Chapter 2

Helpless - the affective
preconditions of Piro
social life

Peter Gow

This chapter explores the dynamics of a particular experiential state, which I
here term ‘helplessness’, among the Piro people of Peruvian Amazonia, to
shed light on the specific Piro conception of the human condition, and of the
place of humanity in the cosmos. It draws on and extends a larger body of

work concerned to develop a phenomenological account of the lived world of

these people (Gow 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993, 1994, 1995a, 1995b, 1997, in
press). My analysis in this chapter directly addresses the issues raised by
Overing in her work on the aesthetics of community (Overing 1989, 1999),
and by Taylor’s critique (Taylor 1996) of the very.distinctive analytical style
that Overing has created: now that we are able to talk of love and of hate in
the context of ethnographies of indigenous Amazonian peoples, what other
emotional states can we talk about? '

Here I want to discuss an aspect of indigenous Amazonian lived worlds
which has received surprisingly little attention to date: experiences of grief,
suflering, compassion and consolation. Our naive everyday phenomenology
would be shocked to discover that indigenous Amazonian people had no
experience of these phenomena, and the fieldwork experiences of those who
have worked in the region doubtless present much material on which to
elaborate accounts of them, but there is very little literature on these states.’
So, here I want to look at experiences-of grief, suffering, compassion and con-
solation in the Piro lived world, and at the purchase a consideration of these
experiences gives in ethnographic description and analysis.

The Piro people are an indigenous Amazonian people with existing
communities in four areas of Western Amazonia: on the Bajo Urubamba,
Cushabatay and Mand rivers in Peru and on the Taco river in Brazil.?
I know best the people living along the Bajo Urubamba river, which has the
largest Piro population, and my account here refers exclusively to them.
They live in villages ranging in size from about fifty to three hundred people,
and to over a thousand people in the special case of the mission of E1 Rosario
de Sepahua, and depend for their living on shifting agriculture, fishing, hunt-

ing and commercial work in lumbering and other activities. They speak a -

Maipuran (Arawakan) language. All Piro people are involved in dense
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relations with non-Piro people such as, onithe Bajo Urubamba river, the
Campa-Ashaninca, Matsiguenga and mestizos. A far fuller account may be
found in the book, Of Mixed Blood (Gow 1991).

To be helpless and to be seen to be helpless

The Piro terms I address here are wamonuwata, ‘to dofto be wamony-' and
getwamonuta, ‘to see wamonu-", The term waemonuwata, can be translated as
‘to grieve, to be sad, to suffer, to be cute, to be cuddly’. This experiential
state elicits, in others, gelwamonuta, ‘to sce the grief, sadness, suflering,
cuteness, cuddliness of another’. The diverse range of states designated by
wamonuwata have, at least to this English-speaker, little in common. [ argue
here that what these people, cute babies and grieving adults and older
children, have in common, for Piro people, is their aloneness, their singularity
as humans, and that the best translation of the term wamonuwata is ‘to be help- -
less’, in the idiomatic sense that this term shares with the Spanish desamparado.
Similarly, I translate getwamonutz as ‘to compassionate’, in the idiomatic
sense that this term shares with compasionar. I hasten to add that these are my
translations: Piro people, when speaking the local Ucayali dialect of Spanish, -
habitually use estar triste, ‘to be sad’, for wamonuwata, and dar pena, ‘to feel
sorry for’, for gefwamonuta. . :

Clearly, these English and Spanish translations of mine carry 2 theological
loading likely to be absent or different in the Piro case. Indeed I argue that
the interplay between the states of ‘being helpless’ and ‘compassionating’ are
the affective preconditions of Piro humanity and its intrinsic sociability, and
not, as in Judaeo-Christian cosmology, preconditions of humanity in the
regard of an extra-human divinity.

Little babies wamonuwaia, ‘are helpless’, and elicit in others getwamonuta,
‘compassion’. Why? Because they are alone. They are humans who lack
kinspeople. When a Piro baby is born, the first question asked about it s,
‘Is it human (yineru)?’. This question addresses the bodily form of the baby:
is it a human, or a fish, or a tortoise or ‘an animal nobody had ever seen’,
The bodily form of the baby is an intrinsic identity form, which is
uninfluenced by parental behaviour. Only those babies born with human
form have potential to be ‘kinspeople’: others are expelled out of social
space into the realm of otherness, the river or forest. A human baby is divided
from its placenta, and only the placenta is expelled from social space, Such a
baby has the potential to be a ‘kinsperson’, but it is not a kinsperson to
anyone yet. To become a ‘kinsperson’, it must be fed ‘real food’, and respond
with kin terms (cf. Belaunde, Kidd, Lagrou, Londofto-Sulkin, Overing, this
volume). ' C :

