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The solution to the mystery is always inferior to
the mystery itself. Mystery has something of the
supernatural about it, and even of the divine; its
solution, however, is always tainted by sleight of hand.


Jorge Luis Borges (1980: 97)
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Introduction



SHAMANISM IS IN vogue. In recent years, we have seen references to shamanism burgeon on the shelves of bookstores, in movie theatres, in plays, and in tourist offerings. There is something shamanic in the origins of art, and there are certain ethereal values of social solidarity associated with the practice of shamans that are vindicated from within the field of ecologism. Shamanism is spoken of in trends and fields as diverse as medicine, feminism, transpersonal psychology, biology and vegetarianism, and it is even fuelling the idea of new psychiatric therapies. In fact, Internet users can attest to a good number of websites on the subject that connect with different offers and discussion forums. People are no longer surprised to receive invitations to conferences, seminars and workshops on shamanism, and many have, by now, already been to see a “shaman”. The great number of current meanings and connotations summoned by the term shamanism have turned the concept into a sort of ungraspable nebula that requires us to ask ourselves about the image that we build around the Indian being and his world.


For the social sciences, these manifestations do not go unnoticed. Reported in places including Korea, Japan, Russia and Europe, and especially in the heyday of the American continent, the revitalisation and appropriation of practices and elements originating from shamanic traditions seems to reveal a social phenomenon of global importance. There is no doubt that there is a longstanding Western fascination with the figure of the shaman. From the time of the first explorers of the Siberian tundra—among other things, cradle of the original Tungus term šaman, which extends through to the present day—, the role of the brujo,1 priest, doctor, mystic in societies called “primitive” by science, has represented a great cognitive challenge for Westerners. It is precisely this challenge that has caused science—and in particular anthropology—to try to account for extremely complex and heterogeneous phenomena, present in very different and distant societies, by means of the artificial category of shamanism. Originally created as an analytical tool used to compare semantic realities, this concept has become one of the most controversial issues for ethnologists and anthropologists. Its history as a concept has been the living reflection of the Western gaze on those other exotic bodies who populated the new colonised geographies. Thus, from demon worshippers onwards—as recorded by chroniclers—these characters began to incarnate the misfits and mentally ill observed by enlightened thinkers. Indeed, today, we witness a sublimation of Indian worlds in which the shaman becomes a paradigm of wisdom and a role model for sustainable development.


The particularity of the current phenomenon lies precisely in the fact that, far from calling for a uniform and hegemonic perception, shamanism is proposed to the social sciences through a concept of its own nature, which goes beyond the limits of disciplinary domination and that has begun to circulate, void of any type of control. Although the umbilical cord that links it to anthropology (still the source of legitimacy for its references) has not been cut, the concept of shamanism has become popular, and is currently taken up by many social actors from different ideological positions.2 It is precisely the confirmation of this fact that gave rise to the notion of neoshamanism or modern western shamanism as a global phenomenon from which new subjectivities, philosophies, ethics and aesthetics of life are being summoned under the umbrella of Indian spirituality as an alternative to the hegemonic model (Perrin 1995; Vazeilles 2003).


At present, neoshamanism (or rather, neoshamanisms) represents only part of the hundreds of currents and movements that highlight the crisis of modernity and the emergence of new ways of connecting the relationship between the human being and his environment. These are the new religiosities, with all the burden that the term implies for the social sciences. The lack of credibility in institutions, as a result of growing inequalities and social exclusions; the acceleration and routines of modern life, which restrict vital spaces to the logic of productivity and consumerism; and individualism and the erosion of social ties are just some of the factors that stimulate ontological insecurity in much of the Western world. Thus, the search for new living spaces and collective experiences that give meaning to existence encourages an irrepressible feeling of finding new paradigms of well-being.


In Latin America, the emergence of neoshamanisms represents an interesting challenge. Configured in direct relation with diverse ethnic groups, Latin American societies have built their own versions around inter-ethnic relations that present themselves as an alternative to the knowledge built by the dominant society. In other words, Latin America’s ethnic nature opens a particular horizon of analysis when it comes to understanding the way in which Indian traditions, and their knowledge and practices are represented. For many specialists, the Western re-elaborations of shamanism are exclusive manifestations of the new globalised tendencies of New Age esotericism, but this revitalisation of shamanism must also be analysed on a local scale. In Colombia’s case, no attempt at theorising this phenomenon is possible without considering the complex historical processes in which inter-ethnic relations that have linked Indian and non-Indian populations through ritual practices are inscribed, as well as the profound transformations in the image of the Indians that have taken place in recent years, especially in the national socio-political field. The displacement of rituals of Indian origin towards urban areas highlights the complexity of a phenomenon that cannot be described as merely an imported trend.


Yagé, also known as ayahuasca, is a psychotropic drink, traditionally used by a number of ethnic groups (Inga, Kamentsá, Kofán, Siona and Coreguaje) that inhabit the departments of Putumayo and Caquetá, in the Amazon foothills of southwestern Colombia. It is made from bejuco (Banisteriopsis caapi) and chagropanga (Diplopterys cabrerana), and is consumed mainly for healing purposes and shamanic learning. In the last fifteen years, ritual yagé consumption has spread extraordinarily through several Colombian cities, as well as through sectors of the urban population that had previously not had any contact with these kinds of practices. Although yagé and its associated therapeutic traditions have been present in large Colombian cities for at least forty years—as attested by the research conducted by Pinzón, Suárez and Garay— its use was concentrated among the popular classes of immigrant peasants, a traditional scenario of hybridisation and mestizaje of medical systems and networks of exchange of knowledge and medicinal plants between mestizo curanderos3 or healers and Indian curacas or taitas4 (Pinzón and Suárez 1991; Pinzón and Garay 1997a). Although yagé arrived in the city some time ago, it has only recently begun to be used by elites and the urban middle classes.


