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PROLOGUE 
-------·---------------

Guillermo Delgado-P. 

University of California, Santa Cruz 

T
he first time I ran into Stefano Varese's work was in 1972. At the time, I was 
attending the Catholic University in Santiago de Chile and frequently visited 

the Documentation Centre, where I read several of his early articles on the eth­
nology of the Indians of the Peruvian Amazon and a report on the Barbados 
Meetings. The journals were sent from Peru and carried a very prolific new an­
thropology. It problematized the Other from an holistic perspective, coming from 
immersions that retrieved an indigenous episteme, distancing itself from the 
ahistorical trends then proposed by structuralism. I understood this anthropolo­
gy to be liberationist as it invited a discussion on the ethics of research vis-a-vis 
the ulterior responsibility of the researcher. The term Urgent Ethnology was 
coined at the time, as a late modernist concern for the increasing demise of indig­
enous peoples, their languages, cultures and territories around the world. The 
new processes of displacement and uprootedness we experienced gave way to 
inevitable isolation, or a merging in cities with other ethnicities as a way of sur­
vival. The prolific and emergent anthropology Stefano Varese offered has been 
read as an active documentation process mediated by a transparent commitment 
to the human nature cause. It established a dialogue that ruptured the distance 
between the "objectivist knowledgeable ego" and the "informant". In this sense, 
such anthropology gave new meaning to the concept of decolonization. 

In the Chile of the 1970s, anthropology meant archaeology. A woman lecturer, 
Dr. Ximena Bunster, a former student of Oscar Lewis, taught ethnography from 
within the Department of Sociology since anthropology was unavailable as a spe­
cialism. With the coup d'etat against President Allende in 1973, university de­
partments were closed or forcibly re-organized. Hundreds of students and p��­
fessors all over the country went into hiding, exile or were executed by the m1h­
tary. Foreign students were denounced as subversives and conspirators. They 
were persecuted implacably, and several were assassinated or were disappeared. 
In this turbulent situation, and with my professor's support, the direct assistance 
of liberation theologians and a few very dear Chilean friends, I was able to finish 
my degree and then left the country, along with a broken dream. "Un Rito Mitico 
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Indigena" was the title of my thesis, a theme inspired by the work of Stefano 
Varese. It analyzed forms of Quechua ritual continuity in the Andean mining 
communities of Bolivia. 

A few years earlier, sometime in August or September of 1969, and thanks to 
the audio technician who let me into the recording lab at the Universidad de 
Chile, I had attended the private a cappella recording of a couple of songs and a 
short story interpreted and narrated by Jose Maria Arguedas, the Quechua-raised 
novelist of Peru. To tell the truth, I did not know about him then but his singing 
was electrifying. listening to his voice and his Quechua language meant imme­
diate familiarity with and strong endorsement of something I was working on. 
And, of course, his short story "El Sueno del Pongo" (The Pongo's Dream), and 
later the reading of his novels stuck with me forever. It was not until December 
1999, thirty years later, on Long Island, New York, that I met Prof. Dr. Pedro Las­
tra through my wife Professor Norma Klahn, a former student of his. Professor 
Lastra was the person responsible for taking Jose Maria Arguedas to the Univer­
sidad de Chile in 1969. In our 1999 encounter with Professor Lastra, I described 
the 1969 scene to him. He remembered it as clearly as if it were yesterday. Argue­
das had been his very dear friend but, as we know, the anthropologist and novel­
ist's suicide shortly after affected us all. 

I am highlighting some points of reference in the traveling of ideas, persons, 
projects and the construction of power. And as I revisit Professor Varese's intel­
lectual contributions in this book, I realize that some pivotal linkages were estab­
lished earlier on by the augural circulation of human energies that juxtapose 
themselves in the process of history making. For this very reason, these texts 
constitute an appreciable addition to the anthropological record; they bear the 
marks of intellectual identity, in this case, of the making of Latin American an­
thropology, so distant and distinct from some centralist Euro-American anthro­
pologies. In his Envisioning Pcnver (1999), Eric R. Wolf wrote: "For some time I 
have thought that much good work in the human sciences falls short of its mark 
because it is unwilling or unable to come to grips with how social relations and 
cultural configurations intertwine with considerations of power. Anthropologists 
have relied heavily on notions that see cultural coherence as the working out of 
cultural-linguistic logics or aesthetics. As a result, they rarely have asked how 
power structures the contexts in which these promptings manifest themselves or 
how power is implicated in the reproduction of such patterns." The contexts and 
cultural spaces in which these essays have been formulated offer a clear example 
of Wolf's observations, by favoring a view of culture immersed in the problem­
atic of power. Varese writes about cultures that struggle against the powers that 
be, often from positions of weakness, but from visions of inexorable strength and 
remembering. The articles map out a "liberationist" Latin American anthropolo­
gy, a different tradition that has been in the making, a tradition that calls for a 
dialectical commitment between the ivory towers of academia and the real world. 
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The tension and friction of this relation is provokingly depicted in the pensum 
proposed by Varese. 

As part of a great dialogue, anthropologist after anthropologist named in th�s 
collection of essays confirms the boundaries within which a process of decoloni­
zation of academia itself needs to be realized before continuing to establish the 
breadth of a Latin American anthropology. Jose Maria Arguedas probably envis­
aged this need early on. The Arguediana we inherited as readers highlights this 
issue, a major lesson indeed. The lessons are laid out in this very collection, in 
which other dialogues beyond Peru are clearly established. 

The interdisciplinary and interethnic conversations found in Varese's anthro­
pology of liberation essays are of profound importance to us as active r�aders. 
They implicitly propose thinking in an epistemic direction by acknowledgrng the 
orthodoxy of foundational ideas but also answering an invitation to reposition 
our professional and human responsibilities. There are demands posed by his­
torical circumstances, and academics need to speak up against abuses perpetrat­
ed by powerful structures, and specific individuals. 

Presumably academics should rarely permit themselves to mingle in power 
struggles that question the status quo, and far less in those struggle� that ma�eu­
ver anthropology at the service of missionaries or bureaucrats. The issue reminds 
me of the Camelot Project. Yet today, entire university research think-tanks are 
financed by private funds. The aim is to buttress the powers that be. In Latin 
America, on the other hand, there is a history of engaged responsibility that in­
fluential academics exercise regarding the future of these societies. It means that 
one must be self-critical, but it also means that there are ethical responsibilities to 
be enacted by those that seize accessible ideas in order to make sense of the world. 
A handful of foreign and national anthropologists working in Latin America have 
committed themselves to accompanying the struggles of native peoples and their 
cultures. Stefano Varese is one such person, as his work inspires sustained dia-
logue and the meeting of future challenges. 

. His work acquires a different meaning, as opposed to others that see the avid
consumption of "indigenous cultures", or its theorizing, as a commodity that 
obtains added value far away from the places where data has been collected. 

By challenging this depressing fact, and working on the specific nature of 
indigenous peoples of the Americas, Varese shows in this collection of essay� an 
important history and memory that needs to be passed on to future generations 
of young readers and students. For the first time, he traces the co-workings of a 
whole generation of Latin American anthropologists who re-invented anthropol­
ogy by decolonizing it, and whose intimate essays have not been dearly enough 
read in the English-speaking world. Some time ago, Michael Taussig wrote in his 
The Magic of the State that, "Capitalism in Latin America is a not a self-evident 
law". When we come to think about it, and when we read Stefano Varese's arti­
cles, we are indeed invited to be guests of processes and areas that Eric R. Wolf 
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himself called "The People without History", reminding us about those (indige­
nous) peoples' histories that are also our own histories. Another issue arises, it is 
the problem of synchronicity. We can confirm that the Conquest of the Americas 
was not a synchronic act . The articles compiled in this collection make us realize 
that the Conquest does indeed continue to this day in indigenous territories. 

In a sense, Stefano Varese is showing us a path, not the other path nor the 
shining one but, rather than limiting himself to the restrictive hallmark of an an­
thropological approach, he illustrates what Eric Wolf called "to submit its pre­
suppositions to the test of direct and intensive encounters with culturally speci­
fied populations". Stefano has enhanced the anthropological approach by open­
ing up a much wider scope, reintroducing Femand Braudel's "tongue duree" 
(originally applied to chorographic and ecological aspects) to something that can 
be called the "cosmologies of capitalism" in the context of the Amazon and the 
Americas. As Marx wrote in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, "the tradi­
tion of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living". 
Varese makes us aware of such tradition, but for liberating purposes. At the root, 
then, is the fact that a resilient memory stronger that amnesia continues to inspire 
the great social movements of a new century, as we witnessed in the twelve Bo­
livian highland days that shocked the world in October 2003. This was an Ay­
mara-Quechua Indian social movement that ended with the ousting of the neo­
liberal president of that country. 

In the Quechua language, the lingua franca spread by Pachakuti lnka through­
out a significant territory of the Andes more than five centuries ago, the Yachaqku­
na and the Amauta (the knowledgeable) were individuals considered to have 
achieved knowledge that was later disseminated throughout the territory, pre­
sumably to benefit the livelihoods of the peoples. The Yachaqkuna were individu­
als that aimed at reaching a perfect equilibrium between the Nuqa (self) and the 
Pacha (world), between the Yuyayniyta (thoughts) and the Rumi (matter), between 
the Pacha (nature) and the /amp'i (cure). Throughout these essays, Stefano Varese 
lets us taste a little piece of the Quechua sense of achievement of knowledge, 
knowledge that departs from the Yunga and the Amazon Taypi to benefit human­
ity. Indeed, as the Chaquef'io novelist Jesus Urzagasti wrote, "The fruit is prefig­
ured in the seed". 
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THE AUTHOR AND HIS WORK 

Alberto Chirif 

I 
n the space of less than a year, I have received two requests to write texts to
accompany books, both of them by Stefano Varese. The first came from the 

Fondo Editorial del Congreso de/ Peru, for a re-publication of La sal de los cerros (Salt 
of the Mountain) plus a small number of additional articles. 1 The second was for 
this book, Witness to Sovereignty, a compilation of thirteen previously published 
essays that brings together an important part of the prolific intellectual produc­
tion of the author and his political contributions. Despite their similarities, these 

two requests have differences that I would like to highlight. In the case of La sal

de los cerros, the task was a broader one as it was a question of reflecting on what 
had happened to Amazonian indigenous societies in the almost 40 years since the 
book was first published. This time, however, I have been asked to write a pref­
ace explaining the technical structure of the book, updating the demographic in­
formation in the texts and providing a summary of each essay with an indication 
of its place and date of publication, in addition deciding which of them requires 
a postscript. 

And yet because of the great friendship between Stefano Varese and myself I 
must confess that I am at a loss as to how to adopt a clinical attitude when writing 
about the work of a colleague, teacher and close personal friend. Because of this, 
before moving on to the neutrality of a technical description, I would like to be­
gin by highlighting some of what I consider to be his greatest contributions to an 
understanding of the indigenous societies of the Amazon and their inclusion as a 
political issue worthy of co�cem not only to anthropologists but also to profes­
sionals from other walks of life involved in building a just society. 

The different vision of the region and its native inhabitants presented in La 
sal de los cerros, which I consider to have been a forerunner in terms of Peruvian 
anthropology's commitment to the destiny of indigenous peoples, stimulated 
particular interest in their situation among many people who were students at 
that time, myself included, and also among later generations. Even today, al­
most 40 years on, the book still attracts professionals and students of anthropol­
ogy and other disciplines alike, who find in the text an open window through 
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which to reflect upon and gain a knowledge of the reality of the Amazonian 
indigenous peoples, so frequently the target of prejudice and stereotypical por­
trayals. 

In Peruvian history, lies, betrayal and defeats are the norm, and this is the 
tradition in which we have been brought up. The country began to take shape 
during the Conquest with the founding act of Pizarro's lies and betrayal at Ata­
hualpa, which marked the start of the destruction of the Incan army. Felipillo was 
the traitor's name, synonymous also with crime and lies, and so it matters little 
whether the character really existed because his value, like that of myths, although 
without their exemplary nature, lies in giving an account of the fundamental events 
that have marked the history of humanity. In this tradition, furthermore, it is al­
ways the poor that lose out, poor being a category that is defined in relation to the 
values and models of the dominant society established by the Conquest and which, 
notwithstanding crises and modifications, continues to this day. 

The views put forward of the Amazon, and of the indigenous peoples that 
inhabit it, presented distorted images of their reality and did so with the weight 
of dogma, emphasising their timeless and unchanging condition. Thus it is, be­
cause thus it was, and thus it will always be. The poor, and this self-evidently 
includes the indigenous, are considered by the dominant classes as having been 
placed on this earth by Providence to serve the rich and powerful. This was borne 
out by the words of a foreign consul when analysing the issue of the prevailing 
work conditions in the Putumayo Basin at the start of the 20th century, following 
complaints of slavery and massacres of indigenous at the hands of the rubber 
barons. 

What does Stefano Varese show us in his founding book and different essays, 
in addition to the indigenous victory over authority which, in itself, was quite 
something? In his writings, in his lectures and public speeches, Varese brings his 
readers, listeners and interlocutors in touch with a society that has deep demo­
cratic roots and yet is not subject to the representational processes on which our 
society claims to base the principles of democracy. Many indigenous societies, 
such as the Ashaninka,2 have been societies with authorities but without chiefs, 
that is, with people who have gained prestige through socially recognised merit 
but who have not established relations of leadership and imposition over others 
because of this. This is how it was until the distortions introduced by the rubber 
and subsequent booms. And yet they were not anarchic societies, respect for so­
cially accepted norms was guaranteed by a wide and diffuse system of social 
control, accepted by all. Access to knowledge was free, and despite the fact that 
access to shamanism was (and still is) more restricted, such access did not de­
pend on a person's economic power but on the qualities and willingness of those 
who were to learn it and the willingness of those who were to teach it. Possession 
of the means of production was also free and based on a person's capacity to put 
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them to good use in obtaining the food or raw materials with which to make the 
necessary products. In more traditional areas, this still continues to this day. 

In other words, these were societies in which the success of some in providing 
themselves with a good life did not create misery among the others, and far less 
did they consume natural resources at the current levels, in which the contamina­
tion and disappearance of species and complete ecosystems is not a future specu­
lation but a tragically concrete reality. 

Varese's writings and work as a professional and teacher, in addition to hav­
ing motivated a number of careers (mine included), have been important in de­
fending the rights of the continent's indigenous peoples, and this can be seen in 
his wide experience covering the Andean Amazon, Central America and South­
west USA. This is well covered by him in his introduction to this book. Without 
wishing to repeat it, I wish to emphasise his work within the Peruvian state. 

In the early 1970s, Stefano Varese took up a position in a small ad-hoe office 
attached to the General Directorate of Peasant Communities of the Ministry of 
Agriculture, which was to take responsibility for Amazonian indigenous af­
fairs. His own experience with the Asheninka3 of the Gran Pajonal, plus that 
which he gained in those early years with the Aguaruna of the Alto Maran.on, 
had shown him the lack of protection from which they were suffering. It was on 
this basis that he wrote and promoted a draft bill of law that would recognise 
their specific rights as native inhabitants and their general rights as Peruvian 
citizens. Up until then, no laws - either colonial or Republican - had recognised 
the Amazonian indigenous peoples' right to own their territory. This was in 
contrast to the situation in the Andes, although in practice this has not helped 
the Andean population greatly in enforcing their rights in the face of arrogant 
hacienda owners and mining companies. ILO Convention 107, in force since 
1957, was openly integrationist, considering the indigenous as a tiresome rung 
on the ladder of human evolution that had to be overcome. This therefore only 
offered a tenuous defence of their rights. In accordance with this Convention, 
national legislation established reserves for the population, although these re­
serves did not consolidate their ownership nor guarantee them exclusive use of 
the forest resources. 

Initial sociological data with which to produce the draft bill was taken from 
the area known as the central forests of Peru - the Selva Central (eastern foothills 
of the Andes, between 2000 and 600 m.a.s.l.). It was an area of long-standing 
colonization, dating back at least to the mid-19th century, and which had been 
consolidated by seizing areas historically belonging to indigenous peoples such 
as the Yanesha, Ashaninka, Matziguenga or Awajun. Settled groups of these peo­
ples had been hemmed in on all sides, surrounded by settlers. 

For this reason the bill, which was finally approved in 1974, was aimed pri­
marily at safeguarding and consolidating the ownership of isolated indigenous 
settlements, which came to be known as native communities. Other reasons ex-
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plaining this approach were the scant experience of legislating for a little known 
reality and the lack of indigenous organisations (such as there are now) with sol­
idly developed concepts of territory, people, self-determination, intellectual 
property and so on. 

In the time that has elapsed since then (32 years), the law has undergone vari­
ous changes. It was replaced in 1978 by a new regulation, although the part refer­
ring to the communities was retained largely intact. It came under greatest attack 
in 1995 when the government promulgated a law on agrarian investment in the 
country (Decree Law 26505). By then, however, the indigenous peoples were al­
ready organised in their own defence. But this is not the place to enter into such 
details. 

Suffice to say that the problem of isolated community units has been resolved 
through the practice of titling. Where possible, the communities have been titled 
contiguously, such that their adjacent spaces form, at least partially, the territorial 
unit of that indigenous people. In terms of a community's legal status, there are 
also ways of overcoming their isolation from one another. For example, all or 
some of them can agree to form one unit, hence processing one single title. Such 
has been the case of the Matses. Some ten settlements, representing the whole of 
this people's population in Peru (they are also to be found in Brazil), managed to 
unite into one community to process a single property title by which they were 
finally recognised some 400,000 hectares. 

As the postscript to chapter I of this book shows, the total area titled for indig­
enous Amazonian communities comes to more than 10 million hectares, to which 
must be added 2 million more of communal reserves, a category of natural pro­
tected area for the benefit of those inhabiting the area, mostly indigenous people, 
who also participate in its management. An additional 2.5 million hectares are 
currently being processed in this form. Finally, there are another 2 million hec­
tares of territorial reserves, which is a legal transitional formula offered for peoples 
in voluntary isolation. A further indeterminate amount is in the process of being 
negotiated for new reserves of this kind. 