Mourning adults wamonuwata, ‘are helpless’, and elicit in others
getwamonuta, ‘compassion’. Why? Because they are alone. They are humans
who lack kinspeople. Here the missing kinsperson is a specific known dead
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person. A once-living kinsperson has died, and left th'c survivix}g kinspers;n a;
one who is ‘alone’. Piro people do not mourn collectively, or in smlall de Itle .
groups of mourners. They mourn alone, b.ecause each person ha.§ OS; part on
themselves. This is because kin relationships are, as h:as been pointed out o
numerous occasions by Riviére, Overing and Viveiros de Cz;ftr;. among
others, radically ‘ego-centric’ in Amazonian systems such as u ef iro Ccl)r; n
each link in the chain that establishes a person as a kmspextson is olcuze o
the ‘ego’, rather than on broad classes or groups. ‘].ust as ?11‘0 peop eiﬁc; ot
identify themselves with other kinspeople in defining t.he1r owln spl;ec ¢ kin
relations, they do not identify themselves w1‘th other kinspeople l:v t_?;l oS
kin relations are unmade in the ontoge)netlc processes of death (cf. )
ieson, Lagrou, this volume). .
Beigﬁ“}iigig‘:;: c:f mf eariicr accounts of Pirf) experiences c?f mouli-}nmg, a
Melanesianist ethnographer of psychoanalytlcl bcn_t descrl}:?e(‘:l_ t eI? as
‘extreme narcissists’, and questioned the veracity a,.nd plausibility o rﬁy
account. While I strenuously defended my material anfcl :ftnalysn:i the
Melanesianist was making an important point. P:or I\./Ielgncsmrflsts, ;n P::-
sumably for Melanesian people themselves, social life is predl:i:ate »otn : :
anti-narcissus of exchange, and ethnography after ethnography en:lon; r::).her
how, in that region, it is exchange that overcomes the self-rege_t;t o hoanee
people (cf. Wagner 1967; Munn 1986; Strat.hern 19'88). 'I:herc, i exc Pi%o
transforms egocentric emotions into soctocentric actlc_ms% mon%1 Do
people, and more widely in Amazonia, where elaborated gift- m(-imhexc : dies
are absent, the person stands revealed full.y as a person, and hence °
indeed resemble one of the manifold psychic disorders treated by psycho-
an;‘l}}:zt;\./lelancsianist was right: it is indcefl true that .the g{lef of m}(l)l.llrr,ung:c
plunges Piro people into a condition we m1ght recognise as mfelanlcl o yu; z;f
least in terms of the devastating honesty w1t%1 which they hab1tuaNy ta
it. But if we think about the notion of narcissism, an.d the m)'rth of I:r?sﬁui;
we gain a new insight into the Piro lived wor.ld. Unhk‘e Na.rc.lssus,lvtr 10 ethl
love with his own reflection, Piro people are in lo've.wl:ch their multiple oh er
selves. That is, Piro people are not ‘extreme' narcissists because itis n}i)t their
solitary reflections they love, but their multiplicity. Let me cxpl.a.m,w ly. "
I borrow the term ‘multiple other selves® from Joanna Ove:rlng s elucida
tion of the Piaroa lived world.? It provides an C)fcellen‘t fit w1t'h t3w0 ;s‘i?cts
of the Piro lived world. First, there is the predicau.on of hums_zmt?f an ; ms,;-
people’ as intrinsically multiple. Second, there is t.he pret:ht?a.tlron‘(:la_l Otn}fc:.
own selfhood, one’s own definition of olne.’s huma._mty, as lyxng w1tf c:1f e
people, in ‘the eye of the beholder™: this 1 the Piro f?rmulatlon of se
nshintkanchi, ‘mind, love, memory, tho_ugh_t’. I take ea_ch in turn‘. . .
" For Piro people, ‘humanity’ is intrinsm:ally m-ultlpl‘e. In lf’lro,lt s woan,
yine, ‘humans, people, Piro people’, and yme?.fu/ymero, male/f errllla e umroo;
have an unusual characteristic. ine is technically a plural of the noun
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i~ + -ne, “pluraliser’, but this noun root cannot take a singular form, for no
word *y7 exists in Piro.* Thus the singular forms of humans (by gender,
Jnneru and yinero) are the singularisations of what is intrinsically plural. This
formulation is very unusual in Piro, and is only shared with the names of the
neru, ‘endogamous groups’, the units Piro people say their ancestors were
divided into, and which exist today as surnames (cf. Gow 1991). All other -
‘ethnic’ labels in Piro, such as kajitu, ‘white man’, gaskanigka, ‘Campa
persor’, chayiko, ‘Conibo person’, etc., exist as singular forms that must be
pluralised to attain multiplicity.” The same is true of all other entities. There-
fore, ‘humanity’ is multiple, and uniquely so.

Further, unlike the modern Western core idioms of kinship, which stress
profound and originary ties between formally separate entities (such that, for
example, two individuals can be consanguines); the Piro core idiom of kinship
stresses the multiplication of identical entities. The Piro term nomolene, ‘my
kinspeople’, has the root mole-, which means ‘to be related to as a kinsperson’,
‘to heap up a bunch of like things’ and ‘ten’. It therefore refers to the grouping
together of elements which are separately alike into a multiplicity of
identical elements: ‘kinspeople’, ‘things’, ‘numbers’ (i.e. the digits of two
hands). A kinsperson, nomole, ‘my kinsperson’, does not therefore refer to a
special relationship between ego and alter; but to ego and alter’s common .
membership in a set with multiple members. Within this set, any given
person is related in specific mode to-any given other (as ‘son’, ‘father’,
‘brother’ and so on}, just as each element of a ‘heap of like things’ or the con- -
stituent integers of ‘ten’ stand in specific relations to each other. I stress that
the metaphors I am using here are drawn from mathematics, not anthropo-
logical kinship theory.®

Nomolene and yine are two manners by which Piro people designate, in
normal circumstances, the collectivity I here term ‘Piro people’. In most
circumstances, the two terms are interchangeable and coterminous: ‘my kins-
people’ are ‘humans’ and vice versa. There are, however, key moments when
they become separated, such as in birth ritual, the making of affinity, in -
shamanry, etc. For example, in birth ritual, the umbilical cord must be cut
by someone who is not a kinsperson to the parents. But since all Piro people
are kinspeople to each other, the father must often redefine a ‘distant kins-
person’ as not nomole, ‘my relative’: the cord-cutter becomes thus 2 ‘human’
who is not a ‘kinsperson’.” Similarly, when people say of a normally non-
human entity, such as a kind of deer or palm tree, that ‘¥inerni’, ‘It is
humar’, there is no implication of kinship here, for this statement signals the
speaker’s entry-into a specifically shamanic discourse where, as I discuss
further below, different rules apply. '

