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ABSTRACT
The concept of ethnogenesis offers a theoretical approach to hybridity and syncretism that finesses the ten-
sions between “New Amazonian Ethnography” and “New Amazonian History” by simultaneously encom-
passing the study of indigenous ontologies and alternative constructions of history (i.e., “mytho-historical 
narratives”) as well as the reconstruction of history from all available sources. Ethnogenesis can be defined 
as a process of authentically re-making new social identities through creatively rediscovering and refas-
hioning components of ‘tradition,’ such as oral narratives, written texts, and material artefacts. Understood 
in these terms, ethnogenesis allows us to explore the cultural creativity of indigenous and non-indigenous 
peoples alike in the making of new interpretive and political spaces that allow people to construct enduring 
social identities while moving forward in the globalizing nation-states of Latin America.
KEY WORDS: history, power, identity, Amazon, ethnogenesis, culture, tradition.

ANOTACIJA
Etnogenezės sampratai paaiškinti būtina teoriškai pagrįsti jos daugialypumą bei sinkretiškumą, kas atsklei-
džiama koncepcijose „Naujoji Amazonės regiono etnografija“ ir „Naujoji Amazonės regiono istorija“. Tai 
apima ir tenykščių gyventojų ontologijos, ir alternatyviųjų istorijos nuostatų (mitologizuotų istorinių atpa-
sakojimų) tyrimus bei istorijos rekonstrukcijos dalykus, remiantis visais įmanomais šaltiniais. Etnogenezė 
gali būti suvokiama ir kaip naujų socialinių tapatybių autentiško perkūrimo procesas, kūrybiškai iš naujo 
atskleidžiant ir suformuluojant „tradicijos“ sampratos komponentus – žodinius pasakojimus, rašytinius 
tekstus, materialius dirbinius. Tokių nuostatų kontekste etnogenezė sudaro sąlygas suvokti regiono vietinių 
ir nevietinių gyventojų kultūrinės veiklos specifiką. Kartu tampa įmanoma atsirasti ir naujoms interpretaci-
joms bei politinėms erdvėms, kas leidžia žmonėms apsibrėžti ilgalaikes savo socialinio identiteto nuostatas, 
orientuotas į vis globalesnėmis tampančias Lotynų Amerikos tautų bei valstybių raidos perspektyvas.
PAGRINDINIAI ŽODŽIAI: istorija, galia, tapatybė, Amazonės regionas, etnogenezė, kultūra, tradicijos.
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Introduction

Defined as “a concept encompassing peoples’ simultaneously cultural and political struggles to 
create enduring identities in general contexts of radical change and discontinuity”1, ethnogenesis 
provides a useful analytical approach to understanding collective identity construction as a historical 
contestation over a people’s existence and their positioning within and against a general history of 
political and economic inequality. Among South Americanists, the concept of ethnogenesis has taken 
its place over the past 10-to-15 years along side other conceptual tools, such as “interethnic friction”2, 

1 HILL, Jonathan. Introduction: Ethnogenesis in the Americas, 1492-1992. In: History, Power, and Identity: Ethnogen-
esis in the Americas, 1492-1992. Ed. J. D. Hill. Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1996, p. 1.

2 See: OLIVEIRA, Roberto Cardoso de. Estudo de areas de fricção interétnica do Brasil. O Indio e o Mundo dos Bran-
cos. São Paulo: Difel, 1964, p. 127–132.
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“tribal zone”3, “regional system of interdependence”4, “mythic history”5, “ethno-ethnohistory”6, and 
“shamanic history”7, as part of a broader “temporal revolution”8 in the anthropology of indigenous 
South America that seeks to re-historicize indigenous peoples of the region.

In an essay introducing a recent volume on Time and Memory in Indigenous Amazonia: Ant-
hropological Perspectives9, Carlos Fausto and Michael Heckenberger have discussed the simul-
taneous shift to a “New Amazonian History” and a “New Amazonian Ethnography”. The tension 
between these two new trends, the former emphasizing the power relations inherent in centuries 
of colonial and national state expansions across the Americas and the latter privileging indigenous 
ontologies and alternative histories, underlies much anthropological research in recent decades. It 
is gratifying to read Fausto and Heckenberger’s conclusion that we can, indeed must, continue to 
explore this dynamic tension in ways that “recognize that the indigenous systems of representation, 
still embodied today in the shamanic practices and the poetic evocations of a mythic and historical 
past, constitute a parallel and very sophisticated approach to the contradictions between nationa-
lism and indigenous identities”10.

But if there is general agreement that the goal of “relating incompossible worlds remains pos-
sible, and politically necessary”11, the question of how to pursue this goal continues to generate 
differences of interpretation, controversy, and some misunderstandings among South America-
nists. For one thing, their argument that the efficacy of indigenous historical narratives “lies in 
their very merging of myth and history, and not in any separation of the two”12 and their conclusion 
that “we must be prepared to explore conceptual equivalences rather than objective identities”13 
are gratuitous if not anachronistic, since more than twenty years have elapsed since a group of us 
Amazonianists and Andeanists documented and interpreted numerous examples of mythic-histori-
cal narratives from across South America14. In the wake of this collective effort, it has become com-
mon wisdom in anthropology that such mytho-historical narratives must be given serious attention 
in any theoretical approach to the study of hybridity, syncretic social formations, ethnogenesis, or 
long-term historical processes of change. 

3 See: FERGUSON, Brian & WHITEHEAD, Neil L. (eds.). War and the Tribal Zone: Expanding States and Indig-
enous Warfare. Santa Fe, NM: School of American Research Press, 1992.

4 See: ARVELO-JIMÉNEZ, Nelly & BIORD, Horacio. The Impact of Conquest on Contemporary Indigenous Peoples 
of the Guiana Shield: The System of Orinoco Regional Interdependence. In: Anna Roosevelt, (ed.). Amazonian Indians 
from Prehistory to the Present: Anthropological Perspectives. Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1994. p. 55–78.

5 See: HILL, Jonathan. Introduction: Myth and History. In: J. D. Hill (ed.). Rethinking History and Myth. Urbana, IL: 
University of Illinois Press, 1988, p. 1–17.

6 See: TURNER, Terence. Ethno-ethnohistory: Myth and History in Native South American Representations of Con-
tact with Western Society. In: Jonathan Hill (ed.). Rethinking History and Myth. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois 
Press, 1988, p. 235–281.

7 See: HILL, Jonathan. Nationalisme, chamanisme et histories indigenes au Venezuela. Ethnologie Française, Vol. 
29(3), 1999, p. 387–396; FAUSTO, Carlos. Fire le mythe: Histoire, récit et transformation en Amazonie. Journal de 
la Société des Américanistes, Vol. 88, 2002, p. 69–90.

8 FAUSTO, Carlos & HECKENBERGER, Michael. Introduction: Indigenous History and the History of the “Indians”. 
In: Carlos Fausto & Michael Heckenberger (eds.). Time and Memory in Indigenous Amazonia: Anthropological Per-
spectives. Gainesville, FL: University of Florida Press, 2007, p. 2–3.

9 Ibid, p. 1–43.
10 HILL, J. (…) 1999, P. 394. Quoted from: FAUSTO, C. & HECKENBERGER, M. (…) 2007, p. 19.
11 FAUSTO, C. & HECKENBERGER, M. (…) 2007, p. 19.
12 Ibid, p. 15.
13 Ibid.
14  See: HILL, J. (…) 1988, p. 1–17.
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By writing about mytho-historical narratives in 2007 as if they were somehow a newly discove-
red topic, Fausto and Heckenberger weaken what seems like a promising effort to develop a two-
pronged theoretical approach based on a synthesis of the “New Amazonian History” and the “New 
Amazonian Ethnography”. However, reinventing the wheel of mytho-historical narratives is only 
the first of two serious problems with Fausto and Heckenberger’s theoretical approach. After first 
asserting that the efficacy of these narratives “lies in their very merging of myth and history, and not 
in any separation of the two”15, the authors go on to contradict themselves by defining the mythic 
and historical in polarized, ‘either/or’ terms as exclusive alternatives to one another rather than as a 
pair of cognitive modes that work together in a variety of creative ways. They reach the bizarre con-
clusion that “the work of anthropology, as often as not, is not about writing or reconstructing history 
but about relating alternative histories, each with a unique perspective and voice”16. As much as I 
agree that relating alternative histories is an important part of our work as South Americanists, I also 
strongly disagree with the assertion that “anthropology (…) is not about writing or reconstructing 
history,”17 as I believe that we must make every effort to demonstrate how alternative indigenous 
histories are relevant to and significant for the broader project of recovering historical knowledge 
through archaeology, linguistics, ethnomusicology, ecology, botany, history, and other disciplines18.