Structure of the Book and Subjects 

This volume contains 13 essays plus an introduction by the author. This latter is 
of immense value because it enables one to discover more not only about his 
personal career but also the processes followed by indigenous peoples and their 
organisations, which are as varied and creative as their own cultural diversity. 
These processes range from their struggles to claim their territorial rights to the 
ways in which they have organised in environments as varied and hostile as 
California, where they work as domestics or seasonal farm labourers. In general 
terms, it can be said that the first three essays refer to the indigenous situation in
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Peru and the next four to that in Mexico and Central America, whilst the others 
refer to the "cross-border" processes (political organisation, emigration, cultural 
reconstruction) that take place in America in general, including the U.S., and 
California in particular, which hosts large numbers of indigenous immigrants. 
The order of the essays is determined by a combination of territorial location and 
chronology. The works were published over the course of 31 years, from 1971 to 
2002. 

In the two first essays, written at the start of the 1970s, Varese offers an ap­
proach to the issue of the Amazon and indigenous peoples. Their value lies more 
in political than scientific terms. Both were written in the years when he was 
working as a civil servant, responsible for writing a draft bill of law for these 
peoples. They were years in which little was known within Peru about the re­
gion, and far less about its indigenous peoples. Worse still, people had a distorted 
image of them, the result of prejudices accumulated since colonial times and ex­
acerbated during the Republic. These were the first attempts to analyse this real­
ity and offer historical reflections with which to understand the role the coloniz­
ing society imposed on the region and its inhabitants. His book La sal de los cerros 

had been published in 1968, the fruits of his undergraduate research in what was 
then the School of Ethnology and Archaeology of the Catholic University of Peru. 
These texts fulfilled the role of systematizing our knowledge of the region at that 
time (for example, the ecological processes of the Amazonian forest), presenting 
a view of the injustices suffered by the indigenous (missionary compounds, rub­
ber exploration, plundering of their territories) and questioning the inflexible 
concepts that served to underpin settlement policies (the region as an uninhab­
ited space and source of never-ending resources). And above all, they fulfilled the 
political role of supporting a law for indigenous Amazonian communities, ap­
proved in 1974, which formed the first Republican legislation in Peru to recognise 
the indigenous right to ownership of their lands and other resources. This law, 
modified over the years, today still forms the backbone guaranteeing their col­
lective territories. 

In these works, I would also highlight the author's insistence that the region 
and its indigenous societies form part of a wider context, both national and inter­
national. The Amazon is not an island but a region linked to wider processes that 
influence it. He attacks the vision of the region as primitive, magical forest. His 
vision is a political and integrationist one of the Amazonian space, which plays a 
dependent role, as does the country itself, within capitalism. With these reflec­
tions, he is trying to break with the vision of the indigenous as isolated societies. 
He also questions the ethnographic descriptions that offer ideal situations, recon­
structed on the basis of a systematization of cultural patterns gathered through 
conversations with indigenous informants; when measuring the changes pro­
duced by colonization there is then a failure to compare these with the reality of 
the moment. There are no "two separate realities", the "two Perus" that some 
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authors talk of: the modem and the traditional, that of the 21st century and that 
of the Stone Age. There is only one, the integration of which has expanded the 
chain of poverty transmission to sectors of society that were previously not poor, 
precisely because they were not included in this dynamic of integration via strat­
ification. The situation of the indigenous is thus due not to their isolation but, on 
the contrary, to the conditions they have been subjected to since this contact 
which, in brief, can be summarised as a loss of rights (territory and resources, 
self-determination and others, such as their right to develop their own knowl­
edge and language) and a "gain" of duties that have formed heavy responsibili­
ties, particularly that of menial work. 

A number of these issues are in fact considered from new perspectives in the 
subsequent essays. His analysis of ethnic conscience which is, or can be, class 
conscience, is consistent with the idea that indigenous societies are not separate 
realities but immersed in complex political and economic networks woven from 
global power centres. In this respect, anthropological visions devoted to the ideal 
reconstruction of cultures that no longer exist in this way in reality, and further­
more do not stop to analyse the causes of their transformation, are as limited as 
those with fatalistic overtones, which consider indigenous societies as passive 
entities with neither the capacity to respond nor to adapt to the new conditions 
being imposed by colonization and the market. From this perspective, there is 
little that can be done except to watch them disappear off the face of the earth. 

In the minds of many, the concept of indigenous seems to implicitly carry 
with it that of immutability. Specific indigenous societies conform to this as long 
as their members continue to respond to ideal models constructed by means of 
studies that give an account of their conceptions, values, institutions and behav­
iours, described as traditional, but they stop being so when they break with this 
trend. The transformation is inherent to any society, and to prove this we only 
have to look at our own society from an historical perspective of 30, 40 or more 
years, as far as our own age will allow us. This change, however, which is posi­
tively perceived as a sign of progress and modernity, seems to become a kind of 
disqualifying fault when it refers to the indigenous. For an external observer, the 
indigenous must appear to be unchanging (like Caesar's wife) and, for this rea­
son, visible signs are necessary. Although nakedness may be a little extreme in 
this day and age, this does require that certain clothing be worn, along with face 
painting, weapons and other things. 

From this point of view, it is assumed that - at the moment of the European 
invasion in the 15th century - the indigenous were as they always had been. The 
absurd concept of prehistory to refer to everything before the written word, ethno­
centric like so many others, implies that at this stage there was no history and the 
future was paralyzed. And yet the changes that took place must have been amaz­
ing, not only due to the millennia passed before the geographical error that 
brought Columbus to these shores, but also for the fluid social and economic in-
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terchanges that took place amongst the native peoples of the Amazon and those 
of the rest of the world and, in many cases, between the two. 

Peoples are constantly in a process of change, absorbing concepts and tech­
nologies from different cultures and, in this regard, their originality does not 
stem from the creation of a cultural act but in the stamp they imprint on it to 
make it their own. Nevertheless, it is also clear that in many cases external influ­
ences can be so strong that peoples end up losing their own structures and disap­
pearing as specific entities, overwhelmed by the weight of domination. 

Varese presents and analyzes cases in which the ethnicity of indigenous soci­
eties has been adapted or redefined in the light of conditions radically opposed 
to those that first brought them into being and formed their context for cultural 
reproduction and creation. He highlights the case of indigenous people from 
Mexico and Central America in California (a region he now includes within the 
boundaries of Latin America) who, in spite of their isolation, not only in relation 
to their place of origin but also socially, and insofar as they are working in indi­
vidual jobs, have recreated the traditional institutions of mutual support that 
they previously used to help each other in farm labour or house building and 
which now fulfil the role of supporting recently arrived immigrants. Bonds of 
solidarity are also maintained with their places of origin through the remittance 
of funds to family members. 

This encounter between uprooted indigenous people from different tradi­
tions, subjected to the pressures and inequalities of the Californian labour mar­
ket, accelerates the formation of a class conscience and creates new kinds of social 
relations that give rise to organisations to respond to their needs. Although local, 
these organisations have a transnational dimension insofar as they support peo­
ple from different backgrounds, from the Andes to Central America and Mexico. 
This transnational encounter is also expressed by means of institutions such as 
the Coordinating Body of Indigenous Organisations of the Amazon Basin (Coor­
dinadora de Organizaciones Indigenas de la Cuenca Amaz6nica - COICA), which to­
day has affiliated confederations in nine different countries. Despite the problems 
it faced in 2005, COICA remains a valid spokesperson for proposals and demands 
from this part of the continent. The Alianza para la Protecci6n de/ Bosque y de/ Clima 
and the UN Working Group on Indigenous Populations are also associations that 
stretch beyond borders. 

Globalization 

In one of his works, Varese considers it nai"ve and ahistoric to state that the dis­
mantling of the indigenous spatial/ cultural cosmos in order to subjugate its peo­
ples is neo-imperial or a recent phenomenon of the "New World Order". He 
maintains, in contrast, that the indigenous world became globalised in the 16th 
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century due to the European invasion, and that an awareness of this rupture, this 
intrusion, of the dismembering and dispersion of the indigenous social and cosmic 
body, is clearly expressed in the indigenous accounts and records of Taki Onqoy, 
Inkarri, Guaman Poma de Ayala, Inca Garcilaso, Blas Valera, Chilam Balam, of the 
Kaqchiquel and in all indigenous American literature since the 16th century. 

I subscribe to Stefano Varese's vision and I will now try to offer some reflec­
tions on globalisation, a word which in some people's minds seems to have ac­
quired an almost magical nature, capable of curing all humanity's ills, without 
taking into account the fact that the intercommunication implied in this process 
only widens the scope of previous asymmetrical relations. 

To my mind, when one talks of globalisation today, two errors are committed. 
T he first is to believe that it is a recent phenomenon dating from the last few de­
cades, due to improvements (and speed) in transport and communication sys­
tems such as the Internet and satellite communications in general. The second 
consists of considering this as something that democratizes people's access to 
information and knowledge, when in reality it does none other than reproduce 
the unequal structures in which they are placed. 

While the Western world expanded from the 16th century onwards, the indig­
enous world, in contrast, contracted. What was the first measure adopted by the 
invaders as the strategy for their policy of conquest? To establish "missionary 
centres" ("reducciones misionales"). To reduce people was a concept that they im­
plemented in practice in its widest semantic meaning: to subject, compress, cut 
out and diminish. In effect, people who lived and thought freely were hencefor­
ward subjugated, shut away in small areas that became dominated by others, 
their access to their own resources diminished, their know ledge transmission 
systems restricted, leading to their decline, and with the possibility for exchange 
visits with different and distant indigenous nations at an end. 

The phenomenon of expanding the borders for some whilst simultaneously 
reducing them for others is something that has repeated itself regularly ever 
since. One example is the process that began in the first half of the 19th century 
in South America, a terrible time for the indigenous in which this dynamic of 
expansion/ contraction acquired a perverse nature based on the establishment 
and growth of national states (rubber in Peru, the desert campaign in Argentina 
and the pacification of the Mapuche in Chile), supported by ideas taken from pos­
itivism and evolutionism, which affirm the superiority of civilization over sav­
agery, and of the industrialization imposed by the dogma of progress. The actual 
contraction of apparently expanded spaces can also be seen in the fall of the Ber­
lin Wall and the subsequent increase in repressive measures, in political and se­
curity terms, that restricted access on the part of the growing Third World popu­
lation to the industrialised countries of North America and Europe. These mea­
sures have now reached climax point with the U.S.'s plans to build a wall along 
the border between the United States and Mexico. 
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The development of communications technology is certainly a recent phe­
nomenon, but this does not mean that the people previously had no other meth­
ods of globalization. In his book La sal de los cerros , Varese describes the mountain 
where individuals from different indigenous peoples used to meet to obtain salt 
supplies as a sort of arena for globalisation because there they exchanged not 
only their own products for salt but also ideas, knowledge and technology, in a 
word, culture. Many other similar spaces existed, for example the Vaupes and 
Caqueta rivers in the Colombian Amazon, where peoples of different languages 
met to exchange knowledge and products. There were also regional interconnec­
tions, by means of which Amazonian products reached the coastal deserts (e.g. 
wood, resin, feathers) and products from the coast were, in tum, taken inland. 

This form of globalization was also exerted over wider areas. In an important 
conference, Borges referred to the exchange of knowledge and culture between 
East and West. I shall give one example. He talked of a series of tales gathered in 
Alexandria (Egypt)- in the 15th century, which were originally told first in India 
and then in Persia and Asia Minor. He indicates that finally they were compiled 
in Cairo and, written in Arabic, were published as The Book of One Thousand and 
One Nights. I am not now referring to a simple translation of literary works, some­
thing that was certainly very common centuries ago, but of the creation of a cul­
ture and the processes by which societies with different traditions re�create and 
appropriate this. To continue in a literary vein, Tuti-Nama or Tales of the Parrot' is 
a compendium of 52 stories spanning over an equal number of nights. Their pas­
sage into and re-creation by different civilizations gives an idea of this enriching 
globalization. Some are based on tales originally written in Sanskrit and other 
languages of India, and which were later re-translated and re-created in Persian 
and Arabic. The author who gave them the form we know today was born in 
Nakhshab, a city that was part of the Mongol Empire. Apart from this, the work 
is remarkable for references that demonstrate an understanding of ideas and 
knowledge from different cultural traditions such as Islam, Zoroastrianism, Hin­
duism, Judaism, Christianity and Classical Greek. 

Globalization is nothing new. What is new is the way in which it is now taking 
place: instead of ideas that have the power to enrich we are being passed minced 
up beef and minced up ideas, both of them indigestible, and cars all of which 
explode in the same way on all the screens of the world's cinemas. 

With regard to the asymmetry of relationships expanded by current globaliza­
tion, perhaps this process is best characterized by the factories and cross-border 
plants (through a recent article by Eduardo Galeano I found out that they are called 
sweat shops) of Mexico, Central America and Asia, by means of which transnational 
capital produces industrial goods under the protection of special laws to attract 
foreign investment which, simply stated, means getting around the labour laws 
(that of unionisation, for a start) and environmental protection measures which, in 
both case, are enshrined in international agreements signed by these countries. 
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This globalization of minced beef and aseptic ideas has also affected profes­
sionals, who instead of supporting processes of strengthening the grassroots so­
cial sectors have now become propagandists of the benefits of the transnational 
forays onto their territories and resources and into their social spaces. 

For those of us who trained under the warmth of friendship and the teaching 
of Stefano Varese, we can but thank him for having given us a new way of view­
ing anthropology in which there is no subject and object of study as complete 
opposites but agents integrated in a process that aspires to changing social rela­
tions and building a just society. And thank him also for having taught us how to 
create hope because, as a quotation from Lamartine that accompanies one of his 
essays says: "Utopias are often nothing but premature truths." 

Iquitos, March 1, 2006 

Notes 

La sal de los cerros (Salt of the Mountain), the first book written by Stefano Varese, was published in 
1968 by the Peruvian University of Science and Technology (no longer in existence). This was in 
many ways a founding book. Firstly because it marked the beginning of Amazonian anthropol­
ogy in Peru, even though some authors (particularly from the United States) had conducted re­
search at the start of the 1960s, and because it offered a new and critical vision of colonization. But 
secondly, and more importantly, because of the impact the book had on the then government of 
the Socialist General, Velasco Alvarado, causing it to pay attention to the reality of Amazonian 
indigenous peoples. Varese was, in fact, charged by this government to design ad hoe legislation 
for them, and this was finally approved in 1974. These actions, in tum, encouraged the indige­
nous peoples of the region to initiate a vigorous organisational movement to affirm and defend 
their rights. The book was re-published in 1973 (Institute Nacional de Investigacion y Desarrollo Edu­
cativo- INIDE, Lima) and this latter also published a third edition in Spanish. It was published in 
English under the title Salt of the Mountarn. Campa Ashtininkn History and Resistance in the Peruvian 
Jungle, Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2002. 

2 If this word were to be Hispanicized, it would be written Ashaninkn, with an accent on the second 
"a" to show where to place the emphasis. It is an agreed principle among linguists, however, that 
the grammatical rules of one language should not be transferred into another, even in a case such 
as this, in which the Ashaninka language is immersed in a Spanish-dominated context. For this 
reason, I use Ashaninka. 

3 Asheninka is a linguistic variation of the Ashaninka language that is spoken in the Gran Pajonal, 
part of the Pichis and Perene basins and along the upper course of the Ucayali River. Up until two 
decades ago, speakers of all variations of Ashaninka were called Campa indiscriminately, a term 
that has negative connotations. 

4 Tuti-Nama is a 16th century compendium that originates from India. 
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NOTE ON HOW TO READ {OR NOT TO READ) 
THE INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

A 
s I finish writing the Introduction I realize, not without some embarrass­
ment, that I have in some way ended up doing precisely what I have been 

critiquing almost obsessively in my courses on anthropological research and in­
digenous peoples: the self-centered positioning of the anthropological writer in a 
discourse and social analysis that should, by its very nature, be de-centered or 
rather multi-centered. The indigenous voices that I have intensively sought and 
passionately wanted to expound have been hushed and veiled by my own self­
reflection. The intention of my Introduction was to offer the readers a context, in 
both time and space, for the fifteen essays that constitute this book. I also thought 
that it would be useful and honest to reveal the sources of my moral and political 
position with regard to social issues. I did not want to collude with the unfortu­
nate academic practice of obscuring ideological affiliation behind claims of scien­
tific objectivity. 

The academic - and political - hegemony of Anglo-American anthropology 
and social science is visible in the almost systematic absence of Latin American 
scholars and analysts (far less Indian ones) from the listed references of most of 
my peers in U.S. academia. I needed to emphasize, especially for an audience of 
young North American students who will live in a globalized and less parochial 
community, the fundamental contributions of Latin American intellectuals to the 
development of independent cultural and social disciplines. In the study of Latin 
American social movements, as they are addressed by most North American aca­
demics, what seems to be, at issue is the imperial provinciality and a deeply­
rooted sense that "English only" produced thought is more than sufficient to ex­
plain the universe. In this sense, rather than proclaiming "the poverty of (Anglo­
American) theory" as European scholars might do, I would contend that it is in­
tellectual isolationism and cultural impenetrability that threatens our scholarly 
creativity in this country. 
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INTRODUCTION IN THE GUISE Of A STORY 

The Journey 

T
his book is in the shape of a spiral. In it I visit, circle, revisit and intertwine
themes and issues related to the centuries-long struggle of the indigenous 

peoples of Latin America to survive, retain their independence, gain autonomy 
and achieve higher levels of ethnic sovereignty. The writings travel a spiral path 
in time and space that began more than four decades ago in Peru where I had 
landed as a young immigrant following the footsteps of my Italian father. There, 
in the northern Sechura desert of the Central Andes and, later, in the Amazon 
valley of the Huallaga River in the company of my father, I literally discovered 
the awesome and startling beauty of the cultural "other": the indigenous. 

My incipient fascination and intrigue for indigenous exoticism did not last too 
long, however. It came to a sudden halt during a trip to an hadenda owned by the 
Church in the southern Andean region of Cusco. Poverty, hunger, exploitation, 
humiliation, oppression and discrimination soon became the indelible signs of 
being indigenous in Peru. My first published article describing indigenous back­
strap looms (Varese 1963-64) belongs to that initial stage of seduction by illusory 
indigenous exoticism, followed by a booklet for high school students on the life 
and scientific travels in Peru of the nineteenth-century Italian naturalist Antonio 
Raimondi (Varese 1965). By the end of my graduate studies in 1967, all illusion of 
maintaining a cold, detached and unmoved analytical attitude toward the situa­
tion and fate of the indigenous communities of Peru was gone. My academic 
training in the Catholic University of Peru, under the rigorous guidance of French 
ethnologist, Jean A. Vellard, and the humanist teachings of Italian historian, Ono­
rio Ferrero, had provided me with efficient theoretical and methodological tools 
for descriptive empiricism, functionalist analysis and the phenomenological dis­
quisition of social and historical facts. The ethical imperatives of the scrutiny and 
quest for social justice, however, were purposely left out of our novel and inexpe­
rienced intellectual and scholarly education. I can only recall one extraordinary 
occasion when issues of politics and morals were at the core of our study. During 
my graduate studies, I took an enlightening seminar on Marxist dialectical ma­
terialism offered by a young theologian, Father Gustavo Gutierrez, who, at that 
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time, was elaborating his liberation theology . Gustavo Gutierrez' book Teologfa de 
la Liberaci6n1 and his teachings at the Catholic University had built the funda­
mental moral bridge - sought by my generation - between the socialist and Marx­
ist materialist claims of equality and social justice and the Latin American and 
Amerindian traditions of spiritual inclusiveness. 