Getwanonuta, ‘to compassionate’, is grounded in this sense of the intrinsic
multiplicity of *humans’ and ‘kinspeople’ when these coincide. When Piro
people see the ‘helplessness/aloneness’ of ancther, their own sense of their
humanity as intrinsically multiple leads them to intensify their regard for
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that other person (cf. Alés, Jémies?n, Kidd,’ .Lagrou, Loncfl:?no-St;Hi;x};
Riviére, this volume). The person who is ‘hﬁlplciss isoneof ot.ht.ar Ir:rco pea fd -
multiple selves and so must elicit their compassion. '.I'hey sohcllt the rega; 1
the one who wamonuwata, ‘is helpless’, and so insist on their own mutua
Col‘l‘?:rif rtl;lz start, from the moment that the people a§sembied at the bl;‘t’h
have decided that it is human, the neonate is the object of ?thcr peopbe:
compassion. Usually, this compassion is expressed by the baby sl garents;‘ hur
it is not uncommon for another adult to do-so. One woman told me, of he

ninth child,

When she was born, she was so small! Just tiny! I %ooked at her and said,
“T'his one will not be able to live.” My father said, ‘Oh, my daughter,
how can this one survive? She’s far too small!” But my oldest daugh}:er
said, ‘I feel sorry for her, she is beautiful. Let’s sec if we can makeh er
live.” So my daughter breastfed her, I had no milk tl}en. My daugr t.lzr
fed her until my milk came. It is because of her older sister that my little

daughter is alive now.

In another case, a married couple insisted that a newborn baby be ggrcr;l tz
them, on the basis that they had only one child, the mot‘her had already ha \
fourteen, and she had no husband. Their argument received generﬁ? su;;_}Im{-
in the village, but the mother refused, saying, ‘No, I want to keepdim: % (;;S
a beautiful little boy, I feel sorry for him.’ Little Samuel stayc' w1th ’s
_mother, and village opinion shifted to an amused tolerance of his mother’s
ec{é;ii::i:i:ies are subjected to a ceaseless stream of attention, as they ‘a;"lc
called to across the village, joked with, and 'plckcd up and pla{)ectl‘ w1t't.
A visiting baby, sitting on its mother’s hip, will often .lae.grjeete?! efore .115
mother, and when in the care of perhaps bored older siblings, WﬂIgjebeam‘ﬂ
relinquished into the solicitous arms of others. 'At the very least, a aby wi t_
be turned towards anyone soliciting its attention, a1:1d any fcl?r on its ge;r
will call forth a warm but mildly disapproving cry 0}? Waaaaal®, fol,lo?ve‘ d’y
laughter. This attitude towards babies 13 the chc1tat.10n of the baby sfr.mndl s
" in the sense of its regard for others. The stereotypic response to],a riendly
reaction from the baby is ‘Ralukno!’ or ‘“Taluknol’, “He/she lolves mel’ .
Getwamonuta, ‘to compassionate’, leads the person to gzg‘lemhu.ukanutcilt e
one who wamonuwata, ‘is helpless’. Giglenshinikanuta means to n‘rnnd ‘wc , 10
remember well, to love well, to console’: itis a combma:tlo.n of gzgle-,, l'}a‘aﬁutl-
ful, good’, and nshinikanu-, ‘memory, love, thought, thinking abo;;lt . . er:{;
fore, the ‘helplessness’ of a singularised h.uman'leads the 1clnt er ‘to slc’
suffering, to compassionate’ and then ‘to mmd,’thm'k,n'loxlfe well, -.to ‘c;\(’)nsto
the other. This consolation is not a special act, as it 'mlght be in Wes ern
cultures, but an intensification of the general sociability that characterises
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Piro village life. Insofar as relations between villagers are by definition kin
relations, and insofar as all kin relations originate in an adult’s compassion
for and consolation of a helpless baby, Piro village life is a sustained and
generalised form of compassion and consolation. Its everyday form is the
mutual recognition of fellow villagers’ hunger and the consequent distribu-
tion of game. Here, hungér is the everyday equivalent of the more extreme
state of ‘helplessness’ it is that little bit of suffering that all Piro people may
experience any day (cf. Gow 1989, 1991).

The term nshintkanchi can be translated as ‘memory, love, thought, think-
ing’. But it cannot be simply so translated, for it is not construed as a bodily
interior state after the manner of these English words. Nshinikanchi is immedi-
ately perceptible in another person, such that Piro people do not need to -
speculate whether an alter ‘remembers, loves, thinks about’ them. This is
because, as noted above, the supreme manifestation of nskinikanchi is co-
residence. ‘That is, two people manifest their nshinikanchi to each other by
living together in the same village, and by sharing game with each other.
Likewise, two people manifest their lack of nshinikanchi to éach other by
living apart in different villages, and by never sharing game with each other.
Piro people who live apart are still kinspeople to each other, but they are
very bad kinspeople to each other, as Piro people are always quick to point
out {cf. Gow 1991 for how such relations are negotiated). ' '

As might be imagined, this faculty of nshinikanchi is entirely relational, and
indeed ego-centred. Those with whom one lives and to whom one is closely
related have more nrshinikanchi than others. This has the interesting effect
that Piro people experience themselves as their own paragons of virtue in
this regard. Indeed, Piro people consider themselves, as a whole, to be
kshinikanpotu, *with lots of nskinikanchi’, and they array all other beings below
them. Thus, they consider the neighbouring Campa people to have less
nshinikanchi, while white people and animals are mshinikatu, ‘thoughtless, for-
gettul, without nshinikanch’ (although pets, missionaries and anthropologists
can, with time and careful handling, develop a certain degree of nshinikanchi).

- However, although nshinikanchi is radically ego-centred, it is also radically
alter-centred too. This is because it is only really possible to be kshinikany
with other people who are also £shinikanu. As T have discussed at length else-
where, nshinikanchi develops in a child through the care it receives from
others, and is manifest in its spontaneous use of kin terms to address those
others. Similarly, nskinikanchi is maintained and manifest ini the willingness to
co-reside with other kinspeople, such that it is necessarily a feature of human
multiplicity.

