5 percent in the Philippines, while Chris-
tians make up about 9 percent of the Indonesian population.
In Indonesia, Bali forms a traditional Hindu-Buddhist en-
clave but there has occurred a recent resurgence of Hinduism
on Java and elsewhere. Many members of the Chinese popu-
lation of Indonesia are officially considered Buddhists, al-
though some continue to practice forms of Taoism or Con-
fucianism. A considerable portion are also Christian. Official
statistics from Indonesia and the Philippines thus indicate
only a small minority of the population in either country as
official adherents of some form of traditional religion. In Sa-
rawak and Sabah, adherents of tradition constitute a high
percentage of the population of their local area, but in Ma-
laysia as a whole they are a minority. In Brunei, similar
groups form an even smaller minority.

National policies of the countries of the region affect the
practice of traditional religions. Indonesia gives official rec-
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ognition only to Islam, Protestantism, Catholicism, Hindu-
ism, and Buddhism, with the result that in effect no tradi-
tional religion is regarded as a religion. In some areas a tacit
tolerance of traditional practices has developed, but in gener-
al there is mounting pressure to assimilate to an officially rec-
ognized religion. On the basis of early cultural borrowings
and some similarity in forms of worship, various ethnic
groups have gained recognition of their traditional religion
as a Hindu sect. In the Philippines, missionary efforts by
both Catholics and Protestants have been directed to conver-
sion of the remaining adherents of tribal religions. In Sara-
wak and Sabah, there is pressure to convert to Islam as well
as to Christianity. In all the countries of the region the adher-
ents of traditional religions are minorities whose distinct
ways of life are under pressure to change. Generally, they par-
ticipate only at the margins of national life.

The tribal religions of the region vary according to the
groups that continue to practice them. These groups include
small, often isolated peoples whose economy is based primar-
ily on hunting and gathering with limited cultivation. Exam-
ples of such groups are the Sakkudei of the island of Siberut
off the coast of western Sumatra; various wandering bands
of Kubu scattered in the interior forests of Sumatra; groups
of a similar kind in Kalimantan who are referred to generical-
ly as Punan; as well as a variety of other small-scale societies
on other islands—the Agta and other Aeta of Luzon, the
Batak of Palawan, the Da’a or To Lare of Sulawesi (Celebes),
or the Alifuru groups, such as the Huaulu and Nuaulu, of
Ceram in eastern Indonesia. Many of these groups, with
their simplified technology, no longer possess the range of
economic pursuits attributed to the early Austronesians.
Other adherents of traditional religions include the uncon-
verted members of larger, economically and socially more
complex populations: some Batak, particularly Karo, from
north Sumatra; Ngaju communities in Kalimantan; various
Toraja peoples in Sulawesi; as well as the Sumbanese,
Savunese, and Timorese in eastern Indonesia. Sumba has the
distinction of being the only island in Indonesia where a ma-
jority of the population profess to follow their traditional
religion.

Some of these Indonesian populations have formally es-
tablished religious associations to preserve their traditional
practices and some have come to be identified as followers
of Hindu-Dharma, a status that affords them official govern-
ment recognition. This is one possibility available to mem-
bers of the Toraja “Alukta,” the Batak “Pelbegu,” the Ngaju
“Kaharingan,” and the Bugis “T'owani.”

In the Philippines, a majority of the indigenous peoples
in the mountains of northern Luzon (among them the Isneg,
Ifugao, Bontok, Ibaloi, Kalinga, and Ilongot), in Mindoro
(the Hanunoo, Buhid, and Alangan), and in the interior of
Mindanao (the Subanun, Bukidnon, Tiruray, Manobo, Ba-
gabo, and Mandaya) have retained their traditional religions
despite increasing missionary efforts. In Sarawak, similar
tribal peoples include the Iban, Kayan, Kenyah, and Kelabit;
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in Sabah, the Dusun, Murut, and Lun Dayeh; all of these
tribal populations and other small groups as well have under-
gone conversion to Christianity in varying degrees.

Other adherents of traditional religion are more difficult
to classify. Some form small enclaves, often consisting of no
more than a few villages, whose traditional practices repre-
sent nonacceptance of the dominant religion of their region.
Such groups would include the Badui (or Kanekes) of West
Java, the Tengger of East Java, and the Waktu Tiga villagers
of Lombok. All of these three groups maintain special priest-
hoods. Badui priests are confined to an inner territorial
realm, whereas among the Tengger, there is one priest for
cach of twenty-eight villages. Both groups claim to preserve
an “Agama Budha,” which refers not to a form of Buddhism
but to a pre-Islamic fusion of Indic and local practice. The
Tengger priests, for example, follow an ancient Saiva licurgy
that is kept secret from the village population, who see their
worship as an ancestral cult.

Many of the millenarian movements that have occurred
in Indonesia and the Philippines can be seen as religious
movements and the communities of members of these move-
ments, such as the Kesepuhan in West Java, the Samin of
Central Java, or the Rizalistas of Luzon, may also be consid-
ered as traditional religious adherents. In addition, many
other individuals and groups carry on traditional rituals
under nominal adherence to another formally recognized re-
ligion. On the island of Flores, for example, the people of
Tana Wai Brama continue to maintain their traditional cere-
monial cycle, even though they are formally classified as
Catholics. The same is true for other populations, both
Christian and Muslim, throughout the islands. Official sta-
tistics are therefore often misleading in assessing the extent
of traditional religious adherence.

Studies of traditional religion, many of which have been
written by missionaries or colonial administrators, document
beliefs and practices that have since been either abandoned
or modified through the process of conversion. Significant
evidence on traditional religion is also derived from present
practices and general conceptions that have been incorporat-
ed and retained in the major recognized religions in the
course of their accommodation to the traditions of the
region.

Chief among these basic conceptions and practices are
the following: (1) the prevalence of complementary duality;
(2) the belief in the immanence of life and in the interdepen-
dence of life and death; (3) the reliance on specific rituals to
mark stages in the processes of life and death; and (4) the cel-
ebration of spiritual differentiation. All of these notions may
be regarded as part of a common Austronesian conceptual
heritage.

THE PREVALENCE OF COMPLEMENTARY DUALITY. Forms of
complementary dualism are singulatly pervasive in the reli-
gions of the region. Such dualism figures prominently, for
example, in a wide variety of myths of the origin of the cos-
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mos that combine themes of reproduction and destruction.
Among the Ngaju of Kalimantan (Borneo) creation begins
when the mountain abodes of the two supreme deities clash
repeatedly, bringing forth the upperworld and underworld
and various of its parts; in the next phase of the creation,
male and female hornbills of the two deities, perched on the
tree of life, renew the struggle, destroying the tree but in the
process creating the first man and woman. Among the Toraja
of Sulawesi the universe originates from the marriage of
heaven and earth: Heaven lies upon the broad earth and, as
they separate, the land is revealed and all their divine chil-
dren, including the sun and moon, come forth. Among the
Mambai of east Timor, a formless hermaphroditic being
molds and shelters Mother Earth and Father Heaven; they
separate and the pregnant Mother Earth bears the first
mountain, known as the Great Father. Heaven descends
upon Earth again and from their union are born the first
trees and rocks and the first men and women. At each birth,
the waters of the world increase, until Father Heaven eventu-
ally abandons Mother Earth, who is left to decompose and
disintegrate.

Ideas of complementary duality are reflected in ideas
about the principal divinity, who is often conceived of as a
paired being (Mahatala/Jata among the Ngaju, Amawolo/
Amarawi among the Sumbanese, or Nian Tana/Lero Wulan
among the Ata Tana Ai); in ideas about categories of spirits,
heroes, and other ancestral figures; in ideas about the division
of sacred space: upperworld and underworld, upstream and
downstream, mountainward and seaward, or inside and out-
side; and above all, in ideas about classes of persons and the
order of participants in the performance of rituals.

Major celebrations based on this complementarity can
become a form of ritual combat that reenacts the reproduc-
tive antagonisms of creation. T'o choose but one example, the
Savunese of eastern Indonesia gather on the day preceding
the night of a full moon to form male and female groups ac-
cording to lineage affiliation; they position themselves at the
upper and lower end of a sacred enclosure on the top of a
particular hill. There they engage in ceremonial cockfighting
that is timed to reach its crescendo precisely at noon. This
high cosmological drama is based on a series of complemen-
tary oppositions: the conjunction of male and female, the
union of the upper and lower divisions of the cosmos, and
the antagonism of spirits of the mountain and sea, all of
which are timed to climax when the sun is at its zenith and
the moon at its fullest.

A significant feature of the traditional religions of the
region is the preservation of sacred knowledge through spe-
cial forms of ritual language that are characterized by the per-
vasive use of parallelism. Parallelism is a form of dual phrase-
ology and, in its most canonical form, results in a strict
dyadic expression of all ritual statements. The following
lines, excerpted from a traditional Rotinese mortuary chant,
give an idea of the parallelism of such ritual poetry:

Delo Tuk has died
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So plant an areca nut at her foot

And Soma Lopo has perished

So plant a coconut at her head

Let the coconut grow fruit for her head

And let the areca nut grow flowerstalks for her feet.

This parallelism, which is a common feature of oral composi-
tion, resembles in form the parallelism that is to be found
in the sacred literatures of other peoples of the world. (Both
the Psalms and the Popol Vuh of the Quiche Maya provide
good examples of such canonical parallelism.) Myths of the
Batak, of the people of Nias, of the Ngaju, Kendayan, and
Mualang Dayak, of the Toraja, and of a majority of the peo-
ples of eastern Indonesia adhere to relatively strict forms of
parallelism, whereas the myths of other traditional religious
adherents follow freer forms of parallel compositions. In all
cases, a form of duality is an essential part of the very process
of composition.

Conceptions of complementary dualism continue to
pervade even those societies that have adopted Hinduism,
Islam, or Christianity. Balinese society is replete with dual-
ism. The opposition between Barong and Rangda, which
forms one of Bali’s best-known dramatic temple perfor-
mances, is a particularly striking example of complementary
dualism. The Javanese wayang, or shadow theater, is similarly
based on forms of dual opposition. Although the initial basis
for many of the most important dramas was Indian, the Java-
nese have developed and extended these dramas to suit local
conceptions. In the Bharatayuddha (in the Javanese version
of the Hindu epic Mahaibhirata), the Pandawa heroes defeat
and destroy their cousins, the Korawa. Yet according to the
Korawasrama, an important Javanese text for which there ex-
ists no Sanskrit equivalent, the Korawa are resuscitated to
continue their struggle with Pandawa for, as the text asserts:
“How could the world be well ordered if the Korawa and
Pandawa no longer existed? Are they not the content of the
world?”

BELIEF IN THE IMMANENCE OF LIFE. Virtually all of the tra-
ditional religions of the region are predicated on a belief in
the immanence of life. In the literature this concept is often
simplistically referred to as “animism.” In traditional my-
thologies, creation did not occur ex nihilo: The cosmos was
violently quickened into life and all that exists is thus part
of a living cosmic whole. Life is evident everywhere in a mul-
titude of forms whose manifestation can be complex, par-
ticularistic, but also transitory. There are many different
classes of beings, including humans, whose origin may be
identified in some mythological account but the system is in-
herently open and other classes of beings may be recognized
whose origin is unknown, even though their manifestation
is evident. In many of the traditional religions there is no sin-
gle origin of humankind. Commonly, humans either de-
scended from a heavenly sphere or emerged from earth or
sea; yet, often, the origin of some categories of humans is left
unexplained. The openness of these systems does not neces-
sarily involve indifference so much as a recognition of the
limitations of human knowledge.
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Although there exists an ultimate ground of identity to
all manifestations of life, the traditional view makes no as-
sumption of identity or equality among particular manifesta-
tions. The result is a general acceptance of a plurality of be-
ings and at the same time, especially in the mystic traditions
elaborated in Java, a recognition of the oneness of the indi-
vidual with the whole in the commonality of life.

