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Language	translation	

	

Amongst	 the	Kichwa	community,	male	elders	and	young	male	and	 female	members	usually	 speak	

both	Kichwa	(native	language)	and	Spanish.	The	reason	for	this	as	it	was	explained	to	me	during	my	

visit,	was	that	missionaries	–	who	would	only	educate	male	children	in	the	past	–	introduced	Spanish	

to	the	Kichwa	people.	Younger	generations	are	bilingual	because	of	the	current	government	policies	

and	 educational	 programmes	 that	 are	 based	 on	 universalist	 principles	 and	 that	 have	 been	 lately	

introduced	 to	 remote	 populations	 (SENPLADES,	 2013).	 Although	 most	 of	 the	 people	 I	 met	 and	

interacted	with	spoke	Spanish,	I	required	the	assistance	of	a	translator	for	particular	occasions	such	

as	 conversations	 where	 I	 was	 indirectly	 participating	 and	 for	 one	 of	 the	 interviews	 that	 was	

undertaken.	The	interviews,	with	the	exception	of	one	requiring	the	translation	from	Kichwa,	were	

carried	out	 in	Spanish.	While	 I	usually	had	 the	company	of	Kichwa	people	who	 informally	assisted	

me	with	minor	 language	barriers,	Marcos’s	eldest	son	was	the	translator	for	the	 interview	and	the	

person	 I	 requested	 clarifications	 regarding	 language.	 He	 had	 an	 outstanding	 knowledge	 of	 both	

languages,	 based	 on	 his	 interest	 to	 stay	 connected	 with	 his	 roots.	 Although	many	 young	 Kichwa	

people	 understand	 the	 Kichwa	 language	 effortlessly,	 only	 a	 few	 speak	 in	 Kichwa.	 The	 general	

interactions	between	elder	 and	younger	 generations	were	based	on	 the	usage	of	both	 languages,	

where	 commonly,	 the	 elders	 spoke	 in	 Kichwa	 and	 the	 youth	 answered	 in	 Spanish.	 This	 language	

interaction	 was	 also	 evident	 in	 my	 relations;	 unlike	 me,	 the	 Kichwa	 people	 who	 did	 not	 speak	

Spanish	 would	 rarely	 require	 assistance	 on	 the	 translation	 of	 what	 I	 was	 saying.	 Although	 not	

speaking	Kichwa	was	a	limitation	–	particularly	evident	in	the	analysis	of	the	one	interview	that	was	

undertaken	with	 the	 assistance	of	 the	 translator	 –	 the	way	Kichwa	people	 in	 present-day	use	 the	

combination	of	both	languages	was	a	great	insight	to	this	research.	As	I	will	discuss	in	the	following	

chapters,	the	way	that	younger	and	elder	Kichwa	generations	interacted	with	each	other	reflects	the	

changes	that	Kichwa	culture	is	experiencing	and	supports	one	of	the	main	findings	of	this	research.		

	

Regarding	the	interview	with	the	participant	that	only	spoke	Kichwa,	I	was	able	to	identify	how	the	

fluidity	of	 the	narrative	got	 lost	with	 the	use	of	a	 translator.	While	 the	 transcription	captured	 the	

essence	 of	 the	 interview	 and	 the	 data	 matched	 the	 themes	 that	 were	 observed	 from	 the	 other	

interviews,	 the	 wholeness	 of	 the	 narrative	 and	 my	 interaction	 with	 the	 participant	 were	 clearly	

affected	by	the	translator.	Fortunately,	 it	was	only	one	 interview	where	 I	needed	assistance	 in	the	

language	translation,	which	has	given	me	the	chance	to	compare	the	interactions	in	both	scenarios.	

Although	 the	 translator	was	 a	 person	 I	 trusted,	 through	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	 interview	 transcript	 I	

could	 detect	 a	 few	 questions	 that	 were	 not	 answered	 because	 of	 the	 way	 that	 the	 translator	
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understood	the	question	or	expressed	the	response.	However,	the	assistance	of	the	translator,	as	I	

have	noted	before,	was	 fundamental	 in	 the	access	of	participants.	Furthermore,	his	company	also	

gave	 me	 the	 opportunity	 to	 record	 my	 own	 interactions	 with	 the	 participants	 of	 the	 interviews	

through	 the	 photographic	material,	 which	 he	 insisted	 to	 help	 with.	 Having	 a	 visual	 record	 of	my	

interaction	with	the	participants	was	useful	 in	the	analysis	of	how	the	knowledge	for	this	research	

has	been	produced.		

	

Language	was	also	a	concern	 in	 the	analysis	process.	While	 I	had	planned	to	 translate	all	 the	data	

recorded	to	English	before	analysis,	translating	the	data	into	one	language	was	not	ideal	because	of	

the	language	complexities.	Not	only	translating	the	data	to	English	was	unnecessary	–	considering	I	

was	the	person	that	collected,	transcribed	and	analysed	the	data	–	but	also,	the	essence	of	much	of	

the	dialogues	and	material	that	the	data	in	its	original	form	held,	lost	relevance	when	translated	to	a	

different	language.	To	start	with,	the	data	collected	through	fieldnotes	was	a	combination	of	English,	

Spanish	and	Kichwa	terminology.	As	I	explained	earlier	in	this	chapter,	the	reason	for	this	was	that	

sometimes	I	would	take	notes	of	things	as	they	were	spoken	–	in	either	Spanish	or	Kichwa	–	and	the	

annotation	of	thoughts	and	insights	were	expressed	in	the	language		–	either	English	or	Spanish	–	in	

which	 I	 processed	 the	 thoughts.	 While	 this	 process	 of	 note	 taking	 was	 spontaneous	 and	

unsystematic,	 it	 also	 recorded	 expressions	 and	 idioms	 that	 were	 imperative	 for	 the	 analysis.	

Particularly	 in	 the	 analysis	 of	 how	 Kichwa	 people	 express	 when	 speaking	 in	 Spanish.	 The	 use	 of	

Spanish	 language	 amongst	 Kichwa	 people	 involves	 slang	 terms	 –	 many	 of	 which	 I	 was	 able	 to	

comprehend	 because	 I	 am	 Ecuadorian,	 rather	 than	 because	 I	 speak	 Spanish	 –	 and	 the	 particular	

dialect	 that	 without	 an	 explanation,	 lost	 meaning	 when	 translated.	 The	 complexities	 around	

language	were	 challenging	 since	 it	made	 it	 problematic	 to	 use	 any	mechanised	 system	 for	 coding	

and	for	these	reasons,	I	decided	to	analyse	the	data	in	the	original	language	and	translate	to	English	

the	quotes	and	parts	that	were	used	as	examples	for	this	thesis.		

	

Ethical	Concerns	

	

This	 research	 has	 the	 ethics	 approval	 of	 the	 University	 of	 Sheffield	 (Appendix	 1)	 and	 of	 the	

Universidad	 San	 Francisco	 de	 Quito’s	 –	 USFQ	 (Appendix	 2),	 in	 accordance	 with	 the	 regulations	

regarding	 health-related	 research	 in	 Ecuador.	 The	 Ecuadorian	 Ministry	 of	 Public	 Health	 is	 the	

responsible	 entity	 for	 the	 ethical	 approval	 of	 health-related	 research	 that	 is	 carried	 out	 in	 the	

country	(MSP,	2014a)	and	the	Research	Ethics	Committee	in	Human	Beings	of	the	USFQ	was	one	of	
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the	committees	certified	by	the	Ministry	of	Public	Health	to	grant	or	validate	the	ethical	approval	for	

this	research.		

	

Informed	consent	in	Ethnography	

	

Given	 the	characteristics	of	 this	observational	ethnographic	 study,	 the	process	 to	obtain	 informed	

consent	was	verbal	and	when	required,	witnessed	by	the	community.	The	verbal	witnessed	consent	

takes	into	consideration	the	different	cultural	perspective	that	indigenous	populations	–	such	as	the	

Kichwa	–	have	 in	 relation	to	 individual	autonomy	and	the	 literacy	 levels	of	different	people	within	

the	community.	Since	in	most	indigenous	cultures	the	TH	is	also	the	community	leader,	the	request	

for	permission	to	undertake	this	study	was	initially	addressed	to	Marcos	–	the	TH	who	hosted	me	–	

and	after,	 imparted	 to	 the	community.	However,	 after	his	 instruction,	 I	 additionally	presented	my	

research	 and	 asked	 consent	 from	 the	Kuraka,	 the	 leader	 of	 the	 Kichwa	 community	 of	 Rukullacta.	

Although	I	was	not	able	to	audio-record	his	verbal	consent,	the	two	persons	who	accompanied	me	

and	 introduced	 me	 to	 the	 Kuraka	 were	 witnesses	 to	 his	 consent.	 The	 process	 of	 informing	 the	

community	 was	 recurrent	 and	 with	 cautious	 consideration	 of	 the	 details	 of	 the	 research	 as	 it	

developed	(Murphy	and	Dingwall,	2007).	In	the	process	of	asking	for	consent,	I	made	sure	to	detail	

what	the	research	intended;	this	was	to	learn	about	and	understand	the	healing	practices	of	Kichwa	

culture,	 the	beliefs,	opinions	and	aspects	 that	were	 important	 to	 the	Kichwa	people	 in	 relation	 to	

health	 and	 wellbeing.	 Likewise,	 I	 explained	 how	 I	 anticipated	 learning	 about	 the	 Kichwa	 culture,	

community	 and	 health-related	 practices.	 In	 asking	 for	 consent	 from	Marcos	 and	 the	 Kuraka,	 my	

explanation	 was	 comprehensive,	 including	 how	 I	 intended	 to	 learn	 from	 my	 participation	 in	 the	

activities	 that	 took	 place	 regularly,	 by	 observing,	 taking	 notes	 and	 photographs	 of	 the	 practices	

related	to	health	and	through	conversations	and	interviews	with	different	people.	In	asking	consent	

for	the	 interviews	and	photographs,	 I	explained	 in	more	detail	what	the	 interview	or	photographic	

material	would	be	comprised	of.	The	participants	were	aware	that	the	results	would	be	collected	in	

a	written	report	thesis	and	as	I	will	discuss	later,	one	of	the	participants	requested	a	summary	of	the	

results	upon	the	completion	of	this	research.		

	

The	 process	 of	 asking	 for	 verbal	 consent	 required	moral	 decisions	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 context	 and	

purpose	 of	 this	 research	 (Mason,	 2002).	 Considering	 that	 not	 all	 the	 observations	 took	 place	 in	

public	settings	or	regarded	situations	of	public	domain,	I	made	sure	to	repeatedly	inform	the	people	

in	 the	 community	 of	 Rukullacta	 about	 the	 research	 and	 when	 necessary,	 explained	 the	 details	

related	 to	 confidentiality	 of	 the	 gathered	 data.	With	 the	 exception	 of	 the	 photographic	 material	
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taken	 in	 public	 events,	 such	 as	 the	 Yachak	 gathering	 on	 the	 25th	 of	 November	 of	 2017,	 the	

photographic	material	–	that	includes	images	of	the	participants	–	used	for	this	study	and	presented	

in	this	thesis	have	been	verbally	consented	by	each	participant	(Rose,	2012).	Likewise,	before	each	

interview	 took	 place,	 I	 asked	 each	 participant	 for	 his	 or	 her	 consent	 to	 audio-record	 the	

conversation.	 I	also	confirmed	whether	participants	preferred	that	 I	use	their	real	name	and	made	

sure	they	knew	that	they	did	not	have	to	participate	in	the	interview.	While	I	usually	had	no	problem	

with	obtaining	the	consent	from	Kichwa	people,	there	was	only	one	occasion	where	the	participant	

did	 not	 agree	 to	 have	 the	 interview	 audio-recorded.	 As	 I	 have	 explained	 before,	 there	 were	

particular	motives	 for	that	decision;	however,	 the	participant	had	no	objection	to	the	recording	of	

fragments	of	our	conversation	 in	my	fieldnotes.	Apart	 from	that	one	 interview,	the	Kichwa	people	

were	naturally	willing	to	share	their	knowledge	and	stories	with	me	and	rather	eager	to	be	included	

in	the	photographs	that	I	have	used	for	this	research.	

	

The	 Kichwa	 lifestyle	 is	 based	 on	 communal	 activity	 and	 thus,	 I	 was	 regularly	 in	 the	 company	 of	

bilingual	Kichwa	people	who	helped	me	articulate	the	verbal	consent	when	someone	 in	 the	group	

did	not	speak	Spanish.	Nonetheless	and	as	discussed	earlier	in	this	chapter,	communication	between	

Kichwa	people	–	particularly	between	elder	and	younger	generations	–	occurred	in	both	languages	

and	people	who	did	not	speak	Spanish,	did	generally	understand	it.	However,	I	took	the	process	of	

explaining	my	work	 and	 obtaining	 consent	 with	meticulous	 care.	While	 the	 language	 barrier	 was	

rather	 a	 limitation	 for	 me	 than	 for	 the	 Kichwa	 people	 I	 interacted	 with,	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 my	

fieldwork	I	experienced	minor	communicational	strains.	The	communicational	gap	was	in	part	due	to	

my	 lack	 of	 understanding	 of	 the	 meanings	 in	 Kichwa	 practices,	 but	 also	 because	 of	 the	

interchangeable	 adaptations	 and	 uses	 of	 Spanish	 and	 Kichwa	 languages.	 In	 spite	 of	 the	 detailed	

content	in	the	verbal	consent,	I	was	concerned	when	Marcos	introduced	me	as	a	“volunteer”	when	I	

accompanied	 him	 to	 the	 first	 healings	 sessions.	 The	 confusion	 arose	 in	 part	 from	 the	 different	

understandings	Marcos	and	I	had	about	what	learning	meant.	While	I	will	discuss	this	topic	in	later	

chapters,	Marcos	 had	 understood	my	 interest	 to	 study	 Kichwa	 healing	 practices	 as	 an	 interest	 to	

become	a	healer	myself.	Furthermore,	 the	reason	Marcos	used	the	word	“volunteer”	 to	 introduce	

me	to	people	was	because	the	Ramirez	family	had	hosted	a	few	students	 in	the	past	as	part	of	an	

exchange	volunteer	program	and	his	description	of	my	work	as	a	“volunteer”	was	only	in	reference	

to	my	 student	 status.	While	 the	 slight	 confusion	 at	 the	 early	 stages	 of	my	 fieldwork	was	 clarified	

with	the	recurrent	explanation	of	what	I	was	doing,	the	example	demonstrates	the	complexities	of	

ethnographic	research	and	validates	why	the	standard	ethical	regulations	applied	to	many	methods	
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of	research	-	such	as	 informed	consent	forms	-	are	not	always	appropriate	 in	ethnographic	studies	

(Murphy	and	Dingwall,	2007).		

	

The	content	presented	to	the	community	and	the	individual	participants	of	the	study,	was	based	on	

the	information	contained	in	the	information	sheet	and	aide	memoire	for	the	interviews	that	were	

approved	by	the	ethic	committees	of	the	University	of	Sheffield	and	the	USFQ	in	Ecuador.	Regarding	

literacy	 levels	 among	 the	 community,	 while	 I	 knew	 the	 level	 of	 education	 of	 some	 of	 the	

participants,	this	was	not	an	aspect	I	enquired	into	in	order	to	ask	if	they	would	agree	to	participate	

in	this	research.	As	mentioned	previously,	I	presented	the	study	in	a	verbal	manner	and	while	I	had	

to	find	different	ways	of	explaining	my	work,	I	ensured	that	the	participants	understood	what	I	was	

doing	and	that	they	verbally	consent	to	take	part	 in	 this	 research.	Topics	related	to	confidentiality	

and	anonymity	were	not	an	issue,	except	for	the	interview	were	the	participant	did	not	agree	to	be	

audio-recorded.	Although	most	participants	preferred	 I	use	their	names,	after	 re-evaluation	 I	have	

decided	to	keep	all	 identifiable	data	anonymous;	names,	personal	details	and	photographs	used	in	

this	 thesis	 have	 been	 anonymised	 in	 order	 to	 protect	 the	 privacy	 of	 the	 participants.	 However,	 I	

must	 acknowledge	 the	 trust	 that	Kichwa	people	had	 in	me,	which	was	 the	 reason	 they	 agreed	 to	

share	 their	 personal	 details,	 knowledge	 and	memoirs	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	 this	 study.	 The	 collected	

data	 was	 carefully	 handled	 and	 securely	 protected,	 during	 and	 after	 the	 fieldwork.	 Physical	 and	

digital	data	were	stored	in	a	suitcase	secured	with	a	lock	during	the	fieldwork,	with	codes	and	keys	

only	 under	 my	 handling	 and	 control.	 During	 travel,	 all	 the	 equipment	 containing	 data	 was	

transported	 in	 locked	 carry-on	 luggage	 that	 was	 at	 all	 times	 under	 my	 supervision.	 As	 described	

earlier,	 audio-recordings	 and	 photographic	material	 were	 transferred	 to	 an	 encrypted	 laptop	 and	

deleted	 from	 the	 audio	 recorder	 and	 camera.	 I	 have	 undertaken	 a	 continuous	 assessment,	

specifically	of	photographic	data	to	 include	and	while	certain	 images	are	not	presented,	they	were	

regarded	 for	 purposes	 of	 analysis.	 I	 acknowledge	 that	 the	 exclusion	 of	 data	 could	 influence	 the	

conclusions	since	there	is	no	verifiable	sources	to	them	(Hammersley	and	Atkinson,	1995).	However,	

I	have	endeavoured	to	include	the	data	that	reflects	comprehensively	the	narratives	and	knowledge	

of	the	Kichwa	people.	While	I	am	not	exempted	of	the	risks	once	the	research	results	are	published,	

since	 I	 have	no	 control	on	how	 the	published	material	 is	 taken	 (Murphy	and	Dingwall,	 2007),	 this	

study	reflects	essentially	my	perspective	towards	the	topic	of	research	and	every	stage	of	this	study	

has	been	assumed	with	responsibility	and	respect.		
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Intricacies	of	field	relations	

	

The	most	 illustrative	 ethical	 concerns,	 characteristic	 to	 ethnographic	 research,	 are	 related	 to	 the	

level	of	 integration	and	how	the	researcher	manages	the	relationships	with	the	participants	 in	the	

field,	which	tends	to	be	more	complicated	than	other	methods	because	of	the	extended	periods	of	

time	 that	 the	 researcher	participates	 in	 the	setting	 (Hammersley	and	Atkinson,	1995;	Gosovic	and	

Kirkebæk,	 2019).	 Although	 the	 details	 that	 define	 the	 social	 interactions	 in	 the	 fieldwork	 are	

inadvertent,	these	generally	deal	with	what	is	considered	appropriate	and	inappropriate	behaviour	

within	the	community;	Hammersley	&	Atkinson	(1995)	refer	to	these	conditions	as	ethical	relativism.	