Urban consumption of yagé is popularly known as tomas de yajé (yagé sessions). These are private encounters in which the psychotropic is ritually consumed under the guidance of a specialist, usually a taita yagecero from the Putumayo region: an area traditionally inhabited by Indian groups that consume yagé. Conceived as a practice of traditional indigenous medicine,5 the sessions are currently offered as a therapeutic or healing alternative with a pronounced spiritual component (Ronderos 2001; Uribe 2002; Weiskopf 2002). In this respect, yagé sessions are configured as new intersections where the therapeutic and the religious merge.


The elite and middle-class sectors’ growing interest in these practices dates back to the 1990s when curacas or taitas yagecero from Putumayo began to travel to cities such as Pasto, Bogotá, Cali, Medellín and Pereira to guide yagé sessions for small groups of intellectuals, academics and artists. They were usually invited to do so by acquaintances belonging to these social circles and only spent short periods of time in these cities. Thus, such traditions—for a long time associated with representations of the popular sectors and considered “cheap superstition”, “brujería” and “sorcery”—acquired an inverse value when taken up by these sectors. Soon, yagé sessions began to attract followers among university students and the middle classes. The taitas were invited to the city with increasing frequency, and this modality of yagé consumption gradually turned into a growing source of income and status for the taita yageceros. With the arrival of the new millennium, yagé consumption boomed and many middle-class individuals became interested in these rituals that traditional indigenous medicine offered as a therapeutic resource.


Not only did the most recognised and mediatised curacas or taitas periodically travel from the rainforest to the cities to distribute yagé, but other Indians, especially from younger generations and with varying degrees of experience and training as curacas, began to guide their own sessions.


In a few years, the supply of yagé sessions increased and the modes of convocation diversified: small groups of around ten to twenty acquaintances became large groups of up to a hundred. In several cases, the same Indian authorities from different groups decided to offer yagé sessions as a strategy to resolve issues relating to ethnicity, politics and identity.6 In less than a decade, yagé consumption conquered a space of visibility and legitimacy hardly reached before by any other practice of Indian origin.


This visibility and success of the sessions has been subject to rapid transformation in recent years. On the one hand, the economic reward that urban sessions have generated for taita yageceros has revitalised learning and promoted new generations of young yageceros. But it has also led many Indians to move to cities to try their luck as improvised shamans. On the other hand, the gradual evolution of the phenomenon reveals the emergence of a sector of intermediaries that act as “bridges” and move at the intersection between the urban population interested in these practices and the Indian curacas and their communities (Caicedo 2004, 26-ss.). Indeed, this intersection, initially composed of intellectuals, academics, artists and Indian activists who invited taitas to offer sessions in the cities, gradually gave way to other forms of mediation when several of these intermediaries began an initiatory career as taita yageceros under the guidance of these curacas. In recent years, the expansion of ritual yagé consumption has revealed a new process related to the emergence of new taita yageceros initiated in Indian traditions and rooted in cities. These shamans—as the majority calls themselves—have capitalised on the urban demand by proposing a ritual practice of taking yagé which, without disassociating themselves from the traditional rituality of the Indian heritage, welcomes new languages and proposals aimed at a mostly urban public. In synthesis, the yagecero field can be characterised as a sociological field where yagé production (production, distribution and consumption) is articulated, and it is dynamised by different forms of symbolic and material exchange (in which the networks are going to be central) between Indians and non-Indians in local, regional, national and, more recently, also international milieus.


Shamanism and its overflows


Today, we can perceive the extent to which the analytical models defining shamanism have diversified, largely motivated by recent research into the expansion of these shamanic practices, into other contexts. The study of shamanism reveals a need to understand the phenomenon from its localised historical and spatial perspective, rather than as being based on its intrinsic characteristics. Beyond that, however, we are at a time when the nature of the phenomena to be analysed questions shamanism as an analytical category. How should we understand shamanism when it is a category used in different guises and with different interests by different social actors?


Some new proposals for analysis have put forth an approach to the subject based on the relational condition of shamanism. For Roberte Hamayon (2003), shamanism, as an analytical category, is a mirror of the West that allows a definition of itself and the Other. In this sense, our understanding of shamanism is impregnated with the representations that guide that view. María Clemencia Ramírez (1996) speaks of shamanism as a field of articulation between different actors and discourses in a perspective that advocates a dialogical and contextual understanding of the phenomenon based on tracing the relationships between the actors involved. Manuela Carneiro da Cunha (1998) speaks of shamanism as a translation, whereby the shaman would not only be a mediator between worlds but also a translator of Indian knowledge for non-Indian people. The concurrence of this movement between worlds and its role as mediator explains the ease with which vernacular shamanic practices have become international. The concept of translation, however, seems to fall short of taking into account the character and nature of the multiple exchanges that take place between the different actors. If, on the one hand, the notion of translation is based on a univocal understanding of the exchange, on the other, such an exchange often works on the basis of misunderstanding (Losonczy 2002). In this vein, Anne-Marie Losonczy and Silvia Mesturini propose shamanism as a multipolar field of translation (Losonczy and Mesturini 2010) and as a constant negotiation of co-knowledge (Losonczy 2002), while Jean Langdon analyses the construction of shamanism as a dialogical category (Langdon 2008).