The traditional religions differ markedly, however, in
their classification of categories or classes of beings. Priests
of the Ifugao, for example, are reported to be able to distin-
guish over fifteen hundred spirits or deities, who are divided
into forty classes. By contrast, the Rotinese recognize two
broad classes of spirits—those of the inside and those of the
outside—and are only concerned with naming the spirits of
the inside. The traditional religions also differ significantly
in attitudes to the spirit world. For some, all spirits are poten-
tially malevolent and must be placated; in others, benevolent
spirits are called upon to intervene against troublesome spir-
its. In the majority, however, attitudes vary according to
types of spirits. The result is a kind of spiritual empiricism
in which various ritual procedures are employed as experi-
ments to see what occurs. Often this is highly individualistic:
What works for one person may not work for another. In
general, all traditional religions aim to achieve some form of
ritual balance that accords each category of life its appropri-
ate due.

Although rarely accorded philosophical justification ex-
cept in the more consciously elaborate traditional religions,
there exists the underlying assumption that, since all is part
of a whole, any part can stand for the whole. Among the sim-
plest but most common microcosmic representations of the
macrocosm are rock and tree, whose union is variously inter-
preted as the primordial source of life and as the progenitori-
al conjunction of male and female. Other representations
abound. Ceremonial space may be constructed to mirror the
whole: Villages, houses, or ships may be symbolically ar-
ranged on a macrocosmic basis, or particular objects, such
as the kayon that is held up to begin and end a wayang perfor-
mance, the four-cornered raga-raga rack that hangs suspend-
ed in a traditional Batak house, or merely a flag and flagpole,
can be vested with all-embracing cosmic significance. Fre-
quently, the human body itself may represent the whole of
the cosmos. All such representations have a potency that is
centered, ordered, and ultimately diffused outward.

A fundamental feature of the traditional religions is
their recognition that life depends upon death, that creation
derives from dissolution. This is the emphatic theme of most
myths of creation and is repeated in origin tales and in much
folklore. In widespread tales of the origin of the cultivation
of rice, millet, or of various tubers, for example, the first
sprouts or shoots of the new crop come from the body of
some ancestral figure. Moreover, since life comes from death,
the ancestral dead or specific deceased persons, whose lives
were marked by notable attainments, are regarded as capable
of bestowing life-giving potency. Thus the dead figure prom-
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inently in the religious activities of the living and the tombs
of the dead are often sources of religious benefit. In some
areas, as on Sumba, the tombs of the dead occupy the
center of the village; elsewhere they form the focal point of

pilgrimage.

The chief sacrificial animals in the traditional religions
are the chicken, the dog, and the pig (although among those
populations that keep them the water buffalo is by far the
most important sacrificial animal). Sacrifice generally in-
volves creative analogies on an ordered scale. The people of
Nias, who perform spectacular pig sacrifices, describe them-
selves as “God’s pigs.” In the mortuary ceremonies of the
Toraja, the sacrificial water buffalo is identified with the de-
ceased but, in other contexts, can represent the entire descent
group. Among the Rotinese, as among other peoples of
Southeast Asia, the water buffalo can also be analogically
identified with the whole of the cosmos and sacrifice can thus
be conceived as a reenactment of creation.

The entrails of chickens and the livers of pigs frequently
provide a means of divination within a sacrificial context.
These forms of divination, as well as others, such as the augu-
ry of birds or divination by spear, together with spirit posses-
sion form part of a complex revelatory process by which hu-
mans seek to interpret the wishes and intentions of the spirit
powers.

RITUALS OF LIFE AND DEATH. The rituals of the different
traditional religions of the region invariably constitute part
of a continuing process or cycle and are primarily concerned
with the enhancement of life, either the life of particular per-
sons or the life of large collectivities, including that of the
cosmos as a totality. Life-cycle rituals mark the process of life
and death. They may be seen to begin with marriage—the
union of male and female—and proceed through specific
stages. Prominent among these rituals are those that mark
the seventh month of a woman’s pregnancy, haircutting,
tooth filing, circumcision (which may have had a pre-Islamic
origin but has been given increased significance through the
influence of Islam), the coming of adulthood through mar-
riage, and the formation of an autonomous houschold,
which in many societies centers on the celebration of the
completion of a house. In numerous societies, tattooing is
a physical marking of this process of development and special
tattoos are used to identify individuals who can claim out-
standing achievements. Often tattoos are regarded as a pre-
requisite for admission as well as individual identification in
the world after death.

Death rituals are part of the same process as those of life
and in general are celebrated throughout the region with
great elaboration. Death rituals are also performed in stages
commencing with burial and continuing sometimes for
years. Such rituals are believed to chart, or even effect, the
progress of the spirit of the deceased in its journey or eleva-
tion through the afterworld. Major celebrations often occur
long after initial burial, when only the bones of the deceased
remain. These bones, separated from the flesh, may either be
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reburied in a special sepulcher or reunited in a single tomb
with the bones of other members of the descent group. Often
the groups involved in performing these mortuary rituals
complete and reverse the exchanges that began at the mar-
riage ceremony of the parents of the deceased, thus ending
one phase and beginning the next phase of a continuing
cycle. On Bali, a Hindu cremation marks a comparable stage
following a similar pattern, whereas in Java and elsewhere,
despite an Islamic requirement of immediate burial, the spir-
its of the dead are given regular offerings and the tombs of
former great rulers and leaders are prominent places of
pilgrimage.

A feature of many of the rituals of life and death is their
botanic idiom, which reflects a common Austronesian agri-
cultural inheritance. The rituals describe a process of plant-
ing, growing, and ripening into old age; after the harvest
comes the renewal of the cycle with the planting of new seed.
Thus the rituals of the life cycle often parallel those of the
agricultural cycle. Conceptually they are part of the same
process.

Headhunting was once a prominent feature of the social
life of many of the peoples of the region. Although this form
of limited warfare was given various cultural interpretations,
headhunting was frequently linked in rituals to the general
cycle of death and renewal. In this sense, headhunting was
a form of “harvest” in which particular individuals were able
to achieve great reknown.

THE CELEBRATION OF SPIRITUAL DIFFERENTIATION. In the
traditional religions of the region, there is no presumption
of identity attached to any of the manifestations of life. Cre-
ation produced myriad forms of being and the processes of
life that began in the past continue to the present. Generally,
not even humankind is credited with a single origin or source
of being. The result is an essential openness to life, a basic
acceptance of life’s many manifestations, and ultimately a
celebration of spiritual differentiation.

The tendency in most traditional religions is to person-
alize whatever may be considered a manifestation of life. In-
cluded among such manifestations are the heavenly
spheres—the sun, moon, and stars; the forces of nature—
thunder, lightning, or great winds; points of geographical
prominence—high mountain peaks, volcanic craters, water-
falls, caves, or old trees; places endowed with unusual signifi-
cance as the result of past occurrences—sites of abandoned
settlement, a former meeting place of some spirit, or the
point of a past, powerful dream; and simpler iconic represen-
tations of life—ancient ancestral possessions, royal regalia,
amulets, and other objects of specially conceived potency.
Veneration for all such objects is accorded to the potency
that the objects are considered to possess, but only as long
as this potency is evident. Confrontation with any new
source of unknown power requires a kind of ritual empiri-
cism to discover precisely what is that power’s appropriate

due.
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In social terms, these spiritual premises are conducive
to notions of precedence and hierarchy. No society in the re-
gion is without some form of social differentiation. Even in
the simplest of tribal societies the birth order of the children
of the same parents becomes a means for such distinctions.
In many societies—perhaps a majority of the societies of the
region—forms and degrees of differentiation are endowed
with considerable importance. The populations of many of
these societies regard themselves as derived of different ances-
tral origins or even of different classes of creation. Thus, for
example, the ranked class structures of the Ngaju of Kali-
mantan, of the Bugis of south Sulawesi, or of the peoples of
Sumba or Tanimbar in eastern Indonesia are all predicated
on distinct creations.

Equally, the same spiritual premises may promote no-
tions of achievement. A recurrent image of life involves the
metaphor of the “journey of achievement.” Myths recount
the founding journeys of the ancestors, folk tales extol the
attainments of heroic journeys, and dreams and séances can
take the form of a spiritual journey. Furthermore, many so-
cieties encourage a period of journeying in early adult-
hood as a means of gaining knowledge, wealth, fame, and
experience.

Literally and spiritually, individuals are distinguished by
their journeys. Rank, prowess, and the attainment of wealth
can be taken as evident signs of individual enhancement in
a life’s odyssey, and this enhancement may be celebrated
through major rituals, both in life and after death. In many
traditional religions, mortuary rituals and the feasting that
generally accompanies them are the primary indicators of a
person’s social and spiritual position and are intended to
translate this position into a similarly enhanced position in
the afterlife. These rituals invariably invoke a journey, often
described as the sailing of the ship of the dead, and by these
rituals the living act to accord the deceased a proper spiritual
position. (Often heaven or the underworld are considered to
have many layers through which the soul of the dead wanders
to find its proper abode.)

In return for the performance of the mortuary ritual, the
deceased ancestor becomes capable of returning benefits to
the living. In ancient Java, these ideas were given an Indic
interpretation in the mortuary elevation of rulers to identifi-
cation with Siva or the Buddha. Similar ideas still underlie
major temple rituals on Bali, megalithic tomb building
among the Sumbanese, the spectacular mortuary ceremonies
and cliff burial of the Sa’dan Toraja, or the simple, less ob-
trusive rituals of rock and tree elsewhere in the archipelago.

Today throughout insular Southeast Asia, the basic
premises of traditional religions are under challenge from re-
ligions such as Islam and Christianity that preach transcen-
dence in place of the immanence of life and assert spiritual
equality rather than celebrate spiritual differentiation. These
religions are also under challenge from modernizing national
governments that insist upon bureaucratic homogeneity and
positive rationalism. Yet despite present pressures, traditional
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ways of thinking and acting continue to show remarkable re-
silience and continuity with the past.

SEE ALsO Balinese Religion; Batak Religion; Bornean Reli-
gions; Buddhism, article on Buddhism in Southeast Asia;
Bugis Religion; Drama, article on Javanese Wayang; Islam,
article on Islam in Southeast Asia; Javanese Religion; Mega-
lithic Religion, article on Historical Cultures; Melanesian
Religions, overview article; Toraja Religion.
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SOUTHEAST ASIAN RELIGIONS: NEW
RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS IN INSULAR
CULTURES

Uprisings with religious content have occurred throughout
insular Southeast Asian history, but religious movements
show a distinctive focus. They are not anarchic protests but
organized efforts, of national or international scope, to
achieve reforms or some other positive objective. Such move-
ments are apparent especially since the beginning of this cen-
tury. By limiting the discussion to such movements, we can
at least begin to summarize a complicated fabric of history
in which local processes are as varied as they are fascinating.
For the sake of simplicity, it is convenient to group the myri-
ad insular Southeast Asian religious movements under the
three streams of religious tradition from which they draw,
in part, their inspiration: Buddhism and Hinduism, Islam,
and Christianity. These are discussed with reference to the
major island or peninsular areas of Southeast Asia: Indonesia,
Singapore, Malaysia, and the Philippines.
HINDU-BUDDHIST MOVEMENTS. The first important twen-
tieth-century Hindu-Buddhist movement was Budi Utomo
(“high endeavor”) founded in 1908 by three students from
the colonial Netherlands Indies medical school (STOVIA).
The movement gained eatly adherents in other colonial tech-
nical schools, those for veterinarians and engineers, suggest-
ing that the Western technical training was leaving the native
students without any cultural or religious grounding, and
that such grounding is what they sought in movements like
Budi Utomo. Budi Utomo hoped to revitalize the deeply
cherished Hindu-Buddhist-Javanist core of the Indonesian
identity, so that a meaningful and respectable alternative
could be found to the values offered by the West. Looking
to India’s Rabindranath Tagore and Mohandas Gandhi as
inspirations in the revival of these traditions, Budi Utomo
was controlled by the aristocracy and intelligentsia and never
gained a broad popular following, although it had amassed
some ten thousand members within a year of its founding.