It	 is	natural	to	understand	how	the	infringement	of	the	social	rules	of	the	studied	group	can	affect	

the	 relations	 within	 the	 study	 (Hammersley	 and	 Atkinson,	 1995;	 Gosovic	 and	 Kirkebæk,	 2019).	

Throughout	 the	 fieldwork	 it	 was	 fundamental	 to	 be	 aware	 of	 the	 situations	 that	 required	 moral	

action	or	maybe	no	action	 at	 all,	 in	which	 case	 the	decisions	were	 focussed	on	preference	of	 the	

research	(Hammersley	and	Atkinson,	1995).	However,	in	some	situations	the	resolutions	were	more	

ambiguous	than	others.		

	

Since	living	with	the	Kichwa	people	for	a	three-month	period	was	an	essential	part	of	this	research	

(Coffey,	 1999),	 there	 were	 various	 instances	 where	 I	 experienced	 ethical	 relativism.	 One	 of	 the	

instances	 I	 recall	 that	 is	 a	 clear	 example	 of	 ethical	 relativity	 was	 during	 a	 celebration	 I	 attended	

accompanying	my	host	family.	As	a	student	undertaking	this	research	I	thought	that	the	appropriate	

thing	 to	do	was	 to	participate	 in	 the	gathering,	but	not	 to	accept	any	alcoholic	beverage	 that	was	

offered.	After	I	had	declined	a	few	rounds	of	alcoholic	beverages	that	were	offered	to	me,	Marcos’	

wife	sat	next	to	me	and	accepted	the	drink	for	me.	She	then	drank	and	gave	me	the	pot	while	she	

told	me	whispering,	 to	moist	my	 lips	and	give	 the	pot	back	 to	 the	event’s	host.	 In	 that	moment,	 I	

decided	to	follow	her	instructions	with	little	knowledge	of	her	motives,	though	she	later	told	me	that	

not	accepting	something	that	was	offered	to	me	was	considered	offensive.	While	it	was	all	right	not	

to	drink	 the	beverage,	 it	was	 important	 that	 I	 accepted	 it.	 This	 conduct	within	 the	Kichwa	culture	

applied	to	anything	that	was	offered,	 including	alcohol,	which	I	had	considered	inappropriate	from	

the	 position	 of	 a	 research	 student.	 Although	 my	 behaviour	 in	 that	 instance	 was	 corrected	 and	

forgivingly	taken,	for	a	moment	it	was	a	situation	that	put	a	strain	in	my	relationship	with	my	hosts	

and	their	relationship	with	the	people	hosting	the	gathering	(Heins,	Unrau	and	Avram,	2018;	Gosovic	

and	Kirkebæk,	2019).	
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Although	 “…	 the	 ethical	 problems	 surrounding	 ethnographic	 research	 are,	 in	 fact,	 very	 similar	 to	

those	 surrounding	 other	 human	 activities“	 (Hammersley	 and	Atkinson,	 1995	 pg.285),	 this	 incident	

reflects	another	aspect	that	I	had	underestimated	in	what	the	role	of	a	participant	observer	entails.	

The	moment	I	began	to	immerse	myself	in	the	research	setting,	I	was	placed	in	a	position	between	

the	protocols	of	the	University	and	the	Kichwa	culture.	Throughout	the	fieldwork	I	felt	that	I	stood	in	

the	middle	of	two	worlds,	constantly	in	the	balance	with	every	action	and	behaviour	that	I	assumed.	

This	has	been	one	of	the	toughest	parts	 in	the	development	of	this	research	and	also	an	incessant	

job.	Nonetheless,	 I	 recognise	 that	 finding	 a	 common	ground	 in	understanding	was	 a	 fundamental	

purpose	of	this	research	work.		

	

My	Relationship	with	Marcos	and	his	family		

	

During	the	three	months	of	fieldwork,	I	 lived	in	Marcos	and	his	wife	Carmen’s	home	together	with	

their	two	youngest	and	unmarried	children.	The	elders	in	a	Kichwa	family	were	typically	addressed	

as	 “Mama	 and	 Papa2”	 and	 I	 was	 encouraged	 to	 call	 Marcos	 and	 Carmen,	 “Papa”	 and	 “Mamita”	

respectively.	However,	my	 relationship	with	Marcos	originated	 from	 the	 stance	of	 a	 researcher	 in	

contact	with	the	gatekeeper	and	thus,	our	previous	 interactions	 interfered	with	the	customariness	

of	calling	him	Papa.	Furthermore,	I	felt	that	in	my	role	as	researcher	it	was	important	to	have	a	sense	

of	 detachment	 (Coffey,	 1999;	Gosovic	 and	 Kirkebæk,	 2019).	Marcos	 and	Carmen	on	 the	 contrary,	

received	 me	 with	 great	 familiarity	 and	 introduced	 me	 –	 in	 a	 good-naturedly	 manner	 –	 as	 their	

adopted	child.	Although	I	must	acknowledge	that	it	was	comforting	as	an	outsider	to	be	treated	in	a	

familiar	 way,	 the	 idea	 of	 assuming	 a	 position	 such	 as	 that	 of	 the	 gatekeeper’s	 daughter	 seemed	

troublesome	 in	 my	 role	 of	 participant	 as	 observer.	 Firstly,	 because	 this	 research	 required	 me	 to	

speak	to	many	elders	and	I	was	not	entirely	sure	of	how	complying	with	the	role	of	Marcos’	adoptive	

child	would	affect	that.	Secondly,	because	being	treated	as	their	child	also	meant	that	there	was	an	

expected	 ‘daughter-like’	behaviour	 from	me.	This	was	evident,	especially	during	 the	 first	weeks	of	

my	fieldwork	where	I	was	recurrently	identified	with	Marcos’	youngest	daughter.	In	spite	of	our	age	

difference	–	 I	was	thirty-two	years	old	when	 I	carried	out	my	fieldwork	and	Marcos’	daughter	had	

recently	 graduated	high	 school	–	 the	association	between	us	was	 related	 to	 two	 factors.	 The	 first	

was	that	 just	as	Marcos’	daughter,	 I	was	a	woman	with	no	children	to	rear	and	my	role	within	the	

community	 was	 similar	 to	 hers.	 As	 I	 will	 discuss	 with	 greater	 detail	 in	 the	 following	 chapter,	 the	

                                                
2 Mama means mother and Papa father, although these are Spanish words, it is very common that Kichwa 
people refer to the elder grandparents in this way. While the word mama is the same in Kichwa language as it is 
in Spanish, the Kichwa word for father is taita. Moreover, in Spanish language when added either “ita” or “ito” at 
the end of a word, it turns the word into a diminutive usually used to express affection. 
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distinction	of	roles	 is	a	significant	aspect	of	Kichwa	traditional	 life.	The	second	factor	was	that	 like	

me	and	unlike	most	Kichwa	women,	she	aspired	to	continue	her	studies	and	go	to	University.		

	

While	following	Marcos’	daughter	in	her	daily	activities	gave	me	insight	on	how	Kichwa	people	live	

and	the	type	of	chores	that	 I	was	expected	to	do	on	a	daily	basis,	Marcos’	 interest	 in	his	daughter	

learning	from	me	how	to	achieve	her	desire	of	going	to	university	was	an	expectation	that	I	did	not	

know	how	to	fulfil.	The	unknowingness	of	how	to	react	to	certain	situations	or	requests	was	usually	

what	 caused	 tensions	 in	 the	 way	 I	 related	 to	 the	 Kichwa	 people	 (Coffey,	 1999).	 Another	 similar	

instance	occurred	when	I	was	asked	to	be	godmother	to	one	of	Marcos’	grandchildren.	As	I	will	also	

discuss	 in	 Chapter	 Five,	 Kichwa	 people	 have	 adopted	 practices	 from	 Christianity,	 but	 there	 are	

practices	 –	 such	as	 the	process	of	 becoming	a	 godparent	 –	 that	have	been	adjusted	 to	 their	own	

understandings.	 Following	 the	 actual	 Christian	 baptism,	 Kichwa	 people	 in	 Rukullacta	 embrace	 the	

concept	of	godparents	as	a	way	to	express	affection,	where	a	child	can	have	as	many	godparents	as	

desired.	 Though	 there	 is	 an	 informal	 ceremony	 that	 involves	 sprinkling	water,	 the	 procedure	 has	

nothing	to	do	with	Christianity	and	it	is	rather	a	rite	that	symbolises	affection	for	the	person	who	as	

a	 godparent	 is	 now	 considered	 part	 of	 the	 family.	When	 I	 was	 asked	 to	 become	 a	 godmother,	 I	

misunderstood	 the	 request	 supposing	 a	 responsibility	 that	 I	was	 not	 sure	 I	was	prepared	 to	 take.	

However,	 I	 also	 thought	about	how	not	accepting	 the	 request	 could	be	 taken	as	offensive	when	 I	

had	been	treated	as	a	part	of	the	family	all	along.	Once	I	understood	that	the	request	was	actually	a	

manifestation	of	fondness,	I	became	a	godmother.	While	these	issues	may	seem	insignificant,	their	

resolution	 is	 what	 defines	 the	 course	 of	 field	 relations	which	 establish	 the	most	 common	 ethical	

concerns	 related	 to	 ethnographic	 fieldwork	 (Hammersley	 and	 Atkinson,	 1995;	 Heins,	 Unrau	 and	

Avram,	 2018).	 Just	 as	 the	 previous	 examples,	 my	 distresses	 were	 regularly	 related	 to	 semantic	

misunderstandings	 that	 were	 particular	 to	 the	 context.	 Considering	 the	 challenge	 of	 managing	

relations	 in	 a	 context	 that	 was	 foreign	 to	 me,	 I	 underwent	 several	 related	 situations.	 However,	

Marcos	 and	 his	 family	 opened	 their	 home	 to	me	 and	 in	 our	mutual	 attempt	 to	 understand,	 they	

provided	the	tools	to	navigate	my	way	through	the	knowledge	of	Kichwa	culture.		

	

Reciprocity	and	compensation	

	

The	 importance	 in	 maintaining	 good	 relationships	 should	 consider	 attentiveness	 to	 aspects	 that	

sustain	reciprocity,	mutual	respect	and	equality	within	the	relationships	(Mason,	2002;	Heins,	Unrau	

and	Avram,	2018;	Gosovic	and	Kirkebæk,	2019).	Related	to	the	characteristics	of	reciprocity,	 there	
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have	 been	 situations	 where	 the	 studied	 group	 feels	 that	 the	 relationship	 with	 the	 researcher	 is	

unfair,	 and	 this	 poses	 the	 question	 of	 what	 the	 researcher	 gives	 in	 return	 (Hammersley	 and	

Atkinson,	 1995;	 Heins,	 Unrau	 and	 Avram,	 2018;	 Gosovic	 and	 Kirkebæk,	 2019).	 As	 I	 will	 reveal	 in	

subsequent	chapters,	reciprocity	is	a	main	component	in	the	way	that	Kichwa	people	relate	not	only	

to	others,	but	also	to	nature	and	their	medicine	practices.	Although	I	did	not	experience	any	issues	

with	 compensation,	 I	 was	 told	 stories	 of	 how	 investigators	 in	 the	 past	 had	 not	 recognised	 the	

knowledge	that	was	shared	with	them.	The	subject	of	recognition	in	the	stories	I	was	told	had	two	

aspects	 of	 relevance;	 in	 first	 place,	 there	 was	 again	 a	 semantic	 misunderstanding,	 where	

‘recognition’	 for	 the	 researcher	meant	 that	 the	 people	 involved	were	 acknowledged	 by	 including	

their	 names	 in	 the	 publications,	 but	 for	 the	 Kichwa	 people	 ‘recognition’	 meant	 a	 financial	

compensation	 in	 exchange	 for	 the	 knowledge	 that	was	 shared.	 The	 second	 aspect,	 although	 also	

related	to	the	fault	in	understanding	reciprocity,	was	more	complicated.	In	fact,	the	issue	is	a	topic	

of	political	debate	 to	 regulate	 Indigenous	knowledge	 in	Ecuador.	The	problem,	which	many	of	 the	

Kichwa	people	 I	 spoke	with	and	particularly	Yachak	Angel	were	aware	of,	was	about	 the	 injustices	

regarding	knowledge	 that	had	been	shared	with	people	and	used	by	 industries	without	giving	any	

credit,	 acknowledgement	 or	 recognition	 of	where	 that	 information	 came	 from.	 This	was	 an	 issue	

related	with	the	knowledge	of	medicinal	plants	that	have	been	converted	into	medicines,	producing	

revenue	and	completely	disregarding	its	sources	and	the	social	responsibility	that	it	holds.	For	these	

reasons,	 I	 was	 very	 careful	 with	 details	 of	 reciprocity	 and	 compensation	 that	 were	 arranged	 and	

given	to	the	people	who	participated	in	this	research	(Gosovic	and	Kirkebæk,	2019).	

	

Before	starting	my	fieldwork,	I	negotiated	with	Marcos	a	monthly	payment	for	the	room	and	board	

he	offered	me	during	 the	 three-month	 fieldwork	period.	 The	details	were	based	on	 the	 amount	 I	

received	for	 living	expenses	as	part	of	my	scholarship	and	on	the	calculation	of	 living	costs	for	the	

region.	Additional	contributions	in	the	form	of	acquisition	of	supplies,	food	and	other	essentials	that	

the	people	in	the	community	required,	were	also	offered.	In	addition,	I	taught	English	to	some	of	the	

children	 and	 parents	 who	 were	 interested	 in	 learning	 the	 language,	 since	 contact	 with	 English-

speaking	foreigners	was	common	for	Kichwa	people.	 I	also	provided	help	 in	designing	and	printing	

stationery	for	some	of	the	people	to	help	them	promote	their	work,	such	as	presentation	cards	and	

handbills	containing	their	contact	information	to	be	used	in	different	community	gatherings.	While	

these	 actions	 may	 not	 necessarily	 be	 considered	 forms	 of	 compensation,	 they	 were	 forms	 of	

exchange	of	 knowledge,	 skills	 and	 in	 some	 cases	 they	 incurred	 in	monetary	 costs	 that	 I	 assumed.	

Apart	 from	 the	 exchanges	 with	 the	 general	 community,	 I	 offered	 specific	 compensation	 to	 each	

participant	I	interviewed.	In	the	case	of	the	interviews	with	patients,	I	offered	a	3	US	dollar	mobile-
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phone	credit	 voucher	 to	each	participant	 in	 compensation	 for	 the	 time	and	 information	 that	 they	

shared	with	me.	This	value	was	based	on	the	amount	that	Kichwa	people	utilised	to	top-up	mobile	

phones,	which	was	usually	of	1	US	dollar.	For	the	interviews	with	TH,	the	compensation	was	specific	

to	each	participant	and	based	on	their	individual	demands.	The	participants	for	the	interviews	were	

renowned	THs	and	with	the	exception	of	Yachak	Angel	who	requested	a	summary	of	this	research	

upon	the	completion	of	my	PhD,	the	compensation	was	generally	in	the	form	of	monetary	payment	

comparable	 to	 the	amount	stipulated	 for	a	healing	session;	which	ranged	 from	5	to	10	US	dollars,	

and	20	US	dollars	that	was	the	standard	fee	for	the	Association	of	Kichwa	Women	Midwifes	from	the	

High	Napo	–	AMUPAKIN.	All	the	compensations	and	living	expenses	that	I	used	in	this	research	were	

based	on	a	total	monthly	budget	of	300	US	dollars,	which	is	the	currency	used	in	Ecuador.		

	

Safety	and	hazards		

	

In	 regards	 to	 personal	 safety,	 a	 risk	 assessment	 form	 was	 submitted	 prior	 to	 the	 fieldwork	 and	

potential	 difficulties,	 such	 as	 access	 to	 the	 field,	 access	 to	 data,	 stresses	 of	 fieldwork,	 language	

barriers	and	 the	use	of	electronic	devices	were	examined.	Although	some	areas	 in	 the	Ecuadorian	

Amazon	have	little	or	no	connectivity	(telephone	or	internet),	I	carried	a	personal	mobile	phone	to	

maintain	 constant	 communication	with	 supervisors	 and	 family.	 Considering	 the	 time	 difference,	 a	

weekly	 call	 was	 scheduled	 with	my	 supervisors.	 Contact	 details	 between	my	 supervisors	 and	my	

family	 in	Ecuador	were	also	exchanged	 in	case	of	emergencies.	However,	during	the	three	months	

there	 were	 no	 incidents	 requiring	 emergency	 action.	 I	 also	 made	 sure	 all	 necessary	 vaccination	

requirements	 were	 completed	 prior	 to	 travel. Nonetheless,	 there	 were	 circumstances	 that	 could	

have	not	been	expected	before	the	fieldwork	took	place.	Regarding	access	to	the	field	–	apart	from	

the	 lengthy	 journey	 to	 the	 community	 of	 Rukullacta	 –	 the	 language	 barriers,	 use	 of	 electronic	

devices	 and	 stresses	 of	 fieldwork	 that	 I	 have	 presented,	 there	 were	 no	 complications.	While	 the	

access	to	data	was	essentially	unproblematic,	I	realised	over	time	that	being	a	woman	was	a	factor	

that	affected	the	collection	of	data	(Coffey,	1999).	Although	Kichwa	people	were	open	to	me,	Kichwa	

customs	–	as	I	have	mentioned	before	and	will	develop	in	the	next	Chapter	–	have	traditionally	well	

defined	roles	for	men	and	women.	This	meant	that	I	sometimes	overstepped	the	boundaries	of	what	

women	did.	The	people	 I	 frequently	 interacted	with,	who	usually	made	 jokes	and	 let	me	stay	with	

the	men	 regardless	 of	what	 the	women	were	 doing,	 took	 this	 lightly.	However,	 there	were	 some	

people	who	began	making	up	stories	and	waywardly	joking	about	me	being	Marcos	son’s	mistress.	

Nevertheless,	the	family	was	fond	of	me	and	did	not	take	any	of	those	rumours	and	jokes	seriously,	
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knowing	 from	 a	 more	 realistic	 perspective	 that	 undertaking	 my	 research	 required	 spending	 long	

hours	with	Marcos	and	his	son.	 

