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Abstract
The Amazonian cosmos is a battlefield where beauty is possible but violent chaos rules.
As a result, the Piaroa world is characterised by an ongoing battle between shamans
who uphold, on behalf of all Piaroa, the ideal of ethical living, and forces of chaos and
destruction, epitomised by malevolent spirits (märi) and dangerous sorcerers. This
essay draws on ethnographic research involving shamanic apprenticeship conducted
between 1999 and 2002 to explore the ethics of Piaroa shamanic practice. Given the
ambivalent nature of the Amazonian shaman as healer and sorcerer, what constitutes
ethical shamanic practice? How is good defined relative to the potential for social and
self-harm? I argue that the Piaroa notions of ‘living by the law’ and ‘the good life of
tranquillity’ amount to a theory of shamanic ethics and an ethos in the sense of a
culturally entrained system of moral and emotional sensibilities. This ethos turns on the
importance of guiding pro-social, cooperative and peaceful behaviour in the context of
a cosmos marked by violent chaos. Shamanic ethics also pivots around the ever-present
possibility that visionary power dissolves into self- and social destruction. Ethical
shamanic practice is contingent on shamans turning their own mastery of the social
ecology of emotions into a communitarian reality.
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Amazonian shamanism can be approached as a medical, religious, philosophical or
political system. In each case, however, an integral aspect of practising as a shaman is
the ethics of how to administer power and knowledge, which can equally encourage
harm or health, discord or harmony and war or peace. Much has been written about the
shaman as healer since Lévi-Strauss’s classic articulation of symbolic healing (Lévi-
Strauss 1986) or as sorcerer (e.g., Wright and Whitehead 2004). Indeed, the shaman is a
fulcrum around which life and death, material and visionary realms and notions of good
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and evil articulate. Given the ambivalent nature of the Amazonian shaman as healer and
sorcerer, what constitutes ethical shamanic practice? How is good defined relative to
the potential for social and self-harm? This essay draws on radical empiricist ethno-
graphic research involving apprenticeship to a Piaroa shaman between 1999 and 2002
and a subsequent field trip in 2011 to explore the ethics of Piaroa shamanic practice.

Piaroa people argue that their notion of ethical living distinguishes them from
neighbouring ethnic groups, and Piaroa shamans see their attention to developing a
living theory of ethics as a mark of superiority over other Amazonian shamans.
Because there is no canonical Piaroa shamanic text, there is no definitive statement
on the nature of evil or the good life. Instead, shamans must develop their own ethical
sensibilities through ongoing analysis of myths, visions and social life. The Piaroa
shaman is an ambiguous character tasked with navigating the many shades of grey of a
cosmos marked by the absence of good and an abundance of malevolence. Piaroa
shamans must maintain control of their mental faculties during years of intensely
polyphasic existence, and balance individual will with often conflicting social interests.
I argue that the Piaroa notions of ‘living by the law’ and ‘the good life of tranquillity’
amount to a theory of shamanic ethics and an ethos in the sense that Bateson conceived
of the term as a culturally entrained system of moral and emotional sensibilities
(Bateson 1958). This ethos turns on the importance of guiding pro-social, cooperative
and peaceful behaviour in the context of a cosmos marked by violent chaos. Shamanic
ethics also pivots around the possibility that visionary power dissolves into self- and
social destruction. I begin by providing an overview of Piaroa settlement patterns, inter-
ethnic and state relations to give a sense of the position of the shaman in an evolving
political and religious terrain. Then, I give an account of the heritage of violence and
chaos left to humans by their fallible gods. Thirdly, I outline the notion of ‘living by the
law’, a term Piaroa shamans ascribe to the ethical application of their knowledge and
power. Fourthly, I discuss the importance of not losing one’s mind in drug-induced
experiences and of developing mastery of the social ecology of emotions. Finally, I
suggest that the end point of ethical shamanic practice is an ethos that encourages the
good life of tranquillity. Ethical shamanic practice is contingent on shamans turning
their own mastery of the social ecology of emotions into a communitarian reality.

Piaroa Social Organisation, Political Structure and Inter-ethnic
Relations

There are approximately 19,000 Piaroa people living in Bolívar and Amazonas states of
Venezuela, and a further 2000 living in bordering zones of Colombia (Instituto
Nacional Estadística 2011, p. 30). Piaroa settlement patterns have evolved significantly
from the 1960s when the state lured indigenous peoples down from highland zones,
with the promise of health and education facilities, to now where a majority of Piaroa
people live either in permanent villages along navigable rivers or in multi-cultural
towns. A significant number of Piaroa people have recently built or purchased homes in
Puerto Ayacucho, where they live alongside creoles and people from other indigenous
ethnicities (Freire and Zent 2007). However, a majority continues to live in villages
along tributaries of the Orinoco River where they are productive swidden
horticulturalists (Mansutti 1988; Heckler 2004). Piaroa territory is shared with, and
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borders that of, a number of other ethnic groups including the Hiwi, Curipaco, Baniwa,
Bare and Yanomamo. The Piaroa have managed to maintain control over much of their
traditional lands, despite recent mining and military developments, in part because of a
well-articulated system of political representation that connects residents from disparate
settlements areas and in part because of the power of their sorcerers.

Until the early 1970s, Piaroaland was divided into 12–15 political units composed of
6–7 communal houses, each containing between 14 and 60 individuals (Overing 1986, p.
135). The communal house (itsode) was ‘a kindred structured, ideally endogamous
residential group, and [was] established as an economic, kinship and ceremonial unit’
(Overing 1986, p. 135). The economic and religious life of the itsode used to be guided by
a headman (itsoderuwa) who oversaw the distribution of game meats among inhabitants
and was responsible for reciting chants (meye) to prevent illness. Itsoderuwae used to
oversee long-distance trade, and the distribution of sacred items, such as crystals, played a
significant role in the regional political structure (Mansutti 1986). Political organisation
was loose, but regional ties were maintained by shifting itsode level alliances and the
exchange of bi-lateral cross-cousins (Mansutti 1988). The ethnographic literature on
Piaroa social relations and political organisation emphasises a valuing of personal auton-
omy and egalitarianism (Overing and Passas 2000; Overing 1975) in line with other
studies of Amazonian political organisation (e.g., Clastres 1989; Thomas 1982).