The concept of ethnogenesis offers a theoretical approach to hybridity and syncretism that 
finesses the tensions between “New Amazonian Ethnography” and “New Amazonian History” by 
simultaneously encompassing the study of indigenous ontologies and alternative constructions of 
history (i.e., “mytho-historical narratives”) as well as the reconstruction of history from all avai-
lable sources. This approach is rooted in Fredrik Barth’s pioneering approach19 to social diffe-
rentiation as a process of ethnic boundary-marking and builds upon Edward Spicer’s concept of 
“persistent identity systems”20 that have endured across centuries of colonial domination. More 
recently, James Clifford has drawn upon ethnogenesis and related concepts to argue that emerging 
indigenous American identities are better understood as a creative process of “authentically rema-
king” rather than “a wholly new genesis, a made-up identity, a postmodernist ‘simulacrum’, or the 
rather narrowly political ‘invention of tradition’ analyzed by Hobsbawm and Ranger21, with its con-
trast of lived custom and artificial tradition”22. Clifford’s elaboration of the assumptions underlying 
this theoretical approach are worth listing in their entirety, since they encompass a broad range of 
cultural, social, economic, political, and historical dimensions. Ethnogenesis assumes that:

“(…) selective, creative cultural memory, border policing, and transgression are fundamen- �
tal aspects of collective agency.”
“Culture is articulated, performed, and translated, with varying degrees of power, in specific  �
relational situations.”

15 FAUSTO, C. & HECKENBERGER, M. (…) 2007, p. 19.
16 Ibid.
17 Ibid.
18 I could agree with their conclusion if it were to undergo a simple rewording to read “the work of anthropology, as 

often as not, is not only about writing or reconstructing history but also about relating alternative histories, each with 
a unique perspective and voice”.

19 See: BARTH, Fredrik (ed.). Ethnic groups and boundaries: The social organization of cultural difference. Boston: 
Little, Brown, 1969.

20 See: SPICER, Edward. The Nations of a State. Boundary 2, Vol. 19 (3), 1982, p. 26–48.
21 See: HOBSBAWM, E. & Ranger T. (eds.). The Invention of Tradition. Cambridge University Press, 1983.
22 See: CLIFFORD, James. Formal Semantics and Pragmatics for Natural Language Querying. Cambridge University 

Press, 2004, p. 20.
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“Economic pressures and changing governmental policies are very much part of the process,  �
and so are changing ideological contexts.”
“Components of “tradition” oral sources, written texts, and material artefacts are rediscove- �
red and rewoven.”
“Attachments to place, to changing subsistence practices, to circuits of migration and family  �
visiting are affirmed”23.

Building upon Clifford’s characterization of ethnogenesis as a process of “authentically re-
making” new social identities through creatively rediscovering and refashioning components of 
“tradition”, such as oral narratives, written texts, and material artefacts, this paper will explore how 
ethnogenesis, hybridity, persistent identities, and related concepts are currently being developed 
in Amazonianist anthropology. An overview of the “Comparative Arawakan Histories” project24 
will serve as a way of establishing the immediate intellectual context for the much more rigorous 
integration of research across sub-disciplines that is currently emerging. The concept of ethnoge-
nesis has emerged as an important means for stimulating research that cuts across sub-disciplinary 
boundaries. 

Later sections of the paper will explore some of the research resulting from a series of works-
hops and meetings that brought together specialists on Amazonian ethnology, archaeology, lin-
guistics, and ethnohistory from Latin America, Europe, and the U.S. These scholars were selected 
specifically on the basis of their ability to bring their own research specialties to bear on historical 
issues of ethnogenesis and identity-construction at an initial workshop on “Mapping Cultures” 
at Lund University in Sweden (2006), a double session on “Long-term Patterns of Ethnogenesis 
in Indigenous Amazonia” at the American Anthropological Association meetings in Washington, 
D.C. (2007), and a concluding workshop on “Amazonian Ethno-Linguistics” at Lund University 
(2008). Specific case studies to be examined will include Eduardo Neves’ study of ethnogenesis 
in the Central Amazon floodplain and Kay and Franz Scaramell’s work on ethnogenesis and the 
emergence of “generic indios” in the middle Orinoco region. 

Comparative Arawakan Histories Revisited

How and why the project developed
Research on Arawakan languages and cultures of South America and the Caribbean basin conf-

ronts a fundamental historical problem: how do we account for the vast geographic distribution 
of a single language family, and how can we understand similarities and differences among such 
widely dispersed language groups? The problem is all the more challenging when we look at this 
vast geographic distribution from a long-term historical perspective. Linguistic reconstruction25 
shows that regions as far apart as the Taino of Cuba, Chané and Terena of southern Brazil, Yanesha 
and Asháninka of eastern Peru, Pa’ikwene (Palikur) of coastal Brazil were formerly connected by a 
vast network of Arawak-speaking peoples living in the central Amazon floodplain and its main tri-
butaries. Contemporary Arawak-speaking peoples are found in discrete pockets and clusters at the 
headwaters of major rivers, including the Orinoco, Negro, Purus, Ucayali, Madeira, and Xingu. 

23 Ibid.
24 See: HILL, Jonathan & SANTOS-GRANERO, Fernando (eds.). Comparative Arawakan Histories: Rethinking Lan-

guage Family and Culture Area in Amazonia.  Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2002.
25 See: KEY, Mary Ritchie. The Grouping of South American Languages. Tübingen: Gunter Narr, 1979.
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The main purpose of the comparative Arawakan histories project26 was to assemble groups of 
researchers – primarily ethnologists and historians but also linguists and archaeologists – who had 
carried out intensive studies of Arawakan histories in specific locales and regions to see how well 
we could map out the long-term historical changes that had unfolded in various regions during the 
colonial period, the Rubber Boom, and the recent past. Like the Arawakan peoples themselves, 
specialists in studies of Arawakan histories find themselves dispersed into separate regions and 
countries. Bringing a number of them together around a single conference table at Smithsonian 
Tropical Research Institute in Panama City, Panama, was thus a microcosmic reconstruction of 
the vast Arawakan diaspora that had spanned most of the Caribbean, Orinoco, and Amazon basins 
before the arrival of European colonizers. 

In setting up the conference, we asked participants to give extra attention to interethnic pro-
cesses of change, such as patterns of alliance with colonial powers, the emergence and long-term 
commemoration of new religious movements, and constructions of interethnic confederations. We 
chose these topics because they appeared to offer the greatest probability for stimulating new com-
parative understandings of how diverse Arawak-speaking peoples navigated traumatic changes set 
in motion by the expansion of colonial and national states across lowland South America and the 
Caribbean basin (epidemics, missionization, forced relocations, slavery, and ethnic soldiering). 
In the course of writing and discussing the papers, other historical themes took on increasing 
significance, including gender relations, cultural landscapes, ritual and political hierarchies, and 
linguistic hybridizations.

The two areas where the greatest cultural and linguistic diversity is found among contemporary 
Arawak-speaking peoples are the Northwest Amazon and the lowlands of eastern Peru. Not surpri-
singly, these two areas have also received the most attention from anthropological and historical 
researchers in recent decades. For the Northwest Amazon, we now have in-depth ethnographic stu-
dies of the Wakuénai (also known as Curripaco, Kurripako, or Baniwa of Brazil) phratries living in 
the Isana-Guainía drainage area on all three sides of the Brazil/Colombia/Venezuela border27; long-
term ethnohistorical analyses of the Piapoco, Baré, and other groups of the Brazilian and Venezu-

26 Travel funds for the Conference on “Comparative Arawakan Histories: Rethinking Language Family and Culture 
Area in Lowland South America” was provided by a Conference Grant from the Wenner-Gren Foundation for An-
thropological Research. The Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute (STRI) generously provided hotel accommo-
dations, food, and use of the Tucker Conference Center for the gathering of scholars. In addition, STRI paid for my 
second trip to Panama City to enable me to co-author the introductory essay of the Comparative Arawakan Histories 
[See: HILL, J.& SANTOS-GRANERO, F. Comparative (…) 2002] volume with Fernando Santos-Granero and cov-
ered the costs of translating one of the book’s chapters.

27 See: WRIGHT, Robin M. The History and Religion of the Baniwa Peoples of the Upper Rio Negro Valley. Ph.D. 
Dissertation. Stanford University. Ann Arbor: University Microfilms, 1981; WRIGHT, Robin M.  Cosmos, Self and 
History in Baniwa Religion. For Those Unborn. Austin: University of Texas Press, 1998; HILL, Jonathan. Wakuénai 
Society: A Processual-structural Analysis of Indigenous Cultural Life in the Upper Rio Negro Region of Venezuela. 
Ph.D. Dissertation. Indiana University, 1983; HILL, Jonathan. Keepers of the Sacred Chants: The Poetics of Ritual 
Power in an Amazonian Society. Tucson, AZ: University of Arizona Press, 1993; HILL, Jonathan & WRIGHT, 
Robin. Time, Narrative, and Ritual: Historical Interpretations from an Amazonian Society. In: J. Hill (ed.). Rethink-
ing History and Myth. 1988, p. 78–106; JOURNET, Nicolas. La Paix des Jardins: Structures Sociales des Indiens 
Curripaco du Haut. Rio Negro, Colombie. Paris: Institut d’Ethnologie, Musée de l”Homme, 1995; WRIGHT, Robin 
M. & HILL, Jonathan D. History, Ritual and Myth: Nineteenth Century Millenarian Movements in the Northwest 
Amazon. Ethnohistory, Vol. 33(1), 1986, p. 31–54.



