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  Chapter 1




  FOREST TELEVISION




  The first time an Ashaninca man told me that he had learned the medicinal properties of plants by drinking a hallucinogenic brew, I thought he was

  joking. We were in the forest squatting next to a bush whose leaves, he claimed, could cure the bite of a deadly snake. “One learns these things by drinking ayahuasca,” he said. But he

  was not smiling.




  It was early 1985, in the community of Quirishari in the Peruvian Amazon’s Pichis Valley. I was twenty-five years old and starting a two-year period of fieldwork to obtain a doctorate in

  anthropology from Stanford University. My training had led me to expect that people would tell tall stories. I thought my job as an anthropologist was to discover what they really thought, like

  some kind of private detective.




  During my research on Ashaninca ecology, people in Quirishari regularly mentioned the hallucinatory world of ayahuasqueros, or shamans. In conversations about plants, animals, land, or

  the forest, they would refer to ayahuasqueros as the source of knowledge. Each time, I would ask myself what they really meant when they said this.




  I had read and enjoyed several books by Carlos Castaneda on the uses of hallucinogenic plants by a “Yaqui sorcerer.” But I knew that the anthropological profession had largely

  discredited Castaneda, accusing him of implausibility, plagiarism, and fabrication.1 Though no one explicitly blamed him for getting too close to his

  subject matter, it seemed clear that a subjective consideration of indigenous hallucinogens could lead to problems within the profession. For me, in 1985, the ayahuasqueros’ world represented

  a gray area that was taboo for the research I was conducting.




  Furthermore, my investigation on Ashaninca resource use was not neutral. In the early 1980s, international development agencies were pouring hundreds of millions of dollars into the

  “development” of the Peruvian Amazon. This consisted of confiscating indigenous territories and turning them over to market-oriented individuals, who would then develop the

  “jungle” by replacing it with cow pastures. Experts justified these colonization and deforestation projects by saying that Indians didn’t know how to use their lands

  rationally.2 I wanted to argue the contrary by doing an economic, cultural, and political analysis showing the rational nature of Ashaninca

  resource use. To emphasize the hallucinatory origin of Ashaninca ecological knowledge would have been counterproductive to the main argument underlying my research.




  After two months in the field, I experienced an unexpected setback. I had left Quirishari for ten days to renew my visa in Lima. On returning to the community I was met with indifference. The

  following day, during an informal meeting in front of the house I was staying in, people asked whether it was true that I was going to return to my country to become a doctor. The question

  surprised me, as I usually described my future profession as “anthropologist,” rather than “doctor,” to avoid any confusion with “medical practitioner.” It

  turned out that several employees of the government’s development project, the Pichis-Palcazu Special Project, had come to Quirishari in my absence and inquired about my activities. In answer

  the people showed them my file containing samples of medicinal plants. The project employees then scolded the inhabitants of Quirishari for being naive Indians—did they not realize that I was

  going to become a doctor and make a fortune with their plants?




  In fact I had been classifying these plants to show that the tropical forest, which seemed “unused” to the experts flying over it in airplanes, represented a pharmacy for the

  Ashaninca, among other things. I had explained this to the inhabitants of Quirishari at the beginning of my stay. However, I knew that any further explanation would only confirm their suspicions,

  as I was truly going to become a “doctor.” I therefore proposed to put an immediate stop to the collection of medicinal plants and to entrust the contentious file to the

  community’s primary school. This settled the matter and dissipated the tension in the air—but it also removed one of the empirical bases on which I had been hoping to build a thesis

  demonstrating the rational nature of Ashaninca resource use.




  After four months of fieldwork I left Quirishari to visit the neighboring community of Cajonari, a seven-mile walk through the forest. The inhabitants of Cajonari had let it be known that it was

  not fair for Quirishari to have the exclusive monopoly on the anthropologist who was giving “accounting” classes. These were actually informal arithmetic lessons that I had started to

  teach at the community’s request.




  People in Cajonari gave me a warm welcome. We spent several evenings telling stories, singing for my tape recorder, and drinking manioc beer, a milky liquid that tastes like cold, fermented

  potato soup. During the day we did arithmetic, worked in the gardens, or listened to the songs taped the previous evening. Everyone wanted to listen to their own performance.




  One evening in front of a house half a dozen men and I were drinking manioc beer and chatting in the twilight. The conversation veered to the question of “development,” a daily

  subject in the valley since the arrival of the Pichis-Palcazu Special Project and its $86 million budget. In general the Ashaninca expressed frustration, because they were continually being told

  that they did not know how to produce for a market, whereas their gardens were full of potential products and everyone dreamed of making a little money.




  We were discussing the differences between Ashaninca agriculture and “modern” agriculture. I already understood that, despite their apparent disorderliness, indigenous gardens were

  polycultural masterpieces containing up to seventy different plant species that were mixed chaotically, but never innocently. During the conversation I praised their practices and ended up

  expressing my astonishment at their botanical mastery, asking, “So how did you learn all this?”