	

Out	of	all	of	the	time	I	followed	Marcos	around,	only	once	he	told	me	that	he	was	going	to	stay	with	

his	friends	to	have	a	drink	and	that	it	was	better	that	I	went	home.	Considering	my	safety,	I	avoided	

situations	that	would	put	me	in	vulnerable	positions	and	went	home	that	day.	While	I	avoided	being	

around	drunken	people	 in	 general,	 being	 a	woman	automatically	 placed	me	 in	 a	more	 vulnerable	

position	than	a	man.	The	moment	I	realised	this	was	a	morning	where	after	accompanying	my	hosts	

to	 church	we	 came	across	 one	of	 their	 acquaintances,	 a	man	who	was	 noticeably	 drunk.	As	 their	

conversation	ended	and	the	meeting	came	to	a	close,	the	man	held	my	hand,	pulled	himself	closer	

and	grabbed	my	buttocks.	This	was	an	occurrence	that	defined	the	course	of	this	research,	not	only	

because	it	made	me	extremely	aware	of	my	safety	–	which	instinctively	kept	me	away	from	certain	

situations	–	but	also	because	it	made	me	question	my	position	and	perspective	with	regards	to	this	

research.	Discussable	beyond	 safety	measures,	 it	made	me	question	 if	 the	 results	of	 this	 research	

and	the	experience	would	have	been	different	if	I	were	a	man	or	had	a	different	sexual	identity.	The	

considerations	 are	 rather	 complex	 and	 the	questions	 that	 from	 that	 instant	on	have	occupied	my	

mind	have	been	overwhelming.	However,	for	better	or	worse,	the	fact	that	an	incident	like	that	had	

happened	in	environments	which	are	more	familiar	to	me	–	such	as	any	other	night	out	in	the	UK	–	

made	me	realise	 that	as	a	woman,	 I	do	experience	 the	world	 in	a	different	way.	The	 relevance	of	

that	 particular	 experience	 with	 this	 research	 is	 that	 it	 reaffirmed	 my	 philosophical	 stance.	 The	

observations	of	 this	ethnography	are	 limited	 to	my	perspective.	While	 the	discussions	around	 this	

subject	 are	 many,	 the	 incident	 cannot	 be	 associated	 particularly	 to	 Kichwa	 culture	 or	 men;	 as	 a	

woman,	I	know	as	a	fact	that	it	is	not.	This	is	the	answer	I	have	to	those	questions	that	regard	this	

research.	 I	 acknowledge	 the	 limitations	 that	 affected	 the	 access	 to	 certain	 data,	 but	 in	 my	

perspective	 and	 since	 I	 am	 a	woman,	 I	 also	 had	 access	 to	 specific	 observations,	 experiences	 and	

reflexions	that	would	surely	be	different	if	I	were	not	a	woman.	

 

Adjustments	to	the	plan	of	investigation	

 

Ethnography	required	my	 involvement	 in	the	daily	activities	of	Kichwa	lifestyle	and	I	was	prepared	

for	 the	 undertakings.	However,	 I	 underestimated	 the	 incessant	work	 that	was	 required	 in	 dealing	

with	 the	 differences	 between	 my	 habitual	 lifestyle	 and	 the	 customary	 habits	 of	 Kichwa	 people.	

Although	I	have	no	doubt	that	ethnography	was	the	most	appropriate	method	for	this	study;	I	also	

found	ethnographic	work	to	be	different	from	the	type	of	work	that	I	had	been	used	to.	One	of	the	
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unforeseen	aspects	of	this	ethnography	concerned	my	sense	of	individualism	(Coffey,	1999).	As	I	will	

discuss	in	the	next	chapter,	Kichwa	culture	is	centred	on	collective	life	and	as	a	result,	I	encountered	

much	more	reliant	 interactions	than	what	I	had	been	used	to.	Moreover,	as	a	participant	observer	

there	 was	 not	 a	moment	 during	 the	 fieldwork	 where	 I	 was	 not	 ‘on	 duty’.	 There	were	 numerous	

moments	were	 I	 had	 to	 remind	myself	 that	 I	 was	 there	 to	 learn	 about	 the	 Kichwa	 practices	 and	

withhold	 my	 reaction	 to	 correct	 things	 that	 according	 to	 my	 perspective,	 were	 correctable.	 For	

instance,	lecturing	about	cleanliness	when	clearly	Kichwa	people	had	better	practices	regarding	the	

use	of	water	resources.	Not	only	managing	some	of	the	habitual	and	sometimes	cultural	differences	

was	 a	 demanding	 task	 at	 times,	 but	 also	 as	 I	 wrote	 in	 my	 reflexive	 notes,	 it	 was	 “a	 24/7	 job”	

(Reflective	diary,	10th	October	2017).	As	a	result,	I	became	exhausted	within	a	few	weeks.	While	I	had	

planned	a	continued	period	of	exploration,	after	agreeing	with	my	supervisor,	I	took	three	weekend	

breaks	during	the	three-month	period	of	this	ethnographic	fieldwork.		

	

On	account	of	learning	about	Kichwa	culture	and	understanding	their	ways	of	interaction,	I	began	to	

notice	 how	 some	of	 the	 initial	 considerations	 for	 this	 research	were	 not	 entirely	 compatible	with	

their	 practices.	 An	 instance	 of	 this	was	 the	 use	 of	my	 laptop.	 As	 it	 had	 been	 stated	 in	my	 ethics	

approval	 forms,	 the	use	of	my	 laptop	was	 restricted	 to	me.	However,	 I	 started	 to	 see	 that	 all	 the	

family	was	sharing	a	computer	that	Marcos’	daughter	had	–	that	was	given	by	a	traveller	that	stayed	

with	them	in	the	past	–	and	the	children	asking	their	parents	for	money	to	use	the	computer	services	

in	town	for	their	homework.	Since	the	use	of	my	laptop	was	restricted	and	because	I	became	aware	

of	 Kichwa	 people’s	 concept	 of	 sharing,	 I	 had	 to	 keep	 my	 laptop	 hidden	 in	 my	 room.	 During	 my	

fieldwork	 I	 used	 the	 laptop	 minimally,	 only	 to	 transfer	 and	 save	 the	 audio-recordings	 and	

photographs	taken.	While	my	process	of	analysis	in	the	field	was	also	restricted	by	the	limited	use	of	

my	 laptop,	 I	 used	 the	weekend	 breaks	 to	 continually	 analyse	 the	 data	 and	 develop	 the	 interview	

questions	that	I	had	initially	planned	to	do	in	the	field.		

	

Entering	and	leaving	the	field	

	

The	entrance	and	 the	moment	where	 the	 researcher	 leaves	 the	 field,	are	periods	 that	need	 to	be	

addressed	 with	 greater	 attention	 (Hammersley	 and	 Atkinson,	 1995).	 Similar	 to	 the	 time	 that	 I	

needed	to	adapt	 to	 the	changes	of	context,	 it	was	 important	 to	create	situations	 that	allowed	the	

community	to	adapt	to	the	changes	that	were	implied	with	my	involvement.	The	initial	contact	with	

the	Kichwa	community	of	Rukullacta	was	a	 factor	 that	advantaged	my	entrance	and	welcoming	to	
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the	 community.	 As	 I	 have	 accentuated	 throughout	 this	 thesis,	 the	 development	 of	 relationships	

firstly	with	the	family	that	hosted	me	and	later	with	the	other	people	I	interacted	with,	was	crucial	

to	 this	 ethnography	 (Coffey,	 1999).	 Getting	 acquainted	 with	 the	 people	 and	 the	 setting	 was	

essentially	the	task	I	undertook	during	the	first	weeks	of	fieldwork.	I	acknowledge	the	relationships	

that	were	developed	 to	have	been	appreciated	and	considered	 favourable	 for	 the	purpose	of	 this	

research	 (Hammersley	 and	Atkinson,	 1995;	Coffey,	 1999).	 Likewise,	my	departure	 after	 the	 three-

month	stay	was	a	matter	of	mediation	with	the	entire	community	(Hammersley	and	Atkinson,	1995).	

For	this	reason	and	considering	that	 I	 left	the	field	near	Christmas	–	and	that	many	Kichwa	people	

also	celebrated	the	holiday	–	with	the	help	of	the	family	that	hosted	me,	we	organised	a	gathering	

before	 I	 left.	 Using	 the	 remaining	 budget,	 we	 bought	 food	 and	 small	 toys	 for	 the	 children.	 The	

Ramirez	 family	 assisted	 me	 with	 the	 large	 quantities	 of	 cooking	 and	 welcomed	 the	 people	 who	

wanted	to	join	the	farewell	gathering.	Many	people	in	the	community	expressed	their	feelings	about	

seeing	me	leave.	One	of	the	things	I	was	told	that	made	me	realise	that	I	had	accomplished	what	I	

intended,	 was	 that	 from	 the	 outsiders	 they	 had	 welcomed,	 only	 two	 people	 felt	 as	 part	 of	 their	

culture.	The	other	person	–	who	I	had	the	chance	to	meet	while	I	was	there	–	was	also	a	researcher	

that	had	worked	with	the	Kichwa	people	for	almost	ten	years.	The	next	morning	some	of	the	people	

joined	us	for	the	guaysa	tea	ritual	at	Marcos’	home	and	later	that	morning,	with	many	handcrafted	

gifts,	I	left	(Heins,	Unrau	and	Avram,	2018;	Gosovic	and	Kirkebæk,	2019).	
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Methods	of	Analysis	

	

Ethnography	goes	beyond	the	methods	of	reporting.	The	focus	of	ethnographic	methods	rely	on	the	

interpretation	of	what	has	been	observed,	 the	meanings	 that	are	culturally	constructed	about	 the	

conditions	 observed	 (Geertz,	 1973;	Mason,	 2002;	 Hoey,	 2014).	 In	 the	 analysis,	 the	 ethnographer	

tries	 to	 understand	 how	 the	 participants	 see	 and	 interrelate	 with	 the	 world	 around	 them,	 the	

meanings	 they	 give	 to	 the	 activities	 they	 engage	 in,	 the	 symbols	 and	 the	 significances	 of	 the	

language	 used	 in	 their	 experience	 (Mason,	 2002).	 This	 analytic	 process	 develops	 from	 an	 emic	

perspective,	where	the	researcher	adopts	an	‘insider	view’	to	identify	what	is	meaningful	and	from	

where	 conclusions	 can	be	drawn	 (Mason,	 2002;	Hoey,	 2014).	While	 this	 is	 a	matter	 of	 continuing	

debate	 among	 anthropologists,	 specially	 when	 the	 study	 is	 concentrated	 in	 different	 cultures	

(Sanchez-Jankowski,	 2002);	 in	 contrast,	 etic	 approaches	 start	 from	 broader	 and	 generalisable	

principles	 that	 are	 applied	 to	 observe,	 analyse	 and	 often	 compare	 cultures,	 and	 for	 which	 the	

researcher	maintains	an	‘outsider	view’	(Morris,	Leung	and	Ames,	1999).	Though	largely	depending	

on	 the	 epistemological	 stance,	 this	 study	 follows	 the	 argument	 supporting	 the	 questionability	 of	

being	able	to	take	other’s	perspective.	According	to	Geertz	(1983)	and	aligned	to	Kant’s	(1781)	ideas,	

assuming	 other’s	 perspectives	 is	 not	 only	 an	 impossible	 task,	 but	 it	 is	 also	 unnecessary.	

Correspondingly,	 the	 interpretation	 of	 cultural	 events	 can	 be	 achieved	 by	 understanding	 the	

meanings	 of	 the	 symbols	 and	 signs	 present	 in	 such	 contexts	 (Geertz,	 1973).	Given	 the	 interest	 to	

understand	 the	 health-related	 practices	 of	 Kichwa	 people,	 but	 considering	 that	 many	 indigenous	

interactions	do	not	rely	solely	on	verbal	practices	(Waldram,	2015),	semiotic	analysis	was	relevant	to	

the	interpretation	and	understanding	of	Kichwa	health-related	activities.			

	

Analysing	the	researcher	as	a	tool	of	data	collection	

	

This	 ethnographic	 research	 required	 a	 deep,	 emotional,	 physical	 and	 intellectual	 engagement	

(Coffey,	1999;	Mason,	2002)	and	thus,	the	awareness	of	the	position	and	influence	I	had	throughout	

this	 research	 is	 important.	 As	 described	 previously,	 the	 interactionist	 framework	 used	 for	 this	

ethnography	regards	my	perspective	as	researcher	with	the	same	importance	as	the	perceptions	of	

the	culture	in	study.	Hughes	&	Sharrock	(1997)	acknowledge	that	individuals	within	a	society	live	in	

an	environment	 that	already	has	particular	meanings	 for	 them.	 In	agreement	with	Geertz’s	 (1973)	

definition	 of	 culture,	 that	 based	 on	Max	Weber	 and	Gilbert	 Ryle’s	 ideas	 understands	 culture	 as	 a	

system	of	shared	meanings	or	“webs”,	 I	argue	that	the	understanding	of	Kichwa	people’s	 lifestyles	

and	beliefs	goes	beyond	the	mere	description	of	events.	Following	Geertz’s	 (1973)	conclusion	that	
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the	 interpretation	 of	 cultural	 events	 is	 attained	 through	 the	 understanding	 of	 the	 symbols	 and	

meanings	that	they	have	in	specific	contexts,	the	understanding	of	Kichwa	people	and	their	culture	

entailed	 the	 exploration	 of	 meanings	 within	 the	 observations	 of	 their	 practices.	 However,	 in	 the	

process	of	understanding	how	the	Kichwa	people	lived	and	as	the	interpreter	of	their	practices,	my	

own	 perceptual	 framework	 also	 required	 consideration.	 The	 experiences	 and	 context	 that	 have	

influenced	 the	 way	 I	 understand	 the	 world	 around	 me,	 affect	 the	 observations	 that	 this	 thesis	

presents	 (Coffey,	 1999;	 Mason,	 2002;	 Baszanger	 and	 Dodier,	 2004;	 Hoey,	 2014).	 Hence,	 the	

importance	of	recognising	and	reflecting	on	my	own	preconceived	meanings	of	the	world	as	material	

for	the	results	that	are	analysed	and	presented	in	the	following	chapters.	

	

On	account	of	Kant’s	(1781)	views	on	knowledge,	I	recognise	that	my	observations	were	limited	by	

my	perception;	 thus,	 the	production	of	 knowledge	about	 the	Kichwa	people	of	Rukullacta	did	not	

arise	 solely	 on	my	 experience	 in	 the	 field.	 The	 a	 priori	 knowledge	 regarding	 indigenous	 peoples,	

moreover,	the	concepts	of	health,	illness,	nature,	etc.,	with	which	I	started	this	exploration	not	only	

affected	my	initial	observations,	but	have	also	been	amended	by	the	experience.	While	the	process	

was	 a	 rather	 personal	 one,	 I	 acknowledge	 that	 it	 was	 through	 the	 assessment	 of	 my	 personal	

judgments	 that	 I	 have	 come	 to	 a	 better	 understanding	 of	 the	 Kichwa	 practices.	 As	 described	 by	

Hammersley	&	Atkinson	 (1995)	 the	 role	of	 the	ethnographer	 fluctuates	 throughout	 the	 fieldwork.	

This	 means	 that	 the	 researcher	 works	 with	 the	 degrees	 of	 detachment	 and	 engagement	 of	 the	

activities	 and	 observations	 that	 she	 partakes	 in.	 While	 this	 research	 was	 based	 on	 my	 role	 of	

participant	as	observer	–	which	means	that	I	openly	maintained	my	role	as	researcher	and	observer	

throughout	 the	 study	 –	 it	 was	 a	 natural	 result	 of	 participation	 and	 interaction	 with	 the	 Kichwa	

people	 that	 subjective	 accounts	 were	 generated.	 Not	 without	 the	 strain	 of	 finding	 the	 accurate	

levels	of	engagement	with	the	activities	and	the	participants	of	this	study,	it	was	inevitable	to	build	

relationships	 within	 the	 community.	 In	 alignment	 with	 the	 critical	 ethnographic	 stance,	 this	

experience	has	presented	the	opportunity	to	realise	that	trying	to	understand	Kichwa	culture	from	a	

completely	 detached	 stance	 would	 have	 only	 reaffirmed	 the	 biased	 preconceptions	 I	 had	 about	

indigenous	people	 and	 their	 practices.	 I	 have	 endeavoured	 to	 identify	 all	 the	 personal	 values	 and	

beliefs	that	could	interfere	with	the	results	of	this	research.	While	I	acknowledge	that	some	biases	

might	still	not	be	evident	to	me,	I	aim	to	reveal	the	process	of	overcoming	my	own	bias	through	the	

way	 that	 the	 results	of	 this	 research	are	being	presented	and	discussed.	This	process	has	entailed	

the	 analysis	 and	 query	 of	 my	 own	 observations,	 attitudes	 and	 beliefs.	 I	 find	 no	 advantage	 in	

concealing	the	difficulty	of	this	process,	for	it	is	in	this	process	that	the	strength	of	this	ethnographic	

study	remains.	
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The	iterative	process	

	

The	 iterative	 component	 of	 ethnographic	 research,	 while	 briefly	 reviewed	 in	 some	 texts	 (Geertz,	

1973;	 Thomas,	 1993;	Madison,	 2004;	 Hoey,	 2014),	 was	 an	 element	 of	 crucial	 significance	 to	 this	

study.	 As	 reviewed,	 the	 iterative	 nature	 of	 ethnographic	 approaches	 consists	 in	 the	 recurring	

reflexive	dialogue	that	occurs	in	relation	to	one’s	accounts	and	that	fosters	the	conclusive	results	of	

the	research	(Geertz,	1973;	Madison,	2004;	Hoey,	2014).	In	short,	the	iterative	process	is	a	continual	

self-reflexive	dialogue	in	which	ideas	begin	to	develop.	This	frequentative	reasoning	method,	was	to	

me,	a	natural	and	 inevitable	process	of	making	sense	of	 the	events	 that	as	an	ethnographer	 I	was	

experiencing.	 To	be	explicit	 about	what	 the	 iterative	process	was	 for	me,	 I	will	 expound	 it	 in	 two	

different	moments	of	my	process	of	investigation:	the	first,	occurring	while	I	undertook	my	fieldwork	

and	the	second,	throughout	the	analysis	and	development	of	this	thesis.		

	

As	 described	 in	 earlier	 sections	 of	 this	 chapter,	 there	were	 various	moments	 during	my	 fieldwork	

that	exposed	me	to	experiences	that	 I	was	not	expecting	to	be	part	of	research	work.	Needless	to	

say,	most	of	my	experiences	during	the	time	I	lived	with	the	Kichwa	people	evoked	emotions	–	some	

good	 feeling	 and	 others	 not	 –	 that	 I	 did	 not	 always	 knew	 how	 to	 understand.	 While	 I	 routinely	

recorded	my	emotions	as	a	form	of	chronicling	my	thoughts,	observations	and	experience,	it	was	not	

until	 I	 was	 in	 a	 position	 to	 reflect	 back	 on	 those	 considerations	 that	 they	 began	 to	make	 sense.	