JONATHAN D. HILL

30

elan Rio Negro basin28; a collection of Warekena mythic narratives29; a complete ethnographic do-
cumentation of the Kurripako language30; and a series of articles and papers on the archaeology of 
northern (Maipuran) Arawak-speaking peoples’ expansions through the Negro-Casiquiare-Orinoco 
region31. For the eastern lowlands of Peru and adjacent areas of western Brazil, recent ethnograp-
hic and historical studies include important works on the Yanesha (or Amuesha)32, Matsiguenga33, 

28 See: VIDAL, Silvia M. El Modelo del Proceso Migratorio Prehispánico de los Piapoco: Hipótesis y Evidencias. M.A. 
Thesis. Centro de Estudios Avanzados; Instituto Venezolano de Investigaciones Científicas, 1987; VIDAL, Silvia 
M.  Reconstrucción de los Procesos de Etnogénesis y de Reproducción Social entre los Baré de Río Negro (Siglos 
XVI-XVIII). Ph.D. Dissertation. Centro de Estudios Avanzados; Instituto Venezolano de Investigaciones Científicas, 
1993; VIDAL, Silvia M.  Kuwé Duwákalumi: The Arawak Secret Routes of Migration, Trade, and Resistance. Eth-
nohistory, Vol. 47(3), 2000, p. 221–280. 

29 See: GONZALEZ Ñáñez, Omar. Mitología Guarequena. Caracas: Monte Avila Editores, 1980.
30 See: GRANADILLO, Tania. An Ethnographic Account of Language Documentation among the Kurripako of Venezuela. 

Ph.D. dissertation. Departments of Anthropology and Linguistics, University of Arizona, 2006.
31 See: ZUCCHI, Alberta. Las Migraciones Maipures: Diversas Líneas de Evidencia para la Interpretación Arque-

ológica. América Negra, Vol. 1, 1991, p. 113–138; ZUCCHI, Alberta. El Negro-Casiquiare-Alto Orinoco Como Ruta 
Conectiva entre el Amazonas y el Norte de Suramérica. In: Proceedings of the Twelfth Congress of the International 
Association for Caribbean Archaeology. Martinique. 1991, p. 1–33; ZUCCHI, Alberta. Prehispanic Connections 
between the Orinoco, the Amazon, and the Caribbean Area. In: Proceedings of the Thirteenth International Congress 
for Caribbean Archaeology. Curaçao. 1991, p. 202–220; ZUCCHI, Alberta. Lingüística, Etnografía, Arqueología y 
Cambios Climáticos: La Dispersión de los Arawako en el Noroeste Amazónico. In: Archaeology and Environment in 
Latin America. Omar R. Ortiz-Troncoso & Thomas Van der Hammen (eds.). Amsterdam: Instituut voor Pre-en Proto-
historische Archeologie Albert Egges Van Giffen, Universiteit van Amsterdam, 1992, p. 223–252; ZUCCHI, Alberta. 
Datos Recientes para un Nuevo Modelo sobre la Expansión de los Grupos Maipure del Norte. América Negra, Vol. 6, 
1993, p. 131–148. 
Also, during the same period, historically informed ethnographic research among the Arapasso (see: CHERNELA, 
Janet M. Righting History in the Northwest Amazon: Myth, Structure and History in an Arapaço Narrative. In: 
Rethinking History and Myth: Indigenous South American Perspectives on the Past. Ed. Jonathan D. Hill. Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 1988, p. 35–49), Wanano (see: CHERNELA, Janet M. The Wanano Indians of the Bra-
zilian Amazon: A Sense of Space. Austin: University of Texas Press, 1993), Desana (see: REICHEL-DOLMATOFF, 
Gerardo. Tapir Avoidance in the Colombian Northwest Amazon. In: Gary Urton (ed.). Animal Myths and Metaphors 
in South America. Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1985, p. 107–144), and Barasana (see: HUGH-JONES, 
Stephen. The Gun and the Bow: Myths of White Men and Indians. Homme: Revue française d’anthropologie, 
Vol. 106/107, 1988, p. 138–155) have greatly improved our level of knowledge and understanding of the complex 
historical interweavings between Eastern Tukanoan and Northern Arawakan peoples in the Northwest Amazon as 
a whole (see: HILL, Jonathan. Northern Arawakan Ethnogenesis and Historical Transformations. In: J. Hill (ed.). 
History, Power, and Identity: Ethnogenesis in the Americas, 1492-1992. Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1996, 
p. 142–160). 

32 See: SMITH, Richard C. Deliverance from Chaos for a Song: A Social and Religious Interpretation of the Ritual 
Performance of Amuesha Music. Ph.D. dissertation. Department of Anthropology, Cornell University, 1977; SAN-
TOS-GRANERO, Fernando. The Power of Love: The Moral Use of Knowledge Amongst the Amuesha of Central 
Peru. Monographs on Social Anthropology 62. London School of Economics and Political Science. London: Athlone 
Press, 1991; SANTOS-GRANERO, Fernando. Anticolonialismo, Mesianismo y Utopía en la Sublevación de Juan 
Santos Atahuallpa, Siglo XVIII. In: Fernando Santos Granero (ed.). Opresión Colonial y Resistencia Indígena en la 
Alta Amazonía. Quito: Abya-Yala/CEDIME/FLACSO-Ecuador, 1992, p. 103–134; SANTOS-GRANERO, Fernando.  
Writing History into the Landscape: Space, Myth and Ritual in Contemporary Amazonia. American Ethnologist, 
Vol. 25(2), 1998, p. 128–148.

33 See: RENARD-CASEVITZ, France Marie. Guerre, Violence et Identité a Partir de Sociétés du Piémont Amazo-
nien des Andes Centrales. Cahiers ORSTOM, Série Sciences Humaines, Vol. 21(1), 1985, p. 81–98; RENARD-
CASEVITZ, France Marie. Le Banquet Masqué. Une Mythologie de l’Etranger. Paris: Lierre et Coudrier, 1991; 
JOHNSON, Allen. Familias of the Forest: The Matsigenka Indians of the Peruvian Amazon. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2003.
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Piro34, Asháninka35, and regional ethnohistory36. By the mid-1990s, the Northwest Amazon and 
eastern Peruvian lowlands provided the two areas where researchers had developed the strongest 
intraregional comparative knowledge of the long-term historical processes of change that have pro-
duced contemporary ethnolinguistic geographies of Arawak-speaking peoples. Comparison across 
the two regions was the next logical step but would have to confront major differences as well as 
broadly similar patterns. 

The Northwest Amazon and sub-Andean lowlands served as the main points for anchoring the 
comparative Arawakan histories project. Broadening the scope of comparison to include Arawak-
speaking peoples in other key areas – Orinoco basin, circum-Caribbean region, eastern Bolivia, 
upper Xingu, and north-eastern Brazil – was designed to fill in some of the massive spatial and 
temporal discontinuities that have developed over centuries of western state expansion in Lowland 
South America.

Sacred Landscapes as Environmental Histories
The catalyst or spark that set cross-regional comparisons in motion was an article published 

in American Ethnologist on the toponymic ‘writing’ of history among the Yanesha of Peru37. The 
author discerned strong Andean influences in the multiple ways in which Yanesha inscribed their 
mountainous, riverine landscape with ritual power and mythic knowledge, thereby transforming the 
natural environment into a historical ‘text’. Walking across this landscape spontaneously evokes 
specific historical events and movements through special place-names. Even more striking than the 
Andean influences were the similarities between Yanesha toponymy, or historical ‘writing’, and the 
spirit-naming of places in Wakuénai sacred songs and chants from the Northwest Amazon region. 
In both cases, these indigenous (Arawakan) processes of historical writing through toponymy are 
dynamic, open-ended modes of remembering and interpreting the historical past through creatively 
linking the “what really happened” to indigenous forms of ritual power and mythic being. 

A brief overview of toponymy in Wakuénai sacred singing and chanting serves to illustrate 
the ways in which historical memory, mythic creation, and geographic knowledge come together 
in ritual performances during male and female initiations. Wakuénai mythic narratives describe 
the creation of humanity as a process in which the trickster-creator, Made-From-Bone, raised the 
mythic ancestors of Wakuénai phratries and patrisibs from a hole beneath the rapids at Hípana, a 
village on the Aiarí River in Brazil. In this myth, Made-From-Bone brought these ancestors to life 
by blowing tobacco smoke and giving each of them powerful spirit-names. The narratives about 
mythic past times outline a process in which Made-From-Bone gradually shapes a world of primor-
dial beginnings in which there is only one place into an expanding world of named, culturally and 

34 See: GOW, Peter. Of Mixed Blood. Kinship and History in the Peruvian Amazon. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991; 
GOW, Peter. An Amazonian Myth and its History. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2001.

35 See: BROWN, Michael & FERNANDEZ, Eduardo. War of Shadows. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991; 
BROWN, Michael & FERNANDEZ, Eduardo. Tribe and State in a Frontier Mosaic: The Asháninka of Eastern Peru. 
In: War in the Tribal Zone: Expanding States and Indigenous Warfare. Ed. by Brian Ferguson and Neil L. Whitehead. 
Sant Fe, NM: School of American Research, 1992, p. 175–197; HVALKOF, Soren. El Drama Actual del Gran Pa-
jonal, Primera Parte: Recursos, Historia, Población y Producción Asháninka. Amazonía Peruana, Vol. 6(12), 1986, 
p. 22–30; VEBER, Hanne. The Salt of the Montaña: Interpreting Indigenous Activism in the Rain Forest. Cultural 
Anthropology, Vol. 13, 1998, p. 382–413.