Because kinship ties, in the sense I use this term here, are modes of inter-
subjectivity, the ashinikanchi is fully intersubjective. Indeed, the nshinikanchi
can be thought of as the intersubjective ‘organ’ of kinship. The nshinikanchi is
both the organ of sociality/kinship and the surface of a person, or rather, that
surface as it is constituted in the mutual visual experience of related persons.
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. | must stress that nskinikanchi is the bodily exterior of the person, but not the

skin, mtachri. It is, rather, the availability of the otl.ler person to egol’s e‘veryc-lay
perceptual experience. A salient contrast here is with the bodily interior,
which is the locus of the key transformational processes 'Ehat ge'nerate
nshinikanchi. The bodily interior is not available to casgal _mspectmn. by
others, and it can only enter the realm of th.c intersubjective when 1t 1s
reported on by ego, when it is viewed in hallucma.tory st'atce by shaman:s, or
when it is finally revealed long after death as the gzpnachrz,. bone dem01.1 {cf.
below). Nshinikanchi, by contrast, isswhat you see, because in ever}'fday v111agc
Jife, what you see is what you get.” As my comadre Sara perceptl'vely put it,
referring to two foreign women, ‘Fulana is a nice woman, every time you see
her she is smiling. Mengafia is maybe not so nice. She only smiles whcq she
sees you looking at her. Perhaps she is angry.” For good reason, and plrec1se1y
to avoid such judgements, Piro people strive for and admire a placid easy-
goingness in daily life. N . o :

There is another possible translation of nshinikanche, ‘res.pect . PH‘O peopl.e
are, and seek to be, ‘respectful’ of each other (cf.- Kldd', ]_?uvxeref thlS.
volume). This is a gencralised social value, but it is manifested in its particula-
rities. That is, the nature of ‘respect’ depends entirely on the nature of the
relationship between the two people involved, th.‘.tl:l_CI‘ they stand to each
other as father and son, brother and sister, mother-in-law and son-in-law,
and so on. When Piro people say they are kshintkanpotu, ‘very r.espt.sctful’, .they
refer to their careful mutual attention to the multiplicity of their kin relations,
When they say that white people are mshinikatu, ‘fiisrcspectful’, they refer to
the shockingly disrespectful manner in which V:Vhltc pe’ople treat each o.thcr
and everyone else. As they say, ‘Go to the white man’s hmfse and see _1f he
will feed you! That’s where you will learn how to suffe_rl’ White people either
do not notice other people’s hunger, or they do notice it anc.l (:10 not care.

Piro social life is the ongoing realisation of their multiplicity ina ceaseless
round of attention towards others as kinspeople. This multiplicity leads to
the supreme Piro value of gwashata, ‘to live well’. Literally th.e term means
‘to reside and do nothing else’: it refers to the day-to-day tranquillity of village
life, where no grievances, sadness or dissatisfaction leads a person to ‘_seck to
move elsewhere. It is based on the orchestration of life-?ourses of d1ffe.rer3t
people of different ages and sexes, in the production of villages whcre‘hfe is
good, and tranquil. ‘Living well’ is what we would have to define as kinship

for Piro people.

Alone

My account here of nshinikanchi helps to explain the dynamics_of ‘helPlessness’,
‘compassion’ and ‘consolation’. To “be helpless” means to lie ?utmdc of the
generalised mutual attention of ‘living well’; to ‘compassionate’ means to see
another who is in such a condition; and to ‘console’ is to intensify attention
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toward the one who is helpless to bring them back into ‘living well’. But if
these are the dynamics of ‘helplessness’, ‘compassion’ and ‘consolation’ in
Piro social lfe, what are the interior dynamics of *helplessness’ What does 1t
mean, for Piro people, to be alone?

If Piro people experience their condition as social humans as a mani-
festation of nshintkanchi, “mind, memory, love, thought’, then their experience
of a non-social condition lies with the samenchi.’ I have translated this term
previously as ‘soul’, following Piro people’s own translation of the term into
Ucayali Spanish as alma, but without wishing to imply any specific religious
content to the term. Now I would prefer to translate it as ‘self’, in the sense
of the radical experience of personal uniqueness. As I have been discussing,
for Piro people, the self, this radical experience of personal uniqueness, is not
the basis of social life, for that is based on nshinikanchi, ‘mind, memory, love,
thought’, a faculty generated by others. Itis, however, at the basis of much
cosmological action in the Piro lived world, and in particular, of the experi-
ence of ‘helplessness’.

The most common everyday experience of samench: for Piro people is in
dreaming (gipnawata). The self who experiences and acts in dreams is the
samenchi. During sleep, a person’s semenchi wanders around, experiencing
things. What it sees is the future, but in a metaphorical sense. Piro people
know a set of standard metaphors for translating dream experiences into
predictions of the future, although not all dreams are easy to analyse.
Dream-analysis is a collective act: people tell their dreams to others, and ask
for interpretations. However, during dreaming, and in the later remembering
of the dream for collective analysis, Piro people experience themselves as
intimately unique. As one man put it, ‘At night, it seems as if we wander
around, doing all sorts of ridiculous things. It’s not true! We're just there,
lying in bed!” This raises an important point, for all perceptual experience of
the samenchi is, from the point of view of the everyday waking state,
delusional.'® The self sees the future in dreams, it is true, but it experiences
the real future as a set of bizarre and improbable events, i.e. in delusional

. form, rather than as it will be. For example, 2 young man anxiously recounts

that he has dreamt that his entire body was covered in caterpillars with
poisonous spines, saying, ‘It was revolting, and I was very frightened?
Making no comment on his expressed emotions, which were delusional and
hence do not matter, his kinspeople speculate as to whether this means he
will live a long time (the caterpillar’s spines are grey like the hair of very old -
people) or whether all his children will be daughters (girls have long hair
like the caterpillar). Opinions are expressed, but no consensus is sought, The
young man calms down.