A historically fluid and egalitarian social structure has evolved, however, with
intensified integration into the Venezuelan state’s institutions. The singular position
of the itsoderuwa who was once responsible for mediating relations in a communal
longhouse has fractured into a variety of professions and positions relating to the state,
the cash economy and ritual knowledge. These include teachers, nurses, entrepreneurs,
politicians and government employees. Over the past two decades, an increasing
number of Piaroa men and women have also earned university educations, either at
indigenous and ‘Bolivarian’ universities in Bolivar State or at larger universities in
northern Venezuela. Many of these graduates aim to find work in cities and send
remittances back to their home communities or return to take up or create leadership
roles in indigenous organisations. Fewer Piaroa men (there are no formal prescriptions
against women learning, but also little evidence of women advancing to high levels of
initiation) are graduating to become shamans capable of healing, divining or ensorcell-
ing. There are two principle types of shaman that Piaroa people identify; meyeruwae
are ‘masters of song’ capable of preventing illness by singing curative songs and
yuhuaruwae are healer/diviner/sorcerers with more substantial knowledge and power
to heal or harm (Rodd 2002, 2006). Learning to become either requires years of
dedicated work apprenticed to one or more senior yuhuaruwae. As fewer people
dedicate themselves to arduous shamanic training, and senior shamans have in some
cases been reluctant to graduate apprentices, there have been calls for the initiatory
system to be streamlined to suit twenty-first century conditions (Rodd and Sumabila
2011). Nonetheless, the shaman is a symbol of indigeneity for the Venezuelan state and
a figure with twenty-first century global cachet that continues to play a leading role in
negotiating intra- and inter-ethnic relations in Piaroa society. As a result, those who are
identified by their communities as shamans enjoy significant political influence in state
and non-state institutions.

Piaroa people have actively engaged with the possibilities for indigenous political
participation in local and federal level politics that were initiated by the 1999 Bolivarian
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Constitution. This constitution recognised, for the first time, indigenous cultural and
land rights, led to a drawn-out process of demarcating territorial boundaries and zones
of cohabitation between different ethnic groups, and marked the beginning of a
reframing of the place of indigenous peoples within the Venezuelan state (Angosto-
Ferrández 2015; Mansutti-Rodrigues and Ales 2011). The symbolic inclusion of
indigenous peoples in the Bolivarian state’s discourses of inclusion and revolution is
not unproblematic and might be seen as the latest chapter in a long history of the festive
state’s courting of indigeneity and performance of ethnic nationalism (Guss 2001; Scott
2016). Nonetheless, the new constitution guarantees three indigenous seats in the
federal parliament. There are also several inter-ethnic indigenous political organizations
in which Piaroa people have been active. The National Council of Venezuelan Indians
(CONIVE) is an indigenist political party that has won seats in federal elections since
1989 (it won one seat in the 2010 parliamentary elections). The Regional Organization
of Indigenous Peoples of Amazonas (ORPIA) has, since 1993, been a relatively
autonomous forum for the nineteen ethnic groups of Amazonas State, including the
Piaroa, to politically organize. Some Piaroa communities have actively engaged in
‘consejos comunales’, grassroots community forums designed to empower and polit-
icise citizens. Piaroa people from the Parguaza River, for instance, have integrated (and
organised) creole peasants and Hiwi people from neighbouring villages in efforts to
access resources for education and infrastructure. Participation in the new state politics
has also created frictions in some communities between those who wish to maintain
autonomy from the state and those willing to tow the party (the ruling PSUV) line in
order to access financial resources.

Piaroa territory can be mapped according to different, and shifting, religious affilia-
tions. There is a three-hundred-year history of contact with Jesuit and subsequently
Catholic and Protestant missionaries. A large Catholic mission and boarding school has
operated for several decades on Isla Ratón, an Orinoco River island in the Autana
Municipality, which is home to a number of Piaroa villages. Catholic missions have
sponsored high school level educations for Piaroa children, some of whom board on
Ratón or go to schools in Cd. Bolivar. A Jesuit priest was also instrumental in assisting
indigenous people, including the Piaroa, to establish an indigenous university in Bolivar
state (Jaramillo 2018). The capacity and intensity of Catholic missionary activity, how-
ever, has been in decline for some time, and numerous evangelical Christian missionary
organisations run soul-saving operations on Piaroa territory. The NewTribesMissionaries
(Summer Institute of Linguistics) maintained a house for a live-in missionary family from
the USA on the upper Parguaza River until 2006 when the organisation was banned in
Venezuela by the Bolivarian government for allegedly smuggling gold and acting as
Gringo spies. Numerous Venezuelan- and U.S.-sponsored evangelical Protestant groups,
however, continue to run localised operations and have focused on training indigenous
pastors to carry on missionary work. The degree to which Piaroa people identify with a
particular church, the Christian god or Piaroa gods, varies widely within and among
villages and over time. There are many cases of entire communities converting or de-
converting from Christianity in short order. In other cases, communities are split socially
and politically along lines of conversion or de-conversion. As a result of a patchy history
of missionisation, Piaroa cosmological knowledge is shared unevenly within the popula-
tion. While basic aspects of Piaroa mythology are widely shared, more detailed knowl-
edge tends to be concentrated in families and towns with actively practicing shamans.
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Nonetheless, because of the influence of shamans in new as well as old political structures
and as a result of nominally pro-indigenist Venezuelan cultural politics, Piaroa mythology
remains a dominant model of ethics and ethos.

Märipa and the Fraught Cosmos

The Amazonian cosmos is a battlefield where beauty is possible but violent chaos rules.
As a result, the Piaroa world is characterised by an ongoing battle between shamans
who uphold, on behalf of all Piaroa, the ideal of ethical living, and forces of chaos and
destruction, epitomised by malevolent spirits (märi) and dangerous sorcerers. The
Piaroa have been celebrated for valuing peace and eschewing physical violence (e.g.,
Overing 2000). However, their sorcerers are engaged in ongoing battles with spirits and
other shamans. Peace is valued in the material and social domains, while war and
violence are standard in the cosmic and visionary realms. Every visionary experience
requires defence from attack by sorcerers and spirits. Shamans use a wild boar’s tooth
talisman to slice up spirits and deflect attacks by sorcerers, while powerful visionary
experiences such as divination and community healing rituals require the participation
of shamans dedicated to defending the space from spirit attack (Rodd 2006). While
there is a diversity of malevolent beings and forces circulating in the visionary terrain,
however, there is no substance, being or concept that represents ‘good’. Any notion of
good is contextually and socially contingent. Only the careful efforts of shamans
engaged in what is socially recognised as ethical practice stand between this violent
cosmic order and the vulnerable lives of people.