Thus, understanding this phenomenon in the current context poses a double challenge. On the one hand, it is a phenomenon that must be understood at scale. That is to say, the study of yagecero shamanism as a field requires a spatial reading of the relations that take place at local and regional levels, as well as at national and transnational levels. Multiscale analysis is fundamental if we are to determine the set of relationships that allow for the expansion of yagé consumption in Colombia. On the other, it is a social phenomenon that can only be understood in depth if we take into account the historical particularity of the relationships between the actors involved in the field. It is from this perspective that we ask ourselves about the yagecero field in Colombia: about the way it has been constituted; about the logics of the historical functioning of its networks; about the multiple actors that are part of it, its assets, orders and internal hierarchies; about its processes of reproduction as a group; and about the strategies of expansion of its action and its logics of modernisation. It is a question of introducing a sociological perspective to the analysis that accounts for the field of inter-ethnic relations historically constituted at regional and, above all, national levels, given that, to a great extent, it constitutes the basis on which both the social relations and representations on Indian alterity and those of national identity stand.


In this respect, we resume the concept of national formation of alterity proposed by Rita Laura Segato (2007, 27) as the medullar axis of analysis. As an approach that understands difference (otherness, ethnisation, racialisation) as the historical production of the nation, the national formation of alterity is understood as an idiosyncratic matrix of production and organisation of the nation’s internal alterity. In this regard, we consider it fundamental to historically and spatially (locally, regionally, nationally and transnationally) understand the logics of the production, consumption and distribution of yagé as well as how these are inscribed in vast networks of relations between national society and its particular forms of Indian alterity. Following the proposal of Jean Langdon (2007a), we think that the new premises of shamanism in Colombia can be understood if they are focused as dynamic and historical processes, resulting from multiple dialogues and exchanges that today construct what we consider Indian as what we consider national.


Some methodological considerations


My interest in this topic is not the result of a previous approach to this type of practice. On the contrary, what led me to wonder about shamanism and its new versions was a profound unease with the discourses of those who were closely associated to the topic. At Universidad Nacional, where I completed my undergraduate studies, it was relatively normal for some anthropology students to discover—within certain practices and traditions of Indian origin—a form of mystical identification that had nothing to do with the actuality of the country’s Indian populations. A certain fetishism about the Indian world concealed, in my opinion, a less romantic reality about the conditions in which these populations exist in Colombia.


Choosing a work topic out of unease rather than identification poses its challenges. On the one hand, it was a vague subject, little studied in Colombia and with only incipient developments in other countries. Neoshamanism or modern Western shamanism was just beginning to work as a sociological phenomenon in the countries of the North and from the perspective of European and North American academics interested in understanding the incidence of discourses and practices of neoshamanism among the followers of these new practices. Both the reception in these countries of people from the so-called Third World who call themselves shamans, and the expansion of tourist networks and destinations that connect these countries with this Third World— much of Latin America, for example—are undoubtedly two frequent lines of work in the academia of the North. In Colombia, however, the phenomenon takes on a different dimension. Given that, rather than an openly imported phenomenon, it is a set of discourses and practices that, in some way, call into question known geographies, histories and populations. As for the academic contributions to these cases, the most representative works come from a certain line of anthropology that proposes a historical reading of the phenomena linked to popular religiosity. These investigations connect, to a great extent, the focused works on the Indian shamanic systems of the Colombian Amazonian piedmont with the historiographic analysis of the processes of conquest, colonisation and national configuration of the territories where these populations are settled. Thus, the attempt to understand how the yagecero field in Colombia works and what is happening with the expansion of ritual yagé consumption in cities, poses the challenge of constructing an interpretive framework that recognises different scales. On the one hand, a local, regional, and national scale linked to particular historical configurations of inter-ethnic relations in connection with the ritual practice of yagé. On the other, a transnational scale from which such phenomena begin to be identified by analysts as a broad social phenomenon, inscribed in networks and economic and cultural dynamics characteristic of the period.


In an attempt to highlight aspects that are important to me when dealing with an issue of this nature, and to clarify certain issues that do not appear explicitly in the work, I take this opportunity to mention three methodological issues that affected the way in which I conducted the research. My intention to conduct an ethnographic study of the urban settings where the yagecero field is expanding in Colombia made it necessary for me to take part in those spaces directly. Indeed, in order to access the universes of meaning developed by urban yageceros today, one must enter such scenarios.


To this extent, the research implied my participation in the ceremonies and, therefore, taking yagé on a regular basis. It would have otherwise been impossible to access the rituals in which observers are not allowed. In this respect, from a methodological standpoint, the involvement of the researcher’s body is an important dimension that must be taken into account in this type of ethnography. However, despite the fact that this is an unusual approach, given the nature of the phenomenon to be analysed, my participation, as researcher, in these scenarios did not necessarily depend on my adherence as a believer. Many anthropologists who have worked on such issues have taken a committed stance. However, this is not a generalizable fact or one that implies the impossibility of conducting an in-depth ethnography that maintains a distance between the observer and the object of study. The researcher’s involvement focuses on the ritual exercise and not the creed, so my inner sphere was not compromised in terms of beliefs. From this perspective, I consider that anthropological research into both religious phenomena and practices linked to the use of psychoactive substances—whereby its analysis forces the researcher to become involved as a person and a body—does not necessarily imply personal involvement. It is, thus, an orthopractic exploration of ritual practice, and I believe that I must clarify that I consider the analytical perspective of anthropology, with its scope and limitations, as one of the possible approaches. Undoubtedly, the yagecero field proposes a multifaceted reality of dissimilar dimensions in which anthropology contributes to a vast understanding of the complex of social and historical relations that unfold there. However, I also believe that there are dimensions of the field in which anthropological analysis is narrow. In other words, I continue to believe that there are things about yagé about which academia has little to say.