Between 1963 and 1967, I traveled and lived for long periods of time in the 
Amazon region of Peru. I was working on my doctoral dissertation project on the 
Ashaninka2 indigenous peoples in the Gran Pajonal of the Central Amazon area 
(Selva Central) and I was trying to become more acquainted with the vast Amazo­
nian region of my country that accounts for more than half of the national terri­
tory. In those years, for an urban Limefio student like myself, traveling exten­
sively and deeply in the montafia, the Amazon area, depended on the goodwill of 
two types of institutions: the Catholic missionaries, the Protestant missionaries of 
various denominations, and t he military. It took me a while before I realized that 
I could learn from the poor mestizo peasants, the Andean, and the Amazonian 
indigenous how to travel with very limited economic means, relying instead on 
the local communities. Those years of journeys to the Cocama indigenous village 
of Flor de Punga on the Amazon, to the Ashaninka territories of the Gran Pajonal 
and on the Ene, Perene, Tambo, Pichis, Pachitea rivers, to the Aguaruna and 
Huambisa lands on the Marafi6n, Marona, Santiago and Pastaza rivers, to the 
Shipibo communities on the Ucayali River, and to the river heads of the Yurua, 
the Tapiche and the Yaquerana on Matses indigenous lands became my initiation, 
my pilgrimage to the profound indigenous Peru that had been invaded militarily 
in the 16th and 17th centuries and had practiced astonishing forms of resistance 
ever since. 

In 1963, two political forces representing the emerging urban professional 
middle class, the Popular Action and the Christian Democrat parties, contested 
the state power of an aging and obsolete oligarchy that had ruled over Peru since 
its political independence from Spain almost one and half centuries earlier. Fer­
nando Belaunde Terry, Popular Action candidate, became President of Peru 
claiming his affinity with the United States, with its Kennedy-era Alliance for 
Progress, and especially with the "modernization theory" professed and imposed 
worldwide by J.F. Kennedy's adviser, Walt Rostow (1960, 1963). President Be­
launde Terry's textual interpretation of this theory meant a disdain and absolute 
disregard for the indigenous roots and essential components of Peruvian nation­
al, regional and local cultures. Belaunde's government's contempt for indigenous 
Peru was revealed in his political platform entitled The Conquest of Peru by Peru­
vians. And, in fact, conquest was what his government practiced in the Amazon 
region. 

In 1967, I published an article under the title "The New Conquest of the Rain­
forest" (Varese 1967) in Amaru, a new journal of culture and politics founded by 
eminent Peruvian poet Jose Emilio Westphallen. In the article I denounced Presi-
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dent Belaunde's government for genocide and charged him personally with 
crimes against humanity. President Belaunde had personally ordered the Peru­
vian Air Force to bomb and machine-gun the villages of three of the four clans of 
Mayoruna (Matses) of the Yaquerana river. The fourth clan at that time was living 
across the border in Brazilian territory. The bombing of defenseless Matses men, 
women and children was presented by the national press as an act of heroism on 
the part ot Peruvian air force pilots fighting against brutal savages who were op­
posing the country's progress. The truth behind the media propaganda was that 
the Mayoruna were in the way of a few national and transnational timber com­
panies. In 1970, my wife Linda Ayre and I traveled to the Mayoruna territory and 
interviewed the survivors of the bombing. An older woman who could speak 
some Spanish told us the details of the attack by the Peruvian Air Force. The 
Mayoruna people had developed survival techniques that included teaching 
dogs not to bark when ordered to, cultivating small chacras (polyculture plots) in 
different hidden spots of the rainforest, and establishing shorter periods of itiner­
ant horticulture in order to avoid being detected by Peruvian mestizos. The older 
women could afford to be ironic in telling us that most of the splinter bombs ex­
ploded in the forest canopy and not on the ground. In my short research I could 
determine, contrary to the opinion of the evangelical missionaries of the Summer 
Institute of Linguistics who were attempting to Christianize them, that the Mat­
ses-Mayoruna were not an isolated group of non-contacted indigenous people 
but rather a group that had escaped from Spanish colonial oppression and sought 
refuge in the depths of the eastern Amazon region of Peru in the 17th century by 
traveling more than 800 kilometers from their original territory in the lower 
Huallaga River. My complaint did not even merit an answer or an explanation 
from President Belaunde's government nor did the Matses-Mayoruna ever re­
ceive an official apology.3 

On October 3, 1968, under the leadership of Juan Velasco Alvarado a small 
group of young generals and colonels of the Peruvian army overthrew Belaunde, 
put him on an airplane and sent him into exile in Argentina. The Revolutionary 
Government of the Armed Forces, as it became known, did not intend to restore 
the old oligarchic power but instead to carry out the economic and social reforms 
promised by the "democratically" elected government of Belaunde and never 
delivered. On October 9, the military revolution expropriated and nationalized 
the oil fields, equipment and installations of the International Petroleum Com­
pany (IPC), a subsidiary of Standard Oil of New Jersey. Some time later it became 
public knowledge that the IPC had helped the Peruvian Air Force to develop a 
type of napalm bomb that was used against the Matses-Mayoruna as well as 
against the socialist guerrilla insurgency of the National Liberation Army (ELN) 
and the Movement of the Revolutionary Left (MIR). 

On June 24, 1969, the revolutionary government of Velasco Alvarado promul­
gated a sweeping land reform which abolished the old coastal plantations and 
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Andean haciendas. In a televised speech, Juan Velasco Alvarado proclaimed Pe­
ru's agrarian reform with these words: 

Today, for the Day of the Indian, the day of the Peasant, the Revolutionary Gov­
ernment honors them with the best of tributes by giving to the nation a law that 
will end forever the unjust social order that impoverished and oppressed the mil­
lions of landless peasants who have always been forced to work the land of others. 
. . . As of this lucky June 24, Peruvian peasants will truly be free citizens whose 
motherland has finally recognized their rights to the fruit of the land they work 
and a position of justice within a society where nevermore will they be second­
class citizens, men to be exploited by other men . . .  To the men of the land, we can 
now say in the immortal and liberating voice of Tupac Amaru: 

Peasant: the Master will no longer feed off your poverty! 4 

The nationalization of the oil industry and the agrarian reform were the first two 
structural reforms initiated by the Revolutionary Government of the Armed 
Forces as part of the "Inca Plan" aimed at forging a state-directed "third way" of 
national development that would avoid the ideological trap of the mutually ex­
clusive capitalist or socialist paths. The Velasco government's reforms included 
nationalization of foreign enterprises, the establishment of self-managed worker­
owned medium-sized enterprises, co-management of co-owned (workers and 
state) large enterprises, nationalization and socialization (as workers' coopera­
tives) of the mass media, and the creation of a state-run social organization - the 
National System of Social Mobilization (SIN AMOS) - charged with implement­
ing social reforms. In addition, the government initiated an educational reform 
with reformulated curricula, a revisionist approach to the social and cultural his­
tory of the country, a bilingual (Spanish-Quechua) early literacy program and, 
finally, declared the Quechua language the official language of Peru, on an equal 
footing with Spanish. Of all these sweeping structural changes, by far the most 
substantial was the massive land reform, which radically changed the country, 
transforming a feudal rural society in which 80% of the land was owned by a few 
dozen oligarchic families into a modem aggregate of autonomous communities 
of indigenous, peasants, farmers and agrarian cooperatives. Obviously, these 
radical social transformations provoked the anger of an oligarchy that had ruled 
over the country for one hundred and fifty years, an aspiring capitalist class that 
was relying on the social, political and economic status quo, and the United States 
government and investors, who had benefited shamelessly from this neo-colo­
nial situation for years. 

The huge Amazon region of Peru, however, had been left out of these funda­
mental changes. In 1969 I was appointed director of the newly created Division 
of Native Communities of the Rainforest, as a branch of the Ministry of Agricul­
ture and the National Office of the Agrarian Reform. My responsibility was to 
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research, develop and implement state policy on territories, jurisdictions, and 
cultural and political rights of the indigenous peoples of Peru's Amazonian re­
gion. I did not accept this overwhelming assignment lightly, nor was I prepared 
for the enormity of its political and moral implications. With very scarce resourc­
es and a few friends and colleagues from the university, we initiated a demo­
graphic and ethnic survey, an evaluation of the territory and resources, and a 
consultation and political mobilization of the "tribal peoples" of the Amazon. By 
1974 our collective work had resulted in the Law of Native Communities of the 
Rainforest (Legal Decree 20653) which introduced sweeping reforms and radical 
changes to the situation of the indigenous peoples of the Amazon basin, by now 
officially denominated Native Communities. Peru's Law of Native Communities 
garnered centuries-old indigenous demands for cultural and political autonomy 
and territorial stability as well as a series of Latin American indigenous peoples' 
claims that were increasingly voiced at indigenous congresses, meetings and so­
cial mobilizations. 

European Interlude and an Anthropology of Liberation 

During the late sixties and early seventies, I was fortunate to be exposed to the 
early internationalization of the indigenous peoples' ethno-political movement 
which was taking place in an uncertain and unstable alliance between some Lat­
in American and European anthropologists and indigenous leaders, activists and 
intellectuals. In the late sixties, Helge Kleivan, a Norwegian anthropologist, had 
founded IWGIA (the International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs) in Copen­
hagen, one of the first indigenist research and advocacy groups. My short period 
as IWGIA's Executive Secretary was extremely instructive as I realized the com­
monality of the major problems faced by indigenous peoples not only in the 
Americas but throughout the world. Helge Kleivan had educated me on the 
struggle of the circumpolar Inuit and Sarni peoples, his collaborator Peter Aaby 
on the major issues of de-colonization in Africa, and S0ren Hvalkof was illumi­
nating regarding the impact of U.S. imperial missionaries in Latin America.5

In the northern HuaUaga Valley and along the shores of the Sisa, Mayo and 
Saposoa rivers live several thousand Llakwash or Lamista. They speak a dialect 
variation of the Andean Quechua, which is also spoken by thousands of other 
tropical rainforest indigenous people of the Napo (Santarosino), Pastaza (Inga) 
and Tigre rivers (Alamas). The Llakwash's oral tradition claims that they were 
Andean Quechuas defeated by Inca imperial expansion who sought refuge in the 
depths of the Amazon forest. Whatever their historical origin, the contemporary 
Lamista have a reputation for being extraordinary healers with a vast ethno­
botanical knowledge of the Amazon forest. It was this reputation that brought 
French ethnologist, writer and traveler Bernard Lelong to Peru in the late sixties. 
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Lelong combined a very pragmatic interest in indigenous biomedical knowledge 
with the more esoteric aspects of indigenous spirituality and shamanism. I met 
him in Peru when I myself was in the process of trying to understand Ashaninka 
indigenous spirituality. As I think back to the kind of friendship we developed I 
realize that we had established some sort of unspoken reciprocal system whereby 
I facilitated his entries into Peru's Amazon forest and he made it possible for me 
to approach and re-visit Europe, and especially France. 

I can say that I rediscovered an old and new universe when, through a com­
bined invitation of Bernard Lelong, Helge Kleivan and Peter Aaby, I embarked on 
a lecture tour of France, Denmark, Sweden and Norway. In Paris, Bernard Lelong 
guided me through the intellectual community of progressive anthropologists 
and humanists who were struggling to maintain a critical, independent and cre­
ative position between Marxism and bourgeois sociology. I met and befriended 
Robert Jaulin, mathematician turned anthropologist who had just published his 
outspoken book La paix blanche 6 on Colombia's indigenous decimation. It was he 
who popularized the term ethnocide to describe the cultural and physical mas­
sacre that accompanied the expansion of the national frontiers in Latin America. 
I would meet Robert Jaulin again a decade later when we were both appointed 
jury members of The Fourth Bertrand Russell Tribunal on the Rights of the Indi­
ans in the Americas (held in Rotterdam, The Netherlands in 1980). With my intro­
duction to the French intellectual community and with the generous support of 
Bernard Lelong as my translator, and others such as Jean Duvignaud, France-Ma­
rie Renard Cassevitz, Philippe Descola, Jean Copan and Frarn;oise Morin, I was 
able to publish some of my works in two of the most prestigious journals in 
France, Les Temps Modernes, established and directed by Jean Paul Sartre, and the 
Annales, the leading journal of French historians founded in 1929 by Marc Bloch 
and Lucien Fevbre and adopted by Fernand Braudel's school.7 

These were times when Latin American anthropology was critically reconfig­
uring itself against the backdrop of the Paris 1968 student and popular rebellion, 
the 1968 Mexico-Tlatelolco student massacre, the anti-Vietnam war and civil 
rights movements in the U.S., the Cuban revolution, the peasant and indigenous 
movement in Latin America, the American Indian Movement in the U.S. and the 
anti-imperialist and anti-colonialist critique exercised by Franz Fanon, Albert 
Memmi, Jean Paul Sartre, Amilcar Cabral, Leopold Senghor and Ho Chi Minh. In 
1975, a shorter and modified version of the document published by IWGIA8 was 
included by Jean Copan in his edited book on Anthropology and Imperialism.9 The 
trip to Europe became the catalyst for my anti-imperialism, which I perceived as 
being the most appropri ate political position for a Peruvian and Latin American 
social scientist engaged in the revolutionary experiment of my country. At the 
same time, I began to develop strong sentiments and analytical perspectives of 
anti-colonialism as the proper tool by which to understand the historical process 
of subordination of the indigenous peoples of Latin America. 
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The readings of Fernando Henrique Cardoso and Enzo Faletto (1979), Andre 
Gunder Frank (1969) and the World System analysis of Immanuel Wallerstein 
(1974) were becoming part of my theoretical background. So were the works of 
Chilean Osvaldo Sunkel (1971) and of my countrymen Jose Carlos Mariategui 
(1971, 1976) and Arubal Quijano (1965). However, the most influential intellectual 
and creative Peruvian writer I ever met in my early years of intellectual forma­
tion was Jose Maria Arguedas, the Quechua and Spanish language poet, novelist 
and anthropologist who redefined - for me and for scores of Peruvian genera­
tions - the role of Andean indigenous peoples and culture. Jose Maria Arguedas 
was a senior professor in the department of anthropology in Lima's National 
University of San Marcos when I was hired as an assistant lecturer to teach cours­
es on Amazonian indigenous peoples and cultures. I was actually challenged by 
most of the department's faculty because I was bringing to the forefront of Peru­
vian anthropology taught at the ational University of San Marcos issues and 
topics of Amazonian lowland societies considered irrelevant, exotic and unim­
portant by the dominant Andean anthropology. Jose Marfa Arguedas, with his 
sensitivity and open mind, became a kind of mentor to me in those early skir­
mishes with mainstream anthropology. I can still recall my sense of surprise and 
cultural pride when, during departmental meetings, Arguedas would suddenly 
start to speak Quechua to my young colleagues, Luis Lumbreras and Rodrigo 
Montoya, leaving the rest of the faculty purposely out of the conversation, espe­
cially those Quechua speakers who were denying and hiding their mother tongue 
and Andean culture. Jose Maria Arguedas took myself and other young emerg­
ing scholars under his protection in a rigidly hierarchical university system that 
was making it difficult for new ideas to flourish. I ended up teaching at the Na­
tional Agrarian University of La Molina together with Arguedas when, destroyed 
by his inner ghosts and the nightmare of our country's injustice, he took his life 
in an act of desperate desolation that we could not comprehend and, selfishly, 
could hardly forgive. 

In 1972, I took a brief visiting lecturer's job at the University of California, 
Berkeley, which confirmed to me that, even in the midst of "imperial academia", 
the foundations of "objective empiricism" and politically detached social science 
were fast collapsing under the students' movement and strong criticism from 
progressive intellectuals. The revelations of anthropologists' involvement in U.S. 
government anti-insurgency activities in Latin America, South East Asia and the 
rest of the Third World had caused commotion among liberal social scientists in 
the U.S. and an outrageous, albeit not surprising, response throughout Latin 
America. Fortunately for the international progressive movement, a few brilliant 
and honest minds were fighting the imperial project from within and, towards 
these American intellectuals and activists, some of us Latin American anthro­
pologists felt a great sense of respect and solidarity. British anthropologist Kath­
leen Gough and UC Berkeley professor Gerald Berreman10 had led a devastating 
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critique of mainstream anthropology and its political quietism and moral absti­
nence on the central issues of war, social inequality, counter-insurgency politics, 
political repression and human rights abuses. NACLA Report on the Americas, the 
Monthly Review publications and Latin American Perspectives became essential and 
inspiring tools of analysis and very early on in my intellectual career I became 
disappointed (and frankly bored) by mainstream professional journals issued in 
the United States that were indulging in purportedly scientific objectivity while 
systematically avoiding any commitment to social justice, world peace and the 
ethics of knowledge.11 

Reconciling Class and Culture 

I believe that I owe my late discovery of the power of culture to my early explora­
tion of Antonio Gramsci's writings in Italian. All this happened in a kind of itiner­
ary of corsi e ricorsi between my native Italy and my adopted Peru. It took me a 
few years of double journeys from Italy - which I abandoned rather hastily in 
search of a mythical Peru - and then back to Europe in an attempt to reconcile the 
future of a past never fully understood, that gave meaning to my European back­
ground and to my newly found Latin Americanism. In my youth, secluded in the 
basement of my maternal grandfather's bookstore, I had known - but not pre­
cisely read - Antonio Gramsci and some Italian translations of socialist philoso­
phers.12 From working class children, companions of mine at the Quintino Sella 
school in Turin, I had learned about the assassination attempt against the Secre­
tary General of the Italian Communist Party, Palmiro Togliatti, and the general 
strike that followed and paralyzed my city and, most importantly, my beloved 
tramways. With my school friends, whose names I have long forgotten, I also 
learned about the dopolavoro club, which became a sort of secret alternative to the 
Catholic parish boy scout club where my mother insisted I should go. With my 
school friends I would join the FIAT car factory workers and their family in the 
joyous First of May socialist festival where I could wear red carnations and sing 
revolutionary songs. My loosely Catholic upbringing in my anticlerical grand­
parents' home did not contradict my newly discovered socialist ideals, nor did 
the growing admiration that I was developing for jazz and for American litera­
ture. 