Märipa is a shaman’s power to cure or cause harm and also the epistemology
concerning the translation of knowledge experienced during visionary experiences to
practical effect during waking life (Rodd 2003). According to Piaroa shamans, three
principle psychoactive substances (dädä [Malouetia sp.], yopo [a snuff made from
Anadenanthera peregrina] and capi [Banisteriopsis caapi]) facilitate entry to a realm of
potentially infinite understanding of past, current and future ecological, social and
individual situations. A shaman’s power is directly related to his ability to use yopo-
capi–derived experiences to access information. Those with the most highly developed
technologies of consciousness, and capacities for their deployment in curing, divination
and sorcery, possess the most märipa. They are revered as potent healers and feared as
dangerous sorcerers. Märipa is seen by Piaroa shamans to exist on a developmental
curve. It is not a matter of having märipa or not having it, but a question of how much a
particular shaman has and how able he (or potentially she) is to know and affect life.
Märipa is an emergent consequence of natural talent and effort (learning) and may
reveal something like the ‘natural language’ that the cognitive psychologist Shannon
proposed in his study of Western ayahuasca drinkers (Shannon 2002).Märipa refers to
a shaman’s embodied agency. Piaroa shamans consider themselves, not the plants they
consume, to be the primary agents of power, knowledge, healing and destruction.
Plants have neither power nor knowledge. These can only be produced by a shaman
who learns and works through the worlds that plant substances make available to the
shaman. In this sense, the term psychedelic (mind manifesting) fits with Piaroa
cosmology, while notions of plants as divinities or ‘teachers’, attributed to other
Northwest Amazonian peoples (Luna 1984), are entirely foreign.
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The basis of Piaroa shamanic ethics is diffused through many Piaroa legends
documenting the adventures of the gods in the time before people. Ideally, these myths
are learned under the influence of yopo and capi. ‘It all begins with dädä’, José-Luis, a
shaman from the Parguaza River, would say. Dädä, a psychoactive plant tentatively
identified as Malouetia sp., is the mythological source of both human life and Piaroa
knowledge. Tseheru is the primordial Piaroa mother and the progenitor of shamanic
songs. Tseheru grew inside the pulp of dädä that her father and mother (Phuruna and
Anamei) had eaten. Dädä was responsible for the conception of Tseheru and her
siblings, including Wahari, who subsequently created the Piaroa world (Overing and
Kaplan 1988, p. 394). Dädä, therefore, can be seen as the vegetal parent of the creator
gods, and of their expansive knowledge, creative powers and capacities for destruction.

Born out of psychedelic pulp, many of the Piaroa gods became the most powerful
shamans of all time. Their high-level shamanic abilities enabled much of the physical
world to be brought into existence. Through yopo- and dädä- induced visions, Wahari
learned how to make the tools, houses, boats and weapons upon which the Piaroa now
rely. Yopo awareness showed Kuemoi what forest plants could be eaten. It showed
Tseheru how to cultivate the yuca that provides three-quarters of the Piaroa caloric
intake. Everything one sees in the physical world, in fact, was born of Wahari’s
deployment of visionary creative capacities. This occurred before there were people,
in the time of the gods (Monod 1970, p. 10).

Analysis of Piaroamythology, however, demonstrates thatmäripa’s creative potential
involves more than just vision. The successful shaman is one capable of visualising
possible outcomes and knowing what is required to arrive at these imagined points. He
is able to balance visionary and waking life. Wahari was strong and created everything.
He dreamed of many things, of waterfalls and rapids, the sun, the sky, sacred forests and
the rivers on which the Piaroa now live. Then he made them real. Wahari also created
other tribes, the Yabarana, theWaiká, the Cuiva and the Hiwi. He gave them their names
and helped bring them into existence. This is märipa. ‘That which is dreamed of from
within, is seen from without and created’ (Boglár 1978, p. 32). Wahari’s brother Buoka
was always jealous of his sibling’s powers. Buoka did not understand how Wahari had
created such wonderful things. He too dreamed of many things, including a wife, but
could not make them materialise. Wahari told his brother that only a true shaman can
turn dreams into reality. In order to do this, one must balance the pursuit of visionary
knowledge with understanding of how work during the periods of sobriety between
hallucinatory experiences can transform the world. Wahari worked hard every day with
the plants he had created, building and experimenting with what he had seen in his
visions. He studied life. In contrast, Buoka had visions, but neither worked hard to
realise them nor knew how to work in this way. As a result, Buoka was only able to
create rain clouds, mist and the moon, where his face can now be seen.

Despite Wahari’s psychedelic talents and work ethic, Piaroa mythology is replete
with admonitions against the abuse of drugs. Ohuoda’e, one of the eldest gods, was
sufficiently wise to understand that life could only exist so long as visions were short. If
people stay in the vision world too long, they risk not returning to the waking world.
They risk losing their minds and never being able to comprehend fully or realise the
visions that they attain (Monod 1970, p. 18). The case of Kuemoi offers the best
example of this. Kuemoi was Wahari’s father-in-law. He is considered the grandfather
of poisonous snakes, jaguars, biting ants and scorpions, whose shapes he often takes.
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His ambition to become the most powerful shaman drove him to consume ever-larger
quantities of hallucinogens, to repeatedly attempt to murder Wahari and to turn
permanently into an evil spirit (märitö). While Buoka was merely incapable of creating
through his ill-comprehension of a productive balance between seeing and doing,
Kuemoi’s drive for power, combined with his ravenous abuse of hallucinogens, turned
him into a destructive, chronically imbalanced overlord. There are also many contem-
porary examples of shamans who have supposedly lost the balance between visionary
and waking life, who consume too much yopo or experiment with other dangerous
plant mixtures, and as a result, live a psychologically unbalanced existence leading to
their social ostracism.