Although	my	less-subjective	observations	straightforwardly	helped	me	develop	the	questions	for	the	

interviews,	know	where	to	focus	my	attention	during	fieldwork	and	adjust	my	plans,	the	emotional	

responses	I	collected	in	my	diaries	also	held	valuable	information	about	the	process	and	topic	of	this	

research.	 For	 instance,	 reflecting	 on	 my	 accounts,	 I	 began	 to	 see	 that	 most	 of	 my	 emotional	

reactions	came	in	response	to	things	that	were	unusual	to	me	and	after	recurring	reflexion,	I	came	

to	recognise	how	often	these	indicated	cultural	contrasts.	Furthermore,	as	I	reflected	on	some	of	my	

subjective	annotations	I	also	began	to	perceive	different	emotional	 in-the-moment	responses,	that	

in	review,	elucidated	how	related	the	change	was	to	my	widened	understanding	of	Kichwa	culture.	

My	development	of	knowledge	about	the	Kichwa	people	and	their	health-related	practices	was	the	

result	 of	 repeated	 reflexive	 dialogues	with	my	 fieldnotes	 and	 further	 insights	 that	 I	 continued	 to	

collect	 in	 my	 diaries	 even	 after	 the	 fieldwork	 period.	 Actually,	 the	 most	 concentrated	 reflexivity	

occurred	while	I	transcribed	and	analysed	the	data;	once,	as	Thomas	(1993)	describes:		
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“The	 ‘scientific	 logic’,	 rigor,	 and	 –	 unlike	 most	 other	 sciences	 –	 the	 laying	 out	 of	 the	

researchers’	 own	 potential	 intrusions	 (e.g.,	 biases	 in	 the	 questions	we	 ask,	 shaping	 of	 the	

research	 problem,	 or	 choice	 of	 analytic	 framing	 concepts)	 [were]	 sufficiently	 well	

established…”	(Pg.13).		

	

As	 presented	 in	 Chapter	 Three,	 this	 recurring	 reflexivity	 was	 the	 groundwork	 for	 reframing	 the	

research	 process	 and	 rectifying	 the	 research	 question.	Not	 only	 through	 iterative	 thought	 did	 the	

issues	of	importance	became	visible	and	led	me	to	the	related	theoretical	literature,	but	the	reason	

the	 iterative	process	was	 imperative	to	this	research	was	because	of	 the	matters	of	 interpretation	

and	representation.	As	discussed	within	the	Theoretic	Frameworks,	representation	itself	consists	on	

iterative	 processes	 that	 involve	 portraying	 the	 observations	 and	 giving	 them	 meaning;	 recurring	

processes	of	presenting	and	re-presenting	(Hall,	1997).	Through	this	iterative	process	and	within	the	

theoretical	 framework,	 the	 issues	 of	 representation	 of	 indigenous	 cultures	 and	my	 exploration	 of	

Kichwa	practices	were	 linked.	While	 I	 referred	 to	 the	 iterative	 process	 in	 earlier	 sections	 and	will	

continue	to	discuss	it	throughout	the	unfolding	of	this	thesis,	the	development	of	this	research	has	

been	more	than	anything,	a	continuous	process	of	dialogue	and	reconsideration.	

	

The	process	of	analysis	

	

As	 presented	 earlier,	 this	 study	 used	 multiple	 methods	 of	 data	 collection.	 In	 awareness	 of	 the	

challenges	 of	 analysing	 different	 forms	 of	 data	 (Silverman,	 2013),	 this	 research	 required	 a	

customised	process	of	analysis.	Not	only	was	the	analysis	an	iterative	process,	but	also	considering	

the	 importance	 in	understanding	the	perceptions	of	Kichwa	people,	 it	was	fundamental	to	analyse	

the	data	through	an	approach	that	facilitated	the	examination	of	Kichwa	people’s	accounts	of	their	

health-related	 practices	 and	 beliefs.	 For	 this	 reason,	 I	 used	 a	 combination	 of	 approaches	 for	 the	

analysis	 of	 the	 gathered	 data.	 Considering	 the	 iterative	 process	 of	 deriving	 conclusions	 in	

ethnographic	research	(Hoey,	2014),	the	analysis	of	data	was	based	on	a	recurring	analytic	process	

comprising	of	 two	phases,	 each	based	on	a	different	 analytical	 approach	 (see	 figure	10).	 The	 first	

phase	of	the	analysis	process	focussed	on	the	identification	of	specific	aspects	that	were	relevant	to	

the	patient-healer	 relationship	 and	 the	Kichwa	health-related	beliefs.	 This	 initial	 phase	of	 analysis	

began	 in	 parallel	 with	 the	 collection	 of	 data	 during	 fieldwork	 (Silverman,	 2013;	 Hoey,	 2014)	 and	

based	on	the	observations	recorded	over	 fieldnotes	and	photographic	material,	were	the	basis	 for	
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the	 development	 of	 the	 themes	 and	 subjects	 explored	 through	 the	 in-depth	 interviews.	 The	 data	

collected	through	the	interviews	was	analysed	in	the	second	phase	of	the	analysis	process.	

	

 

 
 
Figure 10 Process	of	iterative	Analysis	

	

This	 first	 phase	 of	 analysis	 focused	 on	 assessing	 the	 observed	 healer-patient	 interaction	 through	

thematic	analysis	(TA).	The	themes	from	this	first	phase	of	analysis	constituted	the	topics	that	were	

discussed	with	 participants	 in	 the	 in-depth	 interviews.	 The	 themes	were	 evaluated	 in	 a	 continual	

process	for	the	development	of	the	interviews,	but	also	afterwards	for	the	identification	of	themes	

that	 resulted	 from	my	observations.	The	TA	was	based	on	 themes	grounded	 in	 the	data	 collected	

(Mason,	 2002;	 Silverman,	 2013)	 essentially	 from	 the	 data	 collected	 through	 fieldnotes	 and	

photographic	material.	Moreover,	 in	alignment	with	my	philosophical	stance,	the	TA	was	based	on	

the	coding	and	analysis	principles	described	in	constructionist	grounded	theory	approach	(Charmaz,	

2014).	 As	 Charmaz	 (2014)	 observes,	 “Entering	 the	 participant’s	 world	 of	 implicit	 meaning	 is	 a	
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privilege	in	which	you	may	experience	precious	shared	moments”	(pg.	98).	As	discussed	earlier,	the	

results	this	research	presents	not	only	developed	from	the	shared	experiences	between	the	Kichwa	

people	 and	 myself,	 but	 also	 reflect	 the	 points	 of	 common	 understanding;	 bearing	 in	 mind	 the	

limitations	 of	my	perception	 over	 the	 knowledge	of	 Kichwa	people	 (Riessman,	 1993).	 Considering	

that	my	observations	of	Kichwa	culture	were	more	general	than	the	data	discussed	in	the	in-depth	

interviews,	I	have	maintained	the	results	from	this	first	phase	of	analysis	separate	from	the	results	of	

the	second	phase;	nonetheless,	the	themes	were	related.	 In	order	to	examine	and	understand	the	

meanings	 and	 symbolic	 representations	 in	 the	 context	 of	 Kichwa	 culture,	 the	 analysis	 was	

complemented	 by	 a	 second	 approach	 that	 focussed	 on	 the	 way	 Kichwa	 people	 described	 their	

practices	and	beliefs.			

	

The	 second	 phase	 of	 analysis	 was	 focussed	 on	 the	 accounts	 of	 the	 participants	 in	 the	 in-depth	

interviews.	 Since	 the	 data	 from	 the	 interviews	was	 complementary	 to	 the	 other	methods	 of	 data	

collected,	this	combined	analysis	approach	offered	a	recurring	opportunity	to	evaluate	the	themes	

and	meanings	that	were	being	derived	during	the	observational	process	and	after.	The	second	stage	

of	analysis	was	undertaken	in	the	United	Kingdom	(UK)	after	my	return	from	the	field.	TA	was	also	

used	 in	 the	 second	stage;	however,	 the	TA	 in	 the	 second	phase	was	 focussed	on	 the	 themes	 that	

appeared	 in	 the	 descriptions	 of	 the	 participants.	 In	 order	 to	 mirror	 the	 process	 of	 analysis,	 the	

findings	resulting	from	the	first	phase	of	analysis	are	presented	in	chapter	five	and	the	results	for	the	

second	 phase	 are	 presented	 in	 chapter	 six.	 Needles	 to	 say,	 the	 association	 between	 the	 general	

values	of	Kichwa	culture	and	how	these	were	reflected	on	the	specific	health-related	practices,	and	

the	assessment	between	my	observations	and	the	descriptions	of	Kichwa	people,	will	be	discussed	

throughout	the	following	chapters.			

	

Organising,	transcribing	and	coding	

	

The	data	was	stored	manually	 in	folders	that	were	chronologically	organised	and	as	the	process	of	

analysis	developed,	the	data	was	stored	in	folders	organised	by	themes	(Hammersley	and	Atkinson,	

1995).	As	Hammersley	&	Atkinson	(1995)	consider:		

	

“The	 reorganisation	 of	 data	 into	 categories	 provides	 an	 important	 infrastructure	 for	 later	

searching	and	retrieval”	(pg.	193)	
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This	 form	of	 data	organisation	was	 fitting	 to	 the	 recurring	process	 for	 this	 analysis	 and	allowed	a	

gradual	 evaluation	 and	 verification	 of	 the	methods	 (Silverman,	 2013)	 and	 developing	 conclusions.	

Nonetheless,	to	carefully	ground	the	themes	on	the	data	I	paid	close	attention	to	the	transcription	

and	 coding	 processes	 (Charmaz,	 2014).	 As	 considered	 earlier,	 the	 TA	 was	 based	 on	 the	 coding	

processes	 derived	 from	 that	 described	 in	 a	 constructionist	 grounded	 theory	 approach	 and	 as	

Charmaz	(2014)	conveys:	

	

“Consistent	 with	 a	 grounded	 theory	 emphasis	 on	 emergence,	 the	 questions	 I	 raise	 about	

these	codes	arise	[arose]	from	my	reading	of	the	data”	pg.	112	

	

This	approach	to	the	analysis	of	the	data	was	also	based	on	Jackson’s	(2012)	judgment	that	in	order	

to	 draw	 conclusions	 about	 the	meanings	 -	 for	 instance	 of	 health	 -	 the	 elucidation	 of	 the	 cultural	

differences	 was	 needed	 before	 patterns	 between	 different	 understandings	 could	 be	 appreciated.	

Since	 the	 ultimate	 intention	 was	 to	 assess	 the	 possibility	 of	 accurately	 understanding	 indigenous	

practices,	I	considered	the	differences	and	similarities	that	appeared	naturally	through	the	process.	

	

Considering	the	combined	methods	of	data	collection,	 the	transcription	process	was	only	 required	

for	 the	 interview’s	 audio-recordings.	 The	 transcription	 process	 was	 carried	 out	 in	 the	 UK	 and	 it	

began	with	a	rough	transcription	of	the	interviews.	I	later	re-transcribed	the	interviews	and	included	

the	details	needed	for	analysis.	However,	I	went	back	to	the	recordings	numerous	times	since	it	was	

in	 the	 tone	 of	what	 things	were	 said	 that	 I	 sometimes	was	 able	 to	 identify	what	 the	 participants	

meant.	As	I	have	discussed,	the	complexities	around	language	was	challenging,	this	made	the	use	of	

any	 system	 for	 coding	 problematic.	 The	 interchange	 of	 languages	 and	 the	 complexities	 of	 Kichwa	

dialect	when	speaking	Spanish,	made	it	impossible	for	a	mechanised	system	to	capture	the	insights	

within	the	data.	For	this	reason,	I	coded	the	data	manually	using	a	system	of	colours	and	memos	to	

identify	and	organise	the	themes	within	the	data.	In	addition,	I	took	notes	throughout	the	process,	

which	was	an	strategic	part	of	the	analysis	(Charmaz,	2014).	I	began	the	coding	process	early,	which	

allowed	 me	 throughout	 the	 entire	 process	 to	 evaluate	 the	 codes	 and	 also	 begin	 a	 comparative	

assessment	between	 the	codes	generated	 from	the	 interviews,	 the	 fieldnotes	and	 the	notes	 I	was	

taking	 throughout	 the	 analysis	 process.	 As	 Charmaz	 (2014)	 explains,	 coding	 not	 only	 reveal	 the	

processes	 in	 the	 participants	 experience,	 but	 can	 also	 describe	 feelings	 and	 events	 of	 what	

happened.	 As	 described	 previously,	 this	 research	was	 based	 on	 the	 interactionist	 framework	 that	

considers	 the	 interaction	 I	 had	with	 the	 participants	 in	 the	 process	 of	 constructing	meaning.	 The	
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transcribing	and	coding	processes	proved	that	the	interactions	were	not	limited	to	the	encounters	in	

the	field.			

	

As	 Charmaz	 (2014)	 notes,	 the	 early	 coding	 helped	 “identify	 focussed	 codes	 quickly”	 (pg.	 112)	 and	

according	 to	 the	 patterns	 I	 began	 to	 identify	 I	 continued	 the	 “selective	 phase	 that	 uses	 the	most	

significant	 or	 frequent	 initial	 codes	 to	 sort,	 synthesise,	 integrate,	 and	 organize	 large	 amounts	 of	

data”	 (pg.	 113).	 From	 the	 comparison	 between	 the	 codes	 resulting	 from	 the	 fieldnotes	 and	 the	

interviews,	 I	 realised	that	as	Holstein	and	Gubrium	(2004)	had	anticipated,	the	narratives	between	

me	and	 the	 interviewees	needed	 to	be	bridged.	 The	 codes	 generated	 from	 the	different	 forms	of	

data	were	reviewed	and	resulted	in	the	themes	that	are	presented	in	Chapters	Five	and	Six.	

	

Reflexivity	and	positionality	

	

Whilst	I	contemplate	my	current	position,	I	cannot	help	to	discern	the	enculturation	process	that	has	

taken	place	within	me.	Actually,	as	I	reflect	upon	the	issues	raised,	I	realise	that	the	interest	of	my	

research	question	and	the	account	of	this	thesis,	would	not	be	possible	outside	this	experience.	As	a	

western	 educated	Mestizo	 woman,	 I	 am	 the	 embodiment	 of	 the	 racial	 blend	 and	 influence	 of	

European	beliefs	 that	marked	 the	history	of	most	 Latin	American	countries.	 In	a	way	and	 through	

the	 evidence	 of	 my	 upbringing,	 it	 is	 clear	 how	 the	 supremacy	 of	 western	 values	 in	 modern	

Ecuadorian	society	has	overshadowed	the	value	of	the	indigenous	knowledge.	I	am	Mestizo,	which	

means	that	in	some	degree	I	am	indigenous	as	well.	Though	I	have	clarified	my	critique	concerning	

Smith’s	 (1999)	 posture	 about	 research	methodologies	 and	 indigenous	 people,	 I	 acknowledge	 the	

problems	 she	 exposes	 and	 consider	 that	 sensible	 research	 is	 an	 opportunity	 to	 renew	 the	

relationships	between	 cultures.	 In	 a	different	 instance,	 but	 alike,	 as	 an	Ecuadorian	native	 living	 in	

Britain,	 I	 am	 presently	 experiencing	 a	 cultural	 integration	within	me.	 Though	 I	 have	 come	 across	

some	cultural	 contrasts	 in	my	experience	 in	 the	UK	 (ranging	 from	food	 to	weather),	 the	strains	of	

this	experience	have	cultivated	my	understanding,	perception	and	ability	to	adjust	to	the	contexts	of	

my	changing	reality.	In	spite	of	the	cultural	encounters	that	have	triggered	some	conflicting	thoughts	

within	me,	the	enculturation	process	has	been	entirely	my	choice.	Certainly,	I	consider	this	to	be	the	

most	imperative	factor	in	any	cultural	integration	and	explains	the	difference	between	a	process	of	

enculturation	and	one	of	acculturation;	in	brief,	the	difference	between	my	experience	and	that	of	

many	indigenous	people.	

	



 119 

Though	 I	 harmonise	with	 the	 idea	 that	 there	 are	 certain	 parallels	 between	 cultures	 and	 that	 the	

similarities	are	more	important	than	the	differences	between	them	(Lévi-Strauss,	1963);	I	consider	a	

risk	in	assuming	universalities	across	different	cultures.	For	instance,	while	the	biomedical	meaning	

of	 health	 is	 positively	 accepted	 among	 western	 cultures,	 its	 applicability	 is	 not	 extensive	 to	 all	

cultural	 contexts.	 Therefore,	 the	 expanding	 notion	 of	 universal	 health-care	 coverage	 represents	 a	

latent	problem.	Essentially,	I	believe	that	the	success	of	an	integrated	health	system	requires	greater	

openness	and	a	deeper	understanding	of	other	cultures.	Approaching	health-care	through	the	idea	

that	modern	medicine	is	the	civilised	way	to	deal	with	health	entails	the	judgement	that	one	culture	

is	 superior	 to	 the	 other.	 This	 is	 precisely	 how	 Said	 (1978)	 considers	 that	 academic	 knowledge	

becomes	 a	 justification	 of	 western	 colonisation.	 Notwithstanding,	 my	 intention	 through	 this	

research	 is	 far	 from	 defining	 what	 ways	 of	 medicine	 are	 truer	 and	 righter.	 In	 fact,	 this	 type	 of	

judgement	 is	distant	from	the	objectives	of	social	science	(Collin,	1997).	Certainly,	 I	am	aware	that	

my	participant	observation	has	put	me	in	the	locus	of	a	tool	from	which	the	realities	of	the	particular	

indigenous	 group	 were	 perceived	 and	 through	 which	 these	 arguments	 surely	 find	 resonance;	

however,	 these	 are	 the	 type	 of	 explanations	 and	 arguments	 that	 qualitative	 research	 is	 about	

(Mason,	2002).	I	consider	that	though	to	different	extents,	no	one	is	exempt	from	its	own	contextual	

reference	 (Geertz,	1983;	Mason,	2002;	Baszanger	and	Dodier,	2004).	 In	many	ways	my	perceptual	

framework	is	limited	by	these	factors,	but	as	Hoey	(2014)	maintains:	

	

"It	 is	undeniably	 important	 to	question	and	understand	how	these	 factors	have	bearing	on	

the	 construction	 of	 theory	 and	 conduct	 of	 scholarly	 life.	 Personal	 and	 professional	

experiences,	 together	 with	 historical	 context,	 lead	 individual	 researchers	 to	 their	 own	

particular	 methodological	 and	 theoretical	 approaches.	 This	 too	 is	 an	 important,	 even	 if	

unacknowledged,	source."		(Hoey	2014,	pg.	3)		

	

Considering	 this,	 what	 I	 aimed	 to	 generate	 is	 a	 different	 truth	 about	 the	 realities	 of	 indigenous	

people	and	 their	health	practices,	 surely	not	 the	 right	 truth	nor	an	absolute	one,	 just	 the	 truth	of	

what	I	see.	Nonetheless,	a	different	truth,	from	where	these	cultures	can	begin	to	be	understood	in	

a	 different	 way.	 I	 think	 for	 this	 reason	 the	 consistency	 between	 my	 approach	 and	 my	 personal	

experience,	 is	 essential	 (Hoey,	 2014).	Whether	my	 standpoint	 adheres	 to	 the	 social	moralities	 or	

whether	 they	 have	 changed	 along	 the	way,	 the	 value	 I	 provided	 to	 this	work,	 is	 the	 value	 of	my	

authentic	perspective.		
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Summary	

	

This	chapter	has	offered	a	detailed	account	of	 the	proposed	methodology	and	methods	that	were	

undertaken	to	answer	the	research	question	that	emerged	from	the	review	of	the	existing	literature.	