Another movement, Taman Siswa (“garden of learn-
ing”), has a cultural grounding similar to that of Budi
Utomo, but, unlike the earlier movement, it emphasized ed-
ucation. Taman Siswa was founded by Suwardi Surjaningrat,
later known as Ki Hadjar Dewantara (“teacher of the gods”).

Inspired by Tagore as well as such critics of Western ed-
ucation as Maria Montessori, Dewantara founded schools
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designed to restore lost traditions and identities by combin-
ing Western and Javanist-Hindu-Buddhist values. Taman
Siswa schools taught the Javanese arts to encourage the child
to express its inner identity, and they encouraged a family
like school community in which students and teachers were
mutually involved as “brothers in learning.” By 1940, De-
wantara had succeeded in building some 250 schools
throughout the islands, some of which survive today.

A third major Hindu-Buddhist movement is really
many movements and cannot be reduced to any single date
of founding. These are known as kebatinan, from the Java-
nese word (of Arabic origin) batin, meaning “inner.” Some-
thing in the range of one thousand different kebatinan sects
now flourish, primarily on Java, most founded since the be-
ginning of the twentieth century but rooted in practices and
beliefs that go back to the beginnings of the Javanese Hindu-
Buddhist civilizations in the eighth century CE.

The aim of Javanese kebatinan is to mute the crude feel-
ings and perceptions of the material world in order to experi-
ence the underlying reality that is simultaneously god, self,
and cosmos. The techniques are ascetic practice (abstinence
from food, sleep, or sex), philosophical and psychological
speculation, and meditation. Guidance in kebatinan meet-
ings is provided by a teacher who is believed to possess charis-
matic and sacral qualities. The objective is not only to reach
ultimate truth but also to balance and unify the self and, in
this way, the wider society and world. Some kebatinan move-
ments, such as Subud, have established branches in the West,
while others, such as Sumarah, have attracted Westerners to
Java; but, on the whole, kebatinan movements remain a
quintessentially Javanese phenomenon.

While Budi Utomo, Taman Siswa, and kebatinan are
primarily Javanese movements, Balinese Hinduism has been
an important stimulus for a revival of Hindu traditions as an
organized movement spreading through Java as well as Bali.
Associated with this Neo-Hinduism is a Neo-Buddhism that
claims as a root the only surviving folk-Buddhist population,
the Tengger, who live near Mount Bromo on Java. The In-
donesian Buddhist Association claims to have built ninety
monasteries and acquired fifteen million adherents since
1965 (when, following the massacre of an estimated half-
million so-called Communists, all Indonesians were required
to declare some explicit religion or risk being branded atheis-
tic and, therefore, Communist). These revivals, which hold
massive celebrations at such revered monuments as Lara
Janggrang and Borobudur, combine indigenous Bali-Java
traditions with Hindu-Buddhism.

MusLIM MOVEMENTS. Where the Hindu-Buddhist move-
ments of insular Southeast Asia have been confined primarily
to Java and Bali, the Muslim movements have ranged more
widely: throughout the three thousand miles of Indonesian
islands and into Singapore, Malaysia, and the southern Phil-
ippines. The stimulus for these movements was the opening
in 1870 of the Suez Canal and associated increase in steam-
ship travel, which encouraged great numbers of Southeast
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Asian Muslims, many of whom remained in the Near East
for study, to make the pilgrimage to Mecca. By the begin-
ning of the twentieth century, several Malay, Indonesian,
Arab, and Indian citizens of insular Southeast Asia had come
under the influence of the proponent of Islamic modernism,
Muhammad Abduh of Cairo’s al-Azhar center of learning.
Returning to Singapore or other ports of embarkation and
disembarkation to the Near East, these students founded
schools, journals, and associations that spread through the
islands and were known as the Kaum Muda (“new faction”)
of Southeast Asian Islam.

Pressing for a return to the fundamental truths of text
and tradition, the Qur'an and the hadith, while rejecting the
authority of teachers, scholars, and the ornate speculations
of medieval Islam, modernists extolled the method of #zjihad:
analysis of the original Arabic scriptures in order to read for
oneself the word of God. Paradoxically, the return to scrip-
ture stimulated an advance to modernity, at least in certain
respects. Folk practices that were not in the text were excised,
while proper reading was held to demonstrate an Islamic
basis for modern economics, science, medicine, and law. In
what they themselves termed a “reformation” (reformasi), the
devout Muslim could rediscover a pure identity and inspira-

tion while equipping himself for the challenges of modernity.

Gaining impetus first in Singapore, where returning
scholars founded such still-existing schools as Alsagoff, the
Kaum Muda encountered resistance in Malaya but spread
rapidly throughout the islands of Indonesia. Of the many In-
donesian organizations standing for the Kaum Muda view-
point, the most successful is the Muhammadiyah, founded
in 1912 by Kiai H. A. Dahlan, in the court city of Jogjakarta,
Java. Muhammadiyah worked not only to purify Islamic
practice to accord with Qur’an ic teaching but also in educa-
tion and welfare, building a large system of schools as well
as clinics, orphanages, and hospitals. Muhammadiyah has
been notable, too, in the strength of its women’s movement,
Aisjajah. Having survived periods of turmoil and repression,
Muhammadiyah now boasts some six million members.

In reaction to Kaum Muda, the so-called Kaum Tua
(“old faction”) took steps to cement its cherished traditions,
which the reformers threatened to sweep away. In Malaya,
where Islam was identified with the state, the old could be
buttressed simply by stiffening the established hierarchy of
Islamic officialdom. In Indonesia, lacking such an establish-
ment, reaction took the form of a counterreformation. In
1926, Indonesian traditionalists founded the Nahdatul
Ulama (“union of Muslim teachers”) to withstand the threat
of reformism. Ruled by a dynasty centered around a famous
religious school in East Java, Nahdatul Ulama has out-
stripped Muhammadiyah in gaining support from the rural
masses. While Nahdatul Ulama’s membership is larger, its
organization is looser, and this organization has not equalled
Muhammadiyah in educational and welfare activities.

CHRISTIAN MOVEMENTS. Although significant Christian
populations are found in Indonesia—especially among the
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Batak, the Amboinese, the Toraja, and the Minahas—and
among the Chinese throughout insular Southeast Asia, the
only Christian nation is the Philippines. More than 80 per-
cent of the Philippine population is Roman Catholic but an
estimated 350 distinct Christian bodies exist there today,
many of which could be termed “movements.” Most signifi-
cant, perhaps, is the Iglesia Filipina Independiente (IFI, or
Philippine Independent Church). The foundations for this
offshoot of the Roman Catholic church were laid during the
Philippine revolt against Spain in 1896, but the IFI was offi-
cially founded in 1902 by Gregorio Aglipay, who became its
first archbishop. When the Spanish were defeated, the Filipi-
no priests of the IFI took over parishes held by the friars and
achieved a membership of 1.5 million, or 25 percent of the
Christian population. Highly nationalistic, the IFI has been
known to raise the Philippine flag at the time of the consecra-
tion of the Host in the Mass.

At one time the IFI canonized José Rizal, the Filipino
novelist and nationalist martyr, and other movements, too,
deify Rizal as a Christ of the Malays. An example is Iglesia
in Cristo, founded in 1914 by Feix Manalo and now a highly
organized movement based on a special method of medita-
tion. Another Rizalist group, Lapiang Malaya, attacked the
city of Manila in 1967. Believing themselves immune to bul-
lets, they provoked the police and military into violent reac-
tion and thirty-three of them died. Such movements fuse
Christian inspiration with nativism, nationalism, and mille-
narianism, often opposed to westernization, modernization,
and oppression.

RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS AND CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY IN
INSULAR SOUTHEAST ASIA. At different periods and in differ-
ent places, these religious movements have contributed dif-
ferently. Most of them, regardless of affiliation, were inspira-
tional catalysts in giving rise to the striving for independence
and modernity that led to the more directly political nation-
alist movements that began in the early twentieth century
and culminated in the independence of these new nations
soon after World War II. Since independence, their role has
varied. In Indonesia, the Muslims have generally acted as an
oppositional force complementing the government, while
the Hindu-Buddhist streams have either fed into the Javan-
ist-oriented national culture and government or provided
personal fulfillment outside the governmental arena.

In Malaysia, the Muslims have identified more strongly
with the government, while Hindu-Buddhism has not
claimed a place in the national political culture equal to that
of Hindu-Buddhism in Indonesia. In the Philippines, Islam
has been oppositional, entrenched in the south against Chris-
tian incursions identified with the national polity; Christian-
ity has been identified more with governmental authority, al-
though Christianity, too (exemplified by such movements as
the Christians for National Liberation and church support
of Corazon Aquino during her rise to power in 1986), has
had an oppositional role. In Singapore, the Muslims have
played an oppositional role in relation to the dominant gov-
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ernment party, but in this highly modernized, formally plu-
ralistic society, religious movements have not played a post-
war role equal to that in the other insular Southeast Asian
nations.

In all of these countries, religious movements were
dominant sources of nationalism and creative ferment in the
early twentieth century. Later, as the impetus toward inde-
pendence was seized by more purely political movements,
the religious movements became relatively less important.
After independence was achieved, the regimes in these coun-
tries (especially the two largest, Indonesia and the Philip-
pines) have tended to become authoritarian, while religious
movements (such as the Muslim fundamentalists) have
eclipsed the Communists and others as the locus of aspira-
tion independent of the government. The beginning of the
twenty-first century could parallel the beginning of the twen-
tieth, in that the stage is set for religious movements to re-
sume their earlier role as a reformative force independent of
the central power.

SEE ALSO Buddhism, article on Buddhism in Southeast
Asia; Christianity, article on Christianity in Asia; Gandhi,
Mohandas; Islam, article on Islam in Southeast Asia; Ta-
gore, Rabindranath.
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SOUTHERN AFRICAN RELIGIONS: AN
OVERVIEW

There is a basic similarity in religious practice, symbols, and
ideas throughout southern Africa, from Uganda to the south-
ern sea, from the east coast to Cameroon. This is the area
in which Bantu languages are spoken, and there is a link,
though no absolute coincidence, between language family
and religious symbolism. Some of the religious symbols of
Africa also occur in Europe: The divine king of the Ganda,
the Bemba, the Nyakyusa, and the Zulu appeared in the
Grove of Nemi in ancient Italy and in Stuart England; but
there are many other symbols of more limited provenance,
such as fire, symbol of lordship or authority, and blowing out
water, or “spitting,” a symbol of the confession of anger and
the act of forgiveness and goodwill.

Religious belief in southern Africa can best be under-
stood through its symbolism, for religion here is expressed
more through drama and poetry than through dogma or
theological speculation. The invisible is embodied in tangible
symbols which are bent to human purposes. Hence attention
must focus on the rituals celebrated.

Among any one people there are likely to be dominant
symbols which recur in one ritual after another, and full un-
derstanding of them depends upon analysis of the whole ritu-
al cycle. Examples of such symbols are the mudyi tree (with
a milky latex), which among the Ndembu represents
matriliny, motherhood, and womanhood, and the plantain
and sweet banana—the leaves, flowers, fruit, succoring
stem—which among the Nyakyusa represent male and fe-
male respectively. These symbols are as obvious to a Nyakyu-
sa as the skirt and trousers used to differentiate gender on
washroom signs are to a European or an American.

The present tense is used for observations made during
the twentieth century (with some references to earlier observ-
ers); but since rapid change is going on throughout Africa
and since traditional African practice exists side by side with,
and interacts with, modern Christian and Islamic practice,
this article should be read in conjunction with others in the
encyclopedia. What is described here is but a fragment of
current religious practice in southern Africa: The symbolic
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systems and institutions discussed here indeed still exist
widely but are not the sole beliefs or practice of whole popu-
lations.