At some time, at what age I do not remember, as I was laying in bed ill I heard 
the news of Stalin's death, and I cried desperately. But then again, years later as I 
was driving an old Chevrolet along Avenida Wilson in Lima I cried uncontrolla­
bly at the news of J.F. Kennedy's death. Some years later, I found myself reading 
avidly Antonio Gramsci in the few free hours I had after my work in the Division 
on Native Communities of the Rainforest, trying to make sense of his central 
concepts and applying them to the indigenous communities of the Amazon for-
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est. Fortunately for me, my aging Italian language became a precious tool of 
knowledge once more. With the generous help of my mother - and probably 
against my grandfather's will - I kept aggiornato and well-informed on the devel­
opment of Italian and European social sciences and philosophy. Between 1957 
and 1970 I was educating myself in Peru with Italian and French books sent dis­
creetly by my mother. Each brown paper packet of books, covered with dozens of 
Italian stamps and the return address of my mother's bookstore, was like a gift 
from some protecting and nurturing deity of the intellect. Slowly, almost fur­
tively, American authors started to appear in the packages interspersed with Raf­
faele Pettazzoni (1965, 1966), Benedetto Croce (1955), Ernesto de Martino (1958, 
1962), Norberto Bobbio (1955, 1977), Claude Levi-Strauss (1960, 1963, 1966, 1968), 
Vladimir Propp (1949) or Vittorio Lantemari (1960, 1967). I believe that my first 
startling discovery of American alternative intellectual life came through some 
early writing of Noam Chomsky read in Italian, then came Paul Sweezy (1942), 
Wright Mills (1962, 1963) and Herbert Marcuse (1968a, 1968b). It was sometime 
during this decade that I began to secretly enjoy the notion that Italian philoso­
pher Benedetto Croce was a self-educated intellectual and French philosopher 
Gaston Bachelard, who had written those wonderful treatises on the metaphysics 
of fire and water, was a postman . It became clear to me that the poverty of some 
of the Third World underdeveloped academia I was dealing with was not com­
pletely responsible for either my intellectual flaws or any of my few merits. What 
has excited me ever since in my intellectual life is the conviction that by stepping 
out of conventional mainstream thought, either because forced to do so by the 
mediocrity of the educational system or by choice, I have found avenues of ideas 
and creative itineraries that would have been obscured by the "light" of the offi­
cial history. 

Was it accidental then, that I shifted, dialectically I would say, between his­
torical materialism and spirituality or even to some expression of esotericism in 
my efforts to understand the Ashaninka indigenous religion and shamanism? 
Amazonian poet and novelist Cesar Calvo, surrealist pilgrim of his beloved for­
est, once defined some members of our generation as "spiritual Marxists".13 The 
obliged eclecticism, a certain taste for improvisation, the dominant mode of bri­
colage in our formation was seldom perceived as an absence or a weakness, it was 
rather our challenge, our invitation to discover new paths, to imagine, nurture 
and increase the difference. Henry Lefebvre, with his apology of the difference is­
sued from a well•grounded Marxist stand, became part of our most precious in­
tellectual belongings. 

I never fully abandoned Europe, nor did I shut my Italian ethnic background 
up in the aching trunk of nostalgia. I intentionally became bilingual and then 
multilingual in my Italian-Peruvian environment where the Genovese, the Ze­
neise (dialect or language?) of my father and stepmother displaced my mother's 
Piemontese ( dialect or Langue d'Oc ?) in a constant game of linguistic code shifting. 
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I believe that the polyglot atmosphere of my Peruvian home firmly marked my 
later positions on the language rights of the indigenous people and Mexican and 
Latin American migrants to the U.S., or my more recent radical stand on the intel­
lectual and cultural destitution of American society in its dogmatic and parochial 
insistence on an "English only" policy. My polyglot conviction also constitutes 
the port of entry to my impassioned multiculturalism, which I perceive as the 
basic human rights to express and develop one's own cultural preference and 
option with the only restrictions emanating from the social other's equal rights. 
Language and culture belong to the domain of diversity; social, political and 
economic justice belong to the domain of equality. 

The Mexican Connection and the Island of Barbados 

I must have begun to exchange letters with Mexican anthropologist Guillermo 
Bonfil Batalla around the year 1969. His letters were mostly inquiries about the 
Peruvian Revolution and its approach to indigenous peoples' issues. Bonfil, like 
most of the intellectuals of his generation, had emerged deeply wounded by the 
experience of the 1968 Tlatelolco massacre and the disillusionment of almost fifty 
years of revolutionary promises never fully delivered. With six other anthropolo­
gists, he co-authored a merciless indictment of the Mexican official anthropology 
and its undeserved progressive and pro-indigenous reputation.14 Since the 1940s,
when post-revolutionary Mexico's President Lazaro Cardenas convened the First 
Inter-American Indigenous Congress in Patzcuaro, Michoacan, the Mexican gov­
ernment had carefully built a continental fame around postulating and imple­
menting progressive indigenous policies that favored some form of soft integra­
tion of indigenous communities into the wider national society. Huge govern­
ment investments in education and community development were channeled 
through the Instituto Nacional Indigenista-INI (National Institute of Indigenous 
Affairs) and its numerous local agencies staffed with anthropologists and other 
young professionals. The reputation of the successful Mexican indigenist policy 
was based, among other things, on the historical precedents of Manuel Gamio's 
early writings (1916, 1922, 1935, 1948), his academic links with one of the found­
ers of modem American anthropology, Frantz Boas, 15 the open support of John 
Collier, the initiator of the New Deal approach to the Native Americans' social 
and cultural issues and innovator of the Bureau of Indian Affairs-BIA's policy 
and, last but not least, on the undeniable influence of Marxist sociology on some 
of the social scientists and policy makers in Mexico. 16

The inheritor of this tradition of pro-indigenous indigenistic reputation was 
Gonzalo Aguirre Beltran, a brilliant medical doctor turned anthropologist and 
top government administrator for indigenous peoples' affairs. What Guillermo 
Bonfil Batalla and his peers were demonstrating was the falsity of the Mexican 
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policy of indigenous integration and its true nature of crude assimilationism of 
indigenous peoples by a powerful authoritarian state, in collusion with private 
investors and capital, interested mostly in controlling indigenous resources and 
domesticated labor force (Bonfil Batalla et al. 1970). 

A couple of years after we initiated our correspondence, in June of 1971, I fi­
nally met Guillermo Bonfil Batalla and another fourteen Latin American anthro­
pologists on a sunny beach of the Caribbean island of Barbados. The World 
Council of Churches (Geneva) and the Ethnology Department of the University 
of Bern (Switzerland), under the leadership of Georg Grunberg, had convened all 
of us to the University of West Indies in Barbados with the charge of analyzing 
the situation of the indigenous peoples in Latin America, paying particular atten­
tion to the tribal peoples of the South American lowlands. We all arrived pre­
pared with detailed reports on the genocide and ethnocide situations we had 
witnessed more or less directly. After one painful week of testimonies and factual 
proof of atrocities against the indigenous peoples of Argentina, Paraguay, Brazil, 
Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador, Colombia, Venezuela and Mexico we could only express 
our rage in the rhetoric of an iconoclastic declaration that we thought should ac­
company the dossier of denunciations. The English edition of the dossier sur­
vived almost unknown in a Swiss publication of the World Council of Churches 
(Dostal 1972), while the Spanish publication in Uruguay had a much more heroic 
fate: it was burnt publicly by the military dictatorship of Uruguay as a subversive 
document (Grunberg et al. 1972). What did escape scholarly anonymity or the ire 
of the extreme right was the couple of pages of the Declaration of Barbados I. Is­
sued in Spanish and immediately translated into Portuguese, English and French, 
the Declaration of Barbados I became a political tool in the hands of the indige­
nous peoples of the Americas, in some of the emerging political organizations 
and even among governmental officials, members of the Catholic Church and 
NGOs. The document, in its simplicity and directness, expounds the responsibil­
ity of states and governments, the Catholic Church and the various Protestant 
and Evangelical denominations, the private sector, and the anthropologists and 
the scientific community in the mistreatment and abuses against the indigenous. 
According to Alison Brysk17 the indigenous " ... transnational movement formal­
ly began in 1971 with the Barbados Conference of dissident anthropologists, who 
pledged to promote indigenous self-determination and enter politics ... " (Brysk 
2000:18). The Barbados Declaration demanded a moratorium on missionary 
work, a radical revision of the relation between the state and indigenous peoples, 
and a political and ethical commitment of non-indigenous social scientists to 
support indigenous peoples' self-determination and autonomy. The core state­
ment of the declaration was that the liberation of the indigenous could only be 
achieved by the Indians themselves. 

No Indians were present in the meeting of Barbados I. It would take another 
six years for the Barbados group to convene a second, larger meeting of thirty 
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five participants, eighteen of whom were active militants in the Latin American 
indigenous movement. Some of the indigenous members of Barbados II traveled 
to the island secretly. The Guatemalan Maya and the Colombian Paez were actu­
ally risking their lives by being at the conference. Finally in 1993, the Barbados 
group met in Rio de Janeiro, 23 years after the first meeting, to mourn the death 
of one of its most enlightened members, Guillermo Bonfil Batalla, and to address 
again old indigenous issues of neo-colonialism, wars, land eviction, genocide, 
human rights abuses and cultural destruction. These old problems, however, 
were now presented by the transnational community of capitalists as the unfor­
tunate price to be paid by the weak to give way to a necessary globalization of the 
economy and the establishment of a "new world order". 

The three Barbados meetings can be read as a 25-year synopsis of a few Latin 
American anthropologists who had accompanied the indigenous liberation 
movement. The Declaration of Barbados I, "For the Liberation of the Indigenous 
People," (1971),18 was a strong denunciation and demand sent to the State, the 
Church, the private sector and social scientists to satisfy the basic human and 
ethnic rights of the indigenous people. Barbados II, in 1977, reflected both the 
indigenous and anthropologists' activism and direct involvement in the social 
movement of liberation. A decision to be involved in such activism carried many 
risks. Some of the indigenous participants and some of the anthropologists were 
already either in hiding within their own countries or in exile. The Declaration of 
Barbados III, "Articulation of Diversity," in 1993, evaluated the last 25 years of 
Latin American anthropology and its contributions to the indigenous struggle for 
decolonization. There is little optimism in this assessment, which recognizes the 
ethical distortions of contemporary theoretical meandering and self-gratifying 
solipsism that disguise the lack of commitment of academic anthropology to the 
indigenous people's liberation struggles. Finally, Barbados III emphasized that, 
at the end of the century, the indigenous movement of the Americas was an issue 
on the international agenda that would have to be weighed up in any major deci­
sion regarding world peace and development. 

Indigenous Frontiers of Civilization and National Projects 

In 1964, Brazilian anthropologist Darcy Ribeiro, one of the most independent 
thinkers in Latin America, was forced into exile by his country's military dictator­
ship. For almost 30 years he traveled as an expatriate in Latin America, from 
country to country, Uruguay, Venezuela, Chile, Peru, Mexico, waiting patiently to 
return to his beloved country and fight for democracy and social justice. On his 
journey through Latin America, Darcy Ribeiro taught generations of Latin Amer­
ican social scientists and intellectuals not only his theory of the" Anthropology of 
Civilization" as the fundamental tool with which to understand our Ibero-Amer-
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ican subcontinent but especially the practical application of his theory to the gi­
gantic task of emancipating our countries from neo-colonial dependency by de­
veloping all their civilizational potential. Darcy Ribeiro's anthropological contri­
butions began in the late fifties with studies of indigenous peoples of southern 
and eastern Brazil. His work with the tribal people of Brazil marked a watershed 
in modem Latin American anthropology. After Ribeiro's studies (see especially 
Ribeiro 1970) it became impossible for us young Latin American social scientists 
to keep doing conventional field ethnography that was disconnected from the 
regional, national and international arena as well as synchronically insulated 
from the historical "long duration". By the early seventies, Ribeiro had published 
some of his most important books (Ribeiro 1970a, 1970b, 1971a, 1971b, 1973, 
1976). In the eighties, Darcy Ribeiro wrote short stories and novels where, as he 
confessed to us anthropologists, he could freely express the poetry of indigenous 
life without feeling constrained by the logic of formal science. Finally, in 1995, 
before his death, he was able to finish what he considered his most important 
contribution to the people of Latin America, a manuscript that he had carried 

with him through decades of exile and in which he exemplified his theory of the 
anthropology of civilization in order to understand and explain the "Civilization 
of Brazil" (Ribeiro 1999). 

I met Darcy Ribeiro in 1971, on the island of Barbados, and again in Lima at 
the beginning of 1973 when he was invited by the revolutionary government of 
Juan Velasco Alvarado to direct an ambitious project of social and political popu­
lar participation sponsored jointly by the Peruvian government and the United 
Nations' International Labor Organization (ILO). At the Centro (Center for the 
Study of Popular Participation), Darcy Ribeiro convened an international team of 
social scientists, most of them expatriates and exiled from the dictatorships of 
Brazil, Argentina and Chile, charged with developing a simulation of what Peru's 
society would look like if and when all the structural changes and reforms intro­
duced by the revolutionary government took place. Darcy Ribeiro invited me to 
coordinate the social science team. I accepted, leaving the Division of Native 
Communities of the Rainforest in the hands of my anthropologist colleague and 
friend Alberto Chirif (1976, 1991), who had developed an outstanding knowl­
edge of the Amazonian indigenous communities and their social, political and 
economic needs. Alberto Chirif was not only morally committed to the indige­
nous peoples' liberation movement but also personally engaged in the move­
ment. 

At the Centro I worked with a team of mathematicians, systems analysts and 
social scientists such as Argentine Banjamin Zacharias and Oscar Izcovitch, Bra• 
zilian Carlos Senna Figueiredo (1983) and Italian Carlo Magni. The principal in­
vestigator on the UN team was Argentine physicist and mathematician Oscar 
Varsavsky, founder of a pioneering social methodology based on "numerical ex­
perimentation" and simulation models. His central contributions to Latin Ameri-
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can social sciences and the social movement are contained in his theory of "Na­
tional Projects". Varsavsky developed the idea of National Projects in 1967, dur­
ing the process of producing an incisive critique of Latin America's scientific and 
cultural colonialism which he identified not only among mainstream scientists 
but also and especially among thinkers of the leftist opposition. His proposal for 
a "creative socialist model" of development called for a radical conceptual au­
tonomy of the "new" Latin American thinkers. "Oscar wanted a better world, 
that we could reach and in which we could live. But it was not enough to dream 
of such a world, it was necessary to construct it. And for this it was not sufficient 
to act, but it was essential to talk, discuss, imagine it, define it, calculate if it was 
viable and how it could be made viable ... " (Figueiredo 1983: 16-17). Varsavsky 
was reminding us that recent history showed that it is less difficult to attain po­
litical power than to use it correctly in order to achieve one's objectives. A nega­
tive characteristic of progressive political programs is precisely the incomplete, 
vague definition of the objectives in their essential elements and the imprecise­
ness of the means to achieve them (Figueiredo 1983: 17).19 

Darcy Ribeiro and Oscar Varsavsky's pivotal idea of constructing a "utopian" 
societal model by analyzing, quantifying and projecting the effects of structural 
modifications, reforms and the displacements of the old "dystopian" social order, 
coincided fairly well with the proposal made by my Division of Native Commu­
nities to verify the consequences of the legal and structural changes introduced 
by the Law of Native Communities. Armed with these ideas, in mid 1973 I began 
a participatory research project that aimed at probing the possible effects of struc­
tural, legal and institutional changes and reforms aimed at the indigenous com­
munities of the Amazon region. The Law of Native Communities of the Rainfor­
est had already been presented to the Revolutionary Government and was being 
reconciled with other relevant legal instruments, especially in the area of the 
agrarian reform, the legislation governing the logging and forestry industry, and 
the educational, cultural and language policies. With demographic and statistical 
information input at the national, regional and local level provided by research­
ers at the National Institute of Planning (Instituto Nacional de Planificaci6n-IPN), 
the National Office for the Evaluation of Natural Resources (Oficina Nacional de 
Evaluaci6n de Recursos Naturales-ONERN) and various other relevant govern­
ment ministries and departments , we were able to initiate the construction of a 
model of numerical experimentation that would inform us of the broader conse­
quences of the legislative reforms. 

An extremely contested and politically hot issue that we needed to define 
with caution and accuracy was related to the amount and modality of territorial 
legal recognition and allocation to the approximately sixty indigenous ethnic 
"nationalities" of the Amazon basin. The ideological battle with economists, ag­
ricultural economists, and social planners was fought on the cultural/ civiliza­
tional terrain. We had to argue against the prevalent notion that land and re-
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sources (nature/the world in all its cosmological complexity for the indigenous 
communities of the Amazon) could be treated exclusively as quantifiable and 
commoditized entities. For the officials of the Ministry of Agriculture and the 
Agrarian Reform office, the quarter of a million members of the indigenous peo­
ple of the Amazon basin could be granted a certain fixed amount of hectares of 
land per family according to a formula devised in some abstract ethnocentric 
social laboratory. At the Centro we played the ideological game on two comple­
mentary fronts: a strictly quantitative approach to numbers of hectares needed by 
a native family in order to survive and be productive; and a qualitative approach 
that would look critically at the indigenous definitions of family, economy, produc­
tion, land and resource use, sacred values of territory, historical rights. With the help of 
mathematicians Oscar Iztcovich and Banjamin Zacharias we developed a math­
ematical model that included all the environmental, agro-ecological, cultural, 
historical, social and political variables intervening in the definition of the mini­
mum requirements of land allocation for the survival and reproduction of the 
social group. First, in its indigenous subsistence economy; and second, in its com­
bined integration in the regional and national market economy. To this mathemat­
ical model we were going to add the more complex model of "numerical experi­
mentation" and "ethnic project" developed along the theoretical and method­
ological lines of Oscar Varsavsky. What we intended to do was to use Oscar 
Varsavsky' s " ... abacus to calculate the truth of our dreams" (Figueiredo 1983: 

57). 
We never finished our projects at the Centro. On September 11, 1973 a bloody 

military coup against the democratically elected socialist government of Salva· 
dor Allende in Chile marked the beginning of the end of the Peruvian Revolu­
tion. The Centro was slowly starved politically and economically throughout 
1974, and finally shut down just before the counter-revolutionary military coup 
of General Morales Bermudez. Juan Velasco Alvarado suffered a fatal coronary 
illness, the amputation of one leg, and a premature death that spared him the 
pain of witnessing the systematic dismantling of six years of progressive changes 
and reforms that had restored hope and self-reliance to the poor of Peru. 