36 See: RENARD-CASEVITZ, France Marie; SAIGNES, T. & TAYLOR, A.-C. L’Inca, l’Espagnol et les sauvages. 
Rapports entre les sociétés amazoniennes et andines du XVe au XVIIe siècle. Paris: Éd. Recherche sur les Civilisa-
tions, 1986.

37 See: SANTOS-GRANERO, F. (…) 1998.
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geographically distinct peoples and places.  The contemporary world of fully human social groups 
and history unfolded as an opening up of the world through a series of movements away from and 
back to the mythic center, or place of emergence, at Hípana, during the cycle of mythic narratives 
about the birth, life, and “death” (or fiery transformation) of the primordial human being (Kuwai).

Wakuénai social relations and historical memories are grounded in this understanding of mythic 
creation as a series of outward expansions from and inward returns to the regional center at Hípana. 
The most dramatic social expressions of this process of mythic creation through opening up the 
world are the long series of malikái singing and chanting in male and female initiation rituals. The-
se performances begin and end with singing that invokes First-Woman (Ámaru), her son (Kuwái), 
and their attachment to the world of living human beings via a celestial umbilical cord at Hípana, 
the place of ancestral emergence and ‘navel’ of the world. Between the opening and closing songs, 
a series of chants lasting for several hours names all the places where Made-From-Bone travelled 
as he chased after First-Woman and tried to take back the sacred flutes and trumpets. In both male 
and female initiation rituals, sacred malikái singing and chanting aims to purify the sacred food, 
called káridzámai, that becomes the initiates’ first meal as adult persons.

Place-naming in female initiation rituals moves down the Isana and Negro rivers and across 
the Casiquiare, Guainía, and Cuyarí rivers, musically mapping out the Isana-Guainía headwater 
region that forms the ancestral homeland of the Wakuénai. In male initiation rituals, the chanting 
of place-names encompasses a much larger area of riverine territories extending from the Upper 
Rio Negro downstream to the lower Rio Negro where it joins the Amazon River at Manaus and 
beyond, all the way to the mouth of the Amazon on the Atlantic Coast. Returning back upstream 
to the Upper Rio Negro region, the chanting of place-names continues north and east through the 
Atabapo and middle Orinoco rivers until reaching the mouth of the Orinoco in the Caribbean Sea. 
This enormous expanse of riverine territories is roughly equivalent to the geographic distribution 
of the northern branch of the Arawakan language family prior to the European colonization of 
South America in the 16th century. The chanting of place-names in initiation rituals is an episodic 
re-opening of the world, an enchantment of the historical connections between the Wakuénai and 
their homeland in the Isana-Guainía headwater region, and a dynamic reconstruction of social net-
works that once extended across the two largest river systems in South America.  

In female and male initiation rituals, geographic knowledge and historical memory converge 
in the making of specific ethnic identities that are defined in relation to mythic places and episodes 
as well as to historical events. Although this process of ethnogenesis unfolds primarily through 
such non-material resources as mythic narratives, specialized knowledge, and restricted musico-
linguistic forms, it is also directly connected to material ways of interacting with natural habitats 
and exploiting natural resources.

One of the most dominant features of Wakuénai socio-ecology is the degree to which their 
everyday lives are oriented to rivers, streams, flooded forests, and other bodies of water. At the 
height of the annual long wet season in June, 65% of the region’s forests are flooded with several 
feet of water. Villages are always located on major rivers or tributaries, and social visiting or cere-
monies requires people to travel by canoe along rivers and streams. Going to manioc gardens and 
hunting grounds also requires travel by canoe. Settlement patterns are set up in ways that allow 
people to efficiently exploit the interfacing of rivers and forests, especially during the first weeks 
of the long wet season (late March through early May) when the rivers are rising most rapidly and 
begin to overflow their banks. At these times, people use weirs and traps to capture large quantities 
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of migrating Leporinus fish as they move into newly flooded forests and return to the main river 
channels after spawning. Leporinus spawning grounds are highly site-specific and are a major de-
terminant of human settlement patterns. 

Wakuénai cosmology is every bit as ‘hydro-centric’ as their everyday subsistence and social 
activities. The trickster-creator, Made-From-Bone, created the ancestor spirits by lifting them from 
a hole beneath the rapids along the Aiarí River (a tributary of the Isana River in Brazil) at Hípana, 
the mythic center of the world and place of emergence. Living people who are descended from 
these mythic ancestors live in ‘this world’ (hekuapiriko) along with fish and aquatic animal spe-
cies, but they do not reside in the forests, which are home to game animals and bird species that 
are strongly associated with spirits of the dead. And as we have seen, chanting in both female and 
male initiation rituals follows major rivers, with the exception of a few key passages across fores-
ted lands. The migrating of fish species up rivers and from one river to another serves as a basic 
metaphor for the ‘mixing’ of peoples from different river basins in the long series of place-naming 
that unfolds during the chanting for female and male initiation38. In short, Wakuénai cosmology, 
mythic narratives, and major rituals symbolically overdetermine the ‘hydrocentricity’ of everyday 
social and economic practices.

Wakuénai socioecology outlines a strategy of “Let the fish and game come to us”. Fish traps or 
weirs (cacuri) are built along the banks of the river in areas of forest that become flooded during the 
long wet season, taking advantage of the natural feeding and spawning behaviours of fish species 
as they move into the flooded forests during the wet season. This settlement pattern is highly se-
dentary and promotes strong, enduring attachments between specific groups of people and specific 
places. The ‘ecological footprint’ of Wakuénai ways of interacting with the environment and ex-
ploiting natural resources is one in which there is relatively high-intensity landscape management39 
in areas situated along major rivers and streams, especially in areas where there are significant 
seasonal migrations of Leporinus and other fish species to specific sites but also along entire river 
margins (see Figure 1). Low-intensity landscape management is found in areas away from major 
rivers and streams, except for heavily used portages between river systems (e.g., Cuyarí-Naquen, 
Guainía-Temi, and Xié-Tomo/Aki pathways). These overland trails are relatively short distances 
through forests at the headwaters of tributaries that feed into major rivers and serve as shortcuts 
connecting the river systems across the entire region. Such trails are very important as routes for 
trade between affinally linked sibs of different phratries and as escape routes in survival migrations 
during periods of traumatic changes, such as the Rubber Boom. In addition to these areas of high- 
and low-intensity landscape management, the Wakuenai and other Arawak-speaking groups of the 
Upper Rio Negro region make regular annual, or semi-annual, use of remote fishing and hunting 
lands (e.g., Caño San Miguel and Pasimoni River). In some cases, people make small manioc gar-
dens in these remote areas allowing them to reside there for an entire season. Also, some of these 
areas were formerly occupied by large, sedentary Arawak-speaking peoples, and one can still see 
evidence of their villages and gardens. These regularly used areas of fishing and hunting grounds 
are usually located at considerable distance from the main villages along major rivers and can be 
seen as areas of ‘medium-intensity’ landscape management. 

38 See: HILL, J. (…) 1993.
39 See: NEVES, Eduardo & PETERSEN, James. Political Economy and Pre-Columbian Landscape Transformations in 

Central Amazonia. In: William Balée & Clark Erickson (eds.). Time and Complexity in Historical Ecology: Studies 
in the Neotropical Lowlands. New York: Columbia University Press, 2005, p. 279–310.
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Methods and major findings of the comparative Arawakan histories project
The wide geographic distribution of Arawakan language groups provides researchers with both 

challenges and opportunities for comparative analysis. Because the Arawakan diaspora consists to-
day of widely scattered clusters of language groups, it is nearly impossible to establish a probable 
ancestral homeland by using comparative linguistic methods alone. Such studies have allowed spe-
cialists working on other South American language families to make convincing arguments for the 
most likely homeland (e.g., Durbin40 on Carib; Constenla41 on Chibcha). In other cases, the geograp-
hic circumscription of entire language families obviates the need for such studies (e.g., Gê of central 
Brazil, Pano of eastern Peru/western Brazil, or Jivaro of lowland Ecuador/ north-eastern Peru).

Conversely, the far-flung distribution of contemporary Arawakan language groups can be seen 
as an ideal situation for hypothesizing about relationships between linguistic affiliations and cultural 
practices. As we noted in the introduction to Comparative Arawakan Histories, “Arawak-speaking 
peoples entered into historical relationships with groups belonging to most of the major language fa-
milies of Lowland South America: Carib, Tukano, Pano, and Tupí”42. The Arawakan language family 
is also unique in the extent to which it follows major rivers across Lowland South America. Viewed 
abstractly and on a macro-spatial scale, the pattern of geographic distribution appears like a gigantic 
‘hand’ with ‘fingers’ extending or radiating south, southwest, west, northwest, and northeast from 
the central Amazon basin. The sheer size and complexity of the historical and cultural processes that 
have marked and been marked by the Arawakan diaspora demands a broadly comparative perspecti-
ve. In attempting to develop this comparative approach, we posed two general questions: 1) how did 
the continuous, flowing diasporic pattern of Arawak-speaking peoples of the early colonial period 
transform into the contemporary pattern of dispersed clusters of peoples? And 2) what can we learn 
about complex language-culture relationships through comparing specific histories and sociocultural 
variation over long periods of time and large spatial distances within a single language family?