CONCEPTS OF GOD. Throughout southern Africa there is an
apprehension of God as a numinous being associated with
light, brightness, and sheen. God may be represented by a
high mountain glittering with snow, a tree symbolizing the
mountain, or a sacred grove. There is a lively belief in the
survival of the dead and in their power over the living, a
power closely akin to that which living senior kinsmen have
over their juniors. There is a belief in medicines—material
substances which can be manipulated for good or ill, healing
or murder, and which include poisons put in food as well
as ointments which are rubbed on the body to make a hunt-
er’s aim true, a warrior “slippery,” a candidate successful in
examinations, or a choir or rugby team victorious in compe-
tition. Everywhere the power of evil is feared—a power
thought to be incarnate in certain persons or familiars they
control, which is called witchcraft. The notion of witchcraft
involves the personification of anger, hate, jealousy, envy,
lust, and greed—the negative feelings which people observe
in themselves and in their neighbors. All these beliefs are gen-
eral, but they appear in infinite variety, modified by kinship
and political structure, by economy, and by poetic imagina-
tion, and they have changed through time.

How clearly God is distinguished from the first human,
or from the founding heroes of a particular lineage, also var-
ies with place and time. Among some peoples, at least, the
distinction became clearer as outside contacts extended and
the known world was no longer confined within a frame of
kinship. Over many centuries Hebrew, Christian, and Islam-
ic ideas of God, with their symbolism of monotheism and
of God on high, have impinged on other ideas in Africa, no-
tably the association of the dead with the earth; in some
places a process of change may be traced over the past hun-
dred years.

Throughout southern Africa God has been remote, ap-
proached only by exceptional priests or by the “elders.” The
dead are regarded as alive, and it is the shades, or ancestors,
the senior dead kin, who are the mediators between humani-
ty and divinity, communicating human needs to the divine.
Prayer or direct offerings to God himself rarely occur in tra-
ditional practice, but awe of God is constantly manifested,
as fear of contamination, as a distancing of humanity from
God, and avoidance of such emblems of sacred power as the
thunderbol, the tree struck by lightning, and the python in
the grove. One does not speak readily of God, and one speaks
of him not at all if he is near. Once, when this writer was
at school in London, a fellow student (later a head of state
in Africa) started in his seat when this writer was so rash as
to discuss lightning on a day when the Lord was muttering
overhead. Unusual fecundity, such as twin birth, is also of
God and fearful, hence twins and their parents are isolated
from the normal village community and, because of their di-
vine connection, they function as “herds” to drive off storms.
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Gabriel M. Setiloane, himself a Methodist minister, ar-
gues cogently in The Image of God among the Sotho-Tswana
(Rotterdam, 1976) that the first missionary to the Tswana,
Robert Moffat (the father-in-law of David Livingstone), mis-
understood the Tswana language (into which he translated
the New Testament) and hence the Tswana experience of
God. But it is John V. Taylor who shows, in The Primal Vi-
sion, that in Africa God is both there and not there, that he
is both sought and rejected. Bishop Taylor fastens upon the
“significance of this ambivalence,” saying that humans have
been aware of the numinous and their dependence upon it
but have sought to separate themselves from i.

SHADES. Among southern African peoples shades are of two
categories: the dead senior kin (male and female) of each
family or lineage and the founding heroes. Family shades are
relevant only for their junior kin who celebrate “rituals of
kinship”; founding heroes (male or female) have relevance
for political units, that is, chiefdoms, groups of chiefdoms,
or regions which honor a hero and his or her descendants
in “communal rituals.” The ancestors of a ruling lineage,
where one exists, commonly claim descent from the found-
ing hero; or the hero may be thought of as a benefactor or
prophet who left no descendants but who is celebrated in
some grove or cave by a lineage or priests. The ancestors of
a chief, it is believed, retain power over the country they once
ruled, so in addition to rituals for founding heroes there may
be a series of offerings to past chiefs.

Like God, the shades are associated with brightness,
light, radiance, and whiteness. Among the Zulu and Xhosa
a gray-leafed helichrysum, whose leaves and pale gold flowers
both reflect light, is linked with the shades; in Pondoland
“the medicine of the home” is a small, yellow-flowered sene-
cio which gleams in the veld. The beads offered to shades and
worn by a diviner, novice, or pregnant bride are white, and
when an animal is slaughtered and offered to the shades, the
officiants wipe their hands in the chyme, a strong bleaching
agent. But again, as with God, contact with the shades is seen
to be somehow contaminating. A shade must be “pushed
away a little”; it must be kept from continually “brooding”
over humans as a hen broods over its chicks. The dead must
be separated from the living and then “brought home,” that
is, transformed.

Although they are numinous, the shades are held in far
less awe than is God himself. To many Africans the shades
are constantly about the homestead, evident in a tiny spiral
of dust blowing across the yard or through the banana grove,
or in the rustling of banana leaves; thought to be sheltering
near the byre or in the shade of a tree, or sipping beer left
overnight at the back of the great house. Their presence is
so real in Pondoland that (into the twentieth century) a wife
of the homestead carefully avoids the yard and the byre
where men sit, even at night, lest the shades be there, and
as she walks through a river associated with her husband’s
clan she lets her skirts trail in the water, for to tuck up her
skirts would insult his shades.
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The living and the dead are so closely associated in
southern Africa that it is common for a man’s heir (a brother,
son, or sister’s son) and a woman’s heir (a sister, daughter,
or brother’s daughter) to take the property, the name, the so-
cial position, and the responsibilities of the deceased. Hence
one may be told that the holder of some office—a priest,
chief, king, or senior kinsman—is “Mswati the third” (or
tenth, as the case may be). A founding hero frequently has
a living representative in this sense, a “divine king,” that is,
a ruler or priest on whose health and virility the health and
fertility of men, cattle, and land are thought to depend. Even
into the twentieth century, a divine king who was ailing or
feeble would be smothered—he must “die for the people”—
and then be replaced.

Founding heroes typically are associated with a bed of
reeds, from which the first man is said to have sprung; with
a river source along the watershed between the Zambezi and
Kongo rivers; with a pool in one of the rushing rivers of the
south; with a hole in the ground (from which men and cattle
emerged) on the dry edge of the Kalahari Desert; or with a
grove of trees. Like family shades, heroes are of the earth and
water, not of the sky. The place of celebration has moved as
groups of kinsmen have moved, as chiefs have been installed
and later buried, and as trees planted as boundary marks or
on graves have spread into thickets.

RiTUuAL LIFE. Communal rituals are of various sorts, includ-
ing offerings to the founding heroes, their living representa-
tives, and chiefly descendants. Such offerings are celebrated
by the leading men of the region, chiefdom, or village. The
common people know little of the details; they are aware
only that a celebration has taken place.

But there is also a type of purification ritual that con-
cerns everyone. Sometimes it is linked to a celebration of first
fruits; at other times it is accompanied by a military review.
At the break of the rains in tropical Africa, or at the summer
solstice farther south, and in any general emergency such as
plague or war, the people may be called upon to purify them-
selves, to sweep the homesteads, throw out the old ash from
hearths, and rekindle new fire. Among at least some peoples
everyone is expected to “speak out,” that is, to confess anger
and grudges held against neighbors and kin, or against fellow
priests and leading men. It is a spring-cleaning of hearts and
minds as well as homesteads.

In the Swazi kingdom today—as formerly in other
Nguni kingdoms and chiefdoms on the southeastern coast
of Africa—all the men of the country, and many women
also, gather at the time of the summer solstice to celebrate
the first fruits and strengthen their king, while regiments
dance and demonstrate their loyalty. The Zulu form of this
ritual was powerfully interpreted by Max Gluckman (1954)
as a “ritual of rebellion,” but it now seems that this early anal-
ysis was based on a mistranslation. According to Harriet
Ngubane (1977), a Zulu anthropologist, the key phrase used
in the ritual expresses a rejection of pollution: “What the
king breaks to pieces and tramples upon is a gourd that sym-
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bolizes the evil of the past year.” This exactly parallels rituals
farther north for “cleansing the country” in which the popu-
lation of entire regions “throw out the rubbish,” especially
ashes from all the hearths, and distribute newly kindled fire.
The Ngonde (Malawi) chant: “Let us dance, let us fight that
the homesteads may be peaceful. . . . Let us throw out the
ashes that death may leave the homesteads and they be at
peace.” Close analysis shows that such rituals symbolically
cast out the anger in people’s hearts. The Taita of Kenya cele-
brate a similar rite of casting out anger, as Grace Harris

(1978) has shown.

These cleansing rites speak repeatedly of ridding the
people of “the dirt” of the past year. The similarity to ancient
Hebrew rituals is obvious, although published reports from
southern Africa make no mention of any symbolism having
to do with driving out a scapegoat. Rather, the symbols
which recur here are those of heat and coolness. Heat is asso-
ciated with pollution, which in turn is closely associated with
anger and sexual activity; coolness is associated with rain,
tranquility, and purification. These symbols are familiar to
all Sotho-Tswana-speaking peoples and to others also.

Throughout southern Africa communal rituals have to
do with rain, especially the dramatic “break of the rains,” so
eagerly awaited after the dry season. Local rituals celebrate
seedtime and harvest; the firing of pasture to destroy unpalat-
able grass and bush which harbor tsetse flies; game drives or
a fishing battue; murrain or plague; war and peace; the coro-
nation of a chief and/or the handing over of power from one
generation to the next. Details of such celebrations vary both
with economy and with political structure. Regional rituals
may involve the distribution of once-scarce goods, such as
salt and iron tools, which in former times were brought to
the shrine from beyond the boundaries of the political unit.
The priests who brought the goods were sacred people:
Among the Nyakyusa these priests traveled in safety, an-
nouncing their status by drumbeat. Other rituals may be
connected with the growth of chiefdoms. J. Matthew Schof-
feleers has written about the spread of the Mbona cult with
the development of Mang'anga chiefdoms in Malawi.

KinsHIP RITUALS. Unless they concern a royal family, the
rituals of kinship have no political overtones. They are cele-
brated on the great occasions of a person’s life: at birth and
death, at maturity and marriage. In southern Africa each
family or lineage directs its celebrations to its own dead se-
nior kinsmen, who are not sharply distinguished from living
seniors. The living may indeed be referred to by the term for
a shade as they grow old. In 1931 in Pondoland this writer
heard the word 7tongo (“a shade”) used in reference to an el-
derly father’s living sister. Living as well as dead seniors are
thought to bring sickness, sterility, and other misfortunes—
even failure to secure a job or a residence pass—on insolent,
quarrelsome, or neglectful juniors.

Family rituals vary with the economy, for the place of
the shrine and the form of the offering depend upon the sta-
ple foods. Among a pastoral people the altar is the byre, the
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offering milk or a slaughtered animal. If the people cultivate,
beer is added. Among banana-eating peoples the altar is set
in a plantain grove, at the base of a succoring stem which rep-
resents the patrilineage; among hunting peoples it may be a
tree or branch on which are placed trophies of the chase. To
the Lele, who live on the southern edge of the equatorial for-
est belt, the forest is holy and is associated with men; the
grassland, where villages are built, has no prestige and is asso-
ciated with women. Among other peoples the cleavage is be-
tween the open pastureland or bush (the veld) and the vil-
lage; or, within the village itself, between the byre and its
gateway-where prayer and offerings are made and men gath-
er—and the great hut occupied by the senior woman of the
homestead. But everywhere the hearth and house, especially
the doorway of the house, are sacred also, for among some
peoples explicitly, and probably for all implicitly, the house
represents the mother, the hearth stands for the marriage,
and the doorway is the passage through which children are
born. Taboos surrounding the hearth, the fire, and the whole
reproductive process may be seen as an expression of the holi-
ness of normal fertility and procreation, processes which are

thought to be controlled by the shades.