What was the balance of the social reforms introduced by the Law of Native 
Communities of the Jungle and the political initiatives and programs implement­

ed by the Revolutionary Government among the indigenous peoples of the Ama­
zon? Since the very beginning of our engagement to undertake the revolutionary 
transformations needed in the Amazon region, we postulated that very little 
could be achieved by delivering to the indigenous communities, from the top of 
governmental agencies, well intentioned measures and reforms. We insisted that 
it was absolutely indispensable to induce a mass social mobilization and to fa­
cilitate the full participation of the indigenous people in all stages of planning, 
operation and implementation of the political reforms. With the scarce resources 
assigned to the Division of Native Communities of the Rainforest, we were bare-
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poli tic al ach ievem ent o f  Vela sc o's regime and mos t of my fri en ds and colleag u e s

either in exile or o n  their w ay to in tern al ostr acism, I deci de d to acce pt B onfil ' s 
enc oura geme nt. The d ecision turn ed out to b e  appropri ate: a fe w mont hs an d 
years later bo t h my s ister Chia ra and m y  brother Luis were a rrest ed in Lima an d 
thrown in to jail in an irrational orgy of political persecu tion led by me dioc r e

peo ple who resent e d t he r es is t an ce a n d pe rs i s t en ce  o f re v o l u t i o n a ry i d e a l s a n d
t h irst for democr acy. 

"Me x ico, M exic o so clos e to t h e  U nited S tates so far from G od!" Was it re ally P o r ­
firio D ia z' d ictum? I never gave too m uch consider ati on t o  the se ntence u ntil I
realize d that - maybe subconsc io us ly -I had tr avele d to the United States with 
m y  w ife Lind a, bough t a v ery old VW bus, loa ded with a fe w precio us memorie s
and my m atur e An dean d og and h eaded to ward Mexico Ci ty through th e Son o

r a
desert. The o ld V W  had a dif ferent plan . In T epic, Nayarit it d ecided t o  take 

a 
b rea k in an ol d, co sy and greasy m echanic s ya rd where dur ing on e week of sl eep ­
in g in th e tilte d car, e ating to r tillas y fr ijole

s

, and enjoyin g th e wa rm hosp itality 
o f

the m echanic' s whole family, I s tarte d my "field w ork" and l ear ned the a r can e
cultur al diffe r ences th at s eparat e and unite Mexi co an d Peru. By the tim e w e
reach ed central Me xico, we were completely br ok e an d wait ing for the savin

g 
mon ey order sent b y  the wonder ful a dministr ator of the I NAH, Licencia do Leo ­
poldo Zor rill a, who year s earlier had lea rned het ero dox admi nis tr ati ve skill s
work ing a s a n a i de t o C h e G u e v a r a  i n th e M i n i s t ry o f E c o n o my 

o
f th e C

u
b

a n

R ev o lution. 
Guill ermo Bonfil B atal la w as in th e proc ess of de- centrali zin g th e huge bu ­

r eaucrac y of the INAH. He had creat ed a f ew Regional Cen ter
s in the provinces 

of Mexico wh ere he inte nded to entice some of th e hundr eds of anth ropol ogists , 
archaeol og ists, lingui sts, hist or ians and spec ialis ts in colo nial a rt tha t were con ­
ce ntra ted in the centra l offices of the In stitute. The ta sk was nev er fu lly achieved , 
bu t the INAH Regional Center s became, neverth eless , i

mporta nt s ite s of re sear ch 
and i nt ellectua l ac tivity. Bonfil's sugge stion wa s that I should g o  t o  t he INAH 

center in Merida, Yucatan . As we s tar ted to drive toward Yucatan, I w as al re ady 
experie ncing p anic a tta cks thi nk ing in the hun dreds if not thous and of texts tha t I wou ld have to study in ord er to approac h any possible re s earch p roject dealing 
with t he Ma ya civ ili zation. In t wo da ys, we w ere camping i n  Oaxaca under s o m

e 
mango tree s, clo se to the house of the di recto r of the INAH R egional Ce nte r. We 
nev er made it to Yucata n. Oaxac a' s sp ell wa s immediate and in curable. We set­
tled , raised tw o chi ldre n, a dop ted a fe w oth er dogs and cats, and be ca me careful 
and respectf ul stude nts of one of the mo s t c o m p le x , fa s c in a t in g a nd s e d uc in g 
ci

viliz ationa l a re as of t h e America s. 
The state of Oaxaca, th e th i rd poores t e ntity i n  the M exican F ederation, is 

nevertheless pr ivileged b y the presenc e of s ome sixte en dis tinct indi ge no us 
ethn ic-linguistic g rou ps or "n atio nalities" that c on stitute mo re th an half of the 

t o ta l p o p u l a t i o n o f th e s t a te
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the west of Lula - the city of Oaxaca according to the Zapotec speakers - the an­
cestors of contemporary indigenous peoples left dear evidence that more than 
10,000 years ago they had domesticated squash (Cucurbita pepo), which became 
one of the basic staples of ancient Mexicans. A few kilometers to the north-east of 
the Valley of Oaxaca, and some centuries later, Meso-American indigenous do­

mesticated corn (Zea mays), beans (Phaseolus vulgaris) and avocado (Persea ameri­
cana). The Valley of Oaxaca and the surrounding areas became one of the main 
centers of plant domestication and agricultural development in the world, set­
ting the stage for the unfolding of an astonishing civilizational phenomenon. 

In my nai've and somehow impertinent way I decided to study the long his­
tory of one of these indigenous peoples that had contributed to the rise and de­
velopment of the Meso-American civilization. The Bennexon or Binnigula'asa', or 
Zapotec, began the enormous historical task of transforming themselves from an 
aggregate of small farmers living in small scattered hamlets into a complex cen­
tralized, urban state that lasted for eight hundred years, to be followed by a series 
of more decentralized city-states that co-existed until the Spanish invasion in the 
16th century. As I began to look at the archaeological, historical and ethnographi­
cal sources and bibliography on the Bennexon I found myself swamped by more 
than a thousand references. Books, articles, archive documents, colonial vocabu­
laries, codices, "Relaciones Geograficas" and, added to these "secondary sourc­
es" I was in the midst of more than a quarter of a million "primary sources": the 
Zapotec people themselves. Some of them with university diplomas and aca­
demic positions, others with professional careers as architects, lawyers, medical 
doctors; others as writers, novelists, poets, musicians, painters. 

Coming from my ethnographic study area expertise of small "tribal" people 
of the Amazon I saw this new task as an overwhelming challenge. I had to recon­
figure myself as a scholar of agrarian societies, a specialist in peasant cultures, an 
ethno-historian, and possibly an anthropologist of complex societies. In two years 
of deeply felt nostalgia for Peru and the security of my Amazonian knowledge, 
of attempts to grasp some basic Zapotec language - how arrogant of me to think 
that I was a polyglot - of more or less systematic reading of studies on Meso­
America, Oaxaca and contemporary Mexico, I produced a manuscript of a few 
hundred pages that I conceived as the first two chapters of a book entitled: La 
Aldea y el Estado. Historia Zapoteca (The Village and the State. Zapotec History.) I 
wanted to address the 3,CXX) years of Bennexon's social history with a mixed method­
ology: an approach to the Zapotec "tongue duree" (the long duration) a la Fernand 
Braudel, and a Marxist analysis of the political economy of the Zapotec people's 
ethnic permanence and resistance to pre-colonial state power, to Spanish impe­
rial/ colonial state and, finally, to Mexican liberal and post-revolutionary author­
itarianism. As I confirmed in my research, the core of my argument was that the 
Zapotec people were able to negotiate, throughout centuries of their existence as 
an ethnic group, forms of coexistence with the various expressions and manifes-
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tations of state power (pre-colonial, Spanish, Mexican) from the safety of their 
efficient, highly integrated, productive and "democratically" managed village/ 
community unit. There was very little that any state formation could do to totally 
subjugate the village, besides taxing it and short of destroying it by eliminating 
the people or deporting them and razing their land. No state formation, not even 
the liberal modern state, was interested in such a radical outcome. In fact, I could 
argue that every single state formation that emerged, developed, imposed itself 
on the Zapotec village people (and was eventually substituted) was interested in 
maintaining the village autonomy, since the whole system's success depended 
economically and politically on the limited sovereignty of each local unit. 

The manuscript was cautiously stored in one of my drawers. I was too afraid 
to submit it to my Mexican colleagues and terrified of having it checked by my 
Zapotec friends. After a few years I gave a fragment of the manuscript to Zapotec 
historian and poet Vfctor de la Cruz for its publication in the Zapotec journal 
Guchachi Reza (Varese 1982a).22 In the process of my research on Zapotec cultural
history, I conducted comparative interviews with one of the greatest Zapotec/ 
Huave writers and intellectuals, Andres Henestrosa (1992), and with poet and 
historian Victor de la Cruz. Both have been strong advocates of the use of Zapo­
tec language in their writings, Andres Henestrosa since the early 1930s, when he 
participated in founding the journal Neza (The Path) and, a few years later, in the 
new version of the journal entitled Neza Cubi (The ew Path). I was fascinated by 
the conceptual similarity between Quechua writer Jose Maria Arguedas and both 
Zapotec writers, Andres Henestrosa and Victor de la Cruz (1984). Henestrosa, in 
fact, stated that he was aspiring to be like the 17th century Peruvian Quechua 
writers Inca Garcilaso de la Vega, Guaman Poma de Ayala, and contemporary 
Jose Maria Arguedas: compelling defenders and innovators of their indigenous 
language and Spanish as creative bilingual writers. 

A Decade of Indigenous Internationalism 

1979 was a watershed in the contemporary history of the Latin American indig­
enous movement and marked the beginning of a decade of increased indigenous 
activism in the international arena. After years of armed struggle against the 
U.S.-backed thirty-year-old Anastasio Somoza's dictatorship, the FSLN (Sandini­
sta National Liberation Front) of Nicaragua liberated most of Nicaragua's terri­

tory, announced its socialist program of government, and attempted to extend it
to the country's Atlantic Coast. The story of the relations between the Mestizo
Spanish-speaking Nicaraguans, mostly from the Pacific coast and the central re­
gions of the country, and the Atlantic Coast English-speaking black Caribbean
Creoles and indigenous Miskito, Sumo and Rama, is paradigmatic of the deep
historical misunderstandings and prejudices that have separated mestizo Latin
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America from its indigenous peoples. In spite of the initial progressive declara­
tions by the Sandinista leadership about bringing social justice to all the op­
pressed and exploited people of Nicaragua, the encounter between the Spanish­
speaking Nicaraguans and the indigenous people and Creoles resulted in a 
bloody and painful armed confrontation, with Miskito fighters bolstered and 
militarily supported by the U.S. In 1986 an agreement between the Sandinistas 
and the Miskito, Sumo, Rama and Creoles was reached on autonomy for the At­
lantic Coast. Interestingly, after years of meddling in the internal affairs of Nica­
ragua and actively and illegally supporting the counter-revolution with weapons 
and money, the U.S. government did not play any role in securing the agreement 
(Brysk 2000: 112-116; Hale 1994). With the exception of the Kuna of Panama, who 
achieved a certain degree of ethnic autonomy in the early 1920s, this was the first 
case of the successful attainment of autonomy and ethnic sovereignty by indige­
nous peoples in Latin America. The victory, however, came at a very high social 
and cultural cost for the indigenous, the people of Nicaragua and even for those 
social scientists, anthropologists and intellectuals around the world who had 
supported both the socialist experiment of the Sandinistas and the indigenous 
peoples' ideals of autonomy. 

In the late spring of 1986 I accompanied M.I.T. anthropologist Martin Diskin 
to the Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua on a fact-finding mission under the auspices of 
the LASA Human Rights and Academic Freedom Commission (Diskin et al. 
1986). My knowledge of the indigenous peoples of Nicaragua was vague and 
based on two direct sources: my brother Luis' involvement in Nicaragua, where 
he lived for long period of times, being later active in the Sandinista revolution as 
an internationalist and as an officer in the Sandinista Army, and my personal 
long-standing acquaintance with poet and Trappist monk Ernesto Cardenal since 
we had met in Lima after having corresponded for years precisely about indige­
nous peoples. What I found during my mission with Martin Diskin was the curt 
corroboration that issues of indigenous peoples' autonomy and cultural sover­
eignty were not only extremely complex and thorny in terms of domestic politics 
but almost intractable when they were turned into international geopolitical is­
sues by external interests, in this case linked to the paranoid U.S. government. 
President Ronald Reagan's administration had unwillingly contributed to the 
radicalization of Nicaragua's indigenous peoples -and by extension other Latin 
American indigenous peoples - pushing them to both extremes of the political 
spectrum. The Miskito's armed involvement in the CIA-supported Contras' war 
against the Sandinistas and their well planned media exposure and projection on 
the international scenario as indigenous made it clear to the rest of the indigenous 
movement that the time had come for all of them to play a pivotal role in the 
global geopolitics being imposed from the top. 

Just one year after the Sandinistas' victory, in 1980, hundreds of indigenous 
leaders and activists from North, Central and South America were invited by the 
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London-based Bertrand Russell Foundation to present their cases of genocide, 
ethnocide, discrimination and oppression before the Fourth Russell Tribunal on 
the Rights of the Indians of the Americas. This people's tribunal, held in Rotter­
dam (Netherlands) before an international audience of thousands, had a format 
of a conventional court and jury made up of plaintiffs (specific indigenous peo­
ples), defendants (countries' government), prosecutors (international lawyers), 
defense attorneys (who were invited by the Russell Tribunal to represent their 
clients but did not come) and a jury of thirteen members. I was invited to be a 
member of the jury together with some old and new colleagues. At the court I 
met again with Guillermo Bonfil Batalla (Mexico), Darcy Ribeiro (Brazil), Robert 
Jaulin (France), Eduardo Galeano (Uruguay), and met other international human 
rights experts for the first time. The sheer amount of cases presented before the 
court was overwhelming. The extent and depth of misery, suffering and injustice 
that were presented by the indigenous plaintiffs was staggering. All the govern­
ments and states of the Americas were found guilty either by omission, by collu­
sion or by intentionally acting to eliminate the indigenous peoples from their 
national composition. 

The case of the Maya people of Guatemala and the later case of the Quechua, 
Ashaninka and Yanesha peoples of Peru, became the unfortunate examples of 
genocide and "ethnic cleansing" practiced equally by dictatorial and pseudo­
democratic governments of Latin America without any accountability. As in the 
case of the Mapuche of Chile, who suffered violent repression and massive de­
portation under Pinochet's military dictatorship, most of the egregious human 
rights abuses against indigenous people were not acknowledged by the national 
and international communities nor were the governments held accountable for 
such violations. During 1984 and 1986, I was a direct witness to the effects of the 
genocidal policy against the Maya people being implemented by the Guatemalan 
state and governments. In 1985, I joined a team of social scientists who were con­
ducting research into Guatemalan refugees in Mexico under the sponsorship of 
the United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD) and El 
Colegio de Mexico (Aguayo, Christensen, O'Dogherty, Varese 1987). I visited 
four resettlement camps in Campeche and Quintana Roo to evaluate the impact 
of the Mexican government's response to the massive inflow of Guatemalan Ma­
ya refugees across the border and the consequent relocation of approximately 
45,000 of them to the eastern frontier states of Campeche and Quintana Roo. 
What I found in the camps among the Maya refugees was an amazing level of 
political and cultural wisdom and a clear awareness that they, as indigenous, 
were the targeted victims of an intentional policy of ethnic and racist genocide. 
The civil and military elite of Guatemala, culturally and racially mestizo/ladino/ 

white, were perceived by the Maya refugees as foreigners that wanted to take 
away everything the Maya people had: their lands, their culture, their language, 
their lives. "What we want ... is not to have our children go through the same 
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suffering as we have ... we aim ... to go back to Guatemala: a changed society, 
with no discrimination, no disregard for human rights, where every rural inhab­
itant has the right to work his own land ... as long as there are ... landholders 
who have large holdings, there will be no equality" (interview with a refugee in 
Los Lirios camp, in Aguayo et al. 1987: 83). 

It can be argued that the increased internationalization of the indigenous 
movement during the 1980s resulted from the confluence of external impositions 
on the part of repressive and authoritarian policies and self-generated needs to 
respond to these national policies at the international and multilateral arena 
level. What is evident, however, is that from 1980, when the Consejo Indio de Sud 
America (CISA) was founded, through the Fourth Russell Tribunal experience 
(1980), the Miskito's autonomy struggle (1979-1986), the internationalization of 
the Guatemalan Maya struggle, the Latin American indigenous movement 
reached a degree of high visibility in the global community and in the eyes of 
multilateral and intergovernmental institutions responsible for recommending 
indigenous peoples' development policies to national governments. In 1983 the 

indigenous peoples were able to persuade the UN to establish a Geneva-based 
United Nations Working Group on Indigenous Populations with consultative 
status. In 1989 the International Labor Organization (ILO) revised Convention 
107 on the Protection of Indigenous Populations established in 1957 and issued 
ILO Convention 169, has now been ratified by the majority of Latin American 
governments. What these two latter international legal bodies are producing is 
an environment of international legality for the specific national and local indig­
enous claims for social, political and cultural justice. 

It is not an accident then, that the first important national indigenous upris­
ing, El Levantamiento Indfgena, took place in Ecuador in 1990 and forced the gov­
ernment to respond to the sixteen demands announced by the indigenous orga­
nizations, which were essentially related to adjustment pressures imposed by the 
international financial market (Brysk 2000:154-158). The indigenous were re­
sponding to the new pressures of globalized capitalism, even before the various 
national working classes had been able to articulate an assessment of the situa­
tion. In 1992, the indigenous movement organized a global, pan-indigenous anti­
quincentenary campaign that put the decolonizing and anti-globalization strug­
gles of the indigenous peoples on the world's TV screens and in major publica­
tions. In the same year, Rigoberta Menchu received the Nobel Peace Prize for her 
international defense of indigenous peoples' rights. In 1994 Quechua Aymara 
Victor Hugo Cardenas was elected Vice-President of Bolivia. In 1994 the Maya 
Zapatista insurgency of Chiapas, Mexico sent an awesome wave of hope through 
the indigenous world. A few years later, in early 1997, the Ecuadorian indigenous 
Pachacutik movement was to successfully remove from office the corrupt and 
incapable president of the country. As the year 2003 comes to an end, the Aymara 
and Quechua people of Bolivia have removed the neo-liberal president of the 
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country from power through a massive popular uprising, sacrificing the lives of 
65 indigenous rebels killed by the army, and refusing to accept the conditions _of
neo-colonialism presented by the multinational financial conglomerate and its 
national proxies as the only way out of poverty. 