The samenchi, experienced in a dream state, has an origin and a future,
Consideration of this trajectory of the samenchi will help to explain the nature
of ‘helplessness’ as an experiential state. Piro people are born with samenchz,
that is, with intimate personal uniqueness. Indeed, until the child develops
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nshinikanchi {‘mind, memory, love, thought’), all experience is of the samenchi
(the ‘self’). This accounts for the strange actions of infants: the infant’s
samenchi wanders after its parents when they go to the river or the forest, and
hence falls easy prey to demons disguised as its parents, who lure it away.
This is the illness known as ‘soul loss” (cf. Lagrou, this volume). Similarly,
infants make augury: for example, if an infant arches its back and raises its
tongue onto the roof of its mouth, it is an augury of death, for this behaviour
means, ‘it sees its own coffin’. Like the dreaming adult, the infant sees the
future, and communicates this future involuntarily as augury.“ As the
infant grows and develops nshinikanchi, the samenchi does not cease to percelive,
but shifts locus. In a formulation that would surely please Lacanians, it is the
development of language which shifts the samenshi out of its central place and
into the world of dreams.

It is this full existence in the delusional world of samenchi experience which
renders the infant wamonuwaia, ‘helpless’ in the eyes of others. By eliciting
its attention towards themselves, older Piro people lead the infant to generate
nshinikanchi, and hence to attend to its kinspeéple in the here and now, rather
than to the future. Here, the dynamics of compassion render the infant as
‘human’ in the full sense described above, the combined ‘human’ and ‘kins-
person’,

The relationship between nshinikanchi and samenchi is manifested most
powerfully at death. At a person’s death, the samenchi separates from the
body. The latter rots down in the grave to the skeleton, which eventually
reanimates and leaves the earth to prowl about as the very dangerous ‘bone
demon’, in a process that necessarily takes quite a long time. By contrast,
samenchi retains its agency immediately after the death. This is because it
retains nshinikanchi. It continues to haunt the living, crying in loneliness for
them, and evoking in them a lethal nostalgia. However, the samenchi, sepa-
rated from the body, cannot generate the nshinikanchi of others, so must
depend on its agency in the nshinikanchi of those who are already linked to it.
It is only those who are already bound to the dead soul through nshinikanchi
who can be objects of its actions. That is, only those who have known a dead
person as a once-living person need fear the attentions of his or her samenchi.
As each of those who have known a person during life die in turn, his or her
soul ceases to act and is totally forgotten. As the SIL (Summer Instituie of
Linguistics) missionary Matteson put it, the samenchi ‘lingers by the grave,
living on papaya, suffering and crying when soaked by the rain, until it
eventually passes out of existence’ (1965: 337). This fate of the dead samenchi
helps to underscore the meaning of nshinikanchi as embodied intersubjectivity.
Tt is nshinikanchi which holds people together, and leads them to feed cach
other and to live together. The dead samenchi lives in the forest, eating non-
human food, and suffers in the rain.

This account of the samenchi helps us to understand the peculiar nature of

wamonuwata, ‘bcing helpless’, in the case of the mourning adult. From the =
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point of view of other people, the mourning adult is alone, abandoned by the
dead person. But from the point of view of the mourning adult, he or she is
not alone, for he or she is subjected to the constant sight of the dead person’s
samencht, who calls to them, begging them to keep it company. Here it is the
samenchi who ‘is helpless’, wamonuwata, and the mourning adults who ‘are com-
passionate’, getwamonuta, towards it. However, as I have discussed elsewhere -
(Gow 1991}, such ‘compassion’ is delusional and lethal, for it leads to death.

Here, the ‘compassion’ of other living kinspeople, and their ‘good thinking’,
leads them to intensify their solicitude for the mourning adults, searching
them out, keeping them company, and insistently and steadily replacihg the
presence of the dead samenchi in the experience of the mourning adults with
the presence of themselves. Eventually, the mourning adult ‘“forgets’ the
samenchi, which thereby ceases to act. Through other people’s giglenshinikanuta,
‘thinking well, consolatior’, the nshinikanchi of one who wamenuwata, ‘is help-

less’-, is brought back to the only place where it has meaningful social efficacy,
the immediate world of living kinspeople.

Dead or dying

This pattern of consolation explains two features of Piro sociability that
genuinely shocked me by their extreme differences from my own notions of
humanity. The first is what I here term ‘death-throe narratives’, detailed
accounts given to those who were absent from an event of death of exactly
how that person died, and the second are jokes about dead people. The first
appalled me with their horrific honesty, while the second appalled me by
their callousness.

Returning in 1995 to the village of Santa Clara after an absence of seven
years, 1 was told of the death of my compadre Artemio Fasabi during the

-epidemic of cholera. This news was bad enough, but I was not simply told

that he was dead. His close relatives took me aside to tell me in excruciating
detail exactly how he had died. These accounts numbed me, for dying i
never pleasant, and death by cholera is particularly frightening. I had no
1dea of how to respond to them. The same happened with other people I had
k.nown well and who had died during my long absence, like Artemio’s older
sister Lucha and his brother-in-law Pablo. Even at the time, it was clear to
me that the survivors wanted me to know the terrible details of these deaths,
and even seemed to feel that I had some sort of right to know them. But I di(i
not know why,

I have never been able to bring myself to discuss this matter with Piro
people, but my sense now is that the death-throe narratives are, in themselves
a mode of ‘consolation’ directed at those who have returned after a long:
al::sence. Because such travellers have not actually witnessed the death, they
might be tempted to disbelieve that it had really happened: Piro pco];!e do
regularly lie about these matters to humorous effect. Were the returnee to
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imagine that the death-throe narratives were lies, and that the death in
question had not in fact occurred, they would be dangerously open to the
imprecations of the dead person’s soul. It is as if the death-throe narratives
are saying, ‘Believe us, the real living people, and not that dead personl’
Because the samenchi of the dead person is still operative in the nshintkanchi of
the person who has just discovered that the death has occurred, the death-
throe narrative forces the listener to accept the reality of the death, and conse-
quently the delusional nature of the wandering semenchi. As with all Piro
personal experience narratives, it is the wealth of the detail provided that
underwrites the credibility of the account. My experience was thus a simple
effect of coming from a world where all people are gaid to ‘die peacefully in
their sleep’.