Another consideration regarding the fieldwork that underpins this research has to do with the researcher—myself—being a woman. Although this subject has been examined from various points of view by contemporary anthropology, my position on it has to do, above all, with the implications of a field of study such as yagecero shamanism being approached by a woman. Yagecero shamanism is a male affair, and gender-based power relations are active and have their effects. This is evident, for example, in the difficulties in accessing certain ritual spaces or certain discourses and narratives exclusive to men, both in traditional contexts and in the new urban ones. But beyond that, my intention has been to show how the ethnography of restricted spaces becomes possible for a researcher if different strategies are employed. Such strategies must not be based on the external (often violent) positioning of the academic expert. They should, instead, be based on the type of relationships that are built in the field, especially the relationship with the women in those milieus: the women who surround the taita yageceros and the new taita yageceros, their spaces and everyday life. Much of the data collected for this research was produced based on exchanges with those who gravitate around restricted spaces, understanding these people as a constitutive part of the yagecero field.


Finally, one last consideration has to do with the difficulties and unforeseen advantages I encountered in identifying myself as an anthropologist in such environments. Difficulties, to the extent that the anthropologist’s practice is seen by individuals, social organisations and groups, stereotypically, as a practice of dispossession (often with good reason). This has to do, no doubt, with the country’s current socio-political situation, in which the policies that seek to protect identity have in some cases resulted in fervour for certain knowledge and practices. But, on the other hand, in the eyes of many of those involved in the yagecero field, the participation of an anthropologist seems to be a form of legitimation. With this in mind, I must recognise certain explicit advantages to my presenting myself as an anthropologist, as this opened doors that in other conditions would have been impassable. I would like, therefore, to draw attention to the need to consider the power conferred by a university degree in a social context with obvious political implications.


The phenomenon I am analysing is the emergence of new taita yageceros in urban contexts. While Indian and mestizo shamanisms are interwoven with the new modalities of ritual yagé consumption in cities, the study focuses primarily on the new urban yageceros. The analysis of these other modalities is tangential, refers to their intersections, and contrasts with the urban phenomenon. Within this framework, I privilege the concept of the new taita yagecero over that of neoshaman. I prefer to keep the distinction in order to avoid the risk of basing myself on the conceptual definition rather than what is observed in the field. Thus, I speak of taitas yageceros to refer to the curacas—the vernacular name—or to those that could be considered traditional yageceros or Indian yageceros. In contrast, I call new taita yageceros those that function at the interface between tradition and the urban public. I do not call them neoshaman directly because I consider it important to emphasise that the notion of shaman has been recently introduced in the field as a form of self-denominating these characters to identify them in the cities. In addition, the denominations of neoshaman and neoshamanism, as we shall see, have other implications linked to the way in which the new urban scenarios are constituted in accordance with a particular way of conceptualising shamanism.


In this respect, I consider the concepts of new taita yagecero, shaman and neoshaman as synonymous, and the concepts of taita yagecero and curaca to refer to the traditional Indian or mestizo version.


The fieldwork for this study was conducted over several periods. The need to permanently contrast the ritual uses of yagé in Indian, mestizo, rural and urban contexts required a multi-situated ethnography that mainly focused on the cities of Bogotá and Pasto as well as the Sibundoy valley, Mocoa and Puerto Asís, in the department of Putumayo. In 2006, I conducted a long season of fieldwork between Pasto and Sibundoy. In 2007, I returned for a shorter season to Putumayo: Sibundoy valley, Mocoa and Puerto Asís. Due to work issues that forced me to distance myself from southwestern Colombia, the 2008 fieldwork season principally focused on Bogotá, where I began tracking the malocas yageceras, and continued to do so the following year in Pasto.


The first chapter presents the general context which frames the design of ritual yagé consumption in Colombia. It attempts to provide the reader with general considerations that revolve around the social and political situation in the country following the promulgation of the 1991 Constitution, which incorporates multicultural policies promoted by international organisations to reconfigure the State. Hence, I present certain approaches to the imagination and logic of the national mainstream understanding that have been installed over the last twenty years. I also put forth a historical contextualisation of the southwestern region in order to introduce the dynamics of exchange and mobility that have characterised the ritual use of yagé.


The second chapter deals with the four cases of new taita yageceros on which the research is based. It sheds light on both the initiation processes and the legitimisation strategies assumed by these new taita yageceros, in contrast with those modalities considered more traditional, typical of the non-urban Indian and mestizo taita yageceros. This section deals with language games as a central dimension of the expansion of the yagecero field.