In terms of methodology, comparison across widely dispersed geographic areas was informed by 
a rigorously historical approach to ethnogenesis and cultural differentiation. The centrality of history 
in comparative studies meant that in the first place we were interested in establishing specific local 
and regional histories through all available means. The concern for integrating these histories into 
broader processes of colonial and national state expansion in Latin America and the Caribbean was 
of paramount importance rather than merely one theme among several others. Situations of contact 
may draw upon cultural traditions and social institutions of conquering and conquered peoples from 
earlier (i.e., ‘precontact’) times, but the resulting arrangements of power relations and ideologies 
are new social formations. Rather than “a ship of history” landing on the shores of distant “cultural 
structures,” the situation of contact is better understood as an intertwining of two or more formerly 
distinct histories into a single history characterized by processes of domination, resistance, and ac-
commodation. As Terence Turner43 has noted, the essential, defining feature of individual and collec-

40 See: DURBIN, Marshall. A Survey of the Carib Language Family. In: Carib-speaking Indians. Culture, Society and 
Language. Ed. Ellen B. Basso. Anthropological Papers, Vol. 28. Tucson: The University of Arizona Press, 1977, 
p. 23–38.

41 See: CONSTENLA Umaña, Adolfo. Sobre el estudio diacrónico de las lenguas chibchenses y su contribución al 
conocimiento del pasado de sus hablantes. Bogotá: Biblioteca de Luis Ángel Arango del Banco de la República, 
1995.

42 HILL, Jonathan & SANTOS-GRANERO, Fernando (eds.). Introduction. In: Jonathan Hill & Fernando Santos-Gran-
ero (eds.). Comparative Arawakan Histories: Rethinking Language Family and Culture Area in Amazonia. Urbana, 
IL: University of Illinois Press, 2002, p. 12.

43 See: TURNER, T. (…) 1988.
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tive behaviours within situations of contact is not the adherence to uniform standards or social norms 
but conflicted interactions, negotiations over power and meaning, inconsistency of status values, and 
unresolved social contradictions. Once a situation of contact has developed beyond the initial stages 
of conquest by superior military force and extirpation of conquered peoples’ overt sources and sym-
bols of power, it becomes a colonial situation in which colonized peoples must struggle within and 
against overwhelming forces of domination and hegemony in order to survive.

The comparative methodology developed in the Arawakan histories project was based in scepti-
cal, critical approaches to the complex interrelations between language and culture. The comparati-
ve linguistic method continues to play an important role as a tool for reconstructing historical rela-
tionships among peoples, both living and extinct. However, linguistic reconstructions are not seen 
as isolated from, or privileged over, other methods for historical reconstruction or comparison, such 
as comparative mythology, archaeology, or ethnohistory. From the outset, the project’s participants 
argued against any simple, direct (or “one-to-one”) linkage between language and culture in favour 
of complex, historically dynamic relationships that often included transculturation, language shift, 
and the emergence of new linguistic forms. Colonial essentializations of language-based social iden-
tities, such as the widespread use of the term “Spanish Arawaks” to denote stereotypically “friendly, 
peaceful Indians” must be critically understood in terms of shifting power relations during the colo-
nial period and their political impact on shaping the course of history. Arguing against a static, direct 
relationship between language and culture is not the same as negating the importance of any kind of 
enduring historical relationship between language and culture. Indeed, one of the major findings of 
the Arawakan histories project was precisely that linguistic affiliation can remain connected with a 
set of particular sociocultural practices over long periods of time and across wide spatial distances.

Perhaps the broadest and clearest general finding to emerge from the comparative Arawakan 
histories project is a distinctive pattern of socio-geographic flow, connectedness, openness, and 
expansiveness of Arawak-speaking peoples along the major rivers of Lowland South America. 
This feature is most directly perceivable from ethnohistorical maps aiming to reconstruct the dis-
tribution of Arawak-speaking peoples prior to the colonial period44. A pattern of continuous expan-
sion is also evident in comparative linguistics45, ethnographic accounts of indigenous myths and 
rituals46, and in the archaeological record47. The expansiveness of Arawak-speaking peoples may 
have responded to demographic and ecological conditions but our comparative project indicated 

44 E.g. NIMUENDAJÚ, Curt. Mapa Etno-Historico de Curt Nimuendajú. Rio de Janeiro: Instituto Brasileiro de Ge-
ografia e Estatistica, 1981; KEY, M. R. (…) 1979.

45 See: FACUNDES, Sidney da Silva. Historical Linguistics and its Contribution to Improve the Knowledge of Arawak. 
In: Jonathan Hill and Fernando Santos-Granero (eds.). Comparative Arawakan Histories: Rethinking Language 
Family and Culture Area in Amazonia. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2002, p. 74–96.

46 See: HILL, Jonathan. Shamanism, Colonialism, and the Wild Woman: Fertility Cultism and Historical Dynamics 
in the Upper Rio Negro Region. In: Jonathan Hill and Fernando Santos-Granero (eds.). Comparative Arawakan 
Histories: Rethinking Language Family and Culture Area in Amazonia. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 
2002, p. 223–247; VIDAL, Silvia M. Secret Religious Cults and Political Leadership: Multiethnic Confederacies 
from Northwestern Amazonia. In: Jonathan Hill & Fernando Santos-Granero (eds.). Comparative Arawakan His-
tories: Rethinking Language Family and Culture Area in Amazonia. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2002, 
p. 248–268; PASSES, Alan. Both Omphalos and Margin: On How the Pa’ikwené (Palikur) See Themselves to Be at 
the Centre and on the Edge at One and the Same Time. In: Jonathan Hill and Fernando Santos-Granero (eds.), Com-
parative Arawakan Histories: Rethinking Language Family and Culture Area in Amazonia. Urbana, IL: University 
of Illinois Press, 2002, p. 171–195.

47 See: ZUCCHI, Alberta. A New Model of the Northern Arawakan Expansion. In: Jonathan Hill & Fernando Santos-
Granero (eds.). Comparative Arawakan Histories: Rethinking Language Family and Culture Area in Amazonia. 
Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2002, p. 199–222.
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that there are internal social and political dynamics, which are equally important48. Continuous, 
flowing diasporic movement is not in itself exclusively or distinctively Arawakan but can be seen 
as characteristically Arawakan when taken together with the other practices outlined below.

A second major finding of the comparative Arawakan histories project is the widespread occur-
rence of regional and even inter- or macro-regional social formations organized in relation to com-
mon sacred places. Although this feature is superficially similar to central plazas and ritual centers 
found among other indigenous peoples of Lowland South America, many Arawak-speaking groups 
have a more strongly developed sense of intercommunity linkage and the organization of numerous 
local communities in relation to a shared central place. In tandem with a clear orientation towards 
organization around regional centers we find a variety of practices of landscape appropriation. 
These include elaborate ritual performances of naming places and movements across large areas, 
imbuing natural landmarks with historical significance, and imprinting landscapes with cultural 
designs49. These processes of landscape construction, including the regional orientation to a shared 
central place, are not fixed in time and place but are often replicated in newly settled areas whether 
as a result of internal sociopolitical dynamics or colonial processes of displacement50. Iterative 
toponymies, sacred cartographies and enchanted landscapes are found among widely dispersed 
Arawakan peoples. Once they are established, these ethnoscapes become central to processes of 
appropriation of new territories, social reproduction and indigenous historical consciousness.

A third feature of Arawakan sociopolitical formations is their open and inclusive character, 
which often expresses itself in the establishment of broad alliances between local and regional 
groups at both intra- and interethnic levels51. This feature contrasts with other indigenous peoples 
of Lowland South America, among whom social and political relations tend towards fragmentation 
and community-based political orderings that dampen the ability to form broader regional social 
formations. An important social mechanism underlying these alliances is the existence of widespre-
ad networks of ceremonial exchange linked to sacred sites, temple-like structures and hierarchies 
of ritual specialists. These exchange networks promoted processes of political aggregation of like 
peoples and alliance with peoples across ethnolinguistic boundaries. This propensity to form cross-
ethnic alliances was (and is) also manifested in the ability of Arawak-speaking peoples to rapidly 
create new regional confederacies in the context of colonial and national state expansion52.
48 See: HECKENBERGER, Michael. Rethinking the Arawakan Diaspora: Hierarchy, Regionality, and the Amazonian 

Formative. In: Jonathan Hill & Fernando Santos-Granero (eds.). Comparative Arawakan Histories: Rethinking Lan-
guage Family and Culture Area in Amazonia. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2002, p. 99–122; ZUCCHI, A. 
(…) 2002.

49 See: HILL, J. (…) 2002; VIDAL, S. M. (…) 2002; ZUCCHI, A. (…) 2002; WRIGHT, Robin M. Prophetic Traditions 
among the Baniwa and other Arawakan Peoples of the Northwest Amazon. In: Jonathan Hill & Fernando Santos-
Granero (eds.). Comparative Arawakan Histories: Rethinking Language Family and Culture Area in Amazonia. 
Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2002, p. 269–291.