Culture as a Resource 

For seven years, from 1980 to 1987, I coordinated a relatively large action�research 
project, initially in the southern state of Veracruz and later in the state of Oaxaca. 
I was appointed Director of a new program of action-research on ethnic identity 
and cultural recuperation among indigenous communities of the two regions by 
Mexico's Deputy Secretary of Culture and the General Directorate of Popular 
Cultures. I must admit that, with the exception of my years engaged in the lib­
eration struggle of the Amazonian indigenous peoples, this project gave me one 
of the most exciting and creative times of my intellectual life. Mexico's national 
program of Popular Cultures {and Indigenous Peoples) had been created by a 
team of progressive anthropologists under the leadership of Rodolfo Stavenha­
gen, Guillermo Bonfil Batalla and Leonel Duran and with the support of a couple 

of government ministers. 
The central strategy of Popular Cultures was to complement, enrich - and 

eventually displace - the policy and programs of the ational Institute of Indig­
enous Affairs (Instituto Nacional Indigenista) and the General Directorate of In­
digenous Education which, for years, had concentrated their actions on issues of 
indigenous community development with an assimilationist perspective, �11-dis­
guised as national integrationism. Since the early years of post-revolutionary 
governments, and increasingly after the 1940s, state administrations thought of 
indigenous peoples and their cultures as impoverished remnants of ancie�t pre­
colonial civilizations that had survived as vestiges of the ravages of Sparush co­
lonialism and republican neglect. The acci6n indigenista, the state policy for indig­
enous peoples, was conceived as a pro-active intervention of government agen­
cies in the social life and culture of indigenous communities with modernization 
projects that would essentially teach the indigenous to abandon their "customs 
and language", their native culture, and adopt modem Mexican mestizo values, 
technologies, Spanish language, knowledge system and economic values. As I 
mentioned before, a new generation of Mexican anthropologists had initiated a 
radical critique of this type of indigenous policy or indigenismo. Guillermo Bonfil 
Batalla and others were contesting the legitimacy and efficiency of Mexican indi­

genismo and, more importantly, had disclosed the deception of a system that 
could only claim as its greatest achievement not the overthrow of poverty but 
rather the demise of rich cultural heritages in the name of modernization. 

At the core of Popular Cultures' theory and actions lies the principle that: 
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... the culture of an indigenous people (of any of the indigenous ethnic groups of 
Mexico), no matter how subjugated and altered it may be, can constitute the mo­
bilizing axis of the urge to self-affirmation and autonomous development. The 
principle acknowledges the supremacy of the spiritual realm, of the civilization, of 
the ideas and of the specific indigenous language that conceive and express them 
... rather than endorsing the common opinion that indigenous peoples can only 
copy and mimic the steps of development walked by the dominant sector of the 
national mestizo society (Varese 1983c: 35). 

The principle asserts the primacy of cultural recuperation and restoration as the 
central initiative of the indigenous community on its way to autonomy and self­
determination. The assumption is that autonomous community and ethnic de­
velopment can only be achieved through a process of cultural revolution. Such a 
process of re-discovery of one's own cultural richness and value, of the historical 
depth of one's own people, cultural knowledge, language and cosmology is 
fraught with uncertainties and dangers. It implies an often painful journey of col­
lective introspection into the alienation imposed by centuries of colonial inten­
tional demeaning of the colonized. As Albert Memmi has pointed out " ... the 
existence of the colonizer requires that an image of the colonized be suggested 
... " (Memmi 2000: 205) and that image, or myth, must be internalized and as­
sumed as true by the colonized. Biological inferiority, even "depravity", intellec­
tual and aesthetic deficiency, language and rational inadequacy are all character­
istics of the colonized indigenous people that gives legitimacy to the system of 
domination and makes it morally and politically acceptable to the victims - the 
indigenous - and the co-victims - the poor mestizos. 

The goal of the action-research program of Popular Cultures was to initiate, 
with a selected group of members of indigenous Chinantec, Mixe and Zapotec 
communities of the Northern Sierra of Oaxaca, a journey back to the deep his­
torical roots of their cultures in order to re-appropriate the civiliza tional initiative 
and actively seek collective participation in this enterprise. I assembled a multi­
disciplinary team of specialists (anthropologists, linguists, geographers, biolo­
gi�ts, arts and performing arts specialists, educators) and thirty-two Chinantec, 
Mtxe and Zapotec "cultural promoters" from different indigenous communities 
of the Northern Sierra. The selection of both the individual members and com­
munity participants was done with the help of local indigenous organizations 
and community traditional authorities. We sought the mobilization and partici­
pation of a_ sample of villages that had been affected by the main issues impacting
on the region: lack of land and resources, lack of credit for agricultural and/or 
forestry development, high level of out-going migration to urban areas and the 
U.S., and a notorious absence of State and Federal government support for po­
litical participation and democratic governance.
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The permeating sentiment among most of the members of the three ethn'.c 
groups of the Sierra was the widespread collective notion that the local ethnic 
cultures, identities and languages were not only inadequate to deal with the chal­
lenges posed by the interaction with Mexican urban-driven modernity, but actu­
ally an obstacle to be removed by a voluntary act of assimilation and disappear­
ance as specific expressions of indigenous cultures. We soon realized, however, 
that behind this internalized colonizer's discourse there were plenty of contra­
dictions that were inter-playing against the backdrop of gender, age groups, so­
cial stratification, nearness to State political power, migrants vs. non-migrants, 
traditionalists vs. modernizers, Catholic vs. Evangelicals. In a kind of Paolo Freire 
approach, we used the methodology of the "generating concept" to undermine 
and de-construct the colonial discourse and allow the community activists to re­
appropriate their own cultural initiative. We worked on four broad fields of cul­
tural re-appropriation. Firstly, we looked at the recuperation of ethnic ideas and 
history of place/space. The exploration was centered on ethno-geography and 
the development of a cultural approach to issues of territoriality, land, water and 
resources. Secondly, we looked at the recuperation of the word: the ethnic lan­
guage recognized as an accomplished tool for generating new ideas and re-dis­
covering ancient knowledge. On this point we insisted that the indigenous lan­
guages could and should be written with the implicit goal of achieving one or 
more unified koynes, or "national-ethnic languages". Thirdly, we concentrated on 
the recuperation of time, of the revised and re-written history of the group from 
the pre-colonial era to contemporary times. Finally, we motivated a reflection on 
the recuperation of the future, of the collective will to imagine a social project for 
the future of the community and the whole ethnic region. 

Expatriation Three. Indigenous Diasporas 

I learned a few important lessons from my years working with the indigenous 
communities of Oaxaca. Certainly, the most important was the confirmation of 
my readings of Amikar Cabral and my neo-Gramscian intuition that culture has 
a tremendous revolutionary potential, but only insofar as it is assumed or re-cap­
tured by the individuals and the collectivity in a process of critical and painful 
self-discovery that absolves them from any guilt by association with the coloniz­
ers' dominant culture or neglect and disrespect for one's own native heritage. 
The same self-perceived native culture, which looks inadequate and useless to a 
Serrano Zapotec on his way to economic deportation and migration to the U.S., 
may re-appear in the consciousness of the Zapotec farm worker in the Central 
Valley of California or in a sweatshop in Los Angeles as a powerful resource for 
his survival in a hostile foreign environment and for his re-enlistment in the Za­
potec diaspora. The same Nusave language of the Mixtec migrant in California or 
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Oregon that had caused him to be discriminated against in the Mixteca region of 
Oaxaca can now be perceived as a tool for defense, a shield that protects the 
whole Mixtec community in exile and allows for its integration as a new political 
entity. 

My third expatriation, this time to California, was strictly due to family rea­
sons. It was, however, fortunate that the transition from the Valley of Oaxaca and
the Northern Sierra Madre to the Central Valley of California was accompanied
by my exposure to the phenomenon of massive Oaxacan indigenous migration to
California and the U.S. I followed, not by conscious choice, the same route that
Mixtec, Zapotec, Chinantec and Trique from Oaxaca are forced to take in order to
survive the extreme poverty of their lands and the abuses of the Mexican political
system. But my privileged status of academician, legally crossing the interna­
tional border with all the required documents, not showing any cultural or pho­
notypical sign of my ethnicity, deeply challenged my sense of fairness and pro­
fessional ethics. After a short residence at Stanford University and, from my safe
academic position at the University of California, Davis, I felt for the first time
uncomfortable, almost disingenuous, treating the indigenous Oaxacan migrants
as my "field of study". These were the peoples that had received me generously,
that had hosted myself and my family with warm festivity, with happiness, with
friendly irony, with the aristocratic simplicity of people who own nothing and
are ready to give everything. Juan, Filem6n, Rufino, Sylvia, Federica, Manuel
were not the ethnographer's "informants", they were compaiieros - and a meta­
phor - in an unequal struggle for the survival of entire indigenous peoples not
only in Oaxaca, not only in the diaspora, but in the entire American continent.
Could my scholarly convictions be shaken and radically reshaped by these new
diasporic, transnational, de-territorialized indigenous people who were ques­
tioning with their mere presence and persistence most of the methodological and
theoretical assumptions of this anaemic discipline that we call anthropology? I still
do not have an answer. I know that, once more, their struggle is now mine.

Notes 

San Felipe del Agua in Oaxaca and 
Davis in California, 
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I
n this book, I have gathered together essays written over a period of more than
thirty years of my life. It is difficult to remember and express gratitude to all 

those people who have contributed with their knowledge, patience, advice, cri­
tique and friendship to my own professional growth and to enlightening the indig­
�nous peoples' struggle for autonomy. In the Introduction, I have recognized my 
intellectual debts to those friends and teachers who, through their words and writ­
ings, have influenced my thoughts and actions. There are, nevertheless, many oth­
er people to whom tribute is due. Of the many peers and colleagues of the Peruvian 

peri� I will mention, in no particular order and in the hope of not forgetting any­
one rmportant, the following: Alberto Chirif, Richard Chase Smith, Carlos Mora, 
Jorge Osterling and Alejandro Camino, who were dear friends, students / teachers 
and collaborators during my time working in the Peruvian Amazon. Jorge Pucci­
nelli, professor of literature in the National University of San Marcos, Lima, who 
was unable to induce my father to return to academia and teach law but was nev­
ertheless successful in convincing me that I could earn a doctoral degree in a lan­
guage I was only just mastering. To Quechua anthropologist Mario Vasquez, who 
took his life in desperation, I owe some of my best years as a government official 
working with and for the indigenous communities of the Amazon. With Carlos 
Delgado, Jaime Llosa, Jorge Ishizawa, Julio Ortega, Sergio Chang and Hugo Neira, 
and film director Carlos Ferrand, I also celebrated some festive times of revolution­
ary creativity, at times listening to the beautiful '' criollo" music of Chabuca Granda, 
of a young and inexperienced Tania Libertad, and the deep and wise voice of Afro­
Peruvian Nicomedes Santa Cruz. In the Amazon forest, in the Gran Pajonal, along 
the Perene, Tambo, Pichis, Pachitea, Ucayali, Maraii6n and Amazon rivers, I met 
many Indian friends and teachers whose names are now forgotten, lost in my notes 
or confused in my me�ory. I have already thanked, in another book, Poshano, 
�aga, Coronado, Pashuka, Irerena. Of the Shipibo leader from the Ucayali River 
with whom I shared a hotel room in Quito, Ecuador during an indigenous con­
�s. I can ?nly re�ember the name Pablo. But what he told me, almost humbly, 
m a soft voice, of his community's translation into the Shipibo language of the 
chapter on Juan Santos Atahuallpa's rebellion from my book Salt of the Mountain,
remains impressed on my memory. 

Of the many colleagues and friends in Mexico that have influenced me, in one 
way or another, I will mention in no particular order, Nemesio Rodriguez, Ron 
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Nigh, Margarita Dalton, Pedro Lewin, Elba Gigante, Ernesto Diaz Couder, Maria 
de los Angeles Romero, Maria Teresa Pardo, Gudrum Dorhman, Poala Sesia, Jaime 
Martinez Luna, Miguel Alberto Bartolome, Juan Julian Caballero, Manuel Rios, Vic­
tor de la Cruz, Alicia Barabas, Marcos Sandoval, Javier Castellanos, Eucario Angeles, 
Ninfa Pacheco, and more than a hundred other indigenous intellectuals and activists 
with whom I have worked and shared dreams of a better future. One, in particular, 
needs special tribute. Hermenegildo L6pez was a Chinantec poet from the commu­
nity of Comaltepec in the Chinantla Alta of Oaxaca. We worked together for a few 
years in the project for cultural recuperation and ethnic identity until his death in the 
Isthmus of Tehuantepec at the hands of drug dealers, bandits or political enemies, 
perhaps one and the same. To all the other people I am forgetting, I wish to express 
my gratitude for their contributions to my life. A todas y todos, gracias.

In California too, my community of colleagues, students and friends has be­
come almost innumerable. Here at the University of California, Davis I met again, 
after many years, old friends from Peru, Andeanist scholars Ben Orlove and Steve 
Brush. Something similar happened with ative American scholar Jack Forbes, 
whom I had met for the first time at the Fourth Russell Tribunal in 1980 and who 
was co-director with David Risling of the Native American Studies Program at UC 
Davis when I was employed as a lecturer in 1989. Jack Forbes, Dave Risling, Sarah 
Hatchison, George Longfish, founders of Native American Studies at UC Davis, 
have supported me with the kind of hospitality, generosity and kindness that I 
have found all my life among Indians. To all my other colleagues in ative Ameri­
can Studies, Ines Hernandez Avila, Steve Crum, Martha Macri, Victor Montejo and 
Zoila Mendoza, I extend my gratitude. It is a privilege to work with such a team of 
scholars. All my graduate students have been generous contributors to my schol­
arly life with their own research projects, their ideas, their participation in seminar 
discussions. I consider all of them to be a gift to my intellectual life. A special thank 
you to Kerin Gould who translated some of my earlier essays written in Spanish. I 
must also acknowledge my colleague Carol Smith from the department of anthro­
pology, with whom I have co-mentored extraordinary doctoral students. Finally, I 
would like to thank my friend Miriam Wells, anthropologist and Professor in Com­
munity Development who, for the last ten years, has kept me in good physical, 
mental and spiritual shape by insisting on our weekly Aristotelian peripatetic runs 
in spite of my cultural tardiness and genetic forgetfulness. 

P.S. Some new names need to be added to this note: S0ren Hvalkof and Alejandro 
Parellada of IWGIA deserve a special thank you for their generous, albeit critical, 
support of my manuscript. Thanks also to Elaine Bolton, who has successfully 
transformed my Spanglish into palatable English and to Jorge Monras, for the 
design of this book. To my old friend Alberto Chirif, who added incredible values 
to my essays, gracias, un abrazo y hasta que nos volvamos a ver.
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SOCIAL JUSTICE AND CULTURAL RIGHTS 
IN THE PERUVIAN AMAZON (1971) 

This essay• can be described as confessional insofar as the author includes himself as an 
actor in the story he is retelling. The plot revolves around his participation in the 
Revolutionary Government headed by Juan Velasco Alvarado (1968-1975), which en­
trusted him with the task of defining a legal framework to protect the territorial, and 
other cultural and political rights, of the indigenous peoples of the Peruvian Ama­
�on. �n association with various colleagues, Varese took up the challenge of achiev­
ing his dream of social justice, taking an administrative post within the State appa­
ratus. This essay sum�ari�es-the arguments he made to the government in support
of �h� law o� Amazonian md1gen�us communities (native communities, according to
official termm�logy), and ��e text 1s thus of significant historical value. It is clearly a
text of a practical and pohhcal nature. The essay classifies the different areas of the 
�eruvian Amazon, along with the historical processes that have taken place there 
s1�ce the European invasion. It gives a synoptic vision of these processes, beginning
with the e�angelization by missionaries that took place during colonial times, often 
accompanied by encomenderos and soldiers, and continuing with the most dramatic
and destructive processes of the republican era. Of these Varese highlights the rub­
ber boom, the main cause of the demographic decline among many indigenous peo­

ples, and of their social, economic and cultural breakdown. The text also takes time 
to analyse the reasons behind the colonization programme promoted by consecutive 
go".emments. The aim was to move Andean populations who had lost the right to
their land to the tropical rainforest region in order to maintain unjust structures for 
the benefit_ of a landowning class which, until the revolutionary years of General
Velasco, en1oyed substantial political power. This and other cases lead Varese to state 
that an analysis of indigenous societies cannot be undertaken in isolation from the 
wider society _t�at surrounds them and which imposes social, economic, political and 
cultural conditions on them. In fact, this analysis should not even be restricted to 

• The essay is based on a report written for the International Work Group for Indigenous Af
f�irs (IWGIA) in 1971 and published under the title The Forest Indians in the Present Politica;
S1tuat1on of Peru, IWGlA Document no. 8, Copenhagen, 1972. An extended version of this text 
was written jointly with Serg_io Chang in an official report for the Revolutionary Government
(Varese and Chang, 1972). W1th a few amendments, it also appears in the first appendix to the 
second edition of La sal de los cerros, INIDE, Lima, 1973.

SOCIAL JUSTICE AND CULTURALR/GHrs IN THE PERUVIAN AMAZON (197..:1' ________________ 6 l

within the borders of countries that have indigenous populations because these 
countries also form part of wider networks dominated by the industrialized world. 
The essay offers a number of definitions that were important at that time, such as 
native communities and ethno-Iinguistic groups, as well as demographic estimates 
and considerations of the type of populations currently found in the Peruvian Ama­
zon. 