The third chapter deals, ethnographically, with the yagé sessions and presents several lines of analysis of the ritual device deployed in these ceremonies. The fourth chapter analyses the recent processes of institutionalisation of ritual yagé consumption around malocas, and presents some general considerations on the institutionalisation of this practice, contrasting modalities and uses. The fifth chapter delves into the dialogue established between the urbanisation and elitisation of yagé sessions and the country’s public policies that have been steered by institutional multiculturalism. On this basis, an attempt is made to recreate certain continuities and transformations between the traditional Indian and mestizo uses of yagé, and the new urban uses, as well as the resignifications promoted by different social actors. Finally, chapter six deals with the profile of yagé followers, or new yageceros, and the construction of their universes of meaning around this practice. At the same time, I attempt to establish some interpretative lines that help to conceptualise the more general effects and scope of the phenomenon.
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Map 1.  Northwest Amazon (Álvaro Vanegas)
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Map 2.  Yagecero territories in southwestern Colombia (Álvaro Vanegas)





Contexts



The shamanic networks of the north-western Amazon


The Putumayo-Caquetá region, known by many specialists as the complejo del yagé or yagé complex, concentrates a particular richness that makes it possible to understand the historic dynamics of the transformation and adaptation of shamanism in the north-western Amazon (Zuluaga 1994). There are currently five Indian groups in the Colombian territory: The Kamentsá, possible descendants of the Quillacinga and inhabitants of the Sibundoy valley (a small valley located two hours from the city of Pasto) in the highlands, or the Upper Putumayo. The Inga, who also inhabit the Sibundoy valley and have settlements in the foothill region near Mocoa. The Siona, who live on the banks of the Putumayo River (Buenavista) in the lowlands, or the Lower Putumayo. The Kofán, residents of the vicinity of the Putumayo, San Miguel and Guamuez Rivers (municipalities of La Hormiga and Orito). And the Koreguajes, who reside in the banks of the Orteguaza River. On the Ecuadorian side, we have the Secoyas, Siona, Shuar and Quichua-speaking populations. The Macaguajes, on the other hand, a community that used to belong to this complex, have now disappeared. These groups have similar lifestyles, practices and beliefs related to the ecosystems they inhabit. Their shamanic knowledge is based on both their botanical knowledge and their mastery of the management of certain plants considered sacred, among them yagé (Banisteriopsis caapi). However, beyond these common elements, what allows us to speak of a yagé complex is the existence, since pre-Hispanic times, of important networks of material and symbolic exchange, in which flows of shamanic knowledge have been central. Several authors have pointed out the existence of complex networks of exchange between the communities of the Andes, the piedmont and the rainforest in the western Amazon (Chaumeil 1991, 1998; Langdon 1991, Ramirez 1996; Taussig 2002). These networks, for which historical evidence dates back to before the arrival of the Spanish, are part of vast multi-ethnic and multilingual groups connected through long-distance exchange circuits, which have given rise to areas of intense cultural communication.


They are also part of the logic of the micro-verticality of production, based on the complementarity of exchanges between highlands and lowlands. But these networks were not exclusively commercial. They were involved in—and still are—circulating symbolic values linked to the knowledge of the curacas, and flows of shamanic knowledge (learning), as well as medicinal and sacred plants. The symbolic character of the exchanges also shows the configuration of multi-ethnic hierarchies through which learning and specialisation relationships of shamanic power are revitalised (Chaumeil 1991, 11).


To better understand the nature of the exchanges, one must consider the structure of the hierarchies of shamanic power. The shamanism of the peoples of the rainforest is considered somewhat superior to that of the people of the Andes and their foothills (Pinzón and Suárez 1991; Taussig 2002; Urrea and Zapata 1995). According to Michael Taussig, shamanic power is inscribed in a symbolic cartography which uses the representations and social imaginaries resulting from pre-Hispanic, Colonial and Republican historical dynamics (Taussig 1998, 450). These representations that inhabit the imaginary of the region go beyond simple perception and guide concrete historical practices. The curacas, in addition to their own power, were invested with the power granted them by the Andean and Western peoples’ imaginary of the rainforest. Thus, the curacas of the lowlands are not only recognised as the most respected and feared but are also acknowledged, respected, and feared by their peers in the foothills and highlands.


The opening of the Amazonian lowland networks to the Andean highland peoples has not been correctly dated. However, several authors agree in recognising the importance attributed to the Inga of the Sibundoy valley (called Sibundoyes, a term also applied to the Kamentsá) in connecting the lowlands to the highlands.7 The Andean-rainforest shamanism of northern Ecuador and southern Colombia reveals the importance of the Inga people and of Quechua as the language of exchange, even though these groups were initially considered by the rainforest groups to be inferior on the shamanic power scale (Ramírez 1996, 104; Langdon 1991, 51-ss.; Pinzón, Suárez, and Garay 2004, 38-ss.). Other authors show the importance of other Quechua speakers (Quixos, Yumbos, Canelos) as a central element in the articulation between the Andes and the rainforest (Renard-Casevitz, Saignes, and Taylor 1988; Langdon 1991; Oberem 1980, Pinzón, Suárez, and Garay 2004, 80). The Inga who live in the Lower Putumayo maintain relations with the Inga and Kamentsá of the Sibundoy valley and constitute, for the latter, strategic links with the networks of western lowland Tukano curacas. According to María Clemencia Ramírez, the population of Inga Quechua speakers in the Lower Putumayo and the Sibundoy valley is the product of staggered migrations from eastern Ecuador (Ramírez 1996). According to this, the Sibundoy valley constituted, since before the Conquest and during the Colony and the Republic, a key node in the trade network between Mocoa and Pasto (Andean zone), with permanent transport and trade of medicinal plants and other products in both directions.8 As masterfully demonstrated in the works of Carlos Pinzón, Rosa Suárez, and Gloria Garay (2003 and 2004), both the Inga and the Kamentsá of the Sibundoy valley in the Upper Putumayo share a tradition of shamanic co-knowledge founded on the use of yagé. These curacas are initiated by curacas from the lowlands–the Kofán, Koreguajes, Siona and Inga from the Lower Putumayo, thus, learning the botanical and medicinal knowledge of the lowlands. By maintaining permanent contact with their teachers in the Lower Putumayo, the curacas of Sibundoy obtain supplies including medicinal plants and yagé (originating in the rainforest), and they preserve the hierarchy that positions the inhabitants of the rainforest as a source of magical power.