  A man named Ruperto Gomez replied, “You know, brother Jeremy, to understand what interests you, you must drink ayahuasca.”




  I pricked up my ears. I knew that ayahuasca was the main hallucinogen used by the indigenous peoples of Western Amazonia. Ruperto, who was not turning down the calabashes of beer, continued in a

  confident tone: “Some say it is occult, which is true, but it is not evil. In truth, ayahuasca is the television of the forest. You can see images and learn things.” He laughed as he

  said this, but no one else smiled. He added, “If you like, I can show you sometime.”3




  I replied that I would indeed be interested. Ruperto then launched into a comparison between my “accounting” science and his “occult” science. He had lived with the

  Shipibo, the northern neighbors reputed for their powerful medicine. He had followed a complete ayahuasquero apprenticeship, spending long months in the forest eating only bananas, manioc, and palm

  hearts and ingesting huge quantities of hallucinogens under the watchful eye of a Shipibo ayahuasquero. He had just spent eight years away from Cajonari, over the course of which he had also served

  in the Peruvian army—a source of personal pride.




  On my part, I had certain prejudices about shamanism. I imagined the “veritable” shaman to be an old wise person, traditional and detached—somewhat like Don Juan in the

  Castaneda books. Ruperto the wanderer, who had learned the techniques of another tribe, did not correspond to my expectations. However, no old wise person had stepped up to initiate me, and I was

  not going to be choosy. Ruperto had made his proposal spontaneously, publicly, and as part of a bargain. In return I was to give him a special “advanced” accounting course. So I

  accepted his offer, especially since it seemed that it might not materialize once the effects of the beer had worn off.




  Two weeks later I was back in Quirishari, when Ruperto appeared for his first private lesson. He told me before leaving, “I will return next Saturday. Prepare yourself the day before, eat

  neither salt nor fat, just a little boiled or roasted manioc.”




  He returned on the appointed day with a bottle full of a reddish liquid that was corked with an old corncob. I had not followed his instructions, because, deep down, I did not really take the

  matter seriously. The idea of not eating certain foods before an event seemed to me a superstition. For lunch I had nibbled a bit of smoked deer meat and some fried manioc.




  Two other people had agreed to take ayahuasca under Ruperto’s direction. At nightfall, the four of us were sitting on the platform of a quiet house. Ruperto lit a cigarette that he had

  rolled in notebook paper and said, “This is toé.” He passed it around. If I had known at that point that toé is a kind of datura, I would perhaps not have inhaled

  the smoke, because datura plants are powerful and dangerous hallucinogens that are widely recognized for their toxicity.4 The toé tasted sweet,

  though the cigarette paper could have been finer.




  Then we each swallowed a cup of ayahuasca. It is extremely bitter and tastes like acrid grapefruit juice. Thirty seconds after swallowing it, I felt nauseated.




  I did not take notes or keep time during the experience. The description that follows is based on notes taken the next evening.




  First Ruperto sprayed us with perfumed water (agua florida) and tobacco smoke. Then he sat down and started to whistle a strikingly beautiful melody.




  I began seeing kaleidoscopic images behind my closed eyes, but I was not feeling well. Despite Ruperto’s melody, I stood up to go outside and vomit. Having disposed of the deer meat and

  fried manioc remnants, I returned feeling relieved. Ruperto told me that I had probably eliminated the ayahuasca also and that, if I wanted, I could have some more. He checked my pulse and declared

  me strong enough for a “regular” dose, which I swallowed.




  Ruperto started whistling again as I sat down in the darkness of the platform. Images started pouring into my head. In my notes I describe them as “unusual or scary: an agouti [forest

  rodent] with bared teeth and a bloody mouth; very brilliant, shiny, and multicolored snakes; a policeman giving me problems; my father looking worried. . . .”




  Deep hallucinations submerged me. I suddenly found myself surrounded by two gigantic boa constrictors that seemed fifty feet long. I was terrified. “These enormous snakes are there, my

  eyes are closed and I see a spectacular world of brilliant lights, and in the middle of these hazy thoughts, the snakes start talking to me without words. They explain that I am just a human being.

  I feel my mind crack, and in the fissures, I see the bottomless arrogance of my presuppositions. It is profoundly true that I am just a human being, and, most of the time, I have the impression of

  understanding everything, whereas here I find myself in a more powerful reality that I do not understand at all and that, in my arrogance, I did not even suspect existed. I feel like crying in view

  of the enormity of these revelations. Then it dawns on me that this self-pity is a part of my arrogance. I feel so ashamed that I no longer dare feel ashamed. Nevertheless, I have to throw up

  again.”




  I stood up feeling totally lost, stepped over the fluorescent snakes like a drunken tightrope walker, and, begging their forgiveness, headed toward a tree next to the house.




  I relate this experience with words on paper. But at the time, language itself seemed inadequate. I tried to name what I was seeing, but mostly the words would not stick to the images. This was

  distressing, as if my last link to “reality” had been severed. Reality itself seemed to be no more than a distant and one-dimensional memory. I managed nonetheless to understand my

  feelings, such as “poor little human being who has lost his language and feels sorry for himself.”