It	has	been	shown	that	the	commonly	adopted	ethnographic	approaches	used	in	research	related	to	

the	 understanding	 of	 indigenous	 cultures	 are	 appropriate	 and	 of	 value	 in	 the	 generation	 of	

knowledge	related	to	indigenous	people.	Having	set-out	the	ethnographic	methodological	approach	

to	the	study,	this	thesis	now	moves	on	to	present	the	findings	from	my	research.	This	is	done	across	

two	 main	 chapters	 that	 present,	 firstly,	 the	 location	 of	 values	 within	 the	 Kichwa	 culture	 and	 a	

detailed	description	of	 the	setting,	and	secondly,	a	more	detailed	account	of	 the	characteristics	of	

traditional	medical	practices	in	the	Kichwa	culture.		 	
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Chapter	 Five:	 Findings	 –	 Part	 1	 Locating	 the	 values	 of	 Kichwa	

culture	

	

Introduction	

	

This	 chapter	presents	my	observations	of	 the	Kichwa	people	as	an	 introduction,	but	also	with	 the	

purpose	of	revealing	my	own	perceptions	and	continual	process	of	understanding	while	I	immersed	

myself	in	the	field	and	thereafter	during	analysis.	Comparable	to	the	way	I	became	acquainted	to	the	

Kichwa	 ways	 of	 living	 before	 understanding	 their	 health-related	 practices,	 this	 chapter	 aims	 to	

introduce	the	reader	to	the	context	and	cultural	values	of	the	Kichwa	people	in	particular.	A	further	

justification	 for	 this	 format	 is	 related	 to	 the	 emerging	 narrative	 themes	 in	 the	 literature	 review,	

which	indicated	that	to	understand	traditional	medicine	requires	one	to	go	beyond	the	essentialist	

idea	 of	 individual	 embodiment,	 and	 recognise	 holism	 (Turner,	 1989;	Maher,	 1999;	 Cardona-Arias,	

2012;	Waldram,	2015;	White,	2015),	and	the	location	of	power	beyond	the	individual.	I	argue	that	to	

understand	Kichwa	health-related	values	and	practices,	it	is	essential	to	provide	insights	first	into	the	

social	world	of	these	people;	central	to	this	is	the	argument	that	the	former	cannot	be	understood	

accurately	without	 understanding	 the	 latter.	 This	will	 be	 done	 partly	 chronologically,	 through	 the	

next	section’s	description	of	 the	setting,	my	central	 interactions	and	then	by	exploring	 the	Kichwa	

cultural	values	from	a	broader	perspective.	The	core	values	of	Kichwa	culture	have	been	arranged	in	

five	 main	 themes:	 i)	 the	 importance	 of	 collective	 living,	 ii)	 the	 relationship	 between	 people	 and	

nature,	 iii)	 relationships	 with	 ancestors	 and	 spirits,	 iv)	 enduring	 strength,	 and;	 v)	 the	 value	 of	

knowledge	that	comes	from	experience.	The	general	cultural	values	identified	in	this	first	part	will	be	

examined	with	respect	to	the	health-related	practices	of	the	Kichwa	people	in	the	next	chapter.		

	

The	importance	of	context	

	

To	 begin	 to	 answer	 the	 research	 question	 and	 address	 the	 gaps	 that	 represent	 the	 focus	 of	 this	

research,	this	chapter	centres	on	my	experience	of	living	with	the	Kichwa	people	of	Rukullacta	and	

the	exploration	of	 their	 customs	and	beliefs.	 In	order	 to	discern	 the	 values	present	 in	 the	health-

related	 practices	 of	 Kichwa	 people	 and	 explore	 whether	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 understand	 their	 health	

practices,	it	is	important	to	consider	the	context	where	these	values	comes	from.	As	discussed	in	the	
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previous	chapter,	ethnographic	research	is	characterised	by	the	gathering	of	data	taking	place	in	the	

actual	 location	 of	 the	 research’s	 interest	 (Silverman,	 2013)	 and	 the	 ethnographic	 process	 aims	 to	

explain	how	things	work	 in	that	particular	place	(Mason,	2002).	Therefore,	 introducing	the	context	

from	 which	 the	 descriptions	 of	 Kichwa	 traditional	 healing	 come	 from	 is	 essential	 to	 the	

understanding	of	them.	The	findings	of	this	ethnography	have	been	divided	into	two	parts.	The	first	

part	 introduced	 in	 this	 chapter	 corresponds	 to	 a	 general	 exploration	 of	 the	 Kichwa	 people	 of	

Rukullacta,	their	culture	and	broad	values.	In	this	regard,	this	chapter	opens	with	a	description	of	the	

setting	 and	 the	 primary	 interactions	 of	 this	 ethnography,	 and	 it	 is	 then	 followed	 by	 the	 findings	

corresponding	 to	 the	 general	 values	 that	 underlie	 Kichwa	 culture.	 The	 cultural	 values	 of	 Kichwa	

people	observed	throughout	this	work	have	been	arranged	into	five	main	themes:	i)	Collective	living,	

ii)	 Relationships	 with	 nature,	 iii)	 Ancestors	 and	 spirits,	 iv)	 Endurance	 and	 strength,	 and	 v)	

Experienced	knowledge.	Chapter	6	will	 then	 focus	on	 the	 findings	specific	 to	 the	characteristics	of	

Kichwa	medicine	and	addresses	the	values	of	Kichwa	culture	that	are	present	in	their	health-related	

practices.		

	

The	 findings	 covered	 in	 this	 chapter,	 are	 centred	 on	 my	 observations	 in	 the	 field.	 This	 first	

description	of	findings	is	based	primarily	on	the	data	recorded	through	my	fieldnotes	and	supported	

by	photographic	material	and	interview	quotes.	That	is	to	say	that	the	data	presented	in	this	chapter	

reflects	 primarily	 my	 perspective	 -	 as	 a	 participant	 observer	 -	 in	 the	 interaction	 with	 the	 Kichwa	

people	 of	 Rukullacta.	 The	 second	 part	 presented	 in	 the	 next	 chapter	 will	 then	 centre	 on	 the	

descriptions	of	Kichwa	people	collected	principally	through	the	unstructured	interviews	also	used	for	

this	ethnographic	investigation.	

	

The	research	setting	

	

I	 reached	 the	 town	 of	 Archidona	 on	 the	 29th	 of	 September	 of	 2017.	 The	 Kichwa	 community	 of	

Rukullacta	is	a	20-minute	walk	from	the	entrance	to	the	town	of	Archidona	in	the	province	of	Napo	

in	the	Ecuadorean	Amazon	region.	This	 is	almost	a	rough	five-hour	journey	from	the	capital	city	of	

Ecuador,	Quito.	Rukullacta	means	old	 town	 in	Kichwa	 language,	“ruku”	 is	 the	Kichwa	word	 for	old	

and	 “llacta”	 the	 word	 for	 town.	 Rukullacta	 is	 one	 of	 seventeen	 communities	 that	 constitute	 the	

“Pueblo	 Kichwa	 de	 Rukullacta”.	 The	 “Pueblo	 Kichwa	 de	 Rukullacta”	 (PKR)	 meaning	 the	 Kichwa	

peoples	of	Rukullacta	 is	 a	 social	 and	 community-based	organization	 consisting	of	 2,262	 registered	

people	 that	 constitute	 it.	However,	 is	 important	 to	note	 the	distinction	between	 the	PKR	and	 the	
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community	of	Rukullacta.	The	first	being	an	association	with	social	and	political	purposes	to	protect	

and	promote	the	Kichwa	culture;	and	the	latter,	the	place	where	I	stayed	during	the	three	months	

that	this	research	took	place.	Nonetheless,	Rukullacta	is	a	very	different	town	than	Archidona	and	it	

is	worth	noting	that	Archidona	-	and	not	Rukullacta	-	is	the	place	that	generally	Kichwa	people,	and	I,	

accustomed	to	call	“the	town”.	

	

The	stories	about	how	the	town	of	Archidona	got	its	name	were	amongst	the	first	stories	I	was	told	

when	 I	 arrived.	 It	 is	 said	 that	 the	 location	of	Archidona	was	 initially	 the	 settlement	of	 the	Kichwa	

people;	 it	was	 the	 original	 location	of	 Rukullacta.	However,	when	 the	 colonos	 arrived	 and	 saw	 so	

many	people	 living	 there,	 they	called	 the	place	Archiruna;	deriving	 from	the	Kichwa	words	“archi”	

which	means	many	and	“runa”	meaning	people.	With	the	passage	of	time,	the	place	was	inhabited	

by	 the	colonos	and	 the	name	eventually	changed	to	Archidona.	However,	as	 the	other	story	goes,	

the	 name	was	 attributed	 to	 the	 town	 of	 Archidona	 in	 the	 southern	 province	 of	Malaga	 in	 Spain.	

According	to	what	the	other	storytellers	say,	the	Ecuadorean	town	of	Archidona	got	its	name	after	

the	 first	 Spanish	 missionary	 priest	 that	 arrived	 and	 settled	 the	 place,	 who	 in	 the	 longing	 for	 his	

hometown	 renamed	 the	 town	 after	 his	 homeland	 in	 Spain.	 The	 town	of	 Archidona	 is	 the	 nearest	

municipality	 to	 the	Kichwa	community	of	Rukullacta.	The	population	of	Archidona	 is	around	4,000	

people,	most	of	which	are	Mestizos,	 but	during	 the	 three	months	 I	 lived	 in	 the	 community,	 I	met	

quite	a	few	Kichwa	people	that	because	of	various	motives	decided	to	 live	 in	the	town	instead.	As	

one	would	expect,	the	town	has	some	Spanish	colonial	characteristics	in	its	architecture,	though	this	

has	mainly	been	conserved	in	the	centre	where	the	church	is	located.	The	rest	of	the	town	is	rather	a	

conglomeration	of	concrete	buildings	that	facilitate	principally,	the	commercial	interaction	between	

the	Kichwa	and	Mestizo	populations.	Notwithstanding	this,	the	town	of	Archidona	is	also	the	place	

where	most	 of	 the	 cultural	 exchange	 takes	 place;	 Kichwa	 festivals	 and	other	 sociocultural	 events,	

generally	occur	in	the	town.		

	

Rukullacta,	the	settlement	of	Kichwa	people		

	

In	contrast,	Rukullacta	as	well	as	 the	other	sixteen	Kichwa	communities	are	visibly	 less	developed.	

Although	 there	are	schools,	 community	 stadia	and	even	medical	 centres	near	 some	of	 the	Kichwa	

communities,	it	is	easy	to	notice	the	relative	absence	of	concrete	in	the	roads	and	houses.	After	all	

the	town	of	Archidona	still	constitutes	an	 important	scene	for	the	Kichwa	people.	 It	 is	 in	the	town	

where	most	children	study	and	where	many	Kichwa	families	acquire	much	of	their	needs	and	meet	

on	 Sundays	 after	 attending	 church.	 Furthermore,	 there	 is	 a	 correlation	 regarding	 the	 distance	 –	
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between	 the	 Kichwa	 communities	 and	 Archidona	 –	 and	 the	 extent	 of	 development	 of	 each	

community,	with	Rukullacta	being	the	closest	community	to	the	town.	To	illustrate	the	observation,	

the	houses	in	Kichwa	communities	that	are	closer	to	the	town	tend	to	be	built	of	concrete	and	have	

steel	 roof	sheets	 (See	picture	1),	while	the	houses	 in	communities	that	are	distant	 from	the	town,	

have	more	traditional	appearances.		

	

 
Picture 1 (left) shows an average house in Rukullacta constructed with steel roof sheets and concrete. Houses in 

Rukullacta also have access to electricity. 

Picture 2 (right) shows a traditional Kichwa house. The steel roof sheets in the picture were placed to prevent 

intruders from getting in, since this was not the main home for the family. 

	

Traditional	Kichwa	houses	are	built	from	natural	materials	collected	from	the	immediate	jungle	(See	

picture	2).	The	 typical	 structure	consists	of	 tall	 tree	 trunks	placed	vertically	across	 the	middle	and	

connected	 to	 smaller	 trunks	 in	 the	 corners	of	 the	house	by	horizontal	wood	 stems.	 The	 roofs	 are	

made	from	two	different	types	of	tropical	leaves,	these	are	woven	together	and	then	arranged	one	a	

level	above	the	other	(See	pictures	3	and	4).	The	outer	walls	are	usually	made	out	of	bamboo	stems	

and	on	the	inside,	although	there	are	no	structural	divisions,	the	sleeping	space	is	distinguished	with	

a	 2	meter	 squared	 surface	 built	 at	 approximately	 half	 a	meter	 above	 the	 ground.	 Although	most	

commonly	 the	houses	have	a	 rectangular	 shape,	 I	was	 told	 that	 in	 the	past	and	 in	 further	Kichwa	

settlements	in	the	Amazon	region,	the	houses	remain	round	in	shape.	The	use	of	natural	materials	in	

traditional	houses	mirrors	the	importance	of	nature	in	Kichwa	culture,	a	topic	that	will	be	developed	

in	the	following	sections	of	this	chapter.	On	a	basic	structure,	the	sleeping	surface	and	the	 log	fire	

compose	the	crucial	areas	of	the	house	(See	picture	5).	The	log	fire	while	not	commonly	located	in	

the	 centre,	 constitutes	 the	 very	 central	 aspect	 of	 the	 domestic	 Kichwa	 life.	 While	 most	 Kichwa	

families	 no	 longer	 sleep	 together,	 the	 log	 fire	 is	 still	 regarded	 as	 a	main	part	 of	 the	house	where	

cooking,	 rituals	and	social	gatherings	 take	place.	 In	addition,	 the	 log	 fire	 is	kept	 lit	 throughout	 the	

day,	 principally	 for	 cooking	 purposes	 and	 to	 keep	mosquitoes	 away,	 but	 also	 because	 the	 smoke	
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helps	preserve	the	natural	materials	from	which	the	roof	 is	made.	I	visited	several	houses	and	had	

the	opportunity	to	see	how	modern	construction	had	influenced	the	traditional	Kichwa	homes,	with	

some	 traditional	 houses	 being	 two	 or	 three	 levels	 high	 (See	 picture	 6)	 and	 having	 room	divisions	

within.		

	

 
Picture 3 (left) shows the weaving technique using fresh tropical leaves to build the roofs of traditional Kichwa 

houses. 

Picture 4 (right) shows in detail the roof of a traditional Kichwa house. The leaves have naturally dried and 

hardened to provide the necessary shelter. 

 

 
Picture 5 (left) shows the inside of a basic traditional Kichwa house. 

Picture 6 (right) shows a two level house near the riverbank. This is an example of the influence of modern 

construction in traditional Kichwa homes where a mix of traditional and non-traditional materials was used.	

	

As	 mentioned	 before,	 in	 the	 communities	 closer	 to	 Archidona	 many	 buildings	 are	 made	 out	 of	

modern	materials.	 Although	most	 houses	 in	 Rukullacta	maintain	 some	 traditional	 aspects,	 almost	

every	 house	 had	 some	 part	 of	 the	 structure	 made	 out	 of	 concrete	 blocks	 and	 steel.	 While	 in	

Rukullacta	there	were	no	asphalted	paths	other	than	the	road	connecting	to	the	main	highway,	the	

pathways	were	ordered	and	partially	covered	with	cobblestone.	Likewise,	the	plots	of	land	were	well	
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defined.	In	some	cases	one	plot	of	land	held	many	houses,	this	depends	on	the	size	and	number	of	

male	 offspring	 in	 the	 family,	 since	 the	 daughters	 will	 customarily	 move	 out	 and	 live	 with	 the	

husband’s	extended	family.		

	

Rukullacta	is	a	community	of	almost	150	hectares	and	while	nobody	could	give	me	an	exact	number	

of	inhabitants,	in	rough	calculations	–	assuming	an	average	of	8	people	per	household	–	I	estimated	

approximately	160	people	living	in	the	community.	In	addition,	it	is	the	oldest	Kichwa	community	in	

the	 area	 and	 therefore,	 home	 to	 the	 PKR	organisation,	 the	 Kichwa	people’s	 coliseum	and	 various	

government-run	centres,	including	information	and	health	centres	(See	picture	7).	Although	Kichwa	

communities	in	closer	proximity	to	the	town	–	like	Rukullacta	–	appear	more	crowded	with	houses	in	

near	vicinity	to	each	other,	as	expected	from	the	environmental	features	of	the	region,	the	jungle	is	

still	visible	(See	picture	8).	Needless	to	say	that	Kichwa	homes	are	inherently	framed	by	nature,	but	

nature	 also	 plays	 an	 important	 part	 of	 Kichwa	 people’s	 lifestyle.	 For	 instance,	 it	 is	 quite	

representative	of	Kichwa	families	and	particularly	of	Kichwa	healers	to	have	a	chakra	or	plot	in	the	

grounds	of	 their	house	where	 food	 is	grown.	The	chakra	 is	a	 source	of	 sustenance	 for	 the	Kichwa	

household	 and	 also	 a	 representation	 of	 the	 strong	 sense	 of	 reliance	 between	 Kichwa	 people	 and	

nature	that	will	be	discussed	later	in	this	chapter.	

	

 
Picture 7 (left) is a sketch map of the community of Rukullacta. 

Picture 8 (right) shows the house in Rukullacta where I stayed throughout the fieldwork. While it was a larger 

house than most in Rukullacta, the natural surroundings are intrinsic to the location.	