The Inga of the Sibundoy valley have built a modality of participation in the exchanges that allow them to make the network more flexible. The Inga, who speak a language of Quichua origin and have an itinerant vocation for trade, energised the exchanges that the Kamentsá had historically built with the Siona, Koregai and Secoya peoples of the lowlands. They became specialised in the trade and supply of sacred and medicinal plants from the rainforest to the foothills and the Andean region, and in the opposite direction, plants from colder lands. But they also specialised in the exchange of shamanic knowledge with the mestizo world. Thus, the Inga curacas practice an itinerant shamanism that integrates the knowledge of the neighbouring towns with the commercial and symbolic exchanges that are also interwoven with the mestizos (Pinzón, Suarez, and Garay 2004, 253). These networks of shamanic power are maintained by incorporating logics from the mestizo world and from the popular sectors. From this perspective, the emphasis that has been made on the therapeutic dimension of these exchanges is not so strange (Langdon 1991, 45). As well as establishing relationships with mestizo, black and Indian populations in remote areas, itinerancy has allowed these Sibundoy curacas to establish learning relationships with mestizo healers in different regions. In this respect, the curacas of Sibundoy, in particular the Inga, have been able to extend the shamanic exchange networks linking the Amazon and the Andes, connecting them with the exchange networks of the mestizo and popular healers. This articulation, however, preserves the hierarchies of shamanic power, making the networks of curanderos dependent on the exchange circuits of the rainforest (Ramírez and Pinzón 1986, 181).


Shaman and curandero networks


The region between the Caquetá and Putumayo rivers has historically served as a frontier region. Like other vast rainforest and lowland areas of the Colombian territory, such as the Pacific coast, the Putumayo-Caquetá foothills are among the territories where the country’s internal border has advanced and expanded, and where the external border in the northwest of the Amazon rainforest has been defined and defended (Gómez 2010, 17). The feared and unknown southern rainforest of Nueva Granada was one of the areas given over to the Catholic Church and its evangelising project in the middle of the 16th century. The Franciscan mission was institutionally chosen for this work, and for almost two centuries, the missionaries tried to reduce the number of Indians living in these lands through Christianisation and by forming villages. However, by the end of the 18th century, the results of the missions were rather discouraging. Founded and re-founded villages disappeared due to abandonment or by falling under siege by native populations who resisted their decimation. The lack of roads and means of navigation, the epidemics and supply and administration difficulties, among other causes, reveal the ineffectiveness of the missionary project.


After the wars of Independence, in the middle of the 19th century, the Colombian political world was in turmoil. Incapable of structuring a project for a nation, the political elites of the nascent Republic were confronted with many power struggles. As a result, the country saw the birth of countless constitutions and nation-building projects that showed the difficulties the creole elites faced in trying to control the regional powers: “Undoubtedly the recurrent civil wars of the 19th century had not only caused permanent social, political and administrative instability but also a general bankruptcy of the treasury, which made it impossible to adequately and sustainably subsidise the missions” (Gómez 2010, 104).


After the period of radical liberal hegemony (1849-1885), the Conservative Party came to power in 1886 and re-established the alliance between the State and the Catholic Church. This alliance would make it possible to recover the policy to evangelise the Indian populations that the Franciscan missionaries had abandoned at the end of the 18th century:




Under the banner of the “battle against barbarism” and as part of the “road to progress”, an attempt was made to resume the “civilisation of the savages”, without excluding, of course, the work of the Catholic missionaries. It must also be emphasised that the territorial incorporation of the Amazon frontier into the sphere of the national State, as well as the territorial defence of certain areas in the vicinity of Putumayo and Napo—for example, against the alleged “threats to sovereignty” by virtue of the frequent incursions of Peruvians, Brazilians, etc.—were a structural part of the policies of “civilisation”, “integration” and “colonisation” expressly undertaken since the mid-19th century. For this reason, it was considered that the missionaries, and the missions in general, in addition to their evangelising and civilising function, should fulfil the role of assuring the territorial integrity of the nation (Gómez 2010, 102).





Thus, at the end of the 19th century, the Catalan Capuchin mission arrived in Putumayo, in the Amazon foothills, to evangelise the Indians living in the corridor between the Sibundoy valley (in the highlands) and the port of Leticia (in the lowlands). The arrival of the missionaries in Sibundoy opened the frontiers to “civilisation” and greatly affected the landscape and the social organisation of the Inga and Kamentsá groups living there. Contrary to what the missions of the 18th century did, the Capuchin strategy followed a model of economic, political, social, ethical and even racial development, which consisted in promoting extensive cattle raising in the highlands and the formation of Indian towns alternating with towns of white migrant settlers, as models of “Western life” (Bonilla 1968, 107; Ramírez 1996, 108). These two factors led the Inga and Kamentsá Indians, who inhabited the Sibundoy, to lose most of their land.




In spite of the enormous efforts made by the colonial authorities and the Catholic missions, and even of the first Republican governments, the Amazon was never subject to a lasting and sustainable integration into any economic and political-administrative project until the second half of the 19th century, when this frontier region slowly began to be incorporated into the economic, social, political and cultural sphere of the emerging nation-State by re-establishing a missionary activity aimed at supporting temporary or permanent occupation processes linked to extractive episodes and colonisation movements, as well as by opening and adapting trails and roads and, in general, promoting communication routes and river navigation (Gómez 2010, 18).