  I have never felt so completely humble as I did at that moment. Leaning against the tree, I started throwing up again. In Ashaninca, the word for ayahuasca is kamarampi, from the verb

  kamarank, “to vomit.” I closed my eyes, and all I could see was red. I could see the insides of my body, red. “I regurgitate not a liquid, but colors, electric red, like

  blood. My throat hurts. I open my eyes and feel presences next to me, a dark one to my left, about a yard away from my head, and a light one to my right, also a yard away. As I am turned to my

  left, I am not bothered by the dark presence, because I am aware of it. But I jump when I become aware of the light presence to my right, and I turn to look at it. I can’t really see it with

  my eyes; I feel so bad, and control my reason so little, that I do not really want to see it. I remain lucid enough to understand that I am not truly vomiting blood. After a while I start wondering

  what to do. I have so little control that I abandon myself to the instructions that seem to be coming from outside me: now it is time to stop vomiting, now it is time to spit, to blow nose, to

  rinse mouth with water, not to drink water. I am thirsty, but my body stops me from drinking.”




  I looked up and saw an Ashaninca woman dressed in a traditional long cotton robe. She was standing about seven yards away from me, and she seemed to be levitating above the ground. I could see

  her in the darkness, which had become clear. The quality of the light reminded me of those night scenes in movies which are filmed by day with a dark filter: somehow, not really dark, because

  glowing. As I looked at this woman, who was staring at me in silent clear darkness, I was once again staggered by this people’s familiarity with a reality that turned me upside down and of

  which I was totally ignorant.




  “Still very confused, I reckon I have done everything, including rinse my face, and I feel amazed that I have been able to do all this by myself. I leave the tree, the two presences and

  the levitating woman, and I return to the group. Ruperto asks, ‘Did they tell you not to drink water?’ I answer, ‘Yes.’ ‘Are you drunk (mareado)?’

  ‘Yes.’ I sit down and he resumes his song. I have never heard more beautiful music, these slender staccatos that are so high-pitched they verge on humming. I follow his song, and take

  flight. I fly in the air, thousands of feet above the earth, and looking down, I see an all-white planet. Suddenly, the song stops, and I find myself on the ground, thinking: ‘He can’t

  stop now.’ All I can see are confused images, some of which have an erotic content, like a woman with twenty breasts. He starts singing again, and I see a green leaf, with its veins, then a

  human hand, with its veins, and so on relentlessly. It is impossible to remember everything.”




  Gradually, the images faded. I was exhausted. I fell asleep shortly after midnight.




  





  Chapter 2




  ANTHROPOLOGISTS AND SHAMANS




  The main enigma I encountered during my research on Ashaninca ecology was that these extremely practical and frank people, living almost

  autonomously in the Amazonian forest, insisted that their extensive botanical knowledge came from plant-induced hallucinations. How could this be true?




  The enigma was all the more intriguing because the botanical knowledge of indigenous Amazonians has long astonished scientists. The chemical composition of ayahuasca is a case in point.

  Amazonian shamans have been preparing ayahuasca for millennia. The brew is a necessary combination of two plants, which must be boiled together for hours. The first contains a hallucinogenic

  substance, dimethyltryptamine, which also seems to be secreted by the human brain; but this hallucinogen has no effect when swallowed, because a stomach enzyme called monoamine oxidase blocks it.

  The second plant, however, contains several substances that inactivate this precise stomach enzyme, allowing the hallucinogen to reach the brain. The sophistication of this recipe has prompted

  Richard Evans Schultes, the most renowned ethnobotanist of the twentieth century, to comment: “One wonders how peoples in primitive societies, with no knowledge of chemistry or physiology,

  ever hit upon a solution to the activation of an alkaloid by a monoamine oxidase inhibitor. Pure experimentation? Perhaps not. The examples are too numerous and may become even more numerous with

  future research.”1




  So here are people without electron microscopes who choose, among some 80,000 Amazonian plant species, the leaves of a bush containing a hallucinogenic brain hormone, which they combine with a

  vine containing substances that inactivate an enzyme of the digestive tract, which would otherwise block the hallucinogenic effect. And they do this to modify their consciousness.




  It is as if they knew about the molecular properties of plants and the art of combining them, and when one asks them how they know these things, they say their knowledge comes directly

  from hallucinogenic plants.2




  Not many anthropologists have looked into this enigma3—but the failure of academics to consider this kind of mystery is not limited to the

  Amazon. Over the course of the twentieth century, anthropologists have examined shamanic practices around the world without fully grasping them.




  A brief history of anthropology reveals a blind spot in its studies of shamanism.




  IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, European thinkers considered that some races were more evolved than others. Charles Darwin, one of the founders of the theory

  of evolution, wrote in 1871: “With civilised nations, the reduced size of the jaws from lessened use, the habitual play of different muscles serving to express different emotions, and the

  increased size of the brain from greater intellectual activity, have together produced a considerable effect on their general appearance in comparison with savages.”4




  Anthropology was founded in the second half of the nineteenth century to study “primitive,” “Stone Age” societies. Its underlying goal was to understand where

  “we” Europeans had come from.5




  The problem for the young discipline was the unreasonable nature of its object of study. According to Edward Tylor, one of the first anthropologists: “Savages are exceedingly ignorant as

  regards both physical and moral knowledge; want of discipline makes their opinions crude and their action ineffective in a surprising degree; and the tyranny of tradition at every step imposes upon

  them thoughts and customs which have been inherited from a different stage of culture, and thus have lost a reasonableness which we may often see them to have possessed in their first origin.

  Judged by our ordinary modern standard of knowledge, which is at any rate a high one as compared to theirs, much of what they believe to be true, must be set down as false.”6




  The question was: How could one study such incoherence scientifically?




  The “father of modern anthropology,” Bronislaw Malinowski, found the answer by developing a method for the objective analysis of “savages.” Called “participant

  observation,” and used to this day, it involves living in close contact with the natives while observing them from a distance. By considering native reality with a distant gaze, the

  anthropologist manages to introduce “law and order into what seemed chaotic and freakish.”7




  From the 1930s onward, anthropology obsessively sought order in its study of others, to elevate itself to the rank of science.8 In the process it

  transformed reality into next to incomprehensible discourses.9




  Here is an extract from Claude Lévi-Strauss’s book The elementary structures of kinship (1949), one of the texts by which anthropology claimed to attain the rank of

  science: “For example, in a normal eight-subsection system the grandson would reproduce his father’s father’s subsection by marriage with the mother’s mother’s

  brother’s daughter’s daughter. The wavering of the Murinbata between the traditional system and the new order ends in practice with the identification of the mother’s

  brother’s daughter and the mother’s mother’s brother’s daughter’s daughter as the possible marriage partner, i.e., for TJANAMA: nangala = nauola.

  Hence, a TJIMIJ man marries a namij woman. The father maintains that his daughter is nalyeri (which is the ‘conventional’ subsection). However, a namij woman

  is by kinship purima, a ‘marriageable’ daughter of the sister’s son, but according to the subsections she is a ‘sister.’ Consequently, her daughter is

  nabidjin, for according to the aboriginal rule, formulated in a matrilineal idiom: ‘namij makes nabidjin.’ From this the conflict arises of whether the

  subsections are patrilineal or matrilineal.”10




  Just when anthropology thought it had established itself within the scientific community thanks to such “structuralist” discourses, it experienced a fundamental setback. Its object

  of study, those primitives living outside of time, started to vanish like snow in the sun; by the middle of the twentieth century, it had become increasingly difficult to find “real”

  natives who had never had any contact with the industrial world. Indeed, such people may never even have existed. As early as the second half of the nineteenth century, the indigenous peoples of

  the Amazon, for instance, were dragooned on a grand scale into the construction of the industrial world, to which they contributed a vital component, rubber. Since then most of them have used metal

  tools of industrial origin.




  During the 1960s, this crisis plunged anthropology into the doubt and self-criticism of “poststructuralism.” Anthropologists came to realize that their presence changed things, that

  they were themselves sorts of colonial agents, and, worse yet, that their methodology was flawed. Participant observation is a contradiction in terms, because it is impossible to observe people

  from above while participating in the action at their side, to watch the game from the stands while playing on the field. The anthropological method condemns its practitioners to “dance on

  the edge of a paradox”11 and to play the schizophrenic role of the player-commentator. Furthermore, the distant gaze of the anthropologist

  cannot perceive itself, and those who aspire to objectivity by using it cannot see their own presuppositions. As Pierre Bourdieu put it, objectivism “fails to objectify its objectifying

  relationship.”12




  Anthropologists discovered that their gaze was a tool of domination and that their discipline was not only a child of colonialism, it also served the colonial cause through its own practice. The

  “unbiased and supra-cultural language of the observer” was actually a colonial discourse and a form of domination.13




  The solution for the discipline consisted in accepting that it was not a science, but a form of interpretation. Claude Lévi-Strauss himself came to say: “The human sciences

  are only sciences by way of a self-flattering imposture. They run into an insurmountable limit, because the realities they aspire to understand are of the same order of complexity as the

  intellectual means they deploy. Therefore they are incapable of mastering their object, and always will be.”14




  ANTHROPOLOGISTS INVENTED the word “shamanism” to classify the least comprehensible practices of “primitive” peoples.




  The word “shaman” is originally Siberian. Its etymology is uncertain.15 In the Tungus language, a saman is a person who beats

  a drum, enters into trance, and cures people. The first Russian observers who related the activities of these saman described them as mentally ill.