 

Place	of	residence	and	individual	space		

	

The	place	I	stayed	throughout	the	three-month	fieldwork	period	was	home	to	one	of	the	traditional	

healers	that	participated	in	this	research,	Yachak	Marcos	Ramirez	and	his	family.	Their	home	was	a	
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four-bedroom	house;	with	a	kitchen,	a	laundry	and	latrine	space,	a	small	chakra	and	the	traditionally	

built	 round	 log	 fire	 space	 attached	 to	 it	 (See	 picture	 9).	 Although	 the	 house	was	 not	 always	 that	

spacious	 –	 additions	 have	 been	 built	 over	 time	 –	 at	 different	 periods	 it	 accommodated	 all	 the	

members	of	the	family.	During	the	fieldwork	period,	I	was	assigned	a	private	room	(See	pictures	10	

and	 11)	 where	 I	 was	 able	 to	 securely	 keep	my	 research	 equipment	 and	 seclude	myself	 to	 either	

prepare	my	 research	work	 or	 to	 relieve	my	 overwhelm.	 As	 I	will	 discuss	 in	 later	 sections,	 Kichwa	

culture	is	centred	on	communal	living	and	since	Marcos	and	his	wife	were	the	elder	members	of	the	

family,	their	home	was	usually	the	place	where	the	family	gathered,	which	meant	there	was	usually	

company	around	me.		

 

 
Picture 9 (Top Left) the traditional log fireplace 

Picture 10 (Right) my accommodation in Marcos’ home in Rukullacta 

Picture 11 (Bottom left) Secured door to my room accommodation 

	

Although	being	around	people’s	company	was	the	way	through	my	research	and	an	essential	aspect	

of	 ethnographic	 work,	 the	 level	 of	 interaction	 with	 others	 was	 unusual.	 In	 contrast	 to	 my	

accustomed	individuality,	being	frequently	in	the	company	of	people	raised	an	awareness	of	my	own	

personal	space.	As	recorded	in	my	diary:	
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“I	 would	 say	 this	 is	 one	 thing	 I	 am	 having	 difficulty	 with	 and	 it	might	 be	 very	 personal.	 I	

sometimes	get	overwhelmed	when	there	are	too	many	people	around	me	and	there’s	always	

lot’s	of	people	here;	they	come	and	go,	but	there	is	always	someone.	While	I	recognise	and	

appreciate	the	way	they	live	so	close	to	each	other	–	physically	and	emotionally	–	I	am	used	

to	having	my	space”	(Reflective	diary,	9th	October	2017).		

	

“I’m	not	used	to	having	people	with	me	all	the	time.	But	this	is	so	important	in	Kichwa	life”	

(Reflective	diary,	12th	October	2017).	

	

In	evaluation,	the	contrast	pointed	to	an	important	characteristic	of	Kichwa	culture,	which	was	also	

the	first	distinction	I	 identified	between	the	Kichwa	culture	and	my	own.	The	importance	of	family	

and	the	community	is	a	topic	that	requires	greater	consideration	and	therefore,	I	will	discuss	it	with	

more	detail	 in	 the	 following	 sections.	 In	 spite	of	 the	 strains	of	 facing	and	adjusting	 to	 the	cultural	

differences,	 the	daily	 interactions	–	as	 anticipated	within	 the	method	of	participant	observation	–	

were	 the	 way	 I	 experienced	 Kichwa	 culture,	 their	 values	 and	 practices.	 However,	 as	 I	 have	 also	

reviewed	in	the	Methods	chapter,	a	great	part	of	my	fieldwork	was	centred	on	my	relationship	with	

the	Ramirez	family.	Considering	that	Marcos	and	his	family	were	also	my	hosts	and	gatekeepers,	the	

interaction	 with	 the	 family	 was	 not	 only	 inevitable,	 but	 also	 essential	 to	 the	 overall	 process	 of	

generating	data.	Considering	my	philosophical	stance	and	the	 limits	of	my	perception,	 I	argue	that	

my	 observations	 of	 Kichwa	 culture	 and	 TM	were	 also	 defined	 by	 this	 interaction.	Marcos	 and	 his	

family	 were	 key	 participants	 in	 this	 research,	 giving	 me	 the	 opportunity	 to	 engage	 with	 Kichwa	

traditions,	but	Marcos	particularly,	allowed	me	to	follow	him	closely;	this	offered	me	the	chance	to	

observe	and	learn	about	the	medical	practices,	but	also	gave	me	insight	into	what	life	for	a	Kichwa	

TH	was	like.	For	this	reason,	I	present	Marcos’	accounts	independently	in	the	following	section.	

	

Insights	to	the	life	of	a	Kichwa	traditional	healer	

	

It	was	in	Archidona	where	I	first	met	Marcos,	the	elder	Kichwa	healer	who	I	stayed	with	during	the	

three-month	fieldwork	period.	I	had	actually	met	Marcos	before,	almost	one	year	prior	to	the	start	

this	 research,	when	 I	went	 to	make	 an	 initial	 contact	with	 the	 community.	My	 first	 impression	of	

Marcos	was	enthralling.	 I	 remember	quite	clearly	seeing	him	standing	a	 few	metres	away.	He	was	

wearing	 a	 black	 short-sleeved	 shirt	 and	 jean	 shorts	with	 his	 long	 grey	 hair	 combed	 back.	Marcos	

turned	seventy	years	of	age	shortly	after	 I	 left.	Although	one	could	read	his	age	by	 looking	deeply	

into	his	face,	he	had	the	physique	of	a	man	much	younger	than	him.	It	was	his	strength	and	vitality	
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that	indicated	–	when	I	first	saw	him	–	that	he	was	a	Yachak.	The	word	Yachak	means	wise	man	or	

woman	in	Kichwa	language	and	it	is	the	most	common	term	used	to	describe	a	Kichwa	TH.	Actually,	

both	Marcos	and	his	wife,	Carmen,	were	elders	with	knowledge	of	Kichwa	medicine.	However,	it	was	

Marcos	who	 carried	out	 the	 traditional	 healing	 ceremonies,	 essentially	 because	 –	 in	 the	way	 that	

Kichwa	 people	 described	 it	 –	 he	 had	 the	 “power	 to	 see”,	 which	 is	 characteristic	 of	 a	 Yachak.	 In	

comparison,	his	wife	had	great	knowledge	of	female	health	and	medicine,	but	she	did	not	have	the	

ability	to	“see”.	As	it	will	be	presented	and	discussed	with	detail	in	Chapter	6,	a	Yachak	can	be	either	

male	or	female,	but	it	was	common	for	the	women	I	encountered	to	develop	the	knowledge	related	

to	women’s	health	instead.		

	

	
Picture 12 (left) Marcos climbing a tree to grab a fruit 

Picture 13 (top right) Marcos in one of the visits to a sacred waterfall wearing his traditional outfit 

Picture 14 (bottom right) shows Marcos in his home fixing a tambour like instrument, a Kichwa drum	

	

Marcos’	 life	was	a	story	that	he	 loved	telling	and	he	would	find	any	opportune	moment	to	tell	me	

about	his	 early	 years.	He	 talked	 about	his	 life	 experiences	with	 the	 same	enthusiasm	as	when	he	

climbed	 trees	 (see	picture	12).	The	 remembrance	of	his	mother’s	death	at	 the	age	of	 four	was	an	

event	 that	marked	 his	 life.	 “After	 that	 I	 lost	my	 vision	 of	 what	 I	 remember	 about	 being	with	my	

mother	and	father”	he	said	once	as	he	was	telling	me	about	his	mother	(Notes,	26th	October	2017).	
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Marcos’s	recall	and	detailed	memory	was	impressive.	As	a	child,	his	father	left	looking	for	work	and	

he	was	left	to	the	care	of	his	uncles.	While	it	was	through	his	uncles	that	he	was	introduced	to	the	

knowledge	 of	 healing,	 he	 remembered	 his	 childhood	 with	 a	 sort	 of	 poetic	 hardship	 that	 I	 find	

reflective	of	his	present-day	character.	In	reminiscence	of	his	youth,	he	said:	

	

“The	only	thing	was	survival,	 looking	for	food.	Sometimes	 I	had	to	eat	only	the	 leftovers.	A	

piece	of	 cassava	 that	was	 left,	 I	would	wash	 it	and	eat	 it.	Other	 times,	 I	would	 climb	up	a	

sweet-lime	tree.	That	was	my	greatest	wish.	I	would	go	very	early	in	the	morning	to	climb	up	

the	tree	and	stay	there	eating	the	sweet-limes”	(Marcos	Ramirez,	27th	October	2017).			

	

Marcos	was	also	a	musician	and	very	well	known	 for	his	musical	 talents	within	 the	community.	 In	

fact,	people	commonly	addressed	him	as	“Waira	Churi”,	which	 is	the	name	of	his	music	group.	His	

passion	for	music	was	so	resounding,	he	had	traditional	musical	instruments	hanging	all	around	his	

house	and	when	music	was	not	playing,	 he	 could	easily	 be	 found	with	his	 Pingullo	 –	 a	 traditional	

Kichwa	wind	 instrument,	similar	 to	a	 flute	-	or	any	of	his	other	musical	devices	 (See	picture	14).	 It	

was	 evident	 to	 me	 that	 Marcos	 enjoyed	 his	 musical	 popularity	 and	 was	 noticeably	 proud	 of	 his	

musical	accomplishments.	Regarding	his	enthusiasm	for	music,	in	my	early	remarks	I	wrote:		

	

“In	 the	night	he	 just	 listens	 to	music.	 It’s	 easy	 to	 see	how	much	he	 loves	music.	His	whole	

family	is	involved	in	it.	They	are	called	the	‘Waira	Churis’,	which	means	‘sons	of	the	wind’.	I	

have	not	yet	seen	them	play,	but	they	are	planning	an	event	in	November	that	I	will	be	able	

to	see.	Although	I	have	seen	photos	of	them:	One	photo	that	Marcos	treasures	and	a	poster	

where	Mamita	[Carmen]	is	posing	as	she	advertises	the	group.	From	what	I	get,	the	men	play	

and	the	women	dance.	They	have	won	lots	of	awards	and	are	actually	quite	famous	around	

here”	(Reflective	diary,	9th	October	2017).			

	

In	Marcos’	account	“Waira	Churi”	meant	a	son	without	a	father.	It	was	after	a	dispute	with	his	father	

and	in	memory	of	his	mother’s	death	that	he	came	up	with	the	name	for	the	group.	“I	have	been	a	

maternal	orphan.	My	mother's	face,	I	do	not	know.	It	was	as	if	it	was	gone	in	the	wind.	When	there	is	

a	single	mother,	that	in	Kichwa	is	called	waira	guagua,	it	 is	as	if	 it	[the	child]	came	from	the	wind”	

(Marcos	 Ramirez,	 27th	 October	 2017).	 It	 was	 not	 hard	 to	 recognise	 the	 link	 between	 Marcos’	

fascination	for	music	and	the	rooted	memories	of	his	 life,	but	when	I	asked	him	about	what	music	

meant	 to	him,	his	answer	was,	"The	music	 is	 to	maintain,	 the	music	of	our	ancestors"	 (Notes,	22nd	

November	2017).	Marcos	considered	that	the	reason	he	founded	a	group	was	to	promote	the	roots	
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of	his	 culture.	However,	 that	was	not	 the	only	 time	 I	heard	about	 the	 ‘maintaining’	of	 the	Kichwa	

culture	 and	while	 that	 is	 a	 discussion	 that	 I	 will	 leave	 for	 following	 chapters,	 undeniably	Marcos’	

musicianship	facilitated	my	understanding	of	the	importance	of	music	for	the	Kichwa	people	and	the	

particular	link	to	their	medicine.			

	

Although	Marcos’	 aloneness	was	 the	 essence	of	 the	 “Waira	Churis”,	 he	was	 in	 fact	 the	head	of	 a	

reasonably	large	family.	In	Kichwa	culture	it	was	customary	for	men	to	marry	when	they	reached	a	

certain	 age	 and	 thus,	 the	parents	usually	 arranged	 their	 children’s	marriage.	 It	was	Marcos’	 older	

brother	that	looked	for	a	wife	and	advised	him	to	get	married.	As	a	result,	Marcos	and	Carmen	have	

been	married	since	1966.	Recalling	his	marriage	and	the	way	he	was	introduced	to	his	wife,	he	said:	

	

“In	that	time,	counsel	[of	the	elders]	was	very	serious	and	sacred.	I	didn’t	even	have	an	idea	

of	what	it	meant	to	be	in	a	family.	It	was	all	a	secret.	He	[referring	to	his	brother]	used	to	tell	

me,	‘that	woman	is	going	to	be	your	wife’.	I	was	18	and	a	half	and	she	was	15	and	a	half.	You	

had	to	get	married	whether	you	wanted	or	not,	it	was	obligatory	when	you	reached	a	certain	

age.	They	came	here	 [Rukullacta]	only	between	parents.	Only	 they	knew.	The	elders	would	

reach	an	agreement	and	then	you	would	have	to	get	married”	(Marcos	Ramirez,	27th	October	

2017).			

	

Their	 first	 daughter	 came	when	Carmen	was	 seventeen	 years	 old.	 Today	Marcos	 and	Carmen	 are	

parents	 to	 twelve	 children,	 ten	of	which	 are	 their	 biological	 children	 and	 two	 that	were	 raised	 as	

their	 own.	 In	 addition,	 they	 are	 grandparents	 to	 forty-nine	 children	 and	 great-grandparents	 to	

twenty-two	more	(See	picture	15).	After	Marcos	became	a	father	and	with	the	advice	of	the	elders	

about	the	future	of	his	children,	he	left	his	family	to	work	with	the	Italian	missionaries	where	he	was	

trained	and	worked	as	a	catechist3	for	35	years.	The	“Mission	 Josefina”	had	a	notable	 influence	 in	

the	lives	of	many	Kichwa	people	in	the	province	of	Napo.	Marcos	was	retired.	However,	during	the	

three	months	 I	 lived	 in	Marcos’	 home,	 I	 accompanied	Marcos	 and	 Carmen	 to	 Church	 on	 several	

Sunday	 mornings.	 Furthermore,	 Marcos’	 religious	 instruction	 had	 also	 influenced	 his	 practice	 of	

Kichwa	medicine.	For	instance,	in	a	dialogue	we	had	where	I	asked	about	his	ability	to	heal,	he	told	

me	 that	 sometimes	 he	 asks	 patients	 to	 pray	 the	 Catholic’s	 “Our	 Father”	 prayer,	 because	 in	 the	

prayer	it	says:	“Thy	will	be	done	on	earth	as	it	is	in	heaven”	and	as	Marcos	explained,	it	is	the	will	of	

“God”	that	heals	and	not	his	own.	The	notion	that	‘the	power	to	heal	does	not	belong	to	the	healer’	

                                                
3 A catechist is a person that imparts the teachings of Christianity. This is the term that Marcos used 
to describe his work while working for the “Mission Josefina” and thus, the reason I have chosen to 
use it for this thesis.  
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is	 a	 topic	 that	 I	will	 develop	 in	detail	 in	 chapter	 six.	However,	 it	was	 interesting	 for	me	 to	have	a	

direct	 opportunity	 to	 see	 how	 Kichwa	 and	 Catholic	 beliefs	 have	 synchronised	 in	 current	 Kichwa	

lifestyles.		

	

	
Picture 15 (left) is a diagram of Marcos’ family. 

Picture 16 (Right) shows the “Waira Churi” group before a presentation at the Kichwa People’s Coliseum in 

Rukullacta.	

	

In	addition,	Marcos	had	a	great	admiration	of	nature.	Amongst	the	stories	he	told	me,	he	had	many	

about	the	wildlife	and	his	life	in	the	jungle.	Apart	from	the	house	in	Rukullacta,	Marcos	owns	a	few	

hectares	of	land	–	given	by	his	father	–	in	the	deeper	rainforest,	which	he	calls	“el	Para”.	El	Para	is	a	

site	located	in	the	Province	of	Napo	that	although	it	is	not	recognised	as	a	reserve,	it	is	also	known	as	

“El	Para	Reserve”.	Regarding	how	much	Marcos	cherished	that	particular	 land,	he	remembered	his	

father	 saying	“that	was	a	 land	 that	no	body	can	 take	away	 from	you”	 (Notes,	27th	October	2017).	

This	was	a	remark	that	had	reference	to	the	Agrarian	Reform	that	took	place	in	Ecuador	in	1964	and	

that	had	an	enormous	impact	over	the	lifestyles	of	Kichwa	people	in	the	Amazon	region.	The	effects	

of	the	reform	and	other	Agrarian	laws	on	Kichwa	people’s	lives	had	also	implications	to	their	health,	

which	I	will	discuss	with	more	detail	later	in	this	chapter.	“El	Para”	was	the	place	where	Marcos	grew	

up	and	thus;	he	had	numerous	stories	that	took	place	in	there.	The	few	times	I	went	to	“el	Para”,	I	

had	a	chance	to	experience	how	Kichwa	people	traditionally	used	to	live.	Although	Marcos	liked	to	

maintain	his	 traditions	 irrespective	of	where	he	was,	 since	 in	 “el	Para”	 there	was	no	electricity	or	

roads	 nearby,	 the	 days	 were	 lived	 much	 like	 it	 used	 to	 be	 before	 the	 influence	 of	 mainstream	

culture.	In	recollection	of	what	being	in	“el	Para”	was	like,	I	wrote:		

	

“It	is	a	privilege	to	be	here.	These	are	practices	that	no	longer	people	hold.	The	house	smells	

like	smoke,	it’s	warmer	inside.	Here,	the	life	revolves	around	the	fire;	it	is	what	keeps	people	
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together.	They	cook	and	sit	around	the	fire	while	they	talk;	they	plan	their	day	ahead	and	tell	

stories	 about	 their	 elders	 and	 their	 culture.	 They	 tell	me	 stories	 about	why	 they	 leave	 the	

wood	burning	through	the	night:	 it	keeps	us	warm	and	the	bugs	away.	 In	 the	morning	the	

grandfather	wakes	up	early,	around	3am	and	brings	the	 fire	back	to	 life.	The	grandmother	

wakes	up	to	brew	the	guaysa	and	as	each	person	opens	their	eyes,	they	come.	We	come	and	

sit	by	the	fire.	The	grandmother	then	takes	a	cuya	[bowl]	of	guaysa	and	cools	it	down.	She	is	

in	charge	of	serving	it.	In	the	morning	everyone	sits	quietly	for	a	while	and	drinks	the	guaysa	

patiently.	 The	drinking	of	 guaysa	 is	 a	whole	 experience	and	 very	 important	 to	 this	 Kichwa	

family.	 Then	 they	 serve	 the	 chicha	 and	 we	 are	 all	 ready	 and	 set	 off	 to	 start	 the	 day”	

(Reflective	diary,	4th	October	2017).			

	

Marcos	was	one	of	the	Kichwa	people	that	maintained	the	daily	practice	of	drinking	the	guaysa.	Not	

only	Marcos	 loved	 his	guaysa,	 but	 also	 he	 acknowledged	 to	 this	 drink	 the	 strength	 of	 his	 health.	