At the time, missionary reduction in the lowlands had formed groups with populations of diverse ethnicities in an attempt to impose sedentary lifestyles and norms of behaviour such as monogamy (Quiroga 2000, 355). But it was with the arrival of the rubber companies that the Amazonian panorama was definitively transformed. That period marks the entry of capitalism in the region, and with it, the rearrangement of the production relations that, according to Michael Taussig, gave rise to the inception of a “culture of terror” (2002, 134). The introduction of rubber in the international market attracted some traders to the rainforest, who employed Indian labour to extract the material and become part of the debt system. These production relations accompanied the barbarity unleashed by the merchants under the pretext of a demonic danger represented by the natives. Casa Arana, a company of Peruvian origin, decimated the native population of the lowlands to almost a third between 1900 and 1920. Thus, both the rubber trade and the border war between Colombia and Peru in 1932 prompted the Colombian State to reassert its presence in the region.


Meanwhile, the region began to feel the force of the wave of peasant colonisation coming from the Andean region. The transit of goods coming and going through the new frontiers used the old exchange routes between the Andes and the rainforest, whose most important corridor was the Sibundoy valley (Ramírez 1996, 104-126). The Indians inhabiting these lands were recruited as carriers to transport products and people, and as workers on the lands of the new mestizo settlers. But at this juncture, the Inga and Kamentsá of Sibundoy did not weaken their own forms of commercial and symbolic exchange with the lowland groups. The networks of shamanic power were maintained and made to incorporate new logics of the mestizo world (Ramirez and Pinzon 1986, 170). In fact, among the goods that the curacas and Inga apprentices brought to the nearest urban areas, including Pasto, the capital of the department of Nariño, medicinal plants and yagé always occupied an important place. Attracted by the powerful image of the Putumayo curacas that was extending throughout the city, several groups of mestizo families from Pasto began to demand their services as healers. In the popular imaginary of the small towns of the colonos, the curacas or taitas of the rainforest had gained a growing reputation as brujos, while in the Andean city of Pasto the itinerant Inga curacas were acquiring the same reputation.9 As mediators of shamanic learning and medicinal plant exchange networks between the highlands and the rainforest, the Inga also began to gain prestige among the Andeans who came to inhabit the new villages created by the Capuchins in Putumayo (Pinzón and Suárez 1991, 155).


In the Sibundoy valley, the economic project of the Capuchin mission— cattle raising—triggered disputes over land and the imposition of new production relations. Violent conflicts between landowners and non-owners, Indian and mestizo settlers, peasants and landowners became regular events (Bonilla 1968, 154-155). This social tension was reproduced in the symbolic dimension when the mestizo colonos began to introduce magic and brujería as a new weapon used in conflicts (Pinzón and Suárez 1991, 155; Taussig 2002, 314, 341). The contradictions caused by the new relations of production imposed on the valley were perceived by the peasants as events caused by brujería. Thus, the colonial representations that positioned the Indians as powerful brujos were reinforced as the mestizo colonos began to resort to the help of yageceros of the Upper Putumayo who were able to cast spells to cause and cure diseases originating from mystical sources. Thus, the taita yageceros gained the power to curse and un-curse rival mestizo colonos.


In time, and thanks to their itinerancy, Inga curacas were gaining numerous clients of mixed-race peasant origin in the cities of the southwest such as Pasto, Popayán, Cali, Neiva, etc. (Taussig 1998, 450). According to research by Carlos Pinzón, Rosa Suárez and Gloria Garay, this dynamic characteristic of the Inga taita allowed them to find apprentices among the mestizo curanderos living in the towns and cities of the southwest of the country (Ramírez and Pinzón 1986, 181; Pinzón and Suárez 1991, 171). This encouraged several Inga taitas to stay in the city and bring their new places of residence into contact with the medicinal plant trade, often under the control of their families. Under the same logic of exchange of shamanic knowledge that characterised the networks of Indian yageceros in Putumayo, these Inga taitas spent time among the mestizo healers to learn the workings of their codes and health systems. In return, they showed the mestizo healers the ceremonial and therapeutic use of yagé (Pinzón and Garay 1997a, 94-ss.). By doing so, they expanded the networks of exchange and incorporated the mestizo healers into them, as well as into the hierarchies of yagé knowledge. Other Inga taitas established relationships with black and Indian groups in the Pacific rainforest and the department of Cauca.10


Between 1940 and 1960, there were important changes in Colombia’s political and economic landscape. As in the rest of Latin America, industrialisation projects became the main factor of urbanisation. This was favoured by the expulsion of peasants from their land by large landowners, the imbalance in the production of goods and services between the city and the countryside but also by the mystification of the city in the popular imagination reinforced by the new media, which encouraged migration. This idea of “modernity” broke the relations between the city and the countryside that had been forged in previous decades. As a result, the mode of settlement changed (30% rural, 70% urban). Urbanisation was also reinforced by the political violence unleashed by the traditional parties—the Liberal and the Conservative—especially in rural areas. However, the displacement of peasants fleeing the violence also affected the isolated areas of the Amazon and the Eastern Plains. Some of these new settlers came to the periphery of the rainforest looking for land. Starting in the 1960s, the development policies promoted by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund introduced capital to the monoculture agro-industries. Black and mestizo peasants from the Pacific coast and the Andean regions of southwestern Colombia were attracted to the province of Valle del Cauca by the sugar industry. The arrival of the transnational oil companies in the 1950s to the Lower Putumayo produced the same effect. The new oilfields became prefabricated cities in the middle of the rainforest, whose centre was inhabited by white workers and engineers, while Indian and mestizo workers lived in the suburbs with their families. At the same time, the areas of oil exploitation overtook the reservation territories. Both the Siona and the Kofán were forced to retreat. Many of them became workers for the transnational corporations or day laborers on the colonos’ farms. The effects of this new wave of colonisation, urbanisation and capitalist exploitation plunged the region into dramatic poverty for over three decades.