  From the early twentieth century onward, anthropologists progressively extended the use of this Siberian term and found shamans in Indonesia, Uganda, the Arctic, and Amazonia. Some played drums,

  others drank plant decoctions and sang; some claimed to cure, others cast spells. They were unanimously considered neurotic, epileptic, psychotic, hysterical, or schizophrenic.16




  As George Devereux, an authority on the matter, wrote: “In brief, there is no reason and no excuse for not considering the shaman as a severe neurotic and even a psychotic. In addition,

  shamanism is often also culture dystonic. . . . Briefly stated, we hold that the shaman is mentally deranged. This is also the opinion of Kroeber and Linton.”17




  In the middle of the twentieth century, anthropologists began to realize not only that “primitives” did not exist as such, but that shamans were not crazy. The change came abruptly.

  In 1949, Claude Lévi-Strauss stated in a key essay that the shaman, far from being mentally ill, was in fact a kind of psychotherapist—the difference being that “the

  psychoanalyst listens, whereas the shaman speaks.” For Lévi-Strauss, the shaman is above all a creator of order, who cures people by transforming their “incoherent and

  arbitrary pains” into “an ordered and intelligible form.”18




  The shaman as creator of order became the creed of a new generation of anthropologists. From 1960 to 1980, the established authorities of the discipline defined the shaman as a creator of order,

  a master of chaos, or an avoider of disorder.19




  Of course, things did not happen so simply. Until the late 1960s, several members of the old school continued to claim that shamanism was a form of mental illness,20 and in the 1970s it became fashionable to present the shaman as a specialist in all kinds of domains who plays “the roles of physician, pharmacologist, psychotherapist,

  sociologist, philosopher, lawyer, astrologer, and priest.”21 Finally, in the 1980s, a few iconoclasts claimed that shamans were creators of

  disorder.




  So who are these shamans? Schizophrenics or creators of order? Jacks-of-all-trades or creators of disorder?




  The answer lies in the mirror. When anthropology was a young science, unsure of its own identity and unaware of the schizophrenic nature of its own methodology, it considered shamans to be

  mentally ill. When “structuralist” anthropology claimed to have attained the rank of science, and anthropologists busied themselves finding order in order, shamans became creators of

  order. When the discipline went into a “poststructuralist” identity crisis, unable to decide whether it was a science or a form of interpretation, shamans started exercising all kinds

  of professions. Finally, some anthropologists began questioning their discipline’s obsessive search for order, and they saw shamans as those whose power lies in “insistently questioning

  and undermining the search for order.”22




  It would seem, then, that the reality hiding behind the concept of “shamanism” reflects the anthropologist’s gaze, independently of its angle.




  IN 1951, around the time Lévi-Strauss was transforming the schizophrenic shaman into the psychoanalyst–creator of order, Mircea Eliade, one

  of the foremost authorities in the history of religions, published the now classic Shamanism: Archaic techniques of ecstasy. To this day, it is the only attempt at a world synthesis on the

  subject.




  Eliade, who was not a trained anthropologist, saw neither mental illness nor creation of order. Instead he identified astonishing similarities in the practices and concepts of shamans the world

  over. Wherever these “technicians of ecstasy” operate, they specialize in a trance during which their “soul is believed to leave the body and ascend to the sky or descend to the

  underworld.” They all speak a “secret language” which they learn directly from the spirits, by imitation. They talk of a ladder—or a vine, a rope, a spiral staircase, a

  twisted rope ladder—that connects heaven and earth and which they use to gain access to the world of spirits. They consider these spirits to have come from the sky and to have created life on

  earth.23




  Anthropologists rarely appreciate it when library-based intellectuals use their work without muddying their boots and discover connections that they had not seen. They made no exception with

  Eliade, rejecting his work because of its “latent mysticism.” They accused him of detaching symbols from their contexts, mutilating and distorting the facts, obliterating the

  sociocultural aspect of the phenomenon and locking it into a mystical dead end. Recently, it was even said that Eliade’s notion of celestial flight was “a potentially fascistic

  portrayal of third world healing.”24




  Nevertheless, despite these criticisms, Eliade understood before many anthropologists that it is useful to take people and their practices seriously and to pay attention to the detail of what

  they say and do.




  SOME ANTHROPOLOGISTS REALIZED that the academic studies of shamanism were going around in circles. This led them to criticize the very notion of

  “shamanism.” Clifford Geertz, for instance, wrote that shamanism is one of those “insipid categories by means of which ethnographers of religion devitalize their

  data.”25




  However, abandoning the concept of “shamanism,” as was done thirty years ago with the notion of “totemism,”26 will not

  clarify the reality to which it refers. The difficulty of grasping “shamanism” lies not so much in the concept itself as in the gaze of those who use it. The academic analysis of

  shamanism will always be the rational study of the nonrational—in other words, a self-contradictory proposition or a cul-de-sac.