Foreword and Context 

I
n October 1968, a military coup brought to power a small group of young gen­
erals and colonels who initiated one of the most daring social and political re­

form programs ever undertaken in Peru. General Juan Velasco Alvarado's revo­
lution expropriated and nationalized the International Petroleum Company, a 
branch of the Standard Oil Company of New Jersey; declared and implemented 
agrarian reform in the coastal region of the country by expropriating sugar cane 
plantations from a gentrified oligarchy, creating peasant-run cooperatives; and 
announced the expansion of land reform initiatives in the Andean and Amazo­
nian Regions. Surprised by this unusual military regime that used progressive 
discourse and professed its intention to combat poverty, social injustice and 
ethno-racial discrimination, some of we young intellectuals accepted the chal­
lenge of confronting our dreams of social justice by accepting administrative po­
sitions within the state apparatus and the revolutionary goverrunent.1

In 1969 Mario Vasquez, a Quechua anthropologist from the northern Andean 
region of Ancash, invited me to join him in the recently created General Director­
ate of Peasant Communities within the Ministry of Agriculture and Agrarian Re­
form. Vasquez was part of a small number of Peruvian anthropologists who had 
been recruited by Allan Holmberg, founder and director of the Vicus applied 
anthropology project, to study at Cornell University. There, Vasquez, a Quechua 
from a small provincial town in the northern Andes, gained a doctorate in an­
thropology and the greatly needed prestige and protection from racial and ethnic 
discrimination so common in Peru during those years. Vasquez challenged me 
with the formidable task of extending the land reform process initiated by the mil­
itary revolution in the Coast and Highland regions to the Amazon region of Peru. 
In a remarkable meeting with Carlos Delgado, another Cornell University alum­
nus and anthropologist, the recently appointed Minister of SINAMOS (National 
System of Social Mobilization), plus a few other social scientists, lawyers and army 
colonels, Vasquez presented me with the challenge of defining the needs of the 
"tribal indigenous" of the Amazon forest, developing a legal framework for pro­
tecting their territorial rights and guaranteeing their language, cultural and politi-
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cal rights, all of which, Vasquez reminded me, had to be done swiftly and with 
scarce financial and technical resources. Most importantly, these studies had to 
take place against the backdrop of long-held cultural and racial prejudices against 
the indigenous peoples of the Amazon, prejudices that were shared by the majority 
of criollo and mestizo Peruvians, the politically cornered oligarchy, the state bu­
reaucracy and even by some of the progressive military who were running a gov­
ernment intended to bring social and cultural democracy to all Peruvians. 

I accepted the challenge and, in 1969, I founded the Division of Native Commu­
nities of the Tropical Rainforest2 (as a branch of the Ministries of Agriculture, Agrar­
ian Reform and SINAMOS). Housed in a horrendous and dilapidated office in 
the old Ministry of Labor building and staffed with a few former anthropology 
students of mine, a "constitutional" lawyer, an agronomist and a Peruvian soci­
ologist of Chinese descent whose cousin had been in the Che Guevara guerrilla 
movement in Bolivia, the Division started its mission by producing a social as­
sessment of the indigenous peoples of Peru's Amazon region. With no reliable 
demographic data nor information as to territorial occupation, land tenure or 
resource management, the survey task soon became an overwhelming challenge. 
Peru's academia and government administration had no tradition whatsoever of 
social studies or censuses of the region. The Amazon area - encompassing more 
than half the national territory of the country - had never been taken seriously 
into consideration by the ruling elites nor by academia. The ethnic surveys that 
we were initiating had to rely on missionary sources: archives of Catholic orders 
such as those of the Jesuits, Franciscans and Dominicans, or Protestant sects; doc­
umentation prepared by groups such as the Summer Institute of Linguistics/ 
Wycliff Bible Translators, the New Tribes Missions, and various other evangelical 
missions, all of which became our most important sources of information. The 
desolate landscape the state administration inherited after more than a century 
and a half of systematic neglect of the peoples and lands of the Amazon began to 
burden us. What were the key problems of the Amazon indigenous communi­
ties? What were their claims? What were their demands? Was there some form of 
indigenously generated political programs and platforms? Who and where were 
the indigenous leaders, the representatives of dozens of ethnic groups and liter­
ally thousands of local communities? 

During the final months of 1969 and part of 1970, the team of social scientists 
from the Division of Native Communities carried out a pilot study of the Agua­
runa communities of the Alto Marafton River (Varese 1970). Through this study 
we were able to show the subordinate position of the Aguaruna and Huambiza 
peoples within the regional market economy and political system, as well the 
dramatic loss of indigenous territorial possessions and control at the hands of the 
state planned military colonization, which encouraged colonization of indige­
nous lands by Peruvian civilian and demobilized army personnel. A wider as­
sessment of the indigenous peoples of Peru's Amazon forest was concluded in 
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1971 and promptly stowed away as a "confidential document" in the bureau­
cratic maze of the Ministry of Agriculture (Varese and Chang, 1972). I used part 
of the information for a few articles (Varese 1972b, 1974a) as did my colleagues 
and collaborators, Alberto Chirif and Carlos Mora, in order to publish a monu­
mental first attempt at systematizing the basic ethnography of the Peruvian Am­
azon (Chirif and Mora 1976). 

The accumulation of this small and still precarious body of knowledge on the 
Amazon region's indigenous communities, as well as the increasing political 
pressure and mobilization of a few indigenous organizations, constituted the ba­
sis for the enactment of the Law of Native Communities of the Tropical Rainforest 
(Government Decree no. 20653), which introduced sweeping reform and radical 
changes to the situation of the indigenous peoples of the Amazon forest. 

In 1975, the revolutionary government of Juan Velasco Alvarado came to an 
abrupt end. "Chino Velasco" as he was affectionately called by the people, died 
after a short illness, and a counter-coup brought to power a conservative sector 
of the army.3 The political environment moved quickly to the right and toward 
the systematic eradication of years of social reforms. In response, the indigenous 
peoples of the Amazon forest threw themselves into politics and activism, result­
ing in a reactivation of local intracommunal organizations,4 forming and expand­
ing regional ethnic and multi-ethnic federations and making the Law of Native 
Communities their banner of ethno-political struggle. 

A Thirty-Year-Old Assessment 

What follows is a compendium of some of the arguments that I presented to the 
revolutionary government of Juan Velasco Alvarado, as director of the Division 
of Native Communities, between 1969 and 1974 to support the need for special 
legislation for the indigenous peoples of the Peruvian Amazon region. 

We need to answer certain basic political questions about the indigenous peo­
ple of the Peruvian Amazon and anthropology has generally dealt with these on 
the basis of an analysis of inter-ethnic relations, emphasizing in its methods the 
aspects of cross-cultural contact and interaction but neglecting the national con­
text and its political factors. In my opinion, the answers to these questions must 
be derived from an analysis that recognizes that inter-ethnic relations are also, 
importantly, class relations. Such factors as the socio-economic situation of indig­
enous society within the national framework, and its differential access or lack of 
access to the means of controlling political and decision-making power therefore 
necessarily enter into my analysis. It is in this perspective that I wish to examine 
this subject, convinced that an analysis of the micro-situation gains its full sig­
nificance only if it is linked to the overall context. An old proverb says that it is 
hard to be a prophet in one's own country. When this country is political, the 
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prophecy runs the risk of being a utopian dream. The concluding part of this es­say should be read with this reservation in mind. 
First a point of method, which in turn derives from a theoretical premise thatshould be explained: that an analysis of "tribal" indigenous minorities cannot beisolated from an analysis of the wider society that surrounds them and whichimposes structural conditions of a social, economic, political and cultural nature.The system of inter-ethnic relations in the Amazon involves not only the two di­rectly intera�ting poles: indigenous society and the "white" Peruvian society orsegments of it, but the fact that these two poles, as parts of a wider network, can­not b� extrapolated and analyzed in isolation without running the risk of frag­mentin� t�e structur� ai:'d being unable to comprehend the global phenomenon.The ma1onty of the indigenous communities of the Amazon forest are not his­torical and synchronic islands, so attempting to concentrate our study on the lo­cal group or the micro-region, to the exclusion of a "macro-historical" and"macro-social" analysis, will lead us to false conclusions. To what extent can wesay, for example, that there exist communities in the Peruvian Amazon forest thatare isolated from the nation-state that politically, socially and economically in­cludes them, and from the system of international/ globa l relations, which obvi­ously includes Peru? To what extent has even the tribal group most isolated fromsurrounding society's means of communication felt the effects of national andinternational social and economic events? 

.. The social and cultural events taking place today among the indigenous commu­nities east of the Andes should be considered the result, and in turn the dynamic, ofa process that has continually involved and continues to involve a chain of social economic and political constellations that extends to Lima, the nerve center of Peru�vian society and beyond, to the centers of international trade. These internationalcenters have during the course of history changed their location: from Spain in the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries to England in the 19th century, and the United States inthe 20th century. This spatial shift of the economic center has given rise to a shift ineconomic interests, such that there has been, in dialectical succession, more or lesspressure on one or other sector of the overall society and thus on the Amazon forestand its inhabitants. The rubber ''boom", which occurred toward the end of the 19thcentury, is perhaps the most eloquent example of this. From 1870 to 1915, the Peru­vian tropical rainforest was transformed into one of the world's principal sources ofcrude �bber, collected almost exclusively by the indigenous people of the areas sur­roun�mg �e Amazon, Ucayali, Maraii6n and Madre de Dios rivers and their princi­pal �butaries. Around 1910, rubber produced by the English in Borneo, Ceylon andIndia began to take the place of Peruvian rubber. In spite of its short duration, the Peruvian rubber "boom" had a fundamentalrepercussion on the indigenous people of the Amazon, in social as well as bio­logical ter_ms. A few figures will serve to illustrate this. During the first decade ofthe twentieth century, 80% of the indigenous population of the Putumayo River
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region was annihilated. At the same time, of the 28,000 rubber workers of the
Loreto region, approximately 22,000 belonged to native communities (Varese
1968a: 14-15). The human losses caused by mistreatment, epidemics and forced
labor were replaced by raids during which members of native communities were
captured and enslaved.

An economic factor of world importance such as rubber, with all its political
and social ramifications and implications, exercised a decisive influence on the
lives of most of the indigenous peoples of the lower Peruvian Amazon region.
Today this phenomenon is being repeated on a different scale with the extraction
of timber, hard-wood and animal products. According to official figures, which
by their very nature are much lower than the real figures, more than US$700,000
worth of hides and live animals were exported in 1969 from the Peruvian tropical
forest (figures from the General Administration of Forests, Hunting and Lands of
the Peruvian Ministry of Agriculture). This type of extraction is fundamentally
carried out by members of indigenous communities working through the "bar­
ter-credit" system ("enganche"), in which raw materials and work are paid for
with goods or credit for goods. Accordingly we can state that the present situa­
tion of tribal minorities should be seen, historically and synchronically, as the
result of a more or less direct participation in the process of growth and develop­
ment of the capitalist world.

This theoretical and methodological consideration gives rise to another: that it
is impossible to separate the problems of Amazon's indigenous peoples from the
problems of the social classes. Anthropological analysis has in general neglected
this aspect and has not emphasized the fact that relations between social groups
that differ in language, culture, social organization, economy and ethnic identity
cannot be exclusively studied on the basis of a social and cultural analysis t!--.at
considers indigenous society as a passive receptor of modifications derived from
changes imposed by the centers of control and domination. These relations pre­
suppose a differential access to the means of production and therefore to power.
The overwhelming majority of the indigenous people of the tropical forest are in
a state of permanent interaction with different sectors of "white" Peruvian soci­
ety: lumbermen, rubber gatherers, traders or settlers. This interaction should be
understood as a relationship between human groups (classes that are also ethnic
groups) in which one of the groups can appropriate the "labor" of the other. And
in this case, by "labor" I mean something very broad, which can range from the
means of production and natural resources to the marketing system and the re­
lated use of transportation, of the "barter-credit" system, and of usurial interest
rates for goods advanced. The inter-ethnic relations that take place between the
various peoples of the Amazon rainforest are at the same time class relations, and
both kinds of relations are part of a network or system of relations that must be
understood at the level of society as a whole which, in tum, cannot be considered
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on its own but only as part of a system of country constellations dominated by
economic centers or core developed countries.

There is an abundance of examples. The timid attempts at agrarian reform
initiated in Peru under the governments of presidents Manuel Prado and Fer­
nando Belaunde Terry in the 1950s and 1960s did not aim to eliminate the coastal
and Andean latifundia (large landed properties with semi-servitude labor) but
promoted, ideologically and technically, the colonization of the Amazon forest.
The �olonization of the tropical rainforest became falsely synonymous with
ag�anan_reform. This policy obviously entailed various advantages for the small
ruhng ehte of the country, not the least of which was the fact that without revolu­
tioni�ing the landholding system in the rest of the country it was nevertheless
f,oss1_b�e-to offer the mar�inal peas�ntry the hope of acquiring a plot of land in the
unc1�1hzed and empty Amazonian forest. The results of this procedure were

especially n�teworthy in two fields. On an ideological level, an image was fos­
tered of the nch and fertile forest, uninhabited and open to men of initiative. This
ima�e is a_part of the widespread system of national stereotypes and allows the
tropical rainforest to be visualized as a land of conquest, a kind of internal colony
that �ay or may not attract the attention of the politically dominant sector, ac­
cordmg to the national and international economic interests of the moment. In
t�e socio-_economic field, Peru initiated a series of relative improvements to the
h1g�way infrastructure, notably the so-called "peripheral highway", the costs of
wh1�h �ere not justified by the benefits received, since the land brought under
cul�vation was of poor quality and therefore did not permit the planned concen­
tration of the population. As a result of these policies, in the 50s and 60s large
population movements took place from the Andes and, to some extent, the coast
to the upper Amazon forest areas in the eastern foothills of the Andes, which in
most cases were already inhabited by indigenous people. More than 23% of the
population of the tropical forest areas of the departments of Pasco, Junin and
Cuzco, according to the 1961 census, were immigrants from other parts of the
coun11?'. _Nu�erous groups of Yanesha,� Ashaninka and Matziguenka indigenous
were hvmg m these areas, who were forced to withdraw from their territory as
the State had no declared policy of protecting their rights. Thus at the extreme
ends of this chain of economic and political events we see, on the one hand in­
digenous societies in the involuntary role of a marginal and dominated pe�ple
and, �n the other, a po�itical o�tion which, in the last analysis, is subject not only
to national but also to mternatronal economic conditions.

Historical Notes. Penetration and Settlement

�t this time I think _it co�venient to introduce an historical dimension to my analysis,
smce the present situation of the Amazon indigenous peoples is above all else the
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result of a process of submission to the dialectics of national and �ternational politics
and economics. In adopting this perspective, I do not mean a history of events �ut
rather a general outline of the conditions which, over_ the course �f the centunes,
have permitted a certain social and economic structure m the P�ruv1an �azon. 

In the 16th and 17th centuries, colonial Spain was not particularly mterested m
the Amazon forest. Spanish soldiers, missionaries, "encomenderos" and explorers
penetrated east of the Andes through the mountain passe� and se_ttled alo_ng the great
navigable rivers, thus displacing the indigenous population, whi� w�s itself �ttled
on strips of rich alluvial land appropriate for slash and-burn cultivation. This phe­
nomenon, in the case of Peru, has been studied with precision by Donald La�ap
(1968, 1970), who demonstrated with archaeological evidence that before the _a�val
of the Spanish the banks of the navigable rivers were densely po�ulat�d �y _mdige­
nous societies basing their economy on the cultivation of the alluvial soil, fishin? and
the hunting of mammals, animals that in the tropical forests are only abundant m the
vicinity of watercourses. Alluvial soil, the fertility of which is re�ewed by yearly
floods and which therefore permits the stable settlement and a certain degree of con­
centration of an agricultural population, constitutes a mere 3% of the total area of the
Peruvian Amazon (Meggers 1958; see also the soil evaluation studies of ONERN, the
Peruvian National Office of Natural Resources Evaluation).

Thus the mere occupation of these riverside areas by Europeans_ led to e�c
displacements and resettlements that had repercussions on the ecological, economr_cand social equilibrium of the indigenous societies affected. In part, these commuru­
ties abandoned their river settlements and withdrew towards the headwaters or to­
wards inter-fluvial higher ground, poorer in soil and fauna resulting in a worsening
of their economic, technological, social and cultural situation.

In order to understand correctly the present condition of most of the indigenous
societies of the Peruvian tropical forest, one must realize that all of them, to a greater
or lesser extent, directly or indirectly, have undergone this process of ecological dete­
rioration and marginalization. This process was aggravated in th� 18th cen� when
missionary activities intensified and, in some cases, developed mto a ventable up­
rooting, removal and resettlement of whole indigenous people, such as �e Yme6 and
the Cunibo of the Urubamba, Tambo and Upper Ucayali rivers, organized by the
Franciscans and the Jesuits at the end of the 17th century. Immediately after this in­
tensification, the tribal groups reacted and organized their response: sometimes vio­
lent sometimes involving a cultural retreat to nativistic and messianic positions (Va­
res: 1968b, 2002a: passim), which crop up at regular intervals to this day.

The Republic 

In 1824, Simon Bolivar promulgated a decree that was to de facto dissolve the in­
digenous communities of the Andes in that it permitted any member of a corn-
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munity to sell the communal land he held in usufruct. This measure was the re­
sult of an ill-conceived liberalism. Communal land was sold for small amounts ofmoney by indigenous who thus contributed to the formation of many of the largeestates held by whites and mestizos. Shortly thereafter, the dispossessed indige­nous peasants b_egan looking for land in the Amazon forest, initiating a long pro­�ess of penetration and settlement on the part of Andean indigenous, especiallym �e �ppe� montaiia - precisely in those areas, marginal with respect to the al­luvial nv�r�1de areas, where many tribal groups had already concentrated andwere surv1vmg. 