Although	 the	guaysa	 tea	has	gained	great	popularity	over	 the	past	decade,	 for	 the	Kichwa	people	

the	guaysa	is	part	of	a	morning	ritual	where	the	family	shared	knowledge	through	storytelling	and	as	

a	family,	planned	their	day	ahead.	Marcos	loved	the	time	of	the	guaysa,	that	was	the	time	were	he	

would	converse	the	most;	he	would	tell	me	about	his	hunting	experiences,	the	meaning	of	dreams	

and	 different	 tales	 about	 the	 Kichwa	 traditions.	 That	 was	 also	 a	 time	 where	 Marcos	 shared	 his	

wisdom	 with	 me.	 Like	 his	 grandparents	 shared	 with	 him	 their	 advice,	 he	 would	 tell	 me	 of	 the	

importance	to	get	up	in	the	morning	and	get	on	with	his	duties,	as	laziness	was	not	the	reflection	of	

a	good	Kichwa	man.	Accordingly,	after	the	guaysa	we	would	all	get	up	and	do	all	the	things	we	had	

planned.	

	

A	Traditional	Healer’s	advice	

	

As	I	have	discussed	previously,	Marcos’	participation	in	this	research	was	meaningful	not	only	in	the	

development	of	 this	 research,	but	 also	 in	my	personal	 experience	 throughout	 the	 fieldwork.	Over	

the	three	months	of	fieldwork	we	developed	an	affable	relationship	that	in	a	way	recognises	Marcos	

as	 a	 mentor.	 I	 attributed	 his	 involvement	 in	 this	 research	 in	 part	 to	 a	misunderstanding	 we	 had	

regarding	 the	 meaning	 or	 approach	 to	 learning.	 In	 spite	 of	 my	 detailed	 verbalisation	 of	 the	

intensions	 of	 my	 research,	 Marcos	 understood	 that	 my	 study	 of	 the	 Kichwa	 healing	 practices	

involved	my	 learning	 on	 how	 to	 heal.	 For	 this	 reason,	 during	 the	 first	weeks	 of	 fieldwork	Marcos	

took	me	as	an	apprentice	of	his	knowledge	of	Kichwa	traditional	healing,	which	at	first	sight	was	in	
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harmony	with	what	 I	 had	 set	 out	 to	 explore.	 However,	 I	 realised	 his	 different	 understanding	 and	

expectation	of	my	study	when	I	asked	him	about	a	dream	I	had.	In	my	reflexive	diary,	I	wrote:	

	

“	I	just	asked	Marcos	that	I	saw	the	image	of	a	flower	that	was	growing	from	my	forehead,	

he	said	‘that's	good,	it's	a	good	thing	to	have	a	vision’.	I	asked	him,	‘good	in	what	sense?	As	

in	 good	 luck?’	 but	 he	 didn’t	 let	me	 finish	 and	 said	 it	means	 that	 ‘I’m	 chosen	 to	 do	 this’.	 I	

thought	I	knew	what	he	was	talking	about,	maybe	I	am	meant	to	do	this	research,	but	then	

he	said	‘to	heal’.	He	continued	by	saying	that	those	who	see	things	like	that,	are	chosen,	are	

special	 ones,	 chosen	 to	 heal.	 This	 is	 not	 the	 first	 time	 he	 says	 something	 like	 this	 to	me”	

(Reflective	diary,	15th	October	2017).				

	

Although	Marcos’	perception	and	advice	were	stimulating,	I	did	not	embrace	the	information.	I	knew	

the	 experience	 of	 becoming	 a	 healer	 was	 beyond	 the	 scope	 and	 plans	 I	 had	 foreseen	 for	 this	

research.	 I	have	discussed	in	the	Methods	chapter	this	matter	regarding	the	verbal	consent,	ethics	

and	other	issues	around	language	that	were	experienced	throughout	the	fieldwork.	However,	there	

is	a	relevant	topic	regarding	meaning	that	arose	from	the	confusion	between	Marcos’	understanding	

of	my	intensions	to	‘learn	about	Kichwa	medicine’	and	my	understanding	of	those	same	words.	The	

processes	of	learning	and	gaining	knowledge	had	a	different	meaning	for	the	Kichwa	people,	which	

made	Marcos’	 approach	 to	my	 learning	 reasonably	 logical.	After	 some	 time	 I	 came	 to	 realise	 that	

learning	 and	 gaining	 knowledge	 for	 Kichwa	 people,	 was	 a	 process	 associated	 to	 experience.	 The	

value	of	experience	preceding	knowledge	 is	a	 topic	 that	will	be	developed	 further	 in	 this	 chapter.	

Nonetheless,	 considering	 that	my	 interaction	with	 the	Ramirez	 family	was	 an	underlying	 factor	 to	

the	development	of	this	research,	my	observations	and	learning	of	Kichwa	lifestyle,	I	find	important	

to	reveal	the	particularities	that	have	made	this	research	experience	distinct.	Even	though	Marcos’	

expectations	 and	 understanding	 of	 my	 work	 were	 confusing	 at	 first,	 it	 was	 clear	 through	 his	

unconditional	 participation,	 that	 he	 found	 value	 in	 this	 research	 also	 as	 a	 way	 to	 document	 his	

knowledge.		

	

While	the	literature	on	ethnography	gave	me	a	basis	for	preparation,	it	was	only	through	the	day-to-

day	experience	that	I	was	able	to	adjust	the	necessary	actions	for	this	exploration.	Considering	that	

the	aim	of	this	research	is	to	contribute	to	the	understanding	between	the	Kichwa	and	conventional	

practices	 in	medicine,	 stumbling	across	 the	general	cultural	and	semantic	differences	was	 the	 first	

necessary	 step	 to	 recognise	 the	depth	of	exploration	 that	 this	 research	 required.	 It	 took	 time	and	

reflection	to	see	that	the	contrasting	feelings	–	in	moments	such	as	the	described	above	–	pointed	
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directly	to	important	distinctions	between	Kichwa	culture	and	the	more	western-influenced	culture	

that	I	call	my	own.	However,	the	opportunity	to	challenge	my	ordinariness	is	what	opened	my	eyes.	

This	ethnographic	work	has	placed	me	in	the	middle	of	two	cultures	and	in	my	task	of	understanding	

–	but	also	to	make	myself	understood	–	I	recognise	how	the	work	itself	has	turned	out	to	be	a	bridge	

and	a	common	ground	for	understanding.	Although	I	might	have	momentarily	disappointed	Marcos	

by	 not	 becoming	 a	 healer,	 it	 is	 the	 aim	 and	 the	 objective	 of	 this	 ethnography	 to	 document	 his	

knowledge	and	 the	understandings	 I	 gathered	 through	 the	 interactions	with	 the	Kichwa	people	of	

Rukullacta.	

	

Summary	

	

In	 this	 section	 I	 have	 introduced	 the	 setting	 where	 this	 ethnography	 took	 place.	 The	 process	 of	

entering	the	field	involved	the	development	of	key	relationships	that	became	essential	to	a	further	

exploration	of	Kichwa	culture.	Although	through	this	ethnography	I	intended	to	capture	the	entirety	

of	a	culture,	I	have	recognised	that	my	immediate	interactions	defined	the	ways	that	I	participated	

and	 observed	 the	 practices	 of	 Kichwa	 people.	 For	 this	 reason,	 I	 presented	 and	 discussed	 the	

relationship	 with	 Marcos	 and	 his	 family	 as	 the	 basis	 of	 my	 interactions	 with	 the	 rest	 of	 the	

community	and	as	context	to	the	understandings.	While	my	observations	extended	into	exchanges	

with	other	families,	living	in	a	Kichwa	household	with	a	TH	helped	me	gain	insight	into	the	essence	of	

Kichwa	lifestyle	and	health-related	practices.	In	like	manner,	an	overview	of	Marcos’	life	allowed	me	

to	explore	aspects	of	Kichwa	culture	without	which,	this	study	would	not	be	complete.	This	section	

has	 provided	 some	 background	 into	 the	 social	 world	 of	 Kichwa	 people	 and	 the	 experience	 of	

undertaking	 ethnographic	 work.	 In	 order	 to	 further	 understand	 the	 health-related	 practices	 and	

beliefs	 of	 Kichwa	 people,	 the	 next	 section	 will	 develop	 on	 the	 values	 of	 Kichwa	 culture	 from	 a	

comprehensive	view.			
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Recognising	the	Kichwa	cultural	values		

	

Having	 provided	 the	 context	 and	 setting	 relating	 to	 this	 study,	 I	 now	 move	 on	 to	 present	 an	

exploration	 of	 the	 values	 that	 I	 consider	 to	 exist	 within	 this	 culture	 and,	 more	 specifically,	 to	

consider	 their	 significance	 for	 this	 population.	As	was	noted	earlier,	 these	 are	not	uniquely	 about	

health	per	se	but	are	argued	to	be	of	influence	in	all	aspects	of	Kichwa	life	and	do	relate	to		–	as	the	

next	 chapter	 considers	 in	 more	 detail	 –	 different	 aspects	 of	 health.	 The	 values	 present	 in	 daily	

Kichwa	practices	and	interactions	can	be	summarised	in	terms	of	five	main	themes:	i)	Collective	life,	

ii)	Relationship	with	nature,	iii)	Ancestors	and	spirits,	iv)	Endurance	and	strength,	and	v)	Experiential	

knowledge.	 This	 section	 introduces	 the	 general	 values	 of	 Kichwa	 culture	 that	 will	 be	 explored	 in	

detail	 with	 relation	 to	 the	 traditional	 medicine	 and	 health-related	 practices	 of	 Kichwa	 people	 in	

Chapter	Six.			

	

I.	Collective	life	

	

The	 importance	 of	 communal	 cooperation	 was	 a	 key	 aspect	 of	 Kichwa	 culture.	 The	 notion	 of	

community	was	present	in	various	practices	and	activities	that	were	experienced	during	my	time	in	

Rukullacta.	 In	 this	 section,	 I	 present	 and	 discuss	 the	 principal	 contexts	 in	 which	 the	 value	 of	

collective	 life	 was	 present.	 This	 section	 provides	 a	 contextual	 background	 for	 the	 value	 of	

collectiveness	 that	 is	 also	one	of	 the	 values	 found	 in	 the	 interaction	between	Kichwa	healers	 and	

their	patients.			

	

Minga,	collective	effort	and	work	

	

The	‘minga’	is	a	term	that	represents	communal	labour.	Kichwa	people	customarily	worked	together	

and	even	the	smallest	developments	were	built	in	cooperation.	As	I	have	described,	the	houses	and	

cobblestone	pathways	that	have	been	built	 in	Rukullacta	were	the	result	of	 this	cooperative	work.	

Mingas	were	carried	out	as	shared	labour	between	family	members,	but	depending	on	the	scale	of	

the	work	needed,	the	participation	of	people	could	extend	to	include	the	entire	Kichwa	community.	

For	 instance,	 the	 Kichwa	 community	 would	 be	 asked	 to	 join	 larger	 mingas	 that	 benefited	 the	

community	as	a	whole.	As	part	of	the	PKR	organisation	Marcos	was	asked	to	participate	or	send	a	

family	representative	to	a	minga	that	was	organised	to	fix	the	pipes	for	water	distribution	when	due	

to	 the	 constant	 rains,	 these	 got	 blocked.	 Similarly,	 the	 schools	 arranged	mingas	with	 the	 parents	
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when	they	needed	to	do	repairs	on	the	school	buildings.	Mingas	were	organised	to	carry	out	work,	

but	 the	 recognition	 of	 the	work	 acknowledged	 that	mingas	were	 also	 spaces	 for	 social	 gathering.	

Traditionally,	 the	organisers	 of	 the	minga	 –	 and	main	 beneficiaries	 of	 the	work	 –	 provided	 to	 the	

people	food	and	refreshments	during	the	day.	Not	uncommonly,	chicha	or	alcoholic	beverages	were	

included.	 In	addition,	 if	a	 family	was	called	 to	participate	 in	a	minga	and	 for	any	reason	could	not	

attend;	the	family	was	expected	to	give	compensation	for	not	joining	or	in	a	customary	way,	to	show	

their	support.	Demonstrating	the	importance	of	mingas	for	Kichwa	families,	on	one	of	the	interviews	

after	asking	if	the	family	had	any	influence	on	the	participant’s	healing	process,	he	said:	

	

“Only	my	mother	and	father,	only	they	cared	about	me.	They	spend	all	 their	time	with	me.	

Almost…	let's	say	for	example,	before	they	had	a	lot	of	support	for	the	minga	and	when	I	got	

sick,	they	would	only	stay	here	with	me,	so	that	I	would	recover	quickly”	(Miguel	Ramirez,	9th	

November	2017).	

		

	

	
Picture 17 Men building the roof of a traditional house 

 

While	commonly	larger	constructions	required	the	participation	of	men,	women	also	participated	in	

the	communal	work.	Depending	on	the	work	to	be	done,	women	contributed	with	the	preparation	

of	 food	 and	 refreshments	 for	 the	 minga	 or	 by	 undertaking	 activities	 that	 were	 physically	 less	

demanding.	 I	had	a	chance	to	participate	 in	a	minga	almost	as	soon	as	 I	arrived	to	Rukullacta.	The	

extended	family	of	my	hosts	were	planning	to	build	a	shared	traditional	space	that	could	be	used	to	

welcome	tourist	and	where	the	family	could	meet.	The	process	of	building	a	traditional	house	was	

much	more	 than	 the	application	of	good	skills	and	methods;	 it	was	actually	a	 ritualised	art.	While	

women	helped	in	the	gathering	of	materials	and	the	weaving	of	the	roofs,	the	construction	was	the	

men’s	 labour	 (See	 figure	 17).	 Specially	 the	 building	 of	 the	 roofs,	 where	 the	men	 involved	 had	 to	

follow	a	strict	type	of	“diet”	that	in	addition	to	the	restriction	of	certain	foods,	included	the	restraint	
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of	activities	such	as	hunting	or	any	action	that	entailed	the	touching	of	dead	animals.	According	to	

tradition,	the	“diet”	ensured	that	the	building	lasted	longer:	a	good	built	roof,	it	was	said,	could	last	

for	 more	 than	 twelve	 years.	 Although	 I	 was	 not	 asked	 to	 join	 the	 minga,	 I	 was	 interested	 in	

participating	and	therefore,	I	asked	if	I	could	join.	In	spite	of	less	physical	demanding	work	that	I	was	

given,	my	body	was	 stiff	over	 the	 succeeding	days.	This	was	my	 first	experience	with	how	Kichwa	

people	valued	strength	–	which	 I	will	develop	 in	a	 later	section	–	and	with	my	appreciation	of	 the	

strength	 of	 Kichwa	 women	 as	 well.	 In	 my	 observations,	 many	 Kichwa	 women	 undertook	 similar	

strength	demanding	work	as	men,	but	some	of	them	did	it	with	their	children	by	their	side.	

	

The	Family	Unit	

	

“Here	 in	 Rukullacta,	 I	 begin	 to	 understand	 how	much	 they	 value	 the	 community	 and	 the	

family.	 They	 have	 adopted	 a	 couple	 of	 their	 children	 and	 now,	 as	Marcos	 presents	 me,	 I	

realise	they	have	also	‘adopted’	me.	I	feel	very	honoured	to	be	part	of	this	family”	(Reflective	

diary,	30th	September	2017)	

	

Family	 relations	 are	of	much	 importance	 to	 the	Kichwa	people.	As	 I	 have	described	earlier	 in	 this	

thesis,	my	host	family	had	a	crucial	contribution	to	development	of	this	research.	In	addition	to	the	

access	 I	had	by	my	identification	to	the	Ramirez	family,	 I	also	recognised	how	important	 it	was	for	

my	host	family	to	make	me	–	as	an	outsider	–	feel	at	home.	This	was	an	observation	that	was	also	

reflected	 in	 the	 way	 that	 Kichwa	 people	 talked	 about	 the	 foreigners	 that	 had	 visited	 them.	 For	

instance,	 in	 their	 stories	 they	would	 say	 how	much	 they	 cried	when	 the	 visitors	 left	 or	 how	 they	

were	–	 in	a	similar	way	as	me	–	 like	a	daughter	or	a	son	to	them.	The	most	affectionate	way	that	

Kichwa	people	made	 a	 person	not	 directly	 related	become	part	 of	 the	 family	was	 by	 offering	 the	

prospect	of	being	a	godparent.	Although	the	concept	of	godparent	comes	from	a	Christian	religious	

rite	–	and	in	was	adopted	by	the	Kichwa	people	from	their	involvement	with	Christianity	–	the	notion	

of	godparents	was	understood	in	a	slightly	different	way	by	Kichwa	people.	Rather	than	being	strictly	

associated	 with	 Christianity	 and	 the	 religious	 duty	 that	 it	 entails,	 Kichwa	 people	 associated	 the	

concept	of	godparents	with	the	demonstration	of	deep	affection	to	somebody	and	the	opportunity	

to	make	that	person	related	to	the	 family.	However,	 there	was	a	distinction	between	a	godparent	

that	 presented	 a	 child	 to	 a	 Christian-Catholic	 baptism	 and	 the	 other	 godparents	 that	 child	 could	

have.	Needless	to	say,	 for	Kichwa	people	a	child	could	have	as	many	godparents	as	desired.	While	

baptism-godparents	 assumed	 the	 religious	 responsibility	 over	 a	 child’s	 rearing,	 the	 subsequent	
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godparents	were	only	expected	to	care	 in	a	more	general	way	for	the	child’s	wellbeing.	During	my	

fieldwork,	I	was	asked	to	be	godmother	to	one	of	the	children.	The	process	replicated	the	Christian	

rite	of	pouring	water	over	the	child’s	head	and	offering	the	godparent	a	chance	to	give	an	additional	

name	 to	 the	 child.	 Nonetheless,	 it	 was	 a	 home-based	 ceremony	 that	 did	 not	 involve	 Christian-

Catholic	 clergy.	 I	 discussed	 this	 topic	 in	 the	 methods	 chapter,	 since	 it	 was	 a	 situation	 that	

exemplified	some	of	the	complexities	of	field	relations.	However,	I	accepted	the	request	and	on	the	

5th	of	November	of	2017,	I	became	a	godmother	to	one	of	the	Kichwa	children	in	Rukullacta.			