  Perhaps the most revealing example in this respect is provided by Luis Eduardo Luna, the author of an excellent study of the shamanism of mestizo ayahuasqueros in the Peruvian Amazon, who

  practice what they call vegetalismo, a form of popular medicine based on hallucinogenic plants, singing, and dieting. Luna focuses on the techniques of these shamans and reports their

  opinions without interpreting them. He writes: “They say that ayahuasca is a doctor. It possesses a strong spirit and it is considered an intelligent being with which it is possible to

  establish rapport, and from which it is possible to acquire knowledge and power if the diet and other prescriptions are carefully followed.” However, Luna writes in a rational language for a

  rational public (“us”), and it is not rational to claim that certain plants are intelligent beings capable of communication. Luna, who explores the question of

  “plant-teachers” over several pages, ends up concluding: “Nothing can be said . . . until we have some kind of understanding as to what these people are really talking about, when

  they say that the plants themselves reveal their properties.”27 One cannot consider that what they say is real, because, in reality as

  “we” know it, plants do not communicate.




  There is the blind spot.




  





  Chapter 3




  THE MOTHER OF THE MOTHER OF TOBACCO IS

  A SNAKE




  Two days after my first ayahuasca experience, I was walking in the forest with Carlos Perez Shuma, my main Ashaninca consultant. Carlos was

  forty-five years old and was an experienced tabaquero-ayahuasquero who had also dealt extensively with missionaries and colonists. We reached a river that we had to cross and paused. The

  moment seemed right to ask a few questions, particularly since Carlos had also participated in the hallucinatory session two nights previously. “Tío [uncle],” I asked,

  “what are these enormous snakes one sees when one drinks ayahuasca?” “Next time, bring your camera and take their picture,” he answered. “That way you will be able to

  analyze them at your leisure.”




  I laughed, saying I did not think the visions would appear on film. “Yes they would,” he said, “because their colors are so bright.” With this, he stood up and started

  wading across the river.




  I scampered after him, thinking about what he had just said. It had never occurred to me that one could seriously consider taking pictures of hallucinations. I was certain that if I did so, I

  would only obtain photos of darkness. But I knew that this would not prove anything, because he could always question the capacities of my camera. In any case, these people seemed to consider the

  visions produced by hallucinogenic plants to be at least as real as the ordinary reality we all perceive.




  A few weeks later I started recording a series of interviews with Carlos, who had agreed to tell me his life story. The first evening, we sat on the platform of his house, surrounded by the

  sounds of the forest at night. A kerosene lamp made of a tin can and a cotton wick provided a flickering source of light and gave off blackish fumes.




  Despite my training, it was the first time in my life that I interviewed someone. I did not know where to start, so I asked him to start at the beginning.




  Carlos was born in the Perene Valley in 1940. He lost his parents when he was five years old in the waves of epidemics that swept the area with the arrival of white settlers. His uncle took care

  of him for several years. Then he went to an Adventist mission, where he learned to speak, read, and write Spanish.




  What follows is an extract from the transcript of this first interview. We talked in Spanish, which is neither his mother tongue nor mine, as a faithful translation reveals:


  

  

    

      “My uncle was a tabaquero. I watched him take lots of tobacco, dry it a bit in the sun, and cook it. I wondered what it could be. ‘That’s

      tobacco,’ my uncle told me, and once the mixture was good and black, he started tasting it with a little stick. I thought it was sweet, like concentrated cane juice. When he ate his

      tobacco, he could give people good advice. He could tell them, ‘this is good’ or ‘this is not good.’ I don’t know what the intellectuals say now, but in those

      days, all the Adventist missionaries said, ‘He is listening to his bats, to his Satan.’ He had no book to help him see, but what he said was true: ‘Everybody has turned away

      from these things, now they all go to the missionary. I do not know how to read, but I know how to do these things. I know how to take tobacco, and I know all these things.’ So when he

      talked, I listened. He told me: ‘Listen nephew, when you are a grown man, find a woman to look after, but before that, you must not only learn how to write, you must also learn these

      things.’”




      “Learn to take tobacco?” I asked.




      “Take tobacco and cure. When people would come to him, my uncle would say: ‘Why do you ask me to cure you, when you say you know God now that you are at the mission, and I do

      not know God? Why don’t you ask the pastor to pray, since he says he can cure people with prayers? Why don’t you go to him?’ But he would cure them anyway. He would pull out

      his coca, start chewing it, and sit down like us here now. Then, he would swallow his tobacco. Meanwhile, I would watch him and ask him what he was doing. The first time I saw him cure, he

      said: ‘Very well, bring me the sick baby.’ First, he touched the baby, then took his pulse: ‘Ah, I see, he’s in a bad way. The illness is here.’ Then, he started

      sucking the spot [suction noise]. Then, he spat it out like this: ptt! Then, again, and a third time: ptt! There, very good. Then he told the mother: ‘Something has

      shocked this little one, so here is a herb to bathe him. After that, let him rest.’ The next day, one could already see an improvement in the baby’s health. So I took a liking to it

      and decided to learn. Ooh! The first time I had tobacco, I didn’t sleep.”




      “How old were you?”




      “I was eight years old. I thought tobacco was sweet. But it was so bitter that I couldn’t even swallow it. My uncle said: ‘That’s the secret of tobacco.’

      Then, he showed me everything. He gave me a tobacco gourd. Little by little, I learned to take it and to resist. Fairly quickly, I stopped vomiting.”




      “Did your uncle also teach you how to use ayahuasca?”