The creator gods made many errors as they experimented with powerful hallucino-
gens, including losing control of their minds on drug benders and using creative power for
personal gain. Each of these failings led to the god’s demise and the suffering of those
around them.Wahari and Kuemoi each wanted to be the greatest shaman of all time. Each
was successful in using their visionary powers to bring new things into the world.
However, their competitive rivalry led to their downfall, to the end of creation time and
to the mortality of humans. Wahari created rivers and mountains, dugout canoes, fishing
technologies and many other things, including people. One day, to gain the upper hand in
his rivalry with Kuemoi, Wahari invited all the animals of the forest to a great banquet.
When they came, he stole their culture, their musical instruments, their language abilities
and their tools. Pleased with himself, Wahari thought this theft of animal culture would
surely make him the unrivalled greatest shaman of all time. He celebrated by going off to
seduce creole women. The animals were furious. The master of the animals informed
Tseheru, Wahari’s sister, that he would punish Wahari for his greed by inflicting pain and
mortality on Wahari’s favourite creation, the Piaroa people. From that time on, animals
would be able to reproduce in the stomachs of those who ate them, infecting people with
the animal’s own form. In Piaroa aetiology, disease is contamination of the human form
by an animal. Tseheru pleaded with the master of animals and came up with a solution.
She laid out Wahari’s words in songs that could be sung by Piaroa men and women who
know how to use yopo. Yopo, and the words of Wahari recited in song, keep the Piaroa
free of disease and aware of their mythological past. So long as people continue to sing
the memory of Wahari’s folly and each animal’s culture, humans will not die from eating
game meats. If people fail to remember the errors of their gods and how it was that the
Piaroa became mortal, they will die of animal contagion. It is no longer the task of the
Piaroa shaman to create new technologies or to add to the earth as the creator gods did. It
is the task of Piaroa shamans to correct errors made by their creator gods by encouraging
harmony in a world tending toward discord and violence.

Living by the Law

The foibles, failures and comic adventures of Piaroa creation gods provide a template
for how a shaman should not behave. Some themes reverberate throughout the myths.
With shamanic power comes responsibility, and creative power is only as stable as the
mind of the shaman who administers it. A shaman must balance his responsibility to
understand shifting psychosocial dynamics and the possibility that the power as
knowledge he acquires in fulfilling this responsibility does not destroy him and others.
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There is a Piaroa shamanic code of ethics that conditions how Piaroa shamans
administer their work. This composite ideology of ‘living tranquilly’ or living ‘accord-
ing to ‘the law’ determines how a particular shaman’s activities are perceived by lay
persons and other shamans. The extent to which a shaman is perceived to be ‘living
according to the law’ affects the probability that he might be accused of sorcery activity
or be seen to be prone to madness. Ethical Piaroa shamans take responsibility for
maintaining social cohesion according to an ideal of the good society based on the
promotion of harmonious relationships within the self and among selves. The shaman
who lives by the law is able to translate the ethos of Piaroa mythology to his own daily
life and to the lives of those around him. Piaroa shamanic ethics are underpinned by
sensitivity to emotional flows within and between people, and predicated upon the
notion that knowledge as power derived from visionary experiences (märipa) must be
accompanied by rigorous emotional control.

When shamans purportedly abide by the law, Piaroa society functions well. When
shamans fail to live by the law, there is turmoil, animosity, chaos, imbalance and
disease. According to José-Luis:

Before, in the time of my grandfathers, there were always wars. There were many
who ignored the law. They were always fighting; brother against brother, husband
against wife, uncle versus nephew. There is not so much of this anymore.

Armando, a former comisario from the upper Cuao River, where José-Luis had once
apprenticed, agreed that there are no longer many battles between shamans that wilfully
harm people.

There are only battles between those who live more strictly by the law, and those
who do not. One shaman thinks that the other is not living true to the law, so they
fight. The law is taken very seriously here.

On the Cuao River, sorcery battles are attributed to shamans who disagree over
the practical interpretation of the law. One or more shamans might ensorcell
another shaman as punishment or warning for perceived unethical practice. In
order to maintain visionary power and social authority, and to stay alive, a
Piaroa shaman must be perceived to be dispensing his powers ethically.
Armando explained José-Luis’s snakebite in terms of a perceived lack of ethical
restraint in the way that José-Luis dispensed his youthful shamanic powers, and
not, as José-Luis interpreted the attack, in terms of attempted revenge for a
battle commenced by José-Luis’s teacher. I showed Armando photos I had
taken of José-Luis preparing yopo. Despite not having seen him for many
years, Armando immediately recognised José-Luis.

Ahhhhhh. You studied with him.

Armando shows a photo of José-Luís to his uncle, a meneruwa from the Upper-Cuao.
The man laughs, saying:

If you have learned from this man, then you have also learned his weaknesses.
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Armando continues:

Yes, José-Luis knows. He knows what it is to be a shaman. But he used to have
two legs, didn’t he? I don’t know how about now, but before, he didn’t used to
follow the law [José-Luis lost a leg from the knee down in a snake bite, which he
also explained as the result of a sorcery battle].

Did he used to harm people?

No. He wasn’t bad…He was out of control. He learned when he was very young.
A carajito playing with power, and didn’t know how to manage it. He has always
had märipa. But he did not know how to control his powers. When he was bitten
by the snake it was a warning. ‘Change your ways, or else’. Evil shamans die
young. He was not evil. He didn’t die. He just wasn’t living according to the law.
What I mean is, he used his powers to take advantage of others, women for
instance. He looks strong now [physically]. So he might have learned to live
according to the law. I don’t know. I haven’t seen him for years.

As Armando’s interpretation of disputes over the law illustrates, the behavioural terrain
separating good from evil is frequently unclear, ambivalent or contested. ‘The Law’ is an
amorphous term. José-Luis never gave a clear definition of exactly what ‘the law’ entailed.
Living by the law demands that a shaman avoids consciously harming others. Perhaps more
problematic, however, it also involves ensuring that one does not lose control of one’s
powers and inadvertently take advantage or harm others as a result of jealousy, anger, greed,
lust, ambition or spitefulness. During my initiation ceremony, José-Luis emphasised that:

You must never use your powers to do harm to others. This is the most important
rule to understand. This is our law. The Piaroa law. The criollos have never
wanted to learn this law. This is why we do not give them yopo… If you want a
woman who is with another man, you cannot do anything to her. My grandfather
told me this. Every shaman knows.