Offerings to the shades consist of staple foods, especially
choice foods such as a tender cut of beef eaten by the one
on whose behalf prayer is made (the same cut from the right
foreleg is used by peoples from Tanzania to the southern
coast of Africa); a libation of fermented milk or beer; a sprin-
kling of flour or porridge; seeds of pulses, cucurbits, and
grains. A strongly pastoral people will cling to the symbolism
of slaughtering an animal—shedding blood—even when
they live in a city. White goats may yet be seen grazing on
the outskirts of the African quarters of Cape Town, or one
may see them being led along a country road or wandering
about on some modern farm where African laborers are em-
ployed. They are there to be used as offerings at times of
birth or death, sickness or initiation, when meat from the
butcher will not suffice; at such times informed authority
turns a blind eye. The beer poured out may be made of sor-
ghum, millet, bananas, bamboo, or even maize or cassava,
which reached the coasts of Africa only in the sixteenth cen-
tury and parts of the interior only in the nineteenth century.

Whatever the material used, the intention of the offer-
ing is the same: The shades are called to feast, and what is
offered is a communion meal for living and dead kinsmen.
If an ox has been slaughtered or much beer brewed, friends
and neighbors will be asked to gather with the kinsmen, but
they do not share in the sacred portions set aside for kin, who
first eat and drink in a place set slightly apart from the main
gathering. At an offering to the shades it is essential that kins-
men be present—the range of kin summoned depending
upon the gravity of the occasion—and that they be loving
and charitable to one another. Any quarrels must be admit-
ted and resolved. This writer has heard the officiant at such
aritual urging all the kinsmen present to “drink up and speak
out.” Sometimes a funeral feast, or a feast celebrating the re-
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turn of a prodigal son to his father, may seem like a cursing
match as one after another participant admits “anger in the
heart,” a grudge against kinsmen. This writer heard individu-
al women complain that they had not been received with due
respect by a brother’s wife when they visited and the broth-
er’s wife reply that her sister-in-law had been seen picking
and stealing, taking green food from the garden as she passed
through, and so forth. Unspoken anger, festering in the
heart, is thought both to be the root of witchcraft and to in-
validate an offering to the shades, for quarreling between
kinsmen infuriates the shades.

When an offering is made, an officiant, usually the se-
nior man of the lineage, or occasionally a dead father’s sister
or a grandmother of the homestead, addresses the shades,
calling them by name, explaining why the offering has been
made—that is, what is troubling the homestead—and re-
questing help. The calling of ancestors by name is in itself
a form of praise, and the manner of speech is that used in
the presence of a senior kinsman, or (as among the Nguni)
that used to honor a chief. Prayer and praise are here barely

distinguishable.

The occasions of family rituals are constant throughout
the area: death and birth, especially abnormal birth such as
that of twins; maturity, whether physically or socially de-
fined; marriage; misfortune and serious illness; reconciliation
after a quarrel; and the first fruits that the family celebrates
after the national or regional ritual. Thanksgiving rituals also
occur, particularly after escape from danger in war or hunt-
ing, or on the return home of a migrant laborer or a person
released from imprisonment; and there are rituals invoking
blessing for an important new tool such as a plough, but
these are less general than the rituals of life crises. Everywhere
the death rituals persist through time and are adapted to the
new economy. In the south funeral parlors with facilities for
keeping a corpse exist even in some country districts, and fu-
nerals are delayed until close kin, scattered at work centers,
can gather. Sometimes the corpse of a town worker who has
not visited the country for years is brought “home” to the
country to be buried. Great numbers of people come to
mourn, and, relative to the family’s earnings, enormous sums
are spent on traveling, funeral expenses, and food for guests.
Many guests bring a contribution of money, but even so the
family may be crippled financially. Whether a man has been
buried in a Johannesburg township or a remote village, as of
1982 family status still depended on lavish expenditure just
as it did among the Nyakyusa in 1935, when a hundred cat-
tle might be slaughtered on the death of a rich chief.

Although funerals have been adapted to the new econo-
my, they include certain traditional rites, notably a washing
and purification rite after the burial and a lifting of mourn-
ing after about a year. Among the Nguni peoples of the
southeast coast a commemoration dinner may replace the
rite of “bringing home” the shade and implies an awareness
of the continuing existence of the dead which is much greater
than that experienced by many contemporary Europeans and
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Americans. Setiloane describes the vitality of such rites in
Sotho-Tswana families of professing Christians.

All the kinship rituals, but especially funerals, are an af-
firmation of kinship and the unity of the extended family,
and the efficacy of the ritual depends upon the presence, in
love and charity, of a network of kin. Exactly who is involved
varies both with the people—be they Ndembu, Bemba,
Zulu, or Sotho—and with the occasion. The celebrations are
a strong conservative force, for the health and well-being of
the whole kinship group is thought to depend on “following
the customs of the ancestors” in observing the ritual. This
is evident even in a city.

Maturity rituals have many aspects; the extent to which
any one aspect is stressed varies from one society to another.
This article has classed maturity rituals as religious, since they
are explicitly concerned with fertility, which in turn is con-
trolled by the shades; often they involve an offering and invo-
cation to the shades, whose blessings are sought. Frequently,
perhaps always, there is a symbolic death, a period of seclu-
sion when the novice must observe taboos associated with the
world of the dead, which is followed by a rebirth after which
he or she returns to ordinary life. The rituals are viewed as
a proper prelude to, if not a condition of, marriage and pro-
creation. Rituals of maturity for boys often (but not invari-
ably) involve circumcision: Those for girls may or may not
involve clitoridectomy or some lesser operation.

Circumcision is most often celebrated for a group, and
those who have endured this rite together share a bond for
life. The boys’ group may become a unit in the army, and
in areas where the political structure is based on age, its
members may graduate together as elders holding legal and
administrative office, and finally, as old men, share ritual
functions. Where there are chiefs, a royal youth is sought to
lead each circumcision group, and those circumcised with
him become his closest followers. The circumcision school
draws a youth out of the immediate network of kin and es-
tablishes links with scattered contemporaries and political
authority, links sometimes expressed in an esoteric language
known only to those initiated.

Gitls’ initiation, on the other hand, is most often an in-
dividual celebration at the first menstruation, and wider links
with contemporaries or political authority are not treated as
important. But among a few peoples, notably the Sotho-
Tswana and the neighboring Venda in precolonial times,
girls’ initiation was a group affair with political implications;
a women’s regiment was linked to a men’s regiment, and,
like its male counterpart, it might be called out for public
service.

Maturity rituals are everywhere concerned with incul-
cating respect for authority: respect for seniors, shades,
chiefs, and respect of a wife for her husband. A man must
learn to keep secrets and never reveal the affairs of his chief
or the secrets of the lodge. A woman likewise must learn to
hold her tongue; she must not create conflict through gossip
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or reveal the affairs of her husband. Often there are taboo
words and riddles with a set answer, knowledge of which are
taken as proof of initiation. In Chisungu Audrey I. Richards
(1956) admirably demonstrates the use of songs, mimes, de-
signs, and models to inculcate in a Bemba girl the proper be-
havior of a wife. Always the rituals instruct the novice in the
behavior required of an adult man or woman, and a transfor-
mation from childish behavior to responsible behavior is
expected.

The rituals assert the authority of a senior generation
over a junior: The initiated secure the young novice’s sub-
mission through the pain of an operation, beating, scolding,
and threats, or by playing upon the novice’s fear of the un-
seen and longing to become an honored and fertile man or
woman. The ritual creates a fraternity or sorority of those
who have undergone the ordeal: Those who have not under-
gone it are outsiders, but all who have endured are free to
participate in the admonition of their juniors. A determina-
tion to use circumcision rites to bolster civil authority was
made explicit in October 1981 when the Ciskei, later an “in-
dependent state” on the border of the Republic of South Af-
rica, passed legislation empowering a chief to compel a
young man to be circumcised, on the ground that “it is well
known that circumcision causes irresponsible youths to be-
have in a responsible manner.” This happened at a time
when opposition by school boys and students to Ciskeian po-
litical authority was intense.

Why maturity rituals have survived among some peo-
ples but not others, or for one sex but not the other, in fast-
changing societies can only be demonstrated by analyzing
historical events in particular areas. What is certain is that
in some areas changes in practice have occurred since the
eighteenth century, rites spreading or being abandoned; but
there is also eyewitness evidence from survivors of wrecks on
the southeastern coast of Africa which suggests minimal
change in circumcision rites among Xhosa and Thembu peo-
ples over three centuries.

CULTS OF AFFLICTION, SPIRIT POSSESSION, AND DIVINA-
TION. Besides the cycle of rituals associated with families and
the birth, maturity, and death of individuals, and the cycle
celebrated for a chiefdom or region, there is a cycle of rituals
for those individuals “called” by their shades to become di-
viners, or for sufferers whose sickness has been relieved by
what Victor Turner has called a “ritual of affliction.” Cults
or guilds are formed of those who have suffered a particular
travail and been cured by a particular ritual. Their experience
entitles them to participate in any celebration for a sufferer
of the same category. Rituals for diviners who have been
called (as opposed to herbalists who learn certain medicines)
and rituals of affliction are much less widespread than those
for birth, maturity, and death, or those for a chiefdom or re-
gion. They are not contained within the frame of kinship or
locality and seem to have proliferated with trade and travel,
but of that process not much is yet known. What is certain
is that among some isolated peoples (such as the Nyakyusa)
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these rituals do not occur at all, and among peoples with a
long tradition of distant trade, such as the Shona and Tson-
ga, possession is often interpreted as being the work of an
outsider, not that of a family shade. This phenomenon has
appeared recently among the Zulu, as Harriet Ngubane
(1977) has shown, and, according to John Beattie (1969),
it exists among the Nyoro of Uganda as well.

Diviners are thought to be in a peculiarly close relation-
ship with their shades, who reveal themselves in dreams and
trances. Communication with the shades is fostered by
cleansing and purging, observance of taboos (including sexu-
al abstinence), fasting, isolation in the bush, offerings to the
shades, and dancing to clapping or drums. The emotion is
often intense when, with an insistent beat of clapping pro-
vided by a packed crowd, a novice speaks of what she has
seen in dreams. In Western society the closest analogue to
the diviner in this respect is the medium, and among some
peoples—notably the Shona of Zimbabwe—a state of trance
undoubtedly occurs. Even though it may be a stranger spirit
who possesses the medium, she remains in close contact with

her family shades.

Most mediums deal with the domestic problems and
health of clients who come to consult them. Occasionally,
however, a medium may influence public events, as did Non-
gqause, the Xhosa girl who in 1856 urged all Xhosa on the
eastern frontier of the Cape of Good Hope to kill their cattle
and destroy their grain, prophesying that when they did so
the dead would rise up and sweep the whites into the sea,
or the Shona medium who in 1898 urged resistance against
whites in what is now Zimbabwe. During the colonial period
old prophecies of the coming of whites were repeatedly re-
corded, and these may be seen partly as a reconciliation of
old and new. To at least some Nyakyusa Christians, such
prophecies were evidence of the realitcy—"the truth”—of an-
cient institutions, the prescience of past prophets. Had not

the prophecy been fulfilled?

WITCHCRAFT. In southern African belief, evil does not come
from the shades, who are essentially good. They discipline
erring descendants, sending sickness or sterility if they have
been starved (for in a real sense the shades partake of the
communion meal—that is, the beer and flesh—and are satis-
fied by it) or neglected, not informed of a marriage, or af-
fronted by the quarrels of their juniors. But they are con-
cerned about the welfare of their children and are held to be
the source of blessing. Rather, evil comes from another
source: witcheraft. It is thought to be embodied in a ser-
pent—a “python in the belly” (Nyakyusa), a “snake of the
women” (Pondo); or it takes the form of a baboon, or a fabu-
lous hairy being with exaggerated sexual organs (Xhosa), and
so forth. Such creatures are as real in imagination as was the
pitchfork-wielding Devil to the medieval European, and like
him they walk the earth seeking those whom they may de-
vour. The witch familiars (and witchcraft generally) personi-
fy the evil recognized as existing in all humans, specifically,
anger, hatred, jealousy, envy, lust, greed. Even sloth appears,
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in the belief that certain evil people have raised others from
the dead to work their fields for them.