50 See: PASSES, A. (…) 2002.
51 See: SANTOS-GRANERO, Fernando. The Arawakan Matrix. Ethos, Language, and History in Native South Amer-

ica. In: Jonathan Hill & Fernando Santos-Granero (eds.). Comparative Arawakan Histories: Rethinking Language 
Family and Culture Area in Amazonia. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2002, p. 25–50; RENARD-CASE-
VITZ, France Marie. Social Forms and Regressive History: From the Campa Cluster to the Mojos and from the 
Mojos to the Landscaping Terrace-Builders of the Bolivian Savanna. In: Jonathan Hill and Fernando Santos-Granero 
(eds.). Comparative Arawakan Histories: Rethinking Language Family and Culture Area in Amazonia. Urbana, IL: 
University of Illinois Press, 2002, p. 123–146; GOW, Peter. Piro, Apurinã and Campa: Social Dissimilation and 
Assimilation as Historical Processes in Southwestern Amazonia. In: Jonathan Hill and Fernando Santos-Granero 
(eds.). Comparative Arawakan Histories: Rethinking Language Family and Culture Area in Amazonia. Urbana, IL: 
University of Illinois Press, 2002, p. 147–170.

52 See: VIDAL, S. M. (…) 2002.
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Related to this openness and inclusivity of Arawakan social and political formations is the frequ-
ency and intensity of multilingualism, cross-linguistic ties, and the development of transethnic identi-
ties53. In eastern Peru we find “Panoization” of Arawakan peoples and “Arawakized” Pano-speakers. 
Similar processes of “Tukanoization” and “Arawakization” are at work in north-western Amazonia54. 
In the Caribbean basin during the early colonial period we find the so-called Island Caribs speaking 
an Arawakan language but displaying Carib-derived forms of social and political organization55. The 
fact that these linguistic processes have taken place in such diverse situations of interethnic contact 
strongly suggests that they are intrinsic to Arawakan constructions of social identity.

The comparative study of Arawakan histories demonstrates with striking clarity the suppres-
sion of warfare within ethnolinguistic groups and the larger regional formations in which they are 
embedded. Although exo-warfare between Arawakan groups and other, non-Arawakan groups is 
quite common in the historical and ethnographic record, there is overwhelming evidence of the 
suppression of endo-warfare. Organized raiding and slaving, institutionalized cycles of vendettas, 
and forms of collective violence linked to ritual practices within Arawakan societies are almost en-
tirely absent from the historical and ethnographic records56. The relative absence of endo-warfare 
does not mean that Arawak-speaking peoples did not wage warfare against other non-Arawakan 
peoples or that they were more peaceful than their neighbours. There is plenty of evidence that Ara-
wakan peoples practiced raiding and enslaving of others, had powerful war leaders, and in some 
cases were known to engage in cannibalism57. Having said this, warfare and its ritualization are 
not constitutive of Arawakan social identities as is the case among the Jivaroan, Cariban, Panoan 
and Tupian. This striking contrast suggests the existence of a deeply seated Arawakan ontology in 
which ritual power and relations of trade and ceremonial exchange predominate over predation and 
conflict as basic principles for ordering social life and the construction of sociality. The relative 
absence of endo-warfare may well be linked to the ability of Arawakan groups to form regional 
macro-polities in Northwest Amazonia, the Llanos, Southern Amazon Periphery, and other areas 
where hierarchy is most clearly expressed. Alternatively, suppression of endo-warfare in eastern 
Peru and Bolivia may respond to the threat posed by expanding imperialistic pre-Incan, Incan, and 
Spanish states in the neighbouring Andean highlands for nearly a thousand years. 

Ethnographic accounts tend to characterize Arawakan region-centrism as primarily egalitarian, 
with intercommunal exchange patterns emphasizing balanced reciprocity between local groups of 
relatively equal strength and status58. We know, however, from the historical and archaeological data 
that in the past Arawak-speaking regional formations developed into larger, more hierarchical poli-
ties59. In both contemporary and historical contexts we find clearly articulated ideologies of social 
and ritual hierarchy, based on notions of descent, ancestry and consanguinity. In some areas these 
ideologies took the form of ranked social and political organization where inherited status was joi-

53 See: SANTOS-GRANERO, F. (…) 2002.
54 See: WRIGHT, R. M. (…) 2002.
55 See: WHITEHEAD, Neil. Arawak Linguistic and Cultural Identity through Time: Contact, Colonialism, and Creoli-

zation. In: Jonathan Hill & Fernando Santos-Granero (eds.). Comparative Arawakan Histories: Rethinking Language 
Family and Culture Area in Amazonia. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2002, p. 51–73; SANTOS-GRANE-
RO, F. (…) 2002.

56 See: SANTOS-GRANERO, F. (…) 2002; RENARD-CASEVITZ, F. M. (…) 2002.
57 See: VIDAL, S. M. (…) 2002; WHITEHEAD, N. (…) 2002.
58 See: RENARD-CASEVITZ, F. M. (…) 2002.
59  See: HECKENBERGER, M. (…) 2002; ZUCCHI, A. (…) 2002; VIDAL, S. M. (…) 2002; PASSES, A. (…) 2002; 

WHITEHEAD, N. (…) 2002.
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ned together with marriage practices that ensured the reproduction of hierarchies60. Awareness and 
enactment of genealogical knowledge, social histories, and mythic ancestries were much more acute 
among individuals of higher status than among lower-ranked or “commoner” individuals.

Common expressions of hierarchy are heightened reckoning of genealogies, primogeniture, patri-
virilocal residence, polygyny, rank endogamy, and other social practices resulting in the overdeter-
mination of descent relations among individuals of high status. Elaborate male and female initiation 
rituals involving sacred musical instruments, specialized ritual speech genres, and chiefly elite langu-
ages frequently accompany these social practices. At one end of the spectrum were groups such as the 
Taino and Lokono, where according to early colonial sources there were chiefly elite lineages, rituals 
supporting hierarchical orderings, and ideas of divine ancestry. Hierarchy is also strongly present 
in Arawakan groups of North-western Amazonia (Baniwa, Wakuénai/Curripaco, Guarequena, Baré, 
Piapoco), the Llanos (Achagua, Caquetio), Lower Rio Negro (Açutuba), Southern Amazon Periphery 
(Bauré, Paressí, Terena, Upper Xingu), and eastern Peru (Yanesha). Hierarchy is less clearly expres-
sed among the Palikur of Northeast Brazil and in the cluster of Arawakan groups in eastern Peru and 
Southwest Brazil [Asháninka, Piro (Yine), Apurinã, Mojos]. At the other end of the spectrum, we find 
groups such as the Machiguenga among whom social and ritual hierarchy is at most weakly present.

These variations among Arawak-speaking peoples living in different areas of Lowland South 
America are better understood as a matter of differences in the degree to which ideologies of hierar-
chy are enacted in specific historical and ecological conditions than as a simple dichotomy between 
the presence and absence of hierarchy. The same variability has been well documented within spe-
cific Arawak-speaking societies where hierarchy is often constructed situationally and hierarchical 
structures can alternate with, or give way to, more egalitarian modes of organization61. Expressions 
of social hierarchy are almost invariably tied directly to ritual power, frequently manifested in 
exclusive rights to ritual performances, languages, chants and paraphernalia62. Moreover, secular 
political leadership is generally associated with the power of ritual specialists and sometimes even 
subsumed by the latter 63.

Steps toward an Archaeology of Ethnogenesis in Amazonia

In an article on “Ethnogenesis, Regional Integration, and Ecology in Prehistoric Amazonia” Alf 
Hornborg64 used the concept of ethnogenesis to develop a broadly synthetic approach to unders-
tand the emergence of Arawakan chiefdoms and ethnic identities during the first millennium BC. 
Hornborg argued for the “primacy of regional and interregional exchange in generating complex 

60 See: HECKENBERGER, M. (…) 2002; VIDAL, S. M. (…) 2002; WHITEHEAD, N. (…) 2002; HILL, J. (…) 2002; 
SANTOS-GRANERO, F. (…) 2002.

61 See: HILL, Jonathan.  Social Equality and Ritual Hierarchy: The Arawakan Wakuénai of Venezuela. American Eth-
nologist, Vol. 11(3), 1984, p. 528–544; HILL, Jonathan. Ritual Production of Environmental History among the 
Arawakan Wakuénai of Venezuela. Human Ecology, Vol. 17(1), 1989, p. 1–25; SANTOS-GRANERO, Fernando. 
The Moral and Social Aspects of Equali ty Amongst the Amuesha of Central Peru. Journal de la Société des Améri-
canistes, Vol. 72, 1986, p. 107–131; SANTOS-GRANERO, Fernando. Templos e Ferrarias: Utopia e Reinvenção 
Cultural no Oriente Peruano. In: Eduardo Viveiros de Castro and Manuela Carneiro da Cunha (eds.). Amazônia. 
Etnologia e História Indígena. 1993, p. 67–93.