The second feature of Piro sociability which I found shocking is their
remarkable gallows humour. Piro people will make jokes or comments about
dead people which I found to be in extremely poor taste. For example, when
I asked about a former resident of Santa Clara village with whom I had
spent many happy times, I was told, ‘Oh, she died! She went to Pucallpa,
and starved to death. She’ll be sitting in a hole theré now!” The assembled
people roared with laughter. It seems to me that the reason such stories are
funny is that they demonstrate to Piro people that they have ceased to ‘be
helpless’, that ‘compassion’ and ‘consolation’ have worked, and that the
remembered dead, now that they are fully dead, are ludicrous. Collective
laughter manifests that triumph, and the temporal distance travelled.

I hasten to add that this collective laughiter is never fully triumphant, tor
Piro people will remain capable of sadness when they think about particularly
close kinspeople throughout life. But such sadness is highly attenuated, as the
person becomes capable of talking (and presumably thinking) of the dead
kinspeople without the morose withdrawal that characterises wamonuwata.
Overcome, the intense loneliness of “helplessness’ becomes a general attitude
to the human condition, marked by the facticity of mortality.

I return to the Melanesianist’s comment. Piro people probably are extreme
narcissists, but of a very interesting kind. They are narcissistically attached
to their own identities, but their version of Narcissus’s reflection is their
‘multiple other selves’, their kinspeople. They know this to be true of them-
selves, for their core social value is gwashata, *to live well, to live quietly’: that
is, to live in a good village in harmony with all one’s close kinspeople. And
they know this also to be true through their compassion for the helpless: they

know that helplessness, and the compassion it elicits in others, are the affective

preconditions of Piro social life.

Consolation ignored

There is, however, an exception: kagonchi, shamans. If asked why they under-
went the rigorous training and continue to undergo the discomforts of their
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practice, shamans give one stereotypical response. The shamanic career
originates in the unbearable grief, experienced or simply feared, of losing a
child to illness. The loss of a child provokes a particularly intense wamonuwaia
in many men, since men-tend to live in the villages of their wives, and hence
to depend on their children as a means to relate to their co-residents. The

" death of a child, and the subsequent state of wamonuwaia, tends therefore to

subvert the key value of ‘living well’ much more radically for a man than for
a woman. Women also become shamans, but they do not, to my knowledge,
engage in long shamanic apprenticeships. While this was never made explicit
to me, I have the impression that women attain their access to shamanry
through miscarried foetuses and children who died in infancy. A further con-
dition of female shamanry is marriage to a male shaman, and the subsequent
constant contact with the hallucinatory state and other shamanic activities.

Inconsolable over the loss of a beloved child, some men withdraw from
social life, remaining inattentive to the solicitude of others. They fall quiet,
talking little, ‘thinking, loving, remembering’ one who 1s now dead. The
souls of young children are by no means as feared as those of adults, but they
seemn to stimulate an especially intense wamonuwata, perhaps due to the sense
of the child’s total helplessness in its condition of dead samenshi. Such men
brood on their own inability to protect their children’s lives, and fear that
their other children will die too. : :

Contemplating his condition, the grief-stricken man conceives the project
of becoming a shaman, and hence acquiring the knowledge and powers to
defend his other children and other kinspeople. To do so, however, means -
forsaking a large part of the pleasures of life, for shamanry means avoiding
sex as much as possible, not eating many things, and especially it involves
the frequent consumption of hallucinogens. Apprentice shamans do not
drink beer with their kinspeople, and avoid their company.

Shamanry involves a progressive increase in contact between the appren-
tice shaman and powerful beings. Increasingly, the shaman begins to live
much of the time in a hallucinatory state of consciousness. There he acquires
another ‘social life”: as the powerful beings begin to ‘like’ {galuka) him, and
seek out his company. He becomes, so to speak, a double being, living ‘here
in the village’ and simultaneously ‘off there with powerful beings’.

This duplication is more than a metaphor for Piro people. A twin, a person’
who was born one of two, is an innate shaman.'? Only one twin can survive,
Piro people say. One woman (herself the mother of a twin and grandmother
of another) told me, ‘One of them just dies. If we struggle to keep both alive,
then both of them will die.” The living twin is a shaman from birth, and
already in a permanent state of dual consciousness: he or she can not only see
the future, but is able to describe it to others.

The shamanry of twins is largely passive, but that of men who have trained
as shamans is active. Because they have refused the ‘good thinking’ of their
co-resident kinspeople, and hence refused to be consoled by them, they enter
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another form of multiplicity, that of the multitudes of powerful beings met in
hallucinatory state. In hallucinatory state, these powerful beings reveal them-
selves to the shaman as yine, ‘humans’, and in turn they treat the shaman as
yineru, “a human’. The shaman therefore becomes one of the elements in the
multiplicity of given powerful beings/sets of powerful beings. This multi-
plication of the shaman was vividly expressed to me as follows, by Don
Mauricio Fasabi, ‘A man who takes drugs no longer sleeps. The things you
have learned don’t let you sleep. The things you know are walking around
and around, they won’t let you get to sleep any more.” For non-shamans,
insomnia is caused by hunger, and leads to unhealthy broodings on close kins-
people who are far away or dead. Shamans, by contrast, experience the
insomnia generated by the multiplication of their being through their
acquired knowledge.