      “No, I learned that later, with my father-in-law. . . .”


    


  


  




  Over the following months, I recorded approximately twenty hours on the meanders of Carlos’s life. He spoke Spanish better than anybody in Quirishari; in the past, he had

  taught it to other Ashaninca in an Adventist school. However, his grammar was flexible, and he talked with unexpected rhythms, punctuating his sentences with pauses, gestures, and noises that

  completed his vocabulary nicely, but that are difficult to put into written English. Furthermore, his narrative style varied from a first-person account to the commentary of a narrator who also

  plays the roles of the characters. This is no doubt more appropriate for oratory, or radio plays, than for a text.




  By taping Carlos’s life story, I was not trying to establish the point of view of a “typical” Ashaninca. Rather, I was trying to grasp some specifics of local history by

  following the personal trajectory of one man. In particular, I was interested in questions of territory in the Pichis Valley: Who owned which lands, and since when? Who used which resources? As it

  happens, the overall history of the Ashaninca in the twentieth century is closely defined by the progressive expropriation of their territory by outsiders, as Carlos’s life story reveals.




  Carlos’s birthplace, the Perene Valley, was the first Ashaninca region to undergo colonization. By 1940, the majority of indigenous lands in the area had already been confiscated. Ten

  years later, Carlos the young orphan had followed the mass migration of the Perene Ashaninca toward the Pichis Valley, where the forests were still free of colonists and diseases. After living

  twenty-six years in this new homeland, Carlos had been elected to the presidency of the congress of the Association of the Indigenous Communities of the Pichis (ACONAP). The goal of this

  organization was to defend indigenous lands from a new onslaught of colonization. Carlos was forced to abandon his position after four years when he was bitten by a snake. At this point, he retired

  to Quirishari to cure himself “with ayahuasca and other plants.” When I appeared five years later, he was living like a retired politician, satisfied with the tranquillity, but

  nostalgic for yesteryear’s struggles. He did not seem displeased at the idea of confiding his memoirs to a visiting anthropologist.




  Over the course of our conversations, I often asked Carlos about the places he had lived, directing the conversation toward the solid ground of social geography. But he would regularly answer in

  ways that pointed toward shamanism and mythology. For example:


  

  

    

      “The earthquake in the Perene, was that in 1948 or 1947?”




      “1947.”




      “And were you there at the time?”




      “Of course, at that time, I was a young boy. It happened in Pichanaki. It killed three people. Pichanaki was a nice plain, but now there are more than twenty meters of earth

      burying the old village. It used to be a fertile lowland, good for corn.”




      “And why was this place called Pichanaki?”




      “That’s the name that the first natives gave it in the old days, the tabaqueros, the ayahuasqueros. As I have explained to you, it is simply in their visions that they were

      told that the river is called Pichanaki.”




      “Ah yes. And ‘Pichanaki’ means something? All these place names that finish in -aki, like Yurinaki also, what does ‘aki’ mean?”




      “It means that there are many minerals in the center of these places. The word means ‘eye’ in our language.”




      “And ‘Picha’?”




      “He is called like that, because in the hills, there is a representative of the animals whose name is Picha.”




      “Ah, ‘the eyes of Picha.’”




      “Now you see.”


    


  


  




  I often asked Carlos to explain the origin of place names to me. He would invariably reply that nature itself had communicated them to the ayahuasqueros-tabaqueros in their

  hallucinations: “That is how nature talks, because in nature, there is God, and God talks to us in our visions. When an ayahuasquero drinks his plant brew, the spirits present themselves to

  him and explain everything.”




  Listening to Carlos’s stories, I gradually became familiar with some of the characters of Ashaninca mythology. For instance, he often talked of Avíreri: “According to our

  ancient belief, he is the one of the forest, he is our god. He was the one who had the idea of making people appear.” Carlos also referred to invisible beings, called maninkari, who

  are found in animals, plants, mountains, streams, lakes, and certain crystals, and who are sources of knowledge: “The maninkari taught us how to spin and weave cotton, and how to make

  clothes. Before, our ancestors lived naked in the forest. Who else could have taught us to weave? That is how our intelligence was born, and that is how we natives of the forest know how to

  weave.”




  I had not come to Quirishari to study indigenous mythology. I even considered the study of mythology to be a useless and “reactionary” pastime. What counted for me were the hectares

  confiscated in the name of “development” and the millions of dollars in international funds that financed the operation. With my research, I was trying to demonstrate that true

  development consisted first in recognizing the territorial rights of indigenous people. My point of view was materialist and political, rather than mystical.1 So, after nine months in Quirishari, it was almost despite myself that I started reading Gerald Weiss’s doctoral dissertation on Ashaninca mythology, entitled The

  Cosmology of the Campa Indians of Eastern Peru—“Campa” being the disparaging word used until recently to designate the Ashaninca, who do not appreciate it.2




  I discovered as I read this thesis that Carlos was not making up fanciful stories. On the contrary, he was providing me with concise elements of the main cosmological beliefs of his culture, as

  documented extensively by Weiss in the 1960s.