Piaroa people take pride in their system of ethics. Piaroa shamans consider their
practice to be superior to those of neighbouring tribes. José-Luis and Ruffino, the
eldest son of a senior shaman from Alto Carinagua, each maintained that the difference
between him and shamans from other tribes was the law. José-Luis put it thus:

They each have their own shamans: Curripaco, Hiwi, Baniwa, Bare… I know
how they are. They make their own yopo, have their own musical instruments,
but they do not know the law. It is very difficult to master the law, few ever do.

Psychedelic Drugs and Emotional Control

Despite bringing the world into existence, none of the creator gods ever mastered the
law. Piaroa mythology is replete with prescriptions mitigating the abuse of these same
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plant drugs. Ethical shamanic practice involves the exercise of self-control in the
pursuit of knowledge derived from visionary experiences, and the maintenance of a
harmonious balance between participation in waking life and the visionary realm.
While there is a range of Piaroa gods whose travails are representative of how not to
behave as a shaman, there is no single deity who upholds the Piaroa ideal of tranquil,
equilibrated living. The primary narratives of Piaroa mythology are driven by the
creative and destructive whims of Wahari and Kuemoi.

Anamei had been working carefully with yopo from the time that she had discovered
it, and through her explorations with yopo had become ‘the wisest being in the world’.
Anamei’s husband, Purune, offered yopo to Wahari for the first time. Wahari liked yopo
very much and wanted more, so he decided to rob the yopo from Anamei. According to
José-Luis, ‘then began the time of many problems’. Without having mastered it
himself, Wahari showed yopo to his father-in-law, Kuemoi. Kuemoi became jealous
of Wahari and the two began to quarrel. Wahari and Kuemoi each vied for shamanic
supremacy. Each was over-confident, while neither developed the self-restraint or
emotional control required to maintain a harmonious existence. Ohuoda’e, one of the
eldest gods, was sufficiently wise to understand that life could only exist so long as
visions were short. If one stays in the vision world too long, one risks not returning to
the waking world. Shamans risk losing their minds and never being able to fully
comprehend or realise the visions that they attain (Monod 1970, p. 18).

Neither Wahari nor Kuemoi took heed of Ohuoda’e’s advice. Wahari believed that he
was the greatest shaman ever. ‘I am themaster of the sky, the rapids, the forest’, he declared.
Although it was Wahari who bequeathed animal knowledge and the land that the Piaroa
now inhabit, his fallibility was desire. Wahari’s thirst for greater knowledge led him to
consume excessive amounts of yopo, to arrogance, pride and excessive sexual activity.
These sins led to the unravelling of Wahari’s life and to his ultimate death in a criollo jail.
Wahari was neither evil nor good, usually of good intention but he never fully gained
mastery over the use of the hallucinogens from which he derived his power, or the
emotional states that this experimentation produced.WhileWahari was the creator of many
of the things and places now familiar to the Piaroa, he is considered bymost to be a buffoon.

By contrast, Kuemoi is regarded as being evil, fearful, chaotic and absurd. Far from
attaining self-control in his pursuit of shamanic power, Kuemoi always took too much
yopo. Kuemoi’s behaviour was ridiculous and fearful. He screamed, never spoke, ran
around in circles, never a straight line, had fits of rage and laughter and moved during
the night, not the day. While Kuemoi discovered which forest plants could be eaten, he
is also the grandfather of poisonous snakes, jaguars, biting ants and scorpions, whose
shapes he often takes. Kuemoi’s ambition to become the most powerful shaman, and
jealousy of Wahari’s power, drove Kuemoi to consume ever-larger quantities of yopo,
to formulate a series of elaborate but ineffective traps to kill Wahari, and to turn
permanently into an evil spirit. Kuemoi’s drive for power, his ravenous abuse of
hallucinogens, and his inability to master the transition between visionary and waking
reality made him a destructive, chronically imbalanced overlord.

The regular consumption of psychedelic drugs places the shaman in an ongoing
conversation with the creative and destructive forces that shape Piaroa society. Piaroa
shamans consume yopo and capi several times a week and move continuously between
different modes of consciousness. It is not merely that Piaroa shamans live between two
modes of consciousness, two worlds, but that the shaman must translate the experience
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of each of these worlds to himself and others and exists in a perpetual state of
transformation. Monod sees the origins of märi (malevolent spirits that pervade Piaroa
territory) in the hedonistic use of drugs by gods who never established a harmonious
equilibrium between visionary and waking life, and Kuemoi as a hallucinogen-addicted
fiend who wreaked havoc and created only malevolent creatures out of practical
imbalances accruing from his drug abuse (Monod 1970, p. 18). To Monod (1970, p.
19–20), the Piaroa world ‘is always in a state of transformation; but can also be
destroyed by a lack of precaution or abuse of the creative powers’. I would add that
the Piaroa shaman is in a permanent state of transformation but can destroy and be
destroyed by a lack of precaution or abuse of his creative powers.

In order to remain sane, the Piaroa shaman must become an adept in the
experience of ego dissolution and reconstruction. In order to maintain control over
his mental and emotional faculties, to manage a productive balance between
waking life and visions, a Piaroa shaman requires incredible forbearance, an even
temperament, and psychological fortitude. A shaman’s mind is the weakest link in
a chain connecting the primordial forces of creation and destruction to current
social relations and sentiments. The shaman’s mind becomes a nexus where the
forces of production, reproduction, creation and destruction converge in a
synaesthetic splendour that even the gods could not master. José-Luis emphasised
the shaman’s agency in controlling or making comprehensible yopo visions. ‘Yopo
is not a teacher’, he said. ‘It is the shaman that sees. The yopo helps the shaman
to see but it is the shaman that uses the yopo to divine’. Since shamans are not
passive receptors of visionary information, they must cultivate the skills required to
interpret data that yopo visions can make available. Degrees of skill in mental
imagery cultivation separate the yuhuähuäruhua (master of yopo, the highest level
of shaman-sorcerer) from the meyeruwa (the master of songs), and skilful
meyeruwa from failed ones. Yopo and capi are conceived of as entry points into
a world of potentially infinite knowledge and power from which the shaman works
to be able to understand his own condition, that of those around him and a
historical continuum that extends into mythic space-time and the future. The
knowledge of how to cure, sing, see the future and understand the shifting balance
between good and evil comes about through a dynamic three-way relationship
between the initiate, the shaman-teacher and the visionary experiences that each of
the two develops over time as they study Piaroa mythology and psychosocial
adaptation. Yopo lessons become clear when the initiate gains the ability to process
synaesthetic, mytho-historical and psychosocial data without losing one’s mind in
the process. A shaman is perceived to be competent and ethical when he demon-
strates the ability to integrate this visionary information into psychosocial prescrip-
tions that promote social harmony.