62 See: HILL, J. (…) 2002; WRIGHT, R. M. (…) 2002.
63 See: VIDAL, S. M. (…) 2002; SANTOS-GRANERO, F. (…) 2002.
64 See: HORNBORG, Alf. Ethnogenesis, Regional Integration, and Ecology in Prehistoric Amazonia. Current Anthro-

pology, Vol. 46(4), 2005, p. 589–620.
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distributions of ethno-linguistic identities traced by linguists and archaeologists in Amazonia”65. 
Rather than a demic model of long-distance migrations of entire communities of people, expansion 
of the Arawak-speaking diaspora is understood as a historical process of creating and reproducing 
networks of trade following the riverine pathways of the Orinoco and Upper Amazon basins. In-
digenous expressions of ‘cartographic consciousness,’ whether embodied in petroglyphs and other 
physical signs or in complex performances of ritual and verbal art, provide important insights into 
how regional and interregional networks of trade are constructed and the specific ways in which 
they are imprinted on riverine floodplains, upland forest, and wet savannahs. Rejecting the twin 
extremes of environmental and cultural determinism, Hornborg follows Barth’s66 view of ethnicity 
as “closely interwoven with traditional modes of subsistence and the specific kinds of landscapes 
within which they are conducted”67. He concludes that the constellation of sociocultural practices 
associated with Arawak-speaking peoples of Amazonia is quite well-suited to the building of regi-
onal exchange systems connecting peoples across vast spatial distances68. 

Hornborg’s 2005 article called for broadening studies of ethnogenesis to encompass historical 
patterns of trade and exchange throughout Lowland South America and to more fully engage with 
archaeological research in the region. “Recent applications of this concept to Amazonia69 have use-
fully reconceptualized historical processes in the area, but its ramifications for archaeology have 
yet to be consistently worked out”70. The workshop on ‘Mapping Cultures’ at Lund University in 
Sweden (2006), a double session on ‘Long-Term Patterns of Ethnogenesis in Indigenous Amazo-
nia’ at the American Anthropological Association meetings in Washington, D.C. (2007), and a con-
cluding workshop on ‘Amazonian Ethno-Linguistics’ at Lund University (2008), were a sustained 
effort to stimulate this process of working through some of the ways of developing ethnogenetic 
approaches in linguistics, archaeology, and ethnohistory. An edited volume on Ethnicity in Ancient 
Amazonia: Reconstructing Past Identities from Archaeology, Linguistics, and Ethnohistory (Horn-
borg and Hill, forthcoming) is currently in the formative stage. Rather than attempting to summari-
ze this entire set of essays here, I will focus on two studies that provide clear examples of the new 
archaeology of ethnogenesis that is beginning to emerge in Amazonian anthropology. 

The first of these studies is Eduardo Neves’ interpretation of ring-shaped villages in the Central 
Amazon floodplains, tentatively titled “The Power of History: Ethnogenesis, Regional Systems 
and Cultural Ruptures in the Central Amazon.”71 Archaeological data from these Central Amazon 
sites indicates a shift from low-intensity landscape management based on small-scale human in-
terventions (e.g., household-based swidden horticulture) to high-intensity landscape management. 
The latter result in “permanent and still visible transformations of the landscape”72, such as the 
creation of large areas of anthropogenic black soils (called “Amazonian Dark Earth,” or ADE), 
funerary and other ceremonial mounds, defensive ditches, and decorated ceramic artefacts. The 

65 Ibid, p. 589.
66 See: BARTH, F. (…) 1969.
67 HORNBORG, A. (…) 2005, P. 593.
68 Ibid, p. 606.
69 See: HILL, J. Northern (…) 1996; SALOMON, Frank & SCHWARTZ, Stuart (eds.). South America. Vol. 3 of The 

Cambridge History of the Native Peoples of the Americas. 2 pts. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pt. I, 1999; 
HILL, J. & SANTOS-GRANERO, F. (…) 2002.

70 HORNBORG, A. (…) 2005, p. 595–596.
71 Because this essay is still being prepared for submission later this year, I rely here on Eduardo’s earlier essay, “Politi-

cal Economy and Pre-Columbian Landscape Transformations in Central Amazonia,” which he co-authored with the 
late Jim Petersen [See: NEVES, E. & PETERSEN, J. (…) 2005].

72 NEVES, E. & PETERSEN, J. (…) 2005, p. 290.
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ceramic chronology encompasses three general phases: 1) Manacapuru (BC 400 – AD 900, Ama-
zonian Barrancoid tradition), 2) Paredão (AD 700 – 1.000, local tradition), and 3) Guarita (AD 
1.000 – 1.600, Amazonian Polychrome tradition)73. Despite the longevity of these ceramic phases 
and evidence of relatively long-term occupation at Lago Grande and other large sites, the study of 
ADE formation in surrounding upland forest sites demonstrates that there were frequent interrup-
tions and site abandonments:

“The CAP data on site formation and abandonment suggest that the inferred chiefdoms in the 
central Amazon basin were cyclical or centrifugal social formations, characterized by alternate 
processes of political centralization and decentralization. ...Decentralization and political desegre-
gation is demonstrable, however, by the sudden abandonment of some of these sites, both large and 
small”74.

The authors conclude that these Central Amazonian political economies were characterized 
by a constant interplay between opposing tendencies toward “centralizing centripetal hierarchical 
ideologies” and “centrifugal, fragmentary, and decentralized household-based productive units”75. 

Neves and Petersen look for archaeological evidence of these opposing tendencies in the spatial 
distribution between large sites based on high-intensity landscape management and smaller con-
temporaneous sites. To put this spatial distribution into more dynamic, historical terms will require 
studies of changing patterns of trade and exchange among sites in the region and with sites in other 
regions. What socio-political conditions would have favoured the formation versus fragmentation 
of larger, more hierarchical and centralized political communities? As a working hypothesis, I sug-
gest that ethnogenesis favoured the development of centripetal, hierarchical political economies in 
periods of contracting relations of interethnic trade and alliance. The shift to high-intensity lands-
cape management over relatively long periods of continuous occupation was recursively related 
to the creation of large areas of ADE, since mounds at the CAP sites were made almost entirely of 
ADE soils mixed with contemporaneous and earlier ceramics76. Once established, the expansion of 
interethnic and interregional relations of trade and alliance would have set in motion new ethnoge-
netic process of ‘creolization’ and formation of trans-ethnic identities.

Silvia Vidal’s ethnohistoric studies77 of the rise and fall of Arawak-speaking confederations 
during the colonial period sheds light on these ethnogenetic processes of centralization and fra-
gmentation, albeit on a much shorter time scale and in conditions of demographic collapse and 
rapid political change rather than long-term continuous site occupations. This map is a snap-shot of 
indigenous societies struggling to survive between the vise grip of Dutch-Carib slave traders pene-
trating from the north and east and Portuguese Brazilian colonialism expanding from the south and 
east. The confederations can be interpreted as a series of desperate attempts to form more centrali-
zed, hierarchical political economies followed by periods of dispersal into remnant groups and the 
emergence of new hierarchies. This series of confederations ultimately resulted in the ethnocide of 

73 Ibid, p. 289.
74 Ibid, p. 291.
75 Ibid, p. 302.
76 Ibid, p. 296–297. These ceremonial and burial mounds were built with large amounts of ADE mixed with “sherds 

from all three ceramic complexes of the site” and display “horizontal, parallel placement” of many large sherds with-
in several mounds (ibid, p. 296). The mounds are thus not only concrete manifestations of the recursivity between 
environmental history, high-intensity landscape management, and hierarchical political economies but also illustra-
tive of ethnogenesis as a process of authentically re-making new social identities through creatively rediscovering 
and refashioning components of ‘tradition’, such as oral narratives, written texts, and material artifacts.

77 VIDAL, S. M. (…) 1993; VIDAL, S. M. (…) 2002.  
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many larger Arawak-speaking peoples living in downstream regions (e.g., the Manao of the Lower 
Rio Negro and the Maipure of the Middle Orinoco). Other groups, such as the Baré, Wakuénai, 
Baniwa, Piapoco, and Guarequena survived or came into being in headwater areas, where their 
descendants are still living today. 

Franz and Kay Scaramelli’s study of changing ceramic styles in the Middle Orinoco region 
during the colonial and early Republican periods provides another way of working through the 
archaeological ramifications of ethnogenesis. Detailed analysis of specific post-contact sites, “such 
as missions, indigenous settlements, and military outposts provide excellent opportunities for the 
analysis of the interplay between the different sectors involved: Europeans, mestizos, indigenous 
and afro-descendents”78. Such studies allow archaeologists “to explore the incorporation of new 
technology, foodstuffs, items of dress, etc., across ethnic lines, and how these contribute to the cre-
ative construction of new identities”79. During the early Colonial Period (1680-1767), Jesuit mis-
sionaries created mission sites along the Middle Orinoco River by relocating indigenous peoples 
from other regions (e.g., the Sáliva from areas of the llanos west of the Orinoco) and attempting to 
impose a strict new order of religious indoctrination, economic production, and exchange relations. 
Indigenous recruits vastly outnumbered Europeans during this period, and this demographic reality 
is directly reflected in the fact that “ceramic remains associated with Early Colonial sites in our stu-
dy area included a variety of local ceramic production styles that overwhelmingly outnumbered the 
imported wares”80. These ceramics can be grouped into three distinct styles based on differences 
in tempering material, vessel form, and decorative motifs: 1) a spicule-tempered San Isidro style 
associated with the Sáliva speakers brought from the western llanos, 2) a Valloid style with strong 
pre-contact presence in the area associated with local Carib-speaking groups (e.g., Mapoyo), and 3) 
an Early Caraipé style of trade wares (not locally produced) associated with the Maipure and other 
Arawak-speaking groups from the Upper Orinoco. 