The doubling of the shaman makes him a member of otherwise diverse sets
of human multiplicity, and sets up the dynamic connectivities that character-
ise shamanic action. In shamanry, the everyday form of the village full of
co-resident kinspeople gives way: to visions of non-humans as ‘human’, yine;
to the non-human spaces of the river and forest as the houses and villages of
the powerful beings; to the ‘here and now” as past, present and future; and to
sick kinspeople as the wounded prey animals of powerful beings and other
shamans. And, it should be added, in the seldom-voiced but ever-present
language of sorcery, visions emerge of *kinspeople’ in other villages as poten-
tial prey animals of oneself, '

" In shamanry, the cosmos is revealed to be governed by the same actions
which make up everyday life. But there is one key difference: the cosmos is
not governed by the cycling of ‘helplessness’, ‘compassion’ and ‘consolation’
which make up everyday sociability. There is no suggestion in shamanry
that shamans are ‘compassionated’ in their ‘helplessness’ by the powerful
beings, nor that they are helped because the powerful beings seck to ‘console’
them. How indeed could the powerful beings ‘compassionate’ the shaman?
For the former are immortal, and, knowing nothing of death, do and could
not share the initial condition which drives a2 man to become a shaman.

The justification of shamanry, in relations with other people, is, however,
‘compassion’: shamans cure because they ‘compassionate’ their patients.
They are, of course, also paid, but their primary motivation is ‘compassion’,
the ‘seeing of the helplessness’ of others. This was a point all shamans I spoke
to stressed, and some went as far as to insist that they prefer not to be paid.
This is a tricky issue, for all non-shamans know that shamans lead a double
life, and hence cannot necessarily be trusted. After all, it is widely known
that sorcery is much easier to learn than curing, and it is by no means certain
that shamans tell the truth when they say that they, personally, would never
use it. This is why Piro people say, witha slightly resigned tone, “There have
to be shamans, those who know these things’. '
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.The necessity of shamans in the Piro lived world brings us to the issue I
raised at the beginning: the Piro conception of the human condition, and of
t.he place of humanity in the cosmos. Piro humanity, as I have said i; intrin-
§1c‘ally multiple, and relations between people are governed by ns}tinikanchi
mind, love, respect, thought, memory’. Nshintkanchi 1s a temporal phenom:
enon, developing in the growing child as it responds to others, and survivin
t'he f:lcath of the person in the memories of others. The tf:mpo’raiity of sociagl
¥1fc is a product of a key fact of the human condition: mortality. Social life
is on.Iy possible because people are born and die, for it is generated in the
relations people develop as a consequence of those experiences. The newborn
baby‘r and the mourning adult are in ‘helplessness’, other people ‘com-
Pa5510nate" and ‘console’ them, and so make the Piro social world. Surround-
ing .thcm is a cosmos based on very different principles, ever ready to
impinge on ‘their lives, and whose existential implications are constantl
glimpsed in dreams, in helplessness and in hallucinations. ’

A plateau of consolation

When I was living in Santa Clara, the sound of shamans singing the drug
songs would make the hairs stand up on my arms. Out of the pitch darkness
an.d from a cacophony of retching, vomiting and spitting, would come- th;
tl.un s‘Qund of the whistled melody of a drug song. The shaman was now hallu-~
cinating very strongly, and he was beginning the process of taming the dru
spirit people through the entrancing artistry of his voice. Then the shama;gi
would start to sing the strange words of these songs, coming from languages
nobody here speaks. This man was now fully alone, far out there in that sepa-
rate reality. Using all of his courage and all of his accumulated knowledge .
thff shaman was now singing powerfully, as he sought to beguile the tbrrcn;
f)f imagery cascading over him into yielding up the secret he needed to know
in order to cure this sick person. Out of theéir compassion for him, other
peopr:. Yvould join in, wordlessly accompanying the shaman’s sohg’ in an
}mfamrhar counterpoint, or they would sing their own songs, thereby generat-
ing spec.:tacular harmonic convergences which chased each other through the
night air. And when I had taken the drug too, this unearthly concert would
reveal itself to be an extraordinary opera, played out by muldtudes of
UNncanny creatures on an enorm 1
e ous stage of vast complexity. I would be
Daily life in Santa Clara, by contrast, was often very boring. Nothing much
seem.ed to happen beyond the to-and-fro of people gardening, fishing, visitin
sending food, getting firewood, cooking, bathing, gossiping ;.nd so o’n It wgs’,
all perfectly pleasant, but I often longed for something, just anyt};ing to
happen. I would grow restless and peevish, irritated by every host’s pc:]ite
response to every visitor’s enquiry about their current activities, ‘I’'m doing
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nothing’. How very true, I would comment bitterly to myself, and T would
wonder at why local people seemed to be content with doing so little when
they had the proven capability to do so much. And these feelings were com-
pounded by my sense of their total unworthiness, and that it was [ who was
at fault, and not they. A constant consolation to me in these moments was
the memory of those two chapter titles from Peter Riviére’s study of the Trio
(1969), ‘Life’s dull round T* and ‘Life’s dull round IT°. Well then, I thought,
so it’s not just me. ‘

This sense of the assailing boredom of life in indigenous Amazonian com-
munities is not restricted to Rivitre and myself, for it has been noticed by
others, even if they are seldom willing to comment on it to a wider public.
Cecilia McCallum remarked, on a visit to Santa Clara, ‘Gosh, these people
keep themsetves busy! They’re always doing things. Cashinahua people just
sit about all day doing nothing!’ I was bemused, but later discovered that
Cashinahua people are capable of having even less happen in their villages
than Piro people. Other Europeans have commented to me on the extreme
tedium that they have felt in Campa villages and in Yaminahua villages, so
the pattern seems quite general. A whole eternity seems to have passed, but
it is still only eleven o’clock in the morning. -