The arrival of foreign oil companies and the brutal expropriation of land from the lowland reserves had a great impact on the curacas’ centralisation of power, especially among the Siona. Their power, closely linked to the notion of territory, was disrupted. This historical fact was inscribed in the memory of the shamanic war initiated by the curacas of the Lower Putumayo in the 1960s. In fact, unable to correct the imbalances introduced by these powerful external forces, the curacas fought until they were extinguished.


In 1970, after her second season in the field, Jean Langdon concluded that there were no more Siona curacas (Langdon 2007a, 33). From that moment on, they would be recognised by the other groups as “not having their own shamans”. This same phenomenon is also described by Marcela Quiroga in the case of the Coreguajes (Quiroga 2000). However, the loss of their own curacas would bring substantial transformations thanks to the exchange networks with other neighbouring groups. In fact, two types of population were consolidated near the lowland groups (Siona, Kofán, and Coreguaje): on the one hand, a part of the Inga population which migrated to the lowlands from Mocoa and Yunguillo; on the other, a mestizo population of colonos expelled from the central region of the country to the border areas. After the most critical period of the oil impact (1950-1965), these two non-endogenous population groups in Putumayo would maintain the tradition of yagé consumption and the shamanic practices that surrounded it.


Given the progressive disappearance of the powerful Siona and Coreguajes curacas, the Inga of Yunguillo took over the shamanic practices associated with yagé. For their part, the mestizo colonos who were apprentices to the lowland curacas but, at the same time, preserved the tradition of popular Catholicism, declared themselves heirs and proclaimed themselves taitas. This change brought about a reduction in the complex traditional classifications of yagé production. However, the role played by the Inga in the exchange circuits served as a stepping stone for the social reproduction of the shaman in the lowlands, even if the original groups went through periods of lacking their own shamans.


Parallel to this, the routes of the Inga taitas (from the highlands and the lowlands) expanded to other parts of the country, including three bordering countries: Panama, Ecuador and Venezuela. They established relationships with Andean Indians (Guambianos, Paeces, Tamas, Timanaes, Coyaimas and Natagaimas) and more distant groups such as the Embera and Wayuu (Pinzón and Suárez 1991); commercial and shamanic exchange circuits were expanded due to their articulation with local networks of mestizo healers. According to Pinzón, Suárez, and Garay (2004), the Inga taitas’ tendency to open up the networks gave rise to two movements: on the one hand, the frequency of stays outside their territory caused the Inga to reformulate their family configurations;11 on the other, they established a new relationship with the Kamentsá (their neighbours in the Sibundoy valley).


The Inga began to train the Kamentsá apprentices and included them in the lowland networks, allowing them to learn their mediation techniques from the exchanges between the rainforest and the Andes. At the same time, the Inga took advantage of the bio-ecological knowledge of the Kamentsá to adapt new introduced species, given the new conditions of network articulation. Both began to make intensive use of the mediation strategy of the traditional networks. This consisted in knowing the socio-cultural contexts in which power is represented by the medicinal knowledge of plants, and above all in re-signifying all this in the new contexts of application (Pinzón and Suárez 1991, 144; Pinzón and Garay 1997a, 120-ss.).


The Sibundoy taitas treat patients of all kinds, even Indians from the Lower Putumayo. While the Kamentsá were characterised, until recently, by remaining in their territory, the Inga reaffirmed themselves as itinerant healers specialised in the trade of medicinal plants outside. On their journeys, they taught their knowledge and practices—learned from the curacas of the lowlands—to the popular healers, peasants and workers, blacks, Indians and mestizos in the cities and towns. Through compadrazgo (understood here as a learning relationship), the Inga taitas joined the circuits of exchange with the highest local hierarchy. For Pinzón, Suárez, and Garay (2004), this modality of expanding shamanic exchange networks is strategic. On the one hand, the Inga promote the exchange of botanical knowledge, and thus make the local networks dependent on the Sibundoy circuits. On the other, these taitas learn the codes these groups use to characterise social conflict from local healers. This process consists of introducing themselves into the logic of popular medical systems and understanding the codes of local conceptions of health and disease, therapeutic practices, conceptions of the body, rites, medicinal plants, etc. These taitas also learned all kinds of esoteric practices that they could use to treat their varied clientele throughout the country.


Nevertheless, instruction on the use of yagé was restricted. According to the work of Pinzón and Garay (1997a, 103-ss.), among urban healers, Inga yageceros and itinerant Kamentsá taught this practice to local healers but as a way of demonstrating the superiority of their “natural knowledge” over other esoteric knowledge. The strategy is to bring the mestizo healers into contact with this power but not to transmit it completely. Until a few years ago, the mestizo healers descended to the Lower Putumayo to learn the techniques used by the taitas. They learned, but only what the curacas considered prudent to teach the non-Indian apprentices.
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