Piaroa people recognise the possibility that one can live ‘too much in the other
world’ to the detriment of one’s family and neighbours. Boglár (1978, p. 8) notes that
one meyeruwa was relieved of his responsibilities as ritual leader for having repeatedly
recited a song erroneously as a result of excessive yopo consumption. The negative
consequences of this shaman’s yopo abuse were purportedly manifest in his inability to
prevent disease through the blessing of game meats, loss of memory and working
knowledge of sacred texts. Disgraced, the shaman became a social pariah who floated
between communities. Many people of the lower Parguaza describe Mariachechi as an
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‘evil shaman’ (of the upper-Parguaza). Adolpho, a son of Plinio, the upper-Parguaza
River’s most senior shaman, described Mariachechi thus:

He is always taking yopo, every fifteen minutes. He walks with a twitch, head
down, stomping his feet, and never in a straight line. He carries his rifle across his
chest, and is always looking for a fight. He is crazy. When he comes to town
people stay inside their houses and close their doors… He had sex with his own
daughter and burned down his brother’s house.

José-Luis has gained a reputation extending beyond the Parguaza River for the quantity
and frequency of yopo doses that he consumes. A brother-in-law was critical of José-
Luis’s yopo consumption, arguing that it caused José-Luis to have an uneven temper
and to fail in some of his economic ventures.

He is always drugged… He used to have an outboard but never maintained it and
abandoned it. He used to have a stereo. What happened to it? He became angry
one day and threw it in the river. Why? Because he takes too much yopo.

Piaroa shamans, including José-Luis, however, are aware of the danger of losing
control of their faculties as a result of excessive yopo intoxication. According to
José-Luis:

I don’t take yopo every day. Sometimes only once or twice a week. Other times
with a friend, 60, 90, 120 snuffs a day. But your family has to come first:
grandparents, children, and the house. You’ve got to make sure that things are
kept in order. Otherwise… it’s the same with rum. You can’t go drinking every
day. This is what some people do not understand.

When I asked Bolívar, a senior shaman from Alto-Carinagua, about ‘the root of evil’,
he replied with a comment on the importance of self-restraint in tobacco consumption.
According to Bolívar ‘tobacco is to be shared and should be passed slowly and calmly
between friends’. According to José-Luis, a ‘Piaroa law’ states that tobacco is to be
smoked only in the morning and the evening and not throughout the day. Cigars are
usually shared between shamans at night when they gather to sing meye in the lead
shaman’s house. Taking hold of a cigar too rapidly, or inhaling in sporadic and
aggressive bursts, can be perceived as an affront to the offerant and a sign that the
recipient is selfish, greedy or lacks self-control. Envy, greed and lack of self-control
prefigure anti-social behaviour and result in disharmony, unhappiness and sorcery
accusations.

Ambition, jealousy and a lack of self-control are the precursors to unethical sha-
manic practice that precipitated Wahari’s fall from creator to lascivious criminal, and
Keumoi’s conversion tomäri. These are the precursors to kerau, a disease characterised
by uncontrolled, harmful, disequilibrated and excessive behaviour (Overing 1989, p.
271). Even good motives cannot shield a shaman from the desire for knowledge that he
is incapable of harmoniously integrating into waking life. Intentionality is not a
necessary component of the Piaroa conception of evil. More often, evil acts are
committed as a result of foolishness, loss of control, madness or mental chaos resulting
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from a poor transition between different modes of consciousness or the desire to
possess the beauty and power of the visionary realm for one’s self. The desire for
knowledge, despite good motives, can lead to a serious impairment of one’s abilities to
negotiate the forces of his will, leading to a temporary state of madness in which he
then commits a crime. Overing summarises:

The unmastered knowledge within him, which he took from the gods, then
poisons his will and he becomes ill with k’erau, the temporary madness of
arrogance and paranoia. In this state his motives for action become malicious,
his emotions go wild, and he murders, becomes guilty of a ‘sin’ (Overing 1989, p.
272).

A shaman suffering from kerau can cause serious harm to others, including the death of
close kinsmen. Present-day shamans characterised as ‘evil’ are accused of killing close
kinsmen and described as wild, brutish, unpredictable and lacking self-control. There is
an ‘evil shaman’ who lives at the foot of Cerro Autana. Cerro Autana was Wahari’s
house in the time of the gods and is believed to be the place where Wahari created the
first Piaroa people. Young men from Montenegro de Sipapo describe the shaman who
now lives there in the following way:

He is filled with the wild energy of nature. He seems normal. He comes to town
from time to time and talks to us but inside he is evil. He killed his own son.
Powerful shamans of the Cuao are banding together to try and stop him, but this
shaman is still strong.

Neither the Autana shaman, nor Mariachechi, nor Kuemoi nor Wahari ever man-
aged to master a balance between their altered state pursuits of knowledge, their
emotions and practical social life. In Piaroa life, as in mythology, good is always
ambiguous. The high-achiever, the scholar, the shaman, he/she who is capable is
always at risk of losing control and imperilling himself in the process. Only the
shaman, however, has the ability to cause evil (by means of anti-social behaviour
and sorcery), for he is a man of knowledge who has trained to be aware of the
consequences of his actions. Moreover, only shamans experiment with the plant
drugs whose ambivalent visionary force has given both life and suffering to the
Piaroa. The greater a shaman’s power, the greater the effort he will have to devote
to controlling his powers. Emotional control requires constant effort, is achieved by
very few and elicits widespread respect. The rigours of a polyphasic life require
considerable effort on the part of the shaman to maintain sufficient control of his
emotions to make the regular integration of waking and integrative consciousness.
Piaroa shamanic training in the understanding and control of emotional processes
continues over a lifetime.