The penetration of Andeans into the upper rainforest was no novelty: the so­called "vertical economy" of the valleys of the Eastern Andes is certainly a phe­nomenon of pre-Hispanic origin (Murra et al. 1966). What was new was the per­manent :ather than season�} settlement of the peasants and the population pres­sure which began to be felt m these areas. This pressure increased to the extent towhich the formation and consolidation of large estates - haciendas - took place inthe Andes and on the coast at the expense of indigenous communities. During the terms of office of presidents such as Ramon Castilla, in the middleof the �9th centu:f, and Nicolas de Pierola, at the end of the 19th century, theexpansion of the internal frontier was reactivated and "the mystique of the con­quest o! the forest" began to grow - a mystique which was revived a century laterby President Fernando Belaunde. These were also the years when the coffee plan­tations of the upper forest were formed, the years when the State handed over alarge part of �e �rea of the Upper Perene River to the Peruvian Corporation,whose concession mduded lands inhabited by numerous groups of Yanesha andAshaninka. The indigenous communities of the upper Amazon were faced withtw? �es of threat: the invasion of white-criollos with the accompanying seizureof md1genous lands, and the demand for indigenous labor by the new landown­ers and by rubber gatherers. Both threats induced a series of social, economic andcultural changes in the local indigenous communities, the members of whichwere grafted onto a system of relations of dependence, and were either trans­formed into wage-earning agricultural Jaborers or moved into more isolated re­gions. 
T� sum up, starting in the second half of the 19th century, two types of eco­no�c phenomenon occurred in the Peruvian tropical rainforest, the origins ofw�ch were relat�d to the national and international situation, and which had a radical repercussion on the situation of the indigenous people. On the one hand the whites' agricultural frontier on indigenous territories was established andc_onsolidated; on the other hand, another more dynamic and deep internal fron­tier was extended through the demand for rubber. Both these phenomena de­serve a broader study than the few words which I am able to devote to them inthis article. Nevertheless, I should like to expand on the type of frontier which

SOCIAL JUS7JCE .ANO CULTURAL RIGHTS IN THE PERUVIAN AMAZON (19711 69 

these socio-economic processes impose, since both of them continue to exist and 
presuppose a distinct kind of stimulus for the indigenous societies: 

The expansion of the internal frontier imposed �y the extr�ction of rubber, 
and currently imposed by the production of wood, hides a�d amma!s, cannot be 

considered as a demographic frontier but rather an economIC one, with repercus­
sions on the types of settlement and dispersion of th_e indigenous_ and rural
groups of the tropical forest. Extractive expansion, unlike the est�bhs�en_t of
farms and cattle ranches, does not aim specifically at the occupation of md1g�­
nous territory for the permanent and decisive establishment of hu�an nuclei. 
The frontier which corresponds to this expansion is always economic and not 
demographic. Many of the areas which were exploited 20 or 50 years ago have 
now regained their character of primary "virgin" forest. Wh:n the resources are 
exhausted, the expansion front withdraws and completely disappears. The sa

_
me 

thing is happening at present 7 with the exploitation of w:ood: w
_
hen all �� tim­

ber-yielding trees of an area are cut, the small demographic frontier consisting of 
the foreman and his laborers retreats and disappears. Only in some cases when 
the area of extraction is situated near a highway or has good river comrnuni�a­
tions with a center of population can it be taken over by agriculture or cattle-rais-
ing, in which case a permanent demographic frontier is established. 

Extractive activities have not produced a working class, and even less a social 
class with class consciousness. They have contributed and are contributing to the 
de-tribalization of indigenous people through a process of proletarianizatio� and 
ethnic disintegration or dissolution which furnishes _the l

_
abor �arket �1th a 

cheap source of labor, highly mobile from the geographIC pomt of view, subject to 
temporary work based on contracts, the "barter-credit" sys!em or day labor and 
who, in many cases, abandon land which is suitable for agriculture. . On the contrary, the agricultural system, the typical form in the upper ramfor­
est, sets up a permanent demographic, economic, ideologic�I a�d cultural �ron­
tier. In this case, the white-mestizo society appropriates the md1genous territory 
and, if possible, also indigenous labor through de-tribalization. The �damental 
difference between this situation and that occurring under the extractive process 
is that here the indigenous communities have almost no possibility of �eeping 
their territory. In all the forest areas where agricultural and cattle r�c�g sys­
tems have been consolidated, the indigenous people have been de-tr1bahzed and 
absorbed as agricultural laborers, or have retreated to marginal areas, ab�nd

_
on­

ing their land to the expanding white society. In some cases, a few local md1ge­
nous groups have kept pockets of land of a few hectares wi� re�ion� totally 
occupied by settlers, but the land which they h�ve succeeded m savmg 1s s? _re­
duced in area that their entire economic and soCial system has had to be modified 
and adapted to a situation of dependence on - and symbiosis with - the settlers. 
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The Contemporary Situation (circa 1970) 

I shall now attempt to analyze the situation of the indigenous tribal peoples in
terms o! the struc�red sy�tem of social and economic interrelations which they
have with the white-mestizo Peruvian society. More than 70% of these ethnic
communities maintain permanent relations of interaction with members of the
rest of the country. 35% of the ethnic communities maintain sporadic relations
but� �irectly �r indirectly, and to a greater or lesser degree, all the indigenous
societies are hnked to the Peruvian economic system. In fact, even the figure of
35?0 for groups :'hich �ave no direct relations with white-mestizo society must
be interpreted, since this percentage is calculated on the basis of entire ethno-lin­
guistic groups, which means that while some local groups {communities) remain
relatively isolated, others of the same ethno-linguistic group are linked to some
sector of the national society. An extreme case which can serve to illustrate this is
that of the Matses� of the_area of the Blanco and Yaquerena rivers who, in spite of
the fact that they have re1ected all forms of contact in recent years, are actually in
� sen�e under the tutel_age_ of the Summer Institute of Linguistics-SIL through its
hng�1sts, who are subJecting them to a system of technological dependence by
creating needs they cannot satisfy with their own resources.

Definitions 

1:he variou� ethnic groups of the Peruvian tropical rainforest present a great va­
riety of social and cultural situations, with respect both to their traditional struc­
tures as well as the social and economic changes, modifications and restructuring
as a result of contact and interaction with various sectors of white-mestizo soci­
ety. This circumstance makes it difficult to set up a simplified classification, a
difficulty which is increased by the almost total absence of research in the field.
In this sense, even terms of common use in professional literature, such as "tribe",
should be questioned as to their applicability. Let us take an example. 

The Ashaninka represent a population of approximately 45,000 9 people who
occupy a vast area of the Central Forest region (Selva Central) {almost JOO 000
square kilometers), including quite different ecological zones and various �co­
�omic mic�o-re�ions with very distinct social compositions of mestizo popula­
tion and with different degrees of highway communication with the rest of the
country: The area occupied by the Ashaninka is neither continuous nor compact;
other tribal groups and other non-indigenous are interspersed within it, ranging
from small Andean settlers to large estates {haciendas and livestock ranches) 
pass�g ti:irough a �hole scale of local merchants, woodcutters and missiona�
orgaruzahons. In this case, the use of the expression "Ashaninka tribe" would
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lead to false interpretations, since the accepted meaning of the concept of the
tribe alludes to at least two characteristics: a certain cultural and social homoge­
neity and a certain territorial continuity. The historical process which we have
briefly referred to above has modified both these characteristics in the case of al­
most all the groups of the upper rainforest. 

I think it is more correct then, to speak of anAshaninka ethnolinguistic group,
which in linguistic terms contains dialect areas, and in social, cultural and eco­
nomic terms can be subdivided into sectors, above all according to the degree of
interaction which each sector {or micro-region) maintains with the white-mestizo
society. There are Ashaninka groups who have motor boats and are organized in
cooperative forms of agricultural organization, and there are "isolated" Ashanin­
ka who wear clothes made of tree bark. Both extremes can be found within the
same ethno-linguistic group. 

We can supplement the expression "ethno-linguistic group" with the
term "native community". By this I mean a stable social-economic unit, bound to
a specific territory, with a type of settlement which can be either nuclear or dis­
persed, and which recognizes itself as a "community" {social entity), distin­
guished from neighboring socio-economic/cultural units, indigenous or not. In
accordance with this purely operational definition of the native community, we
can say that within each ethno-linguistic group there can exist from two or three
up to hundreds of communities (or local groups). In a preliminary survey con­
ducted in 1970 in the area of the Upper Maran.on, I detected more than 150 Agua­
runa communities {Varese 1970). On the other hand, we know that some groups
in the Amazonian lowlands total no more than two or three communities, each
consisting of a few score families (example: Huitoto and Arabela).

Sociological View 

According to the Peruvian National Office of Statistics and Census (Censo 1970)
there were 1,307,156 non-indigenous inhabitants in the Peruvian Amazon region
in 1970. My estimate of the indigenous population yields the approximate figure
of 220,850 persons, belonging to more than 50 ethno-linguistic groups. This means
that the forest has a total of 1,500,000 inhabitants, of which 85% are non-indige­
nous and 14% are members of indigenous-tribal groups. The inhabitants of the
tropical forest represent 11 % of the total population of Peru, and its indigenous
people 1.5%. According to the 1965 Census, the Amazon tropical rainforest oc­
cupies more than 57% of the territory of Peru, with a population density of 2.07
persons per square kilometer. Nevertheless, still unofficial figures from the Na­
tional Planning Institute indicate that the agricultural land has a population den­
sity of 400 persons per square kilometer. This can be explained by the fact that
land suitable for agriculture is extremely scarce. According to studies of the Na-
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tional Office of Natural Resource Evaluation (ONERN 1961a and b, 1962, 1963, 
1964, 1965, 1966a and b, 1967a and b, 1968a and b, 196&, d and e, 1970a and b), 10 only 
13% of the area of the tropical rainforest can be considered suitable for permanent 
agriculture. Of the remainder, 28% of the total presents serious limitations for agri­
culture, 19% is suitable for forestry, and the remaining 40% consists of land which is 
W1Suitable for either agriculture or forestry, consisting mostly of swampland. 

These ecological factors explain to a great extent the apparent contradiction 
between the vast areas of "unoccupied" land in the Peruvian tropical rainforest 
a�d the exce�sive concentration of the rural population in certain areas, espe­
CJally those situated near the communication infrastructure and populated cen­
ters. Likewise one can understand the reason behind the constant pressure which 
the white-mestizo population has exercised on the land of the native communi­
ties, since these communities almost always settled on the lands richest in re­
sources and agricultural soils. 

Geographic Distribution of Indigenous Peoples

If one looks at a map of the distribution of ethno-linguistic groups, one is impressed 
by the fact that the whole area of the Upper and Middle Huallaga rivers has no 
indigenous population. This area is one of those which is most densely populated 
by mestizos: the 1961 census (Censo 1965: T.I.,6) gives a density of up to 8.5 inhabit­
ants per square kilometer for the Province of Lamas, as against a density of 0.7 in­
habitants per square kilometer for other areas of the rainforest (Department of Lo­
reto). This great density of non-indigenous rural population corresponds histori­
cally to a very early Spanish colonial penetration. The local groups of Jibito, Chol6n 
and P�at�ua indigenous were assimilated or liquidated during the first period 
of coloruzation. In the area of the Lower Huallaga River, on the other hand, there is 
one of the most numerous ethno-linguistic groups of the Peruvian Amazon: the 
Lamista Quechua, probably descendents of the Chanka of the Ayacucho area of the 
Andes, who settled in this region in pre-colonial times and adapted themselves to 
the new ecological environment of the tropical rainforest. 

The area of greatest concentration of tribal population is the central and south­
ern tropical rainforest. The Shipibo, Yanesha, Ashaninka, Yine and Matziguenka 
communities total appr:oximately 80,000 persons, almost 40% of the total indige­
nous population. These areas are those which are subject to the greatest popula­
tion pressure from immigrants from the Andes who look for land to settle on in a 
spontaneous manner, without the assistance of the State. The 1961 census (Censo 
1965: Vol.2: 111) indicates that, in the tropical rainforest areas of the Departments 
of Pasco, Junin and Cuzco, 25%, 22% and 20% respectively of the population 
consisted of immigrants from other parts of the country. This phenomenon is re­
lated to the opening of highways for penetration and the concentration of prop-
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erty in the hands of a few landowners in other rural areas of Peru. The penetra­
tion of peasants from the Andes and the coastal region into what are essentially 
indigenous territories of the central and southern tropical rainforest, is a process 
which started more than a century ago and which corresponds, as I have indi­
cated, to the expansion and consolidation of the latifundia system in the Andes 
and in the coastal region of the country. Moreover, this immigration increased 
towards the end of the 19th century due to the formation of coffee plantations, 
which needed a certain amount of stable labor and a large influx of seasonal 
workers for the harvests. In many cases this tabor could not be obtained from the 
local native communities, who even expressed their opposition to the process of 
territorial occupation and the recruitment of laborers by the plantations in a vio­
lent manner. In 1914, for example, the Ashaninka of the Pichis River expelled all 
the white-mestizo settlers and the government had to send in troops to regain 
control of the situation (Varese 1968b: 108). 

In other cases the tribal groups retreated in the face of the expansion of the 
internal frontier and the land which they abandoned was occupied by farms or 
by landless peasants who worked on these farms as day-laborers. Some native 
communities remained (as they do today, now that the process is being repeated) 
in territorial pockets within a structure of land distribution in which the large 
estate, the medium-sized farm, the timber and rubber concession, the small farm 
and the minifundia established themselves as forms of landholding that exerted 
pressure upon the native communities. 

The extreme north-eastern section of the Peruvian Amazon, the area between 
the Upper Marafi6n River and its tributaries, the Santiago, the Morona, the Pasta­
za and the Tigre rivers, contains a notable concentration of indigenous peoples: 
approximately 36,000, or 16% of the total indigenous population, divided into six 
ethno-linguistic groups. Since the late sixties, the Upper Marafi6n has been de­
clared an "area of colonization". This type of colonization, carried out under an 
agreement between the Ministries of War and Agriculture, has resulted in the 
awarding of family-sized plots to 300 families of Andean and Coastal landless 
peasants. By the time this colonization is completed, a total of 600 families will 
have been settled. 

What are the implications of this colonization, from the point of view of the 
Aguaruna and Huambiza indigenous communities directly affected by the ar­
rival of settlers? Inasmuch as this is a case of planned colonization, state control 
over the location and type of settlement ought to hinder the repetition of conflict 
situations and of the territorial and social-economic marginalization of the indig­
enous people. Nevertheless, the operational weakness of the administration, in 
addition to the limited and false perception and consciousness of the problems of 
indigenous peoples on the part of local officials, has already given rise to some 
social conflicts in inter-ethnic relations. The new agricultural system proclaimed 
by Juan Velasco Alvarado's government through its Agrarian Reform Law does 
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not recognize large landholdings and regulates the size of medium-sized and 
smaller ones, so that this area will not witness the formation of large estates. In 
addition, on the basis of a law promulgated in 1957, the indigenous communities 
have been able to obtain, in areas where this is most urgent, the delimitation of 
some "Territorial Reservations" in order to avoid complete despoliation at the 
hands of unofficial squatters (for further details, see Varese, 1970).

The extreme southern part of the Peruvian Amazon is one of the most interest­
ing areas from a strictly ethnological perspective. Between the Department of 
Madre de Dios and the three provinces of the Deparbnent of Cuzco which in­
clude tropical rainforest areas (La Convenci6n, Paucartambo and Quispicanchi), 
there are nine ethno-linguistic groups totaling approximately 17,000 persons, or 
17% of the total indigenous population. The rivers of the Department of Madre 
de Dios are the least explored in the Peruvian rainforest and still quarter some 
relatively and totally isolated native communities. The fact that this area has been 
preserved as a kind of sanctuary for tribal indigenous people is in part due to the 
fact that there has been little immigration from the Andes or the coast. Madre de 
Dios, with a population density of 0.2 persons per square kilometer, is the least 
populated department in Peru. 11 However, this isolation will not last long. 

Social Segments 

Summing up the demographic and ethnological figures for the various areas of 
the Peruvian rainforest, we can attempt a short diagnosis. Assuming the correct­
ness of the 1961 census figures and my estimate of tribal population, we can say 
that of the 1,500,000 inhabitants of the tropical forest, 220,000 are indigenous, 
belonging to more than 50 different ethno-linguistic groups. The two population 
segments (indigenous and non-indigenous) constitute the poles of a system of 
interrelations. They differ as to ethnic, cultural and linguistic composition, and as 
to their relative potential access to the means of production in the broadest sense 
of the word, and to local and national political power. On the one hand we have 
the various local ethnic indigenous groups or native communities which, cultur­
ally and linguistically, belong to larger units that we have defined as ethno-lin­
guistic groups; on the other hand we have the various sectors of the local white­
mestizo society in a constellation of relations of interdependency. 

The entire population of the Peruvian Amazon can be divided according to a 
classification which takes into account the occupation of, and thus the possibility 
of a��ess to, the means of production and power. We do not have, as of today,12

suff1c1ent data to attempt a classification by class or segment of class. The first 
rough, tentative subdivision that I can give is the following: 
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a) Members of the business sector of the white-mestizo society, resident in the few
urban areas: Pucallpa, Iquitos, Tarapoto, Yurimaguas, Lamas, etc. This business
sector has access to bank credit and directly or indirectly to local power through
institutional and informal channels. They are the owners, the partners or the
administrators of the sawmills, the rice mills, the large commercial enterprises
and retail stores, the owners and managers of transport networks (through the
regat6n, the merchant who travels along the rivers selling and buying), the me­
dium and small-sized factories, small mining enterprises and, recently, service
providers to oil companies. In this category are also included cattle rearers and
the owners of large estates, timber concessionaires (who are often the owners of
sawmills and large estates) and hide and animal traders.

b) The riverbank settler population (ribereiios), composed of small and medium­
sized mestizo horticulturalists with limited access to credit. In this category,
which from the indigenous point of view could be defined as that of interme­
diary agent, we find the regatones, itinerant merchants who own motor boats,
the local outfitters and enlisters of labor, the enganchadores, who, as outfitters
for major merchant enterprises, actually create a network of indentured serfs
whose inherited debts cannot ever be repaid. Here are also included timber
and rubber foremen, and hunters and trappers. In many cases these activities
are not separate. A regat6n sells commodities, enlists indigenous people into
the "barter-credit" system by trading his goods for their harvests, wood, hides
and animals. At the same time he owns a little field or farm, chacra, which se­
cures his family subsistence and allows him to obtain minor bank credits.

c) The indigenous peoples, the native communities. As I have indicated earlier, it
is extremely difficult to make a valid generalization for this diverse segment of
Amazon forest population. In some cases, rare to be sure, there can be seen
within the local group or community the beginnings of social stratification:
small merchants, the bilingual teacher who has a small monthly income, own­
ers of motor boats who undertake river transportation. What is certain is that
the indigenous society, as far as access to local economic and political power is
concerned, is always situated at the bottom of the asymmetric pyramid. In the
lowland Amazon, close to the major means of communication, the large tribu­
taries of the Amazon River, the native communities tend to be disintegrated and
atomized by the excessive demands for labor on the part of the extractive econ­
omy while, in the upper Amazon region, the montaiia or the foothills, native
communities tend to cohere and consolidate around their territory which they
attempt to defend from invasion, dispossession and devastation.

d) The last segment of regional society can be characterized by its political and
ideological function. This segment can be termed that of "white-mestizo Peru-
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