The diversity of indigenous ceramic styles underwent significant change after the expulsion 
of Jesuit missionaries in 1767 and during the remainder of the late Colonial period (1768-1829). 
Locally manufactured pottery continues to predominate in the area, reflecting the lack of success 
at creating stable agricultural towns with large European or criollo populations. Although the-
se locally made ceramics continued to display the same diversity of vessel forms and tempering 
materials, decoration largely ceased to exist. A new style of low fired, undecorated utility wares 
“characterized by distinctive vessel forms (small to medium sized deep cooking pots)”81 emerges 
as the dominant type of ceramics in the Late Colonial Period. The Scaramellis refer to this new 
style as Paraguaza and believe that it represents a local Criollo ware, “possibly made and used by 
a mestizo population made up of the descendents of free blacks, slaves, and Indians, in a context in 
which imported goods, including metal cooking pots, were infrequent”82. 

In the Republican Period (1830-1920), the Middle Orinoco was an area of trade and commerce 
with the expanding cattle-ranching frontier of the llanos. Towns and mission settlements in the 
region were largely abandoned, allowing indigenous groups like the Panare, Piaroa, and Mapoyo 

78 SCARAMELLI, Kay Tarble de & SCARAMELLI, Franz. Generic Pots and Generic Indians: The Archaeology of 
Ethnogenesis in the Middle Orinoco. Paper presented in session on “Long-Term Patterns of Ethnogenesis in Indig-
enous Amazonia”. Jonathan Hill and Alf Hornborg (co-organizers). American Anthropological Association annual 
meetings, Washington, D.C., November 2007, (n.d.), p. 7.

79 Ibid.
80 Ibid, p. 9.
81 Ibid.
82 Ibid, p. 13.
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to resettle by moving from more protected upland forests into areas closer to the Orinoco River. 
Across the river, “a unique non-indigenous llanero identity was evolving out of the combination of 
escaped slaves, former mission Indians, and poor mestizos and whites who joined forces to exploit 
the abundant feral cattle in the savannahs”83, a process of ethnogenesis resulting in a racialized 
class distinction between Racional  and Indio. Imported ceramic wares became prevalent during 
the Republican Period, and locally made pottery loses its former stylistic diversity in favour of a 
uniform Caripito style made with “caraipé temper in a limited range of undecorated, utilitarian 
vessel forms such as griddles, bowls, and jugs”84. The Scaramellis conclude that the juxtaposition 
of imported and locally made ceramic wares during the Republican Period indicates that ceramic 
production and style were no longer markers of ethnic distinctions but signified the emergence of a 
‘trans-ethnic consumption style’ in which locally made ceramics served as water storage and coo-
king vessels whereas imported whitewares were used for serving and consumption. 

Conclusions 

The shift in sociocultural anthropology to a concern for long-term historical processes of 
change and macro-scale relations of exchange within and across regions of South America opens 
the way for constructive collaborative work with archaeology and historical linguistics. At the 
same time, the shift from environmental determinism to an interest in landscape as “historically 
constructed, reflecting changing management practices that leave visible imprints of past human 
agency”85 provides important common ground for collaboration between archaeology and socio-
cultural anthropology. And within both fields, the concern for studying power relations within and 
among indigenous communities and the resulting alternations between centralization and fragmen-
tation allow for exploration of pre- and post-contact transformations of social identities and human 
landscapes. While acknowledging the profound changes brought about by European colonization 
and the rise of independent nation-states, we can also avoid essentializing approaches that catego-
rize pre-contact indigenous Americans as “Peoples Without History” or post-contact indigenous 
identities as merely artificial ‘reinventions’ of past cultures. Instead, ethnogenesis can be defined 
as a process of authentically re-making new social identities through creatively rediscovering and 
refashioning components of ‘tradition,’ such as oral narratives, written texts, and material artefacts. 
Understood in these terms, ethnogenesis allows us to explore the cultural creativity of indigenous 
and non-indigenous peoples alike in the making of new interpretive and political spaces that allow 
people to construct enduring social identities while moving forward in the globalizing nation-states 
of Latin America.
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ISTORIJA, GALIA IR IDENTITETAS: AMAZONĖS REGIONO ASPEKTAI

Jonathan D. Hill
Pietų Ilinojaus universiteto Antropologijos departamentas, JAV

S a n t r a u k a

1996 m. autorius suformulavo sąvokos etnogenezė sampratą, kur teigiama, kad tai yra „koncep-
cija, tikslingai nukreipianti žmonių kultūrinio ir politinio gyvenimo aspiracijas susikurti pastovias 
ir ilgalaikes savo tapatybės nuostatas bendrame radikalių gyvensenos pasikeitimų bei netolygumų 
kontekste“. Taigi etnogenezė sudaro realias ir perspektyvias analitinio pobūdžio sąlygas suvokti 
bendruomenės identiteto nuostatų formavimosi procesus, skirtingai ir nevienareikšmiškai traktuo-
jamus visoje žmonijos egzistavimo istorijoje, kupinoje įvairiausių politinių ir ekonominių konflik-
tų bei kaitų.

Straipsnyje šie teiginiai plėtojami toliau. Teigiama, kad etnogenezės sampratai paaiškinti būtina 
teoriškai pagrįsti jos daugialypumą ir sinkretiškumą, jau anksčiau atskleistus koncepcijose „Nau-
joji Amazonės regiono etnografija“ ir „Naujoji Amazonės regiono istorija“. Į autoriaus dėmesio 
sferą patenka ir tenykščių gyventojų ontologijos, alternatyviųjų istorijos nuostatų (mitologizuotų 
istorinių atpasakojimų) tyrimai, ir istorijos rekonstrukcijos dalykai, argumentuotai paremti visais 
įmanomais šaltiniais. 

Tokios nuostatos yra pagrįstos pirminiuose Fredriko Bartho (1969) socialinių atskirčių tyri-
muose, suvokiant jas kaip etninių ribų nustatymo procesą. Šios atskirtys atitinka Edwardo Spicerio 
„pastovių identiteto sistemų“ koncepciją (1982), išsilaikiusią šimtametėje kolonijinės valstybių 
sistemos istorijoje. Kiek vėliau Jamesas Cliffordas buvo pasiūlęs kiek platesnę etnogenezės ir kitų 
giminingų jai koncepcijų sampratą, atkreipdamas dėmesį į tai, kad naujai besiformuojantys vietinių 
Amerikos indėnų identitetai yra vertintini veikiau kaip kūrybinis „autentiško pervardijimo“ faktas, 
o ne kaip „visiškai nauja genezė, dirbtinis identitetas, postmodernistinė regimybė ar naujos tradici-
jos sumanymas, aptartas Hobsbawmo ir Rangerio veikaluose (1983), kur, be kita ko, akcentuojama 
ir tebegyvuojančių papročių nesuderinamumo su dirbtinai diegiamomis tradicijomis problema“ 
(žr. Clifford 2004, p. 20). J. Cliffordo nuomone, etnogenezės esmę sudaro šie teiginiai:
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Tai selektyvi ir kūrybinga kultūrinė atmintis, apibrėžianti ir reguliuojanti esminius kolekty- �
vinės minties raidos aspektus.
Kultūra čia yra aiškiai išreikšta, interpretuota ir suformuluota bendruomenės nariams visuo- �
tinai suprantama kalba. Nulemta specifinių situacijų ji gali būti įvairių įtaigos lygmenų.
Kritinės ekonominės sąlygos ar besikeičiančios valdžios institucijų nuostatos gali turėti įta- �
kos kultūros procesualumui kintamo ideologinio konteksto ribose.
Tradicijos sudėtinės dalys (žodinė kūryba, rašytiniai tekstai, materialūs kūriniai) gali būti  �
naujai suvokiami ir interpretuojami.
Būdingi specifiniai [tradicijos] bruožai, žinomi konkrečiose vietovėse ir priklausomi nuo  �
besikeičiančių pragyvenimo šaltinių, migracijos procesų ir šeimos santykių, yra galimi ir 
priimtini (Clifford 2004, p. 20).

Taigi etnogenezė gali būti suvokiama ir kaip naujų socialinių tapatybių autentiško perkūrimo 
procesas, kūrybiškai iš naujo atskleidžiant ir formuluojant sampratos tradicija komponentus – žo-
dinius pasakojimus, rašytinius tekstus, materialius kūrinius. Tokių nuostatų kontekste etnogenezė 
sudaro sąlygas suvokti regiono vietinių ir nevietinių gyventojų kultūrinės veiklos specifiką. Kartu 
tampa įmanoma atsirasti ir naujoms interpretacijoms bei politinėms erdvėms, kas leidžia žmonėms 
apsibrėžti ilgalaikes savo socialinio identiteto nuostatas, orientuotas į vis globalesnėmis tampan-
čias Lotynų Amerikos regiono tautų bei valstybių raidos perspektyvas.