The Good Life of Tranquillity as Ethos

Piaroa people are encouraged to aspire to the ideal of tranquil living. The greeting
‘adiwa’ glosses as both ‘good’ and ‘tranquil’. From an early age (around six years old),
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all Piaroa children are taught the art of ‘living tranquilly’: how to live well with others.
Overing writes:

Basically, they are taught what in our own moral philosophy are called ‘the other-
regarding virtues’, those that are useful to others rather than the self, those that
enable one to take responsibility for one’s actions towards others. The virtue of
living tranquilly with others is favoured in general by the Piaroa over the more
self-regarding virtues such as personal courage, ambition, talent and industry’
(Overing 1989, p. 252).

Piaroa children are taught to recognise character traits perceived as anti-social and ill-
natured: arrogance, malice, greed, jealousy, envy, cruelty, dishonesty and vanity.
Recognition of these traits in oneself and others and awareness of the importance of
curbing associated behavioural tendencies facilitates social harmony and the leading of
a tranquil life.1 There are no traditional competitive sports that Piaroa boys learn; no
wrestling, duelling or feats of endurance. Outbursts of anger, temper tantrums or
displays of violence by children toward other children are met by parents with teasing
or directed silence (children are not discouraged, however, from beating domesticated
animals) (Overing 1975; Overing and Kaplan 1988).

The good life of tranquillity is predicated on individual freedom and, above all,
social harmony. The ideal of social harmony is instilled during childhood and pursued
equally by men and women in adulthood. ‘A Piaroa man… must, ideally, co-operate
equally well with men and women, and, as is also true for women, achieve harmony in
these relationships’ (Overing 2000, p. 82). Overing (2000) has contrasted the Piaroa
model of the tranquil male with that of the Shavante of Brazil, who reveres bellicosity
in the making of man. The harmony of inter-gender social relations is echoed in the
Piaroa insistence that a proper meal must contain food derived from the activities of
women who are responsible for the cultivation of manioc, and men who hunt and fish
(the collection of forest fruits is shared by men and women) (Overing 2000, p. 87).
While more prestige is accorded to the procurement of game meats and hunting
prowess than to the cultivation of manioc, manioc is the staple without which hunting
activities could not proceed. The maintenance of friendly relations with neighbours and
other villages encourages social and material support during difficult times. Wilbert has
argued that inter-community social bonds, and the importance placed among the Warao
on resource sharing and redistribution, are important psycho-behavioural conditions
mitigating the harmful effects of famine. ‘Long-range experience with hunger and
starvation has thus taught the Warao that cooperative behaviour constitutes an essential
prerequisite in coping with the fear and the anxiety occasioned by periodic stresses’
(Wilbert 1996, p. 255). An ethical shaman is a medium for the distribution of social
energies, and not a repository of individual power. Piaroa mythology and morality
privileges a balance between the desire for personal freedom and social or political
restraint (Overing 1989, p. 247). Cooperation is valued over competition because each
person is fallible, and, according to Piaroa logic, realisation of the self can only come

1 The ethnographies of Rosaldo (1980), Abu-Lughod (1986) and Lutz (1988) demonstrate ways in which
emotional effort and ideals are collectively shaped, in particular the control of aggression and its channelling
along culturally appropriate lines.
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about to the degree that group unity is maintained. This conception of ethics comes
close to that of George Herbert Mead, for whom:

moral ends are social ends because in the first place the only standard for impulse
that impulse makes possible resides in the answer as to whether the impulse in
question feeds or dies on its own satisfaction, and whether it expands and
harmonises, or narrows and defeats, other impulses; and second, because the
self, as a social being, must be concerned within and without with a social
harmony of impulses (Morris 1962, p. xxxii–xxxiii).

The good life of tranquillity encourages a social harmony of impulses and can be seen
as an ‘ethos’, which Bateson defines as:

… the system of emotional attitudes which governs what value a community
shall set upon the various satisfactions or dissatisfactions which the contexts of
life may offer, and we have seen that ethos may satisfactorily be regarded as Bthe
culturally standardised system of organisation of the instincts and emotions of
individuals^ (Bateson 1958:220).

Bateson developed the notion of ethos while studying change and stability
among the Naven in Papua New Guinea, and further while studying the child
care and artistic practices of Balinese people (Bateson 1972). He and Margaret
Mead documented the ways that Balinese mothers encouraged and then diffused
certain forms of excitation among children, which Bateson then connected to
Balinese mythology and imagery. He argued that Balinese childcare practices
encouraged, and myth and art reflected, a ‘steady state’ system that was
prevented major escalations of conflict, for instance between villages or over
positions of status and power. The notion of ethos is a useful heuristic for
reckoning with the ways that emotional and moral regimes become culturally
entrained. The Piaroa ethos of tranquillity strongly dissuades flight-fright re-
sponses to social discord and environmental presses but is contingent on
shamans guiding behaviour by way of their predictive analysis of social life.

Piaroa shamans are the cadres of the good life of tranquillity and, by means of their
ritual interventions in the visionary terrain and ongoing social work in the material
domain, may help to buffer the stress reactions of individuals. How close Piaroa society
comes to the ideal of tranquil living, or how close shamans come to effecting this ethos,
depends to a large extent on how well Piaroa people develop understanding of the
social ecology of emotional processes. Overing emphasises the importance of Piaroa
people gaining ‘mastery over the emotions’ as a means of achieving the ideal of
harmonious social relations (Overing 2000, p. 92; 1986). ‘Mastery of’ rather than
‘mastery over’ emotions is a more appropriate way of framing how Piaroa shamans
develop their knowledge, power and ethical sensibilities in relation to emotions. José-
Luis repeatedly emphasised the importance of ‘being tranquil’ and living ‘with nature’.
For José-Luis, ‘being tranquil’ concerns the ability to manage the powerful and regular
shifts in consciousness that yopo and capi consumption produce and to be able to make
calm and controlled transitions from the emotive imagery of the visionary world to the
negotiation of responsibilities and relationships maintained during waking life. To live
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‘with nature’ is to make harmonious relationships with others and to facilitate harmo-
nious interpersonal relationships among those in his community.