  According to Weiss, the Ashaninca believe in the existence of invisible spirits called maninkari, literally “those who are hidden,” who can nonetheless be seen by ingesting tobacco

  and ayahuasca. They are also called ashaninka, “our fellows,” as they are considered to be ancestors with whom one has kinship. As these maninkari are also present in plants

  and animals, the Ashaninca think of themselves as members of the same family as herons, otters, hummingbirds, and so on, who are all perani ashaninka, all our fellows long

  ago.3




  Some maninkari are more important than others. Weiss distinguishes a hierarchy among these spirits. Avíreri, the god who creates by transformation, is the most powerful of them all. In

  Ashaninca myths, Avíreri, accompanied by his sister, creates the seasons with the music of his panpipes. He shapes human beings by blowing on earth. Then he wanders with his grandson

  Kíri, casually transforming human beings into insects, fruit trees, animals, or rock formations. Finally, Avíreri gets drunk at a festival. His malicious sister invites him to dance

  and pushes him into a hole that she has dug beforehand. Then she pretends to pull him out by throwing him a thread, a cord, and finally a rope, none of which is strong enough. Avíreri

  decides to escape by digging a tunnel into the underworld. He ends up in a place called “river’s end,” where a strangler vine wraps itself around him. From there, he continues to

  sustain his numerous children of the earth. And Weiss concludes: “There Avíreri remains to the present day, no more able to move, because of the vine that constrains

  him.”4




  Finally, Weiss notes in passing: “To be sure, although these accounts are to be classified and referred to as myths, for the Campas they are reliable reports handed down orally from past

  generations of real happenings, happenings as authentically real as any actual event of past years that someone still remembers or was told about.”5




  I had the same impression as Weiss: My Ashaninca informants discussed mythological characters and events as if they were real. This seemed quite fanciful to me, but I did not say so. As an

  anthropologist I was trained to respect outlandish beliefs.




  THE INHABITANTS of Quirishari had made it clear to me that I was not supposed to gather plant samples. However, I could study their uses of the forest

  as I pleased, and I could try their plant remedies.




  So whenever I had a health problem and people told me they knew of a cure, I tried it. Often the results went beyond not only my expectations, but my very understanding of reality. For instance,

  I had suffered from chronic back pain since the age of seventeen, having played too much tennis during my adolescence. I had consulted several European doctors, who had used cortisone injections

  and heat treatment, to no avail. In Quirishari there was a man, Abelardo Shingari, known for his “body medicine.” He proposed to cure my back pain by administering a sanango

  tea at the new moon. He warned me that I would feel cold, that my body would seem rubbery for two days, and that I would see some images.




  I was skeptical, thinking that if it were really possible to cure chronic back pain with half a cup of vegetal tea, Western medicine would surely know about it. On the other hand, I thought it

  was worth trying, because it could not be less effective than cortisone injections.




  Early one morning, the day after the new moon, I drank the sanango tea. After twenty minutes, a wave of cold submerged me. I felt chilled to the bone. I broke out into a profuse cold sweat and

  had to wring out my sweatshirt several times. After six rather difficult hours, the cold feeling went away, but I no longer controlled the coordination of my body. I could not walk without falling

  down. For five minutes I saw an enormous column of multicolored lights across the sky—my only hallucinations. The lack of coordination lasted forty-eight hours. On the morning of the third

  day, my back pain had disappeared. To this day it has not returned.6




  I tend not to believe this kind of story unless I have lived it myself, so I am not trying to convince anybody about the effectiveness of sanango. However, from my point of view, Abelardo had

  pulled off a trick that seemed more biochemical than psychosomatic.




  I had several other similar experiences. Each time, I noted that the seemingly fanciful explanations I was given ended up being verified in practice—such as “a tea you drink at the

  new moon which turns your body to rubber and cures your back pain.”




  So I began to trust the literal descriptions of my friends in Quirishari even though I did not understand the mechanisms of their knowledge.




  Furthermore, by living with them on a daily basis, I was continually struck by their profound practicality. They did not talk of doing things; they did them. One day I was walking in the forest

  with a man named Rafael. I mentioned that I needed a new handle for my ax. He stopped in his tracks, saying “ah yes,” and used his machete to cut a little hardwood tree a few steps off

  the path. Then he carved an impeccable handle that was to last longer than the ax itself. He spent about twenty minutes doing the bulk of the work right there in the forest and an additional twenty

  minutes at home doing the adjustments. Perfect work, carried out by eye alone. Up until then, I had always thought that ax handles came from hardware stores.




  People in Quirishari taught by example, rather than by explanation. Parents would encourage their children to accompany them in their work. The phrase “leave Daddy alone because he’s

  working” was unknown. People were suspicious of abstract concepts. When an idea seemed really bad, they would say dismissively, “Es pura teoría”

  [“That’s pure theory”]. The two keywords that cropped up over and over in conversations were práctica and táctica, “practice” and

  “tactics”—no doubt because they are requirements for living in the rainforest.
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