This boredom is not really an ethnographic fact about indigenous

Amazonian peoples, since in each case the informant is European. This bore-
dom doubtless tells us much about a specific middle-class European aesthetic
of social life, in which ‘doing nothing’ is strongly frowned upon (cf. Passes,
this volume). Even if it is one’s current state, European convention demands
that it be carefully masked, at the very minimum, by the claim to be ‘just
watching television’. That said, however, ethnographers must proceed in
their work by attending to the mismatch between their own prejudices and
expectations and those of the people they are studying, so perhapsitis possible
to translate this experience of ‘boredom’ into an ethnographic insight. What
does it mean that Piro people openly assert that they are ‘doing nothing’?
" In part, the statement, ‘I’'m doing nothing’ is an invitation to interact: the
hosts are assuring the visitors that there is nothing already happening to dis-
tract their full attention from the manifold pleasures of this new activity,
‘being visited’. But more than this, we have seen that this is an aesthetic of
life that asserts that company is, in and of itself, desirable. People should be
‘doing nothing’ when visitors come, for nothing is more important than every-
day sociability. Of course, visits can be untimely and visitors unwelcome.
Piro people like to have a good view from their houses, in order to see visitors
carly enough to hide any object or activity that they would not want those
visitors to see, and it is also common practice to avoid unwelcome visitors by
hiding inside the walled-off section of the house. But in general, Piro people
spend large amounts of their time sitting openly in their houses, ‘doing noth-
ing’, and ready for interaction with anyone who approaches. And when they
are not doing this, they are often off visiting others in turn.
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The k‘ey to ‘doing nothing’ lies in its possible alternatives. In my earl
months in Santa Clara, I would confuse my own visitors by trying to specify
what I was up to when they asked me. I slowly learned that ‘I’m reading thi)g
b?ok’: ‘I'm thinking about my family’, or ‘I’m trying to decide when to go to
leé , were not acceptable Piro responses. Such answers confused and
worried them. Some of my responses were presumably simply too bizarre for
them to hear, but some lay dangerously close to genuine and alarming Piro
:"e’spons:cs to the question, ‘What are you doing?’ Such answers can be:
I'm lyn.ng here sick’, ‘I am dying’, or the sullen silence that leaves the visitml"
wondex:mg what exactly might be wrong. Such answers cause fear and con-
sternation. The alternative to ‘doing néthing’, I thus discovered, is ‘suffering’

So,_the something that does not happen in these villages is ‘helplessnes%’l
suffem?g. The flatness of everyday life turns out to be fully intentional, it is:
an achievement. It is won from a cosmos that is governed by other kin,ds of

reason ich i i i i i
, and which invades Piro people’s lives with dramatic events of .

emotional extremity. In the face of such events, Piro people know themselves
to be'helpless, for they know themselves to be virtually powerless to change
the_ given structure of a cosmos which was not created for their benefit afd
which is totally indifferent to their fate. Knowing this, Piro people know
‘they must help each other. Piro people know that they ha:ve been and will be
helpl;ss. They see the helplessness of others, and this compassion leads them
to heighten their social regard for them, in specific acts of consolation In’
;:erydlay Iif;, when things are going well, this ‘thinking beautifully’ tro;ms-
s i . . . .

peopic ::1;(131 ‘tli :i Iilglsf:;ﬁfd plateau of kindness and companionship that Piro

' ‘Ln.fmg well’ is the key value of an aesthetic of social life in which mastery
lies \:v1th making sure that nothing ever happens for, like every plateau thiz.
one is surrounded on all sides by sharp descents into very different reg,ions

I uscI:d to find it boring, and to long for the nights of shamanry, when th(;.
exotic show would be performed. Tn retrospect, I was in blissful ’ignorance

I knew that the nocturnal operas of the shamans were directed at curin iIl-:"’
ness, to be sure, but I had not realised then how these spectacles originited
within the terrors of suffering, nor how these songs, which could take me to

those p'la.ces’of such-otherworldly beauty, were a courageous transformation
of the singer’s former state of silent pain.
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Notes

1 There are excellent accounts of grief and mourning from Basso on the Kalapalo
(1985, 1995) and from Taylor on the Achuar {1993, 1996).

9 Isabella Lepri informs me (personal communication) that there is also a Piro
community in northern Bolivia,

3 See Overing (1996). .

4 This is likely to be a relatively recent development in Piro from a proto-Maipuran
form which was not intrinsically plural. Piro yine is cognate with Campa -shant-,
Amuesha yanesha and Terena shane (see Payne 1991).

5 There are two exceptions: the Panoan-speaking Amahuaca people are gipetuneru,

“‘Capibara People’, while the Machiguenga people are kiruneru, ‘Peach Palm

People’. They are thus treated as if they were Piro endogamous groups, and the

Amahuaca and Machiguenga peoples have long occupied a rather special place

in Piro regard in more ways than this. -

See Gow {1997) for discussion of this theme {also Mimica 1992 and Urton 1997}.

See note 3.

Piro people seem much less animated by a eoncern for other people’s ultimately

unknowable intentions than Melanesian people (Wagner 1967, Munn 1986;

Strathern 1988). '

9 Samenchi is the Absolute form of the root -semenu. As with the Campa cognate
samentsi, this Piro Absolute form can strictly speaking only refer to a dead
‘samench?. Here, T use it quite ungrammatically for both living {attached) and
dead {detached) souls. ' :

10 The only dreams defined as ‘true’ by Piro people, those taken as actual experiences

of lived reality, are those mediated by hallucinogens, particularly toé/gayapa.

11 Body parts, like the upper arm, can also make augury quite independent of

personal will, Many other objects in the world are attributed the same power.

12 This is literally true: the Piro word for ‘innate’ also means ‘twin’.

0~
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