The form of witch belief varies with the social structure,
as does the relationship of victim and accused, for the points
of friction in a society vary with the form of residence and
economic cooperation (i.e., who lives and works together),
the occasions of competition, and the location of authority.
Injury is thought to come from those with whom one has
quarreled: a co-wife, mother-in-law, half sibling, fellow em-
ployee, rival claimant for inheritance, affine claiming mar-
riage cattle, litigant in court against whom judgment has
been given, or fellow priest. In some societies it is mostly
women, poor men, and juniors who are accused; but in socie-
ties where egalitarian values are stressed the rich man is sus-
pect, as is the successful grower of cash crops who is thought
to have attracted the fertility of his neighbors’ fields to his
own. The one legitimately greater than the commoner (i.e.,
the chief) may covet the cattle of a wealthy stock owner, who
is then accused of some wrongdoing—or so outsiders have

thought.

Again and again during the colonial period, “witch-
finding” movements arose when some prophet would call on
his people to reject evil, to purge themselves of witchcraft
and medicines used for sorcery. Over large regions people in
fact complied, bringing out horns of medicines or other ob-
jects to throw publicly on a pyre and implicitly or explicitly
admitting evil in themselves and expressing goodwill to all.
The bamucapi movement which swept through what are
now Zambia, Malawi, and parts of Zimbabwe and Tanzania
in 1934 was followed by a somewhat similar movement in
much the same area (but with greatest influence in what is
now Tanzania) between 1956 and 1964. Long before these
movements arose, the Xhosa of the eastern Cape frontier had
repeatedly been urged to purify themselves and reject witch-
craft. In 1856 Nongqause, a sixteen-year-old medium, re-
ported to the noted diviner Mhlakaza, her father’s brother,
that the shades had told her they would come to the rescue
of their Xhosa descendants in their long war with whites over
land on the eastern frontier, on condition that the living pu-
rify themselves and kill all their cattle. In the famine that en-
sued, twenty thousand people died. There is no evidence that
such revivalist movements began in the colonial period: They
may well have happened periodically before that, although
certain characteristics of movements in colonial times, nota-
bly millennialism, were related to Christian missionary
teaching.

People are known to confess to the practice of witch-
craft, usually following an accusation and pressure to confess.
One young mother in Pondoland explained to this writer
that her baby had at first refused to nurse because she had
had a witch-lover (who appeared in the form of a young man
she named). The mother had then confessed, complying
with the instructions of the midwives and giving her account
precisely in terms of current beliefs; she was now being
cleansed, and the baby was nursing all right. In some areas
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confessions have at times been extracted forcibly (through a
poison ordeal or torture), since the recovery of the victim is
held to depend upon the witch’s confession and subsequent
expression of goodwill toward the victim.

RITUAL, ORDER, AND THE RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE. Analy-
sis of ritual is important in any study of religion, for ritual
enshrines the dogma and values of participants. There is al-
ways a gap between the values expressed and everyday prac-
tice, but ideals and ideas of ultimate reality are embodied in
ritual action. In southern Africa there is constant emphasis
on fertilitcy—of human beings, stock, and fields; on health;
on goodwill between kinsmen and neighbors; on amity
among the ruling men of the region; on respect of juniors
for seniors and the responsibility of seniors toward their de-
pendents; on the continuation of life after death.

Order exists in the universe, and the natural and social
orders are felt to be interrelated: As in King Lear, disharmony
in the world of humans is reflected both in the world of phys-
ical elements and in the tempest within a person’s mind—in
madness. If the divine king breaks a taboo, drought or flood
may follow; if the ritual for a widow or a nubile girl is ne-
glected, she may become distraught. Right order is expressed
in traditional custom, and in their essence, rituals—whether
positive action or negative avoidance—express the sacredness
both of physiological processes, that is, menstruation, co-
ition, parturition, and death, and of the approved relation-
ships of men and women, old and young, leaders and follow-
ers. Both family and communal rituals are occasions of
emotion, and the celebrations themselves arouse emotion, as
is obvious to any observer who listens to the drumbeat and
watches the dancing. Rituals, then, channel emotion and
teach the mourner, the adolescent, or the parent what it is
proper to feel. Nyakyusa mourners were required to express
the passion of grief and fear to the men “fighting death” in
the war dance and to widows, mothers, and sisters weeping
violently and smearing themselves with ash and mud; but the
rituals reveal little of the actual experience of the individual.

Any understanding of religious experience must come
primarily from what individuals report of their own lives.
Firsthand accounts are meager, but there is evidence that an
awareness of the numinous exists. The talk of priests hints
at their fear of a grove in which a founding hero or chief has
been buried; at a communion meal of living and dead kins-
men, there is a sense that the shades are present and that the
participants find satisfaction in their company; people speak
of the comfort felt in a moment of danger when a man or
woman has called on the shade of a parent or grandparent
and sensed its presence; the fear aroused by a nightmare may
be interpreted as the attack of a witch. Dreams are indeed
the most common experience of the unseen, and so real that
in recording the experiences of southern Africans I often had
to ask, “Were you asleep or awake when this happened?”
Those closest to their shades, and hence most aware of the
numinous, are the hereditary priests, or rainmakers, and di-
viners who have been “called” and who practice as mediums.
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MonNiIcA WILSON (1987)

SOUTHERN AFRICAN RELIGIONS: SOUTHERN
BANTU RELIGIONS

Patrilineal herdsmen and farmers belonging to the large
Bantu linguistic group, which is widely spread over central
and eastern Africa, moved into southern Africa in distinct
waves. They appeared in the region as distinct cultural
groups probably between 1000 and 1600 CE. The Sotho
(Pedi, Matlala, et al.) and the related Tswana settled on the
arid inland plateau where the San were hunting and the Khoi
were raising livestock. The Nguni (Zulu, Swazi, and Xhosa)
spread out along the southeastern coast. The Lovedu and
Venda, two closely related peoples who became strongly
amalgamated with the Sotho in the twentieth century, suc-
cessively broke away from the Karanga in ancient Zimbabwe;
the last Venda migration may have crossed the Limpopo
River after 1600 CE, but their predecessors were probably
among the first inhabitants of the northeastern Transvaal.
The Tsonga, or Thonga, migrated in the early nineteenth
century into the Transvaal, where they ran into Sotho and
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Venda, but their lands still lie principally in Mozambique.
In spite of these people’s cultural diversity, their ceremonies
as well as their conceptions of the world have sprung from
the same fundamental cosmology, either through derivation
from a common heritage or else from interactions.

A THERMODYNAMIC CONCEPTION OF THE INDIVIDUAL AND
OF THE UNIVERSE. The opposition between hot and cold is
fundamental to many different rites found among the south-
eastern Bantu-speaking peoples. J. D. Krige and Eileen Jen-
sen Krige have shown the importance of this opposition
among the Lovedu. In effect, heat upsets equilibrium and
causes dysphoria. To end severe drought, ward off the dan-
gers associated with premature birth, and heal sickness, a
cooling treatment is applied. This is also done after the birth
of twins, for the whole country risks becoming dry.

The Venda also use this dialectic. Similarly, the Zulu
make a sacrificer avoid warmth before undergoing an immo-
lation to the ancestors, who are associated with water and
sperm. The day before, he has to give up drinking beer, stop
making love, and keep away from fire. Communication with
the ancestors is possible only if all participants are cool—
neither angry nor spiteful. According to the Tsonga, sick per-
sons give off heat, as do menstruating or pregnant women
and excited warriors who have just killed an enemy. The cos-
mic order is threatened by the birth of twins because the
mother “has gone up to the sky” during pregnancy, a period
of dangerous overheating inside her womb. The Pedi even
recommend that pregnant women not go outside whenever
it rains. The Tswana say that the hot blood of pregnant
women counteracts rain medicine. Moreover, their rainmak-
ers and chiefs must abstain from sexual intercourse through-
out most of the rainy season.

The Tsonga liken the normally born baby to a pot that
has not cracked when baked. The mother and child are se-
cluded until the umbilical cord falls off. The father cannot
approach his wife because she is considered to be too hot.
If the baby is male, the father runs a special risk. A series of
rites gradually separates the infant from the mother’s burning
body and integrates him into the father’s sphere. The cooling
process can be clearly observed during Tsonga funerals for
infants. If death follows soon after birth, the body is put in-
side a cracked pot that is covered with a layer of ashes. If
death occurs before the Boha Puri tribal integration, which
allows the parents to resume sexual intercourse and is per-
formed when the child reaches the age of one, the body is
buried in a humid place. If the child dies after this rite, the
funeral is conducted like that of an adult, and the corpse is
buried in dry earth.

The same thermal code underlies rites of passage that,
though differing in form, are basically similar. An example
is the presentation to the moon. A cooling feminine princi-
ple, the moon is responsible for watching over the child’s
growth and is often likened to a paternal aunt. During the
first new moon visible after birth, the Pedi place the baby
on the ground for a few seconds, and water, symbolizing
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rain, is poured through the roof and onto the infant. Three
months after birth, the Tsonga present the baby to the new
moon, throwing a torch toward it. Once the torch goes out,
the baby is separated from his or her mother and laid on a
pile of ashes. This example keenly reveals the transformation-
al process that brings these rites within a single symbolic sys-
tem: the Tsonga replace rain with an extinguished torch.
Moreover, whenever twins, as “sons of the sky,” assist at fu-
nerals, their fontanels are smeared with ashes because they
are seen as burning, hence dangerous creatures.

THE PYTHON CULT. A major divinity known as the python
spirit among southeastern Bantu-speaking peoples symbol-
izes the coolness that is responsible for individual, social, and
cosmic equilibrium. He is undoubtedly part of the most ar-
chaic Bantu cultural substratum, and both the Swazi and
Venda perform ceremonies in his honor. Among the Luba
in Zaire, he has a celestial manifestation, that of the rainbow.
The Zulu and Luba reverse his climatic functions. Nkon-
golo, the Luba python, is, like the Zulu one, associated with
terrestrial waters. As the rainbow, however, he burns rain
rather than bringing it. In contrast, the Zulu hold the python
and rainbow to be two distinct spirits whose beneficial ac-
tions with regard to water are complementary. “Coolest of
all animals” according to Axel-Ivar Berglund, Python licks
the fat of the black sheep that rainmakers sacrifice to him.
On the other hand, the rainbow princess, iNkosazana, is the
virgin daughter of the lord of heaven (and of thunderbolts),
whose changing moods are dreaded by men. She intercedes
so that he regularly sends gentle, soaking rain. Her rays of
light plunge into the waters. Virgin girls, disguised as war-
riors, offer her vegetables and beer on top of a mountain for-
bidden to men. The feminine rainbow cult stands opposite
the masculine python rite of sacrifice. Only princes may kill
this venerated animal provided that they not spill its blood.
Its fat goes into medicines that specialized magicians use
against thunderbolts.

The rainbow princess cult is found specifically among
the Nguni. Traces of it are found among the Swazi, who in-
augurate the annual Ncwala ceremony during the southern
summer solstice with a quest for the waters of the world. Na-
tional priests lead two separate processions, one in search of
river water and the other in search of seawater. Carried on
a shield at the head of each procession is a ritual calabash,
called “princess.” These two calabashes represent the rain-
bow princess. This extraordinarily complex ceremony, which
principally regenerates the king’s mystical force, ends with
a purifying bonfire that is supposed to be put out by rain.