In order to facilitate social harmony Piaroa shamans must model the ideal of
tranquillity within the self. Successful Piaroa shamans have not overcome illness in
order to heal (c.f. Eliade 1974; Halifax 1990), and it is not so much a matter of
achieving a balance between reason and the passions, as Overing suggests (1989, p.
250), as it is of being able to reason with feeling while shifting between modes of
consciousness and their distinct emotional valences. José-Luis maintained that ‘I take
yopo to protect my family, to keep them healthy, to know where to find food’. José-
Luis is able to understand social harmony in so far as he is able to maintain harmony in
his own life of thoughts and feelings, and in the lives and feelings of the members of his
family. To live in harmony with nature is to be sensitive to the psychosocial forces
conditioning adaptation in the self, and in society as a whole. The maintenance of
harmony requires a productive balance between waking and visionary life and the
capacity to understand and control emotional flows.

Piaroa selfhood is composed of a life of the senses and a life of the mind, which
conveniently correspond to a Cartesian duality of passion and reason. Selfhood is
contingent on the ongoing mastery of feeling in relation to thinking. This constant
effort is referred to as akhuakomena, which is defined as ‘custom’, and entails practical
knowledge that is required to live as a Piaroa person (Overing 1989, p. 250).
Akhuakomena emerges from the combination of akhuaru (life of thoughts, possessed
by gods and humans), and kakwa (life of senses, possessed by animals and humans). To
be human is to possess akhuakomena, a life of the senses and a life of thought. To be a
shaman, however, is to be able to develop the combination of these two by mastery of
visionary practices. And to be an ethical shaman is to bring the life of tranquillity,
which is contingent on mastery of thought and feeling, from visionary to social reality.
José-Luis maintains that akhuakomena is his will or sense of responsibility, and it
enables him to achieve the balance and harmony between visionary experiences and the
vicissitudes of waking life. A shaman must temper his märipa with akhuakomena. The
good shaman, who is capable of divining solutions to social problems, uses feeling to
reason in a way that does not give short shrift to either. Provided he can manage his
own drug-induced psycho-emotional upheavals, a good shaman must be able to (1)
assess the relationship between short and long-term goal pursuits of individuals and
groups, (2) appraise possible psychosocial outcomes and (3) understand how to
(re)direct affective flows according to a gestalt impression of an ideal state of social
harmony. Akhuakomena facilitates the formulation ofmemories of an ethical future that
a shaman generates through the controlled use of yopo and capi. To the degree that I
was able to ‘see as the locals do’ as a shamanic apprentice (Rodd 2002), Piaroa
shamans intuit and guide the ‘social harmony of impulses’ through the development
of mental imagery cultivation techniques involving the appraisal of socio-emotional
ecologies (Noll 1985; Winkelman 2000). Piaroa shamans develop emotionally charged,
dynamic mental images of possible socio-emotional futures that are like in kind to
memories of past events and use these scenarios to influence social life.

A Piaroa shaman must demonstrate an even temper and moderation in his search to
understand the equilibration of opposing and complementary forces affecting life. Any
impulse toward action must be considered with empathy and forbearance. The appli-
cation of a shaman’s akhuakomena to mental imagery enables the implementation of
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ethical shamanic practice. However, the ground for this ethical action is inherently
unstable because social ecologies are contingent and dynamic.

Conclusions

The heritage that the creator gods bequeathed to the Piaroa people is a world prone to
suffering and death. The possibility of human life is contingent on enough humans
gaining mastery of their minds and emotions to continue to learn from, rather than
repeat, the errors of the gods. The inheritance of the gods is a lack of a fixed
inheritance, insofar as an ethical model that spans evil to neutral entails an open-ended,
socially contingent possibility of good. Perhaps this open-endedness, far from ethical
looseness, may facilitate the sorts of cultural adaptability that Whitten outlined in
relation to Canelos Quichua ecological imagery (Whitten 1978).

Shamanic ethics reflect Piaroa notions of the good society based on harmonious and
cooperative social relations, and, at the level of the individual, an ability to navigate the
psychological rigours of an intensely polyphasic existence. To live by the law a shaman
must navigate a social weave of goals that takes into consideration the shifting balance
between personal, environmental, political and social relationships according to the
Piaroa ideal of harmonious social engagement and equilibrated emotive reasoning. An
ethical Piaroa shaman works to understand and facilitate psychosocial harmony. He
must be able to harmonise daily responsibilities with the vagaries of visionary pursuits
that can take a heavy toll on a shaman’s mental and emotional faculties.

Warnings of the dangers of drug abuse, and the importance of equilibrating the
pursuit of visionary and practical knowledge, are foundation points of Piaroa culture.
Piaroa mythology is perfused with anecdotes of shaman-gods who were unable to
master the regular transition between waking and visionary life, whose wills were
poisoned by desire, and who were incapable of equilibrating their own emotions. Life
for Piaroa shamans is shaped by an ongoing battle with invisible forces and for the
attainment of power derived from plant-based drug experiences. It is also marked by
awareness of the importance of equilibrating the social requirements of waking life and
the powerful visionary experiences. This equilibration demands significant emotional
awareness and restraint on the part of the shaman.

A shaman’s vision becomes blurred by self-oriented feelings (ambition,
desire, lust, envy, greed), and the perception that the power he gains in visions
pertaining to social relations is his to dispense with according to his own
desires. While all Piaroa adults might act anti-socially, only the shaman is
capable of causing evil through the transgression of social ideals because only
shamans meddle in the powers of mind that the gods discovered in plants.
Shamans can succumb to kerau, a dangerous state of mental chaos, which can
imperil those with whom a shaman works. Awareness, control and responsibil-
ity for balance between individual and group interests, self-control and social
process, are facilitated through akhuakomena. Shamans maintain an understand-
ing of the practical interpretation of ethics through the development of mental
imagery cultivation techniques that produce visionary socio-emotional ecologies
of potential futures, which they can attempt to engender in waking life as an
ethos of tranquillity.
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