Although the Swazi apparently have no python cult,
Venda religion honors the python, and snake cults thrive
among the Karanga. According to Venda cosmogony, the
whole creation took place inside Python’s stomach. This pri-
mordial, aquatic demiurge vomited nine creatures who
roamed over the soggy ecarth, which was still in darkness.
They became the sun, moon, and stars. Controlling fertilicy
and rain, Python also presides over girls’ puberty rites. Kill-
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ing a python during the rainy season is strictly forbidden.
During the dry season, its carcass is thrown into water, al-
though the head and tail are buried in the cattle fold in order
to bring prosperity. People use its fat to protect themselves
from burns and to prevent fires.

Most Bantu cosmogonies are fundamentally dualistic.
Thus opposite Python is Raluvhumba, who has often been
mistaken for a supreme being. His name evokes the eagle,
luvumba. Raluvhumba’s voice is thunder, and during storms
he is visible as a big flame. He controls the sun, which could
burn the earth if it came too near. His complementarity with
Python stands out in a royal ceremony that is no longer ob-
served. After communicating with Raluvhumba in a sacred
cave, the Venda king used to order his people to perform Py-
thon’s dance (#shikona) for two nights. Much like other,
neighboring societies, the Venda believe that the universe’s
equilibrium depends upon the joint action of two fundamen-
tal principles—water and fire, coolness and heat. Water and
coolness have the advantage of having originated first; fire
and heat are always menacing because they threaten life.
Therefore, the Venda put out all fires when their king dies.
The Lovedu do the same because the earth is “hot” whenever
their queen (who is responsible for keeping the rain medi-
cine—and keeping it cool) passes away.

These myths and rites parallel various fragmentary tales
collected among the Karanga. The Korekore, a branch of the
Karanga, worship Dzivaguru (“big pool”). This rain spirit
lived on earth before he disappeared into a pool on a moun-
taintop. He was forced to vanish by the magic of a rival chief
who coveted his wealth and put on red attire (the color of
fire). Like the Venda Python, this vanquished spirit was the
primordial ruler of the world. By going down into water, he
brought darkness over the earth. His opponent had to use
a new magical trick to bring the sun back. Dzivaguru said
that he would accept only sheep as offerings—the same ani-
mal that the Zulu sacrifice to Python.

This tale is apparently a variation of a Hungwe myth,
taken down by Leo Viktor Frobenius, that accounts for the
origin of the mighty Zimbabwe kingdom, whose stone ruins
are unique in the Bantu-speaking world. In olden times, a
poverty-stricken people known as the Hungwe were dwelling
on a mountain. They ate food raw because their chief, Madz-
ivoa, had lost the fire that his daughters kept in a sealed horn
containing oil. Hunters from the north, the Hungwe’s ances-
tors, came into the land. They had fire and ritually smoked
a pipe to sustain their magical force. Their chief gave fire to
Madzivoa, married his daughter, and became the first “king”
(mambo). Many people united around him, and even Madz-
ivoa became his servant. The name of this fallen autochtho-
nous chief derives from dzivoa (“lake” or “pool”), also found
in the name Dzivaguru. These two similarly named figures
met up with parallel fates at the hands of newcomers who
seized their power and wealth.

The new mythical rulers of fire had to accommodate the
demiurges associated with water, as told in another Karanga
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story collected by Frobenius. A snake spirit used to dwell in
a lake on the Zimbabwe plain. The king’s daughters are
thought to copulate with this spirit to keep the sacred pool
and rain from disappearing. The vaginas of these princesses,
who enjoyed total sexual freedom, had to be continuously
moist. Victims to be sacrificed for rainfall were chosen from
among them. A second group of princesses had to stay
chaste. They were associated with a ritual fire kept by the
king’s incestuous wife, Mwiza, who represents the morning
star.

The Venda myth transposes these elements. Python
lived with two wives. Only the first one knew his real nature
and could visit him freely during daytime. The second could
draw near him only at night when she was soaked. Driven
by curiosity, she broke this rule and caught her husband
smoking a pipe. Angrily, Python went down into a lake. To
end the subsequent drought, the guilty wife had to sacrifice
herself and join her husband in the water. The Venda pri-
mordial Python clearly brings to mind Zimbabwe’s aquatic
serpent, of whom Dzivaguru and Madzivoa are avatars.

These variant myths relate both the incompatibility of
water and fire and their complementarity. The duality of the
Karanga princesses with dry and moist vaginas expresses the
southeastern Bantu dialectic of coolness and heat. The
Venda myth about the python who secretly smoked a pipe
recounts the same theme as the Hungwe one about a myste-
rious foreigner who drew force out of smoking and prevailed
over Madzivoa, an aquatic spirit who used to keep fire in a
horn. The sacrifice of the Venda Python’s second wife obvi-
ously corresponds to the sacrifices demanded of the Karanga
princesses. Karanga symbolism vividly distinguishes a pri-
mordial spirit associated with both terrestrial and rain waters
from a ruler of fire who was his opponent or else became his
ally through marriage. The Korekore see these two spirits as
rivals but ultimately invoke Dzivaguru whenever there is no
rain. However, this cosmogony has been obscured by the
cults of possession dedicated to regional or particularistic
gods. The ubiquity of these cults, borrowed from the Shona,
has distracted researchers from the still-present ancient gods.
In fact, Dzivaguru is the only local spirit with no medium.

The Venda, however, have made an original transposi-
tion of the ancient dualism. Python, ruler of waters, and
Raluvhumba, ruler of celestial fire, are ritually complementa-
ry. In Zimbabwe, neighboring Karanga worship Mwari, a su-
preme being who combines the attributes of both. This “pos-
sessor of heaven” is also called Dzivaguru. Mwari’s
representative, the python, is venerated as a spirit of the
mountains, whereas a water snake keeps rivers and springs
from going dry.

COSMOLOGY AND SACRED KINGSHIP. James G. Frazer was
the first to describe as “divine kingship” a political institution
whose primary function is control over fertility and natural
forces. I prefer to use the term “sacred kingship” because the
particular chiefs who are essential to this institution are not
actual gods. The Venda and Lovedu inherited the institution
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of sacred kingship from the Karanga while the Sotho and
Tswana did not (sacred kingship is not apparently a feature
of Sotho or Tswana culture despite the existence among
them of some powerful military chieftaincies). The Swazi es-
tablished a political and symbolic system remarkably similar
to that of the Venda. Sacred kinggship is widespread through-
out Africa. Surprisingly constant characteristics are thus at-
tributed to African, particularly Bantu-speaking, kings: they
are uncommon beings; they take paramountcy through
transgression (often incest); they are surrounded by prohibi-
tions; and they are condemned to die early unless other vic-
tims make it possible for them to continue reigning.

The Swazi king, master of thunderbolts and of the sun,
rules along with a queen mother associated with the moon
and with lush vegetation. Together they control the rains.
The king has the privilege of marrying his real or classificato-
ry sisters. While young, he succeeds his father with the title
“child,” and when adult he takes full power by marrying the
“queen of the right hand,” with whom he commingles blood
to become twins. But his real so-called twin is his mother.
During the summer solstice, his force weakens, and the
whole nation goes through a crisis. He then performs the
Ncwala ceremony, which opens with the previously de-
scribed quest for water. He is proclaimed “bull of the nation”
after the sacrifice of an ill-treated black ox, which represents
him. Following several events that alternately show his weak-
ness and his force, he consumes the first fruits and is then
disguised as the spirit of vegetation.

According to the Venda founding myth, the first two
sovereigns were Sun and Moon, his twin sister as well as in-
cestuous wife. Paradoxically, the Venda king rules with a pa-
ternal aunt (Makhadzi, a title also used to refer to the moon);
an agnatic half sister takes the aunt’s place during the next
reign. His principal wife, often a real or classificatory sister,
belongs to the royal family. The king, “light of the world,”
controls rain through both Python and Raluvhumba. Al-
though no ritual marks the summer solstice, Makhadzi pre-
sides over the first-fruit ceremony.

Venda and Swazi symbolic configurations are related
through transformations. In practice, the Venda put agnatic
ties in place of the incestuous uterine (or twin) ties of their
myth. The Swazi, on the contrary, maintain these mythical
ties through a fiction. Mirrored by a queen who is the king’s
agnatic half sister, the Venda queen aunt obviously fills the
same ritual position as the Swazi queen mother, who is a
“twin” to her son. The queen of the right hand, who is both
the king’s wife and fictive twin, is a substitute for the queen
mother. More meaningful parallels exist. The “etwin body”
of the Swazi kingdom expresses a great power of life; it is
completed by the male zinsila, the sovereign’s symbolic twins
associated with his right and left hands. A similar pair in the
Venda kingdom corresponds to the paternal uncle and ag-
natic half brother, respectively Makhadzi’s and the queen sis-
ter’s masculine doubles.
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The Lovedu’s mythic and historical traditions throw
light upon this structural transformation of the ideal twin
model. A very long time ago, Princess Dzugudini, the daugh-
ter of the king of Monomotapa, bore a son, Muhale, to her
uterine brother. Their mother kept their secret, stole her hus-
band’s rain medicine, and gave it to her daughter, who fled
southward with her young son. With some supporters, they
reached the Lovedu land, where Muhale, who had brought
fire along, founded a kingdom. The incestuous uterine cou-
ple are thus closely associated with the ritual couple formed
by a son (keeper of fire) and mother (supplier of rain medi-
cine). The Swazi have simply combined these two images to
present the queen mother as her son’s twin sister. Succession
in the Lovedu royal house later came into the hands of
women. The first queen was born out of incest between a
king and his daughter. Even though the model for perpetuat-
ing sacred kingship through the union of a brother and his
uterine sister (ideally between twins of the opposite sex) has
shifted agnatically, the Lovedu did not adopt the Venda solu-
tion. Their rain queen reigns alone but reputedly has inter-
course with a brother in order to bear an heiress.

Lovedu traditions have kept alive the incestuous mar-
riage of sacred chiefs in the ancient Karanga civilization. The
king of Monomotapa reigned with Mazarira, his sister and
wife. A later account (Frobenius) states that, in ancient Zim-
babwe, Mazarira was the monarch’s own mother. The heir
apparent lived in incest with a sister who became his princi-
pal wife with the name Mwiza (in Monomotapa, Nabwiza).
When enthroned along with her brother, she lit the new ritu-
al fire for her keeping.

Unlike the Venda one, the Karanga founding myth does
not mention a primordial monarchy of the Sun and Moon
twins. Moon, the first king, emerged from the primeval wa-
ters. For two years he lived chastely with Morning Star, who
brought him fire and bore vegetation before being taken back
by Mwari, the supreme being. Moon received a second wife,
Evening Star, who invited him to have sexual intercourse.
She bore mankind and animals. Moon became “ruler”
(mambo) over a large population. Two years later, Evening
Star left him to go live with Snake, master of the rains. When
Moon tried to take her back, Snake bit him. Moon pined
away. Rain stopped falling. His children strangled him and
buried him with Evening Star who had decided to die with
him. After that the children chose a new king. This myth
perfectly illustrates the cosmological function of sacred king-
ship, here under the sign of the moon. Having lost his power
over nature, the weakened king was condemned to an early
death. The rulers of Monomotapa were killed whenever they
showed the least physical failing, whether sickness or impo-
tence. The following ceremony clearly associated them with
the moon. At the rising of the new moon, the king had to
mock fight invisible enemies in the presence of the realm’s
dignitaries. According to several accounts, the sacred chiefs
of the Karanga and related peoples were eliminated after
reigning either two or four years. In the myth, this period
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corresponds to the Venusian cycle. Mwiza represents Venus,
the morning star. Recall that Mwiza was surrounded by
chaste, dry princesses. They greeted the first rising of the
morning star. On the other hand, the second group of humid
princesses, who had intercourse with the snake spirit of the
waters, probably had to do with the evening star.

This cosmological system obviously differs from the
Venda’s, even though the Karanga origins of the Venda king-
dom are beyond doubt. In charge of the rains, Karanga and
Venda kings are related to aquatic snake spirits. In the Venda
myth, both Venusian wives belonged to Python, but only the
daytime one could be with her husband whenever he smoked
(i.e., used fire). The morning/evening star opposition exists
but is concealed. Moreover, the Venda sovereign was not
lunar. The first king was none other than Sun, whom Python
vomited out. Present-day rulers proclaim to be descended
from Raluvhumba, who controls thunderbolts and is sym-
bolized by the eagle. The thunderbird’s role in Karanga royal
cosmogony needs to be better known. Thomas Huffman, an
archaeologist, has suggested that Zimbabwe’s famous stone
birds represent successive rulers in the form of fish eagles. In
old Zimbabwe, this brightly feathered bird was the mediator
between humanity and Mwari, the celestial demiurge and
congener of the Venda Raluvhumba. Recall that the Hung-
we, whose name literally means “fish eagle,” brought fire to
the destitute folk ruled by the aquatic Madzivoa. The com-
plementarity of the eagle and serpent restores the fundamen-
tal opposition between fire and water.

Two diverging traditions relate the origin of fire, the ce-
lestial symbol of sovereignty. The Venda king is apparently
associated with the second. He went ahead of Raluvhumba
when the latter appeared on earth as a big, thundering flame.
The stick that the king uses to stir his porridge is called “the
fire lighter.”

Whereas the Karanga moon kings were killed after they
reigned a short time (or whenever their physical forces failed,
as in Monomotapa), the Venda kings enjoy long lives provid-
ed they do not have children after enthronement. They have
to take a drug that inhibits their sexuality. Comparisons with
central Africa lead to the conclusion that this practice aims
at containing the king’s dangerous, almost sorcerous, magical
power. Among the Pende in Zaire, some sacred chiefs are
forced to refrain from sexual intercourse after taking office.
Lovedu ritual ascribes power over the rains to a secretly inces-
tuous queen who had to commit suicide. It has its place in
the same system of symbolic transformations, which goes
back to a common ideology.

THE RituaL COMPLEX OF CIRCUMCISION. Neither the Ka-
ranga nor the Shona practice circumcision. However, all ac-
counts agree that this custom and its related initiation are a
time-honored institution among the Sotho and Tswana, who
have passed it on to the Lovedu, Venda, and Tsonga. Girls’
puberty rites usually correspond to male circumcision. Girls
undergo a pretended circumcision that amounts to slightly
cutting the clitoris (Lovedu) or upper leg (Tswana) or to
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placing a knife between the legs (Pedi). The southern Sotho
designate both feminine initiation and masculine circumci-
sion with the same word (lebello). The Pedi, a northern Sotho
people, make boys go through two successive rites (Bodika
and Bogwera), but girls undergo a single collective rite
(Byale). The Lovedu have adopted the latter; they call it
Vyali and correlate it with the second masculine initiation.
Those peoples with Karanga origins initially held only indi-
vidual rites (the Venda Khoba or Lovedu Khomba) at the

first menstruation.

Among the Sotho circumcision enables young men to
become warriors. Each new class of circumcised youths forms
a regiment in their chief’s service. Although chiefs lack the
attributes of sacred kings, the symbolisms of Sotho initiation
and of the Swazi kingdom are strikingly close. Major Pedi
chiefs keep a tribal fire that neither women nor uncircum-
cised boys may approach. From it initiates take a brand to
light the fire that will burn continuously in the center of their
circular bush camp during the dry season. After being cir-
cumcised, they gather each morning around this fire, the “lit-
tle lion,” and stage a feigned attack. They “pierce the laws.”
The solar symbolism of the lion fire is indicated by its bed
lying along an east-west axis. The sun symbolizes the adult
Pedi man. The “spotted white hyena” represents the lunar
feminine principle but also refers to a small conical tower for-
bidden to those undergoing initiation. Built at the camp’s
eastern entry with carefully polished stones grouted with cin-
ders, it stands alongside a smaller structure, its child. At the
end of initiation, the newly circumcised follow the “hyena’s
tracks,” a trail of cinders inside the camp, from the western
entry northward to the eastern one. This path depicts the
moon’s apparent movement eastward, opposite to the sun’s.
The discovery of the hyena monument by initiates brings to-
gether pairs of opposites: sun and moon, male and female.
When the masculine ceremony ends, girls who have just had
their first period begin collective initiation. They experience
a pretend circumcision and are secluded for a month under
the authority of the chiefs principal wife.

The Matlala have made interesting changes in this cere-
mony. The fire bed, called “lion,” also lies along an east-west
axis. Initiates are awakened at dawn while the morning star
is shining. Since looking at the sun is forbidden during the
first phase of initiation, the boys turn their faces westward.
During the second phase, they look eastward and expose the
right half of their bodies to the fire’s heat. During this “night
of change,” a stake is erected and its top decorated with os-
trich feathers. Greeted as grandmother, this stake replicates
the Pedi’s lunar monument. Throughout their retreat, initi-
ates pretend to attack the moon. The Matlala use obviously
phallic metaphors to liken the waning moon to a female ele-
phant that has to be “stabbed” and “made to fall.” Pedi initi-
ation songs also mention a mysterious elephant, an image
that instructors take explicitly to mean the dangerous men-
struating womarn.

Just as the lion is in opposition to the elephant, so a solar
fire along an east-west axis is in opposition to the moon. This
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Sotho symbolism can be compared to that surrounding the
Swazi lion king, associated with the sun and fire, who rules
along with an elephant queen mother, associated with the
moon. During the Ncwala ceremony, the weakened king
runs after the summer solstitial sun. He finally has sexual in-
tercourse with the queen of the right hand, a notorious ac-
tion comparable to the solar quest for virility by newly cir-
cumcised Sotho youth. During their retreat, Pedi initiates are
as weak as the Swazi king during the Newala. They try in
vain “to run past the sun.” The king’s successor is chosen
from among his very young sons. This child king is the only
Swazi male who, at adolescence, goes through a circumci-
sion-like ceremony. Otherwise, the Nguni do not hold cir-
cumcision or related initiation ceremonies, although they
might have in the past. The Swazi seemingly concentrate the
symbolism of Sotho initiation within their royal institution.
The Swazi king may never drink water, just as those under-
going Sotho initiation may not. At the end of initiation, the
newly circumcised jump into water while their camp is set
ablaze; the Newala ends as the Swazi king washes while a pu-
rifying bonfire is lit. Like this king, the Pedi who have com-
pleted initiation become lions and brave warriors. Just as
Pedi initiation leads to the formation of new military regi-
ments, so the Swazi military age grades actively participate
in the Ncwala, under the sign of the moon. Throughout the
Sotho region, circumcision camps fall under the chiefs’ direct
control. The Swazi Ncwala and Sotho puberty rites are varia-
tions of the same symbolic and sociological themes.

Similarities lie even closer. Recall how the lion fire in
the Pedi initiatory camp is lit. The chief’s principal wife has
a function like that of the Swazi queen mother—to keep rain
medicine. To be wedded, she appears at sunset as all fires are
put out. The fire ignited in her dwelling is used to renew the
tribal fire. The fire in the chief’s keeping (which he gives to
those undergoing initiation) and the rain medicine kept by
his principal wife (who gives birth to his successor) are both
complementary and opposite. The newly circumcised
youth’s solar/lunar quest for a woman is also a search for rain.
Strictly kept apart from the opposite sex, initiates gather
around the solar lion fire during the dry season. Ritual chants
invite them to follow the elephant’s (woman’s) tracks “when
it rains,” for then this animal has “no more force” and can
be killed easily. Such phrases mean that a man may approach
a woman only after her menstrual period. The cycle of fertili-
ty is linked to the change of seasons; menstruation suspends
sexual relations and, like the dry season, falls under the sign

of fire.

The Tsonga and Venda use this cosmological code.
They borrowed and also adapted the institution of circumci-
sion camps from their Sotho neighbors. A feminine elephant
fire replaces the masculine lion fire in initiation camps. How
should this inversion be understood? For many southeastern
Bantu-speaking peoples, particularly the Swazi and Sotho,
the masculine sun is complementary to the feminine moon
(associated with rain and lush vegetation). But in general fire
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is feminine and terrestrial water masculine. Menstruation
and pregnancy have to do with heat. The profound symbolic
changes separating Sotho and non-Sotho circumcision rites
come down to a fundamental alternative: should the ritual
fire be given masculine and solar attributes or the hot proper-
ties of menstrual blood? The Sotho have made the first, the
lion fire, their choice; the Tsonga and Venda have opted for
the second, the elephant fire.

Moreover, the Tsonga do not put political authorities
in charge of initiation. Unlike the Pedi, they entrust the ritu-
al fire to the chiefs principal wife, who keeps it burning in
her dwelling in order to smoke medicine objects. Further-
more, the moon is dissociated from the sun; Moon’s hus-
band is Evening Star. For all these reasons, solar/lunar sym-
bolism sinks into the background. Instead, all symbolism
related to Tsonga circumcision is dominated by the opposi-
tion between masculine water and feminine fire, as shown
by the ritual formulas taught during initiation.

Three animals successively figure in these formulas.
Symbol of the circumcising knife that makes boys fit for re-
production, the crocodile “moves heavily across fords and in
the rushes.” The hippopotamus “opens the road for ele-
phants toward the ford.” The elephant “walks slowly on dry
ground” where rain will fill her tracks. These metaphors
strongly contrast the aquatic, masculine domain of the croc-
odile with the solid ground of the female elephant. Between
these two lies the road opened up by the hippopotamus,
which is associated with a virgin girl whom young boys rape.
They thus open the way to the female elephant, the adult
woman who becomes fertile only after menstruation, which
supposedly stops with the start of the rainy season. The ele-
phant fire is a sign of both feminine sterility and the dry sea-
son. Every day, initiates confront this fire and “stab” it with
a phallic stick while they sing, “Elephant, stay calm!” Signifi-
cantly, they may not drink any water during their retreat.
When the camp is burned down at the end of initation, they
jump into a pool as they proclaim their virility. How to inter-
pret this sequence? Circumcision, the necessary condition for
procreative functioning, falls under the sign of masculine
water. Separated from this element during seclusion, initiates
are brought close to a feminine fire, which they cannot extin-
guish before the rainy season. The symbolic space around the
elephant fire in the center of the initiation camp and the
crocodile’s watery place outside the camp are clearly delimit-
ed. The elephant fire corresponds to menstruation, dry earth,
and feminine sterility; the crocodile’s watery realm to cir-
cumcision, terrestrial water, and masculine fertility.

By playing on these oppositions, the Tsonga merely ad-
justed Sotho symbolism to the thermodynamic code with
which all their rites of passage comply. Recall that newborn
Tsonga children, created inside burning wombs, undergo
cooling rites and that the growth of boys is placed under the
sign of the moon. Just before puberty, the ritual process is
reversed, for sexuality is a new source of heat to be carefully
controlled. Tsonga circumcision rites are an initiation into
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the mysteries of feminine fire. Circumcision definitively cuts
the maternal bond and marks the beginning of a young
man’s search for a wife. Wives are normally taken from
among pubescent girls who, excessively hot during their first
menstruation, undergo a collective cooling rite, which is the
reverse of the masculine ceremony. Every morning during
their month-long retreat, they are led, with faces veiled, to
a pool and dunked into water up to their necks. Back in the
hut, they are not allowed to warm themselves near the fire.
During Pedi initiation, gitls are also dunked into a stream
to take away heat caused by menstruation, but this occurs
at sunset. The Tsonga and Venda both apply cooling treat-
ments to lower girls’ temperatures.

Solar symbolism remains a vital part of the Tsonga cere-
mony. Initiates leave for the place of circumcision at dawn
while the morning star heralds the sun, which will pull them
out of the “darknes