	

In	 Kichwa	 culture,	 the	 family	 unit	 usually	 consists	 of	 the	 parents	 and	 their	 children.	 However,	 in	

comparison	to	mainstream	culture,	the	extended	families	were	an	integral	part	of	the	daily	activities	

of	each	Kichwa	family.	The	extended	family	was	usually	regarded	as	a	whole,	with	the	eldest	parents	

at	the	head	and	their	children	and	grandchildren,	who	commonly	lived	in	the	same	house	or	in	close	

vicinity	 to	 each	 other.	 This	 was	 specially	 the	 case	 of	 the	 male	 members	 of	 the	 family	 who	

traditionally	stayed	with	their	families	after	they	got	married.	In	contrast,	the	female	daughters	were	

usually	the	ones	who	moved	away	after	their	marriage	to	live	with	their	husband’s	family.	In	fact,	it	

was	 common	 that	 once	 a	married	 daughter	moved	 in	with	 her	 husband,	 the	 elder	 of	 that	 family	

became	the	person	she	turned	to	for	advice.	However,	 I	will	explore	this	 topic	with	more	detail	 in	

the	 next	 chapter,	 since	 the	 elders	 of	 a	 family	 were	 usually	 healers	 or	 had	 some	 knowledge	 of	

medicine.	From	a	conversation	with	one	of	Marcos’	relatives,	I	wrote:		

	

“Kichwa	people	are	very	united	and	value	family	unit.	When	a	child	gets	married	and	leaves	

home,	parents	suffer	so	much.	It	is	usually	the	daughters	who	leave	their	home.	This	is	what	I	

was	 told	 by	 the	 wife	 of	Marcos’	 grandson.	 She	 was	 telling	me	 that	 although	 she	 doesn’t	

really	want	more	children,	with	 two	daughters	already,	her	husband’s	 longing	 for	a	 son	 to	

keep	them	company	made	sense	to	her“	(Reflective	diary,	12th	October	2017).		

	

While	 it	was	 expected	 for	married	members	 to	move	 out	 of	 the	 house	where	 they	 grew	 up,	 the	

daughters	usually	relocated	to	their	 in-laws’	 land	and	the	sons	to	a	new	house	built	on	the	shared	

land	 belonging	 to	 his	 family.	 However,	 very	 often	 the	 new	 espouses	 lived	 in	 the	 house	 of	 the	

husband’s	parents	until	 they	got	 the	means	 to	build	a	house	of	 their	own,	depending	on	whether	

either	one	of	them	had	been	given	a	piece	of	land.	As	one	of	the	patients	I	 interviewed	told	me	in	

our	conversation,	both	sons	and	daughters	were	given	land	when	the	father	owned	enough.	When	

that	was	not	 the	 case,	 the	 sons	 inherited	 the	 land	of	 their	 parents.	 Conditional	 to	 the	number	of	

progeny,	the	division	of	 land	between	descendants	was	sometimes	a	problem.	While	talking	about	
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the	tradition	of	women	moving	to	their	husband’s	family	and	of	the	participant’s	sisters	owning	land,	

he	said:		

	

“Yes,	yes	 ...	 there	they	go	[the	daughters	to	their	husband’s	 family].	Those	[parents]	who...	

have	lots	of	land	say,	‘you	know	what,	I’ll	give	the	child...	I’ll	give	him/her	something’…	and	

so,	 those	who	don’t	have	don’t	 say.	 For	 example...	my	dad,	my	dad	doesn’t...	 doesn’t	 say,	

‘come	daughter,	 I	will	 give	 you	a	 little	 here’.	He	doesn't	 tell	 her	 because	 there	 is	 no	 land”	

(Raul	Huango,	21st	November	2017)	

	

Kichwa	families	commonly	shared	the	space	they	 lived	in,	regardless	of	the	size	of	the	family.	As	a	

result	 of	 the	 common	 space	 shared,	 Kichwa	 people	 had	 the	 opportunity	 to	 share	 some	 of	 the	

domestic	 responsibilities	with	 the	other	 family	members	 that	 lived	 in	 the	same	house	or	 land.	For	

instance,	men	hunted	together	and	 later	shared	the	prey	with	 the	whole	 family.	Likewise,	women	

sometimes	helped	each	other	with	 the	caring	of	 the	children,	cooking	or	 tending	 to	 their	chakras.	

Although	the	responsibility	of	raising	children	was	the	parents’	–	and	as	I	will	discuss	in	the	following	

section,	often	associated	with	the	mother	–	the	presence	of	the	extended	family	provided	a	secure	

space	for	children	not	to	always	need	their	parent’s	vigilance.		

	

The	support	that	the	Kichwa	family	as	a	whole	gave	to	each	other	was	fundamental	and	often,	not	

fully	 understood	 by	 non-Kichwa	 people.	 In	 my	 time	 there	 I	 had	 a	 chance	 to	 experience	 how	

important	the	support	of	family	was	in	a	situation	were	a	Kichwa	woman	was	encouraged	to	report	

the	 alcoholic	 violent	 behaviour	 of	 her	 husband.	While	 I	 assert	 that	 domestic	 violence	 cannot	 be	

condoned	 and	 needs	 to	 be	 addressed,	 the	 organisations	 that	 in	 Tena	 worked	 in	 the	 campaigns	

against	domestic	violence	had	very	 little	understanding	of	 the	 intricacies	of	 family	 interactions	 for	

Kichwa	people.	Although	organisations	provided	 legal	 aid	and	physiological	 support	 to	 the	Kichwa	

woman,	after	her	husband	was	imprisoned,	she	was	left	with	the	care	of	two	children	on	her	own.	

This	 scenario	 represented	a	whole	new	problem	 for	a	Kichwa	person,	particularly	a	woman.	Since	

Kichwa	women	 customarily	moved	 into	 the	husband’s	 family,	 the	 incident	meant	 that	 she	 turned	

from	 being	 the	wife	 of	 one	 of	 the	 sons	 of	 that	 family,	 to	 the	woman	who	 had	 send	 their	 son	 to	

prison.	While	some	Kichwa	women	had	the	unconditional	support	of	their	parents	and	in	cases	like	

this,	could	return	to	their	home,	some	did	not.	Without	the	support	of	her	 family	the	woman	was	

practically	on	her	own,	with	no	sustainable	way	to	take	care	of	her	children	and	in	an	environment	

that	had	become	hostile	for	her.	In	spite	of	her	courage	and	accomplishment	to	put	her	husband	in	

prison,	 she	 was	 also	 the	 person	 who	 fought	 diligently	 to	 get	 him	 out.	 I	 left	 the	 field	 before	 her	
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situation	 was	 resolved,	 but	 this	 occurrence	 exemplified	 the	 reliance	 and	 complexity	 of	 family	

relations	for	Kichwa	people.	

	

Comparable	 to	 western-influenced	 cultures,	 marital	 relationships	 in	 Kichwa	 culture	 were	 also	

monogamous,	except	 for	 the	Kuraka	who	was	allowed	 to	have	more	 than	one	wife.	 In	my	notes	 I	

recorded	the	following:		

	

“The	Kuraka	as	the	 leader	was	allowed	to	have	more	than	one	wife.	Kichwa	people	usually	

maintain	 monogamous	 relationships.	 From	 what	 I’ve	 been	 told,	 the	 Kuraka	 is	 the	 only	

exception	 and	 was	 allowed	 more	 wives,	 having	 up	 to	 five	 wives	 sometimes”	 (Notes,	 10th	

October	2017)	

	

As	 described	 previously,	 marriages	 were	 traditionally	 arranged.	 However,	 this	 was	 one	 of	 the	

aspects	 of	 Kichwa	 culture	 and	 traditions	 that	 have	 evidently	 changed	 with	 time.	 Not	 only	 were	

younger	 couples	 free	 to	 marry	 the	 person	 they	 chose,	 but	 also	 they	 had	 more	 freedom	 in	 their	

decisions	regarding	family	planning.	While	family	planning	was	a	topic	that	not	all	Kichwa	people	felt	

comfortable	talking	about,	most	of	the	younger	couples	I	met	practiced	some	sort	of	birth	control.	

From	 the	 few	 informal	 conversations	 I	 had	with	 different	women,	 they	 told	me	 that	 they	 usually	

obtained	 their	 birth	 control	 from	 the	 medical	 centre	 nearby.	 In	 Ecuador,	 the	 Ministry	 of	 Public	

Health	through	its	healthcare	services	provides	free	birth	control	methods,	although	some	methods	

can	also	be	purchased	from	the	pharmacy	with	no	prescription.	However,	there	were	also	traditional	

methods	of	birth	control,	but	the	knowledge	of	the	plants	used	for	contraception	only	came	up	 in	

my	 conversations	 with	 healers.	 Through	 observations,	 I	 noticed	 that	 younger	 couples	 had	 fewer	

children	 than	 their	 parents	 or	 grandparents,	 and	 on	 average	 they	 had	 about	 two	 children.	

Nonetheless,	 the	 changes	 in	 practices	 appeared	 to	 have	 been	 largely	 accepted	 in	 Kichwa	 culture,	

acknowledging	within	the	changes	the	continuation	of	parts	of	their	traditional	ways.	 In	one	of	the	

stories	 that	a	participant	 shared	with	me,	 she	described	 the	 traditions	 in	 the	preparations	 for	her	

unarranged	marriage.	In	her	interview,	she	said:						

	

“Kichwa's	custom	is,	on	the	part	of	the	groom,	he	has	to	go	meet	the	part…	the	relatives	of	

the	bride.	We	left	when	we	were	barely	together	for	two…	three	months,	two	months	I	think	

it	was.	And	we	left	[to	the	fiancée’s	family	home]…	between	5	or	6	people	I	think	we	left.	The	

sisters	 accompanied	 us.	 The	 mother,	 the	 father,	 the	 sister,	 the	 brothers	 accompany	 [the	

couple],	 the	 godfather	 from	 baptism	 [also	 accompanied].	 They	 arrived,	 and	 they	 accepted	
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me.	 As	 is	 customary,	 first	 thing	 is	 the	 chicha	 that	 has	 to	 be	 offered.	 As	 it	 is	 always	 our	

custom,	 the	 family	members	of	 the	bride	are	given	 food	 to	eat	 [that	day].	We	arrived,	we	

brought	with	us	15	chickens,	the	beer,	what	is	the	cachigua	[an	alcoholic	drink]...	I	called	my	

mom	who	made	chicha	for	me	to	offer	to	my	husband’s	relatives.	My	mom	had	prepared	a	

very	well	made	chicha	and	so	then	she	told	me,	‘make	the	family	members	drink’”	(Dolores	

Morales,	21st	November	2017)		

	

Her	story	reflected	the	changes	that	Kichwa	culture	had	embraced,	in	various	ways.	In	the	quote	she	

remarks	how	she	went,	accompanied	by	her	husband	and	his	family,	to	her	home.	Although	she	also	

mentions	that	the	tradition	was	for	the	groom	to	go	meet	her	relatives.	This	was	because	she	met	

her	husband	through	social	media	and	considering	she	had	children	from	a	previous	marriage,	she	

went	 to	meet	 him	personally	 before	 he	was	 able	 to	meet	 her	 family	 and	 children.	 The	 story	 also	

reflected	how	the	technological	advances	such	as	the	Internet	had	changed	the	way	Kichwa	people	

interact.	 Likewise,	 many	 younger	 Kichwa	 people	 adopted	 lifestyles	 that	 resemble	 manners	 of	

mainstream	 culture.	 For	 example,	 in	 the	 accounts	 of	 older	 Kichwa	 people	 they	 talked	 about	 how	

inexperienced	 they	 were	 when	 they	 started	 their	 families	 and	 younger	 generations	 talked	 about	

how	 important	 their	 self-development	was,	even	 in	 their	 considerations	of	planning	a	 family.	Raul	

was	Dolores’	husband,	who	I	also	interviewed	and	in	his	interview	he	told	me:	

	

“Even	now,	is	not	that	I	say	no,	I	can’t	have.	I	say	I	can't	have	children,	but	of	course	we	will	

have	when	we	have	everything.	And	I	have	told	everyone,	we	are	proposing	to	build	a	little	

house	and	to	 leave.	We	are,	and	 in	the	next	 few	years	we	will	have	our…	our	children.	We	

are,	but	still	planning”	(Raul	Huango,	21st	November	2017)	

	

Although	Raul	and	Dolores	had	a	particular	story,	their	opinions	were	similar	to	the	other	younger	

Kichwa	people	I	talked	to,	such	as	Marcos’	daughter	who	wanted	to	study	in	University	before	she	

got	married.	 Their	 example	 showed	 a	 congruence	 of	 traditional	 and	modern	 practices,	 but	many	

people	also	experienced	social	pressure	to	maintain	the	Kichwa	traditions,	which	I	will	develop	in	the	

Discussion	 Chapter.	 The	 discrepancies	 of	 approaches	 to	 changing	 lifestyles	 were	 also	 one	 of	 the	

sources	of	envy	between	Kichwa	people	and	their	families.	Envy,	as	I	will	examine	with	greater	detail	

in	the	next	chapter,	was	also	considered	and	described	as	a	source	of	illness.	

	

The	family	unit	had	a	strategic	role	within	the	Kichwa	culture.	 It	was	through	the	head	elders	that	

traditions	 and	 knowledge	 were	 passed	 on	 in	 the	 family.	 This	 included	 the	 knowledge	 related	 to	



 143 

health	 and	 particularly,	 the	 uses	 of	 medicinal	 plants.	 In	 addition	 to	 the	 knowledge	 of	 medicine,	

knowledge	related	to	farming,	harvesting	and	other	practices	were	customarily	transferred	from	the	

parents	to	their	children	and	so	on,	from	generation	to	generation.	As	another	participant	said	in	her	

interview	when	I	asked	her	how	she	learned	about	her	knowledge	of	medicinal	plants:	

	

“More,	my	mother	has	taught	me.	She	is	the	one	who	taught	me	the	most,	since	she	knows	

all	that	...	As	my	mother	always	says,	you	have	to	learn	the	inheritance.	She	says,	‘Elsa,	you	

have	to	take	a	notebook	and	list	all	the	medicinal	plants’.	I	always	ask	my	mother,	because	I	

always	forget	and	so	if	one	day	my	mother	is	gone,	who	is	going	to	give	me	that?	One	day	I	

have	to	get	to	the	house	and	carry	a	notebook	and	I	have	to	write	down	all	the	plants	and	

what	 they	 are,	what	 are	 they	 for!	 So,	 I	 don’t	 know	 like	my	mother…	 but	 a	 little,	 a	 little	 I	

know.”	(Elsa	Lanchama,	18th	December	2017)	

	

I	then	asked	her	how	did	her	mother	learned	and	she	replied,	“the	grandmother.	Grandma	gave	her	

the	 power”	 (Elsa	 Lanchama,	 18th	 December	 2017).	 The	 concept	 of	 ‘power’	 or	 ‘transference	 of	

powers’	 –	 or	 skills	 –	 and	 its	 link	 to	 knowledge,	 is	 a	 topic	 that	 I	 will	 discuss	 in	 later	 sections	 and	

chapters.	 However,	 the	 processes	 of	 transferring	 knowledge	 or	 skills	 occur	 essentially	 within	 the	

family	and	it	is	commonly	the	younger	generations	that	learn	from	the	experienced	ones.	This	is	the	

reason	why	in	many	Kichwa	families	the	ritual	of	drinking	guaysa	first	thing	 in	the	morning	was	so	

important.	The	ritual	of	drinking	of	guaysa	was	a	practice	that	not	only	facilitated	knowledge	to	be	

imparted	through	storytelling,	but	also	allowed	the	family	to	initiate	the	day	together.	However,	this	

as	many	other	customs,	was	no	longer	practised	by	all	Kichwa	families	and	the	reason	for	its	decline	

had	to	do	with	the	changes	in	lifestyle	associated	with	the	influence	of	mainstream	culture.	

	

Gender	roles	within	the	family	

 

	
Picture 18 (left) Participating in the making of chicha with the women in the family 
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Picture 19 (right) Bowls of chicha served to visitors 

	

Another	distinctive	feature	of	Kichwa	culture	was	the	delineation	of	male	and	female	roles.	As	I	was	

told,	in	the	past	the	male	and	female	roles	derived	from	the	upbringing	needs;	where	sons	learned	

hunting	skills	from	the	father	and	daughters	learned	sowing	and	cooking	from	the	mother.	Although	

the	 functions	 of	 Kichwa	men	 and	 women	 have	 changed	with	modernisation,	 Kichwa	 women	 still	

tend	to	gather	with	women	and	men	with	men.	One	of	the	characteristic	roles	of	women	was	the	

preparation	 of	 chicha.	 Chicha	 was	 a	 traditional	 drink	made	 out	 of	mashed	 cassava	 that	was	 then	

fermented	and	later	diluted	in	water	to	drink.	The	entire	preparation	of	chicha,	from	the	planting	of	

cassava	trees	to	the	serving	of	the	drink,	was	the	women’s	responsibility	(see	pictures	18	and	19).	In	

general,	 women	 were	 expected	 to	 cook	 and	 serve	 food	 or	 beverages.	 However,	 there	 was	 a	

particular	attention	to	the	offering	of	chicha	and	other	drinks	such	as	guaysa	or	water.	Although	the	

preparation	of	guaysa	 involved	both	men	and	women	–	 it	was	 the	elder	 father	who	collected	 the	

guaysa	leaves	and	lighted	up	the	fire	–	it	was	the	elder	mother	who	brewed	the	tea	and	the	person	

in	charge	of	serving	 it.	The	serving	of	drinks	as	a	role	of	Kichwa	women,	was	a	topic	that	also	had	

links	to	some	beliefs	related	to	women’s	health	and	childbirth,	which	I	will	discuss	further	in	chapter	

six.	Regarding	the	roles	of	men	and	women,	throughout	my	fieldnotes	I	wrote:		

	

“I’ve	 been	 told	 that	 in	 the	 past	 the	 elders	would	wake	 up	 at	 2am	 to	 prepare	 guaysa	 and	

everybody	would	be	up	by	3am.	Girls	would	follow	their	mothers	and	boys	would	follow	their	

fathers,	usually	to	go	hunting”	(Reflective	diary,	6th	October	2017)	

	

“Taking	care	of	the	chakras	is	usually	the	women’s	job”	(Notes,	6th	October	2017)	

	

“Then	 the	 mother	 and	 sometimes	 followed	 by	 the	 daughters	 will	 stand	 up	 and	 start	

preparing	breakfast.	 In	 ‘El	Para’	 it’s	 fascinating	 to	see	how	everything	happens	around	the	

fire	and	a	cooking	pot.	The	woman’s	life	is	almost	entirely	centred	on	that.	Breakfast	starts	

early,	but	it	always	starts	after	drinking	the	guaysa.	Followed	the	guaysa,	the	mother	offers	

chicha	and	then	after	the	chicha	everyone	stands	up	to	do	something.	Women	usually	cook	

breakfast	and	men	go	outside	to	work	or	do	something,	bring	food	for	later	and	things	I	am	

not	usually	part	of”	(Reflective	diary,	12th	October	2017).		

	

Apart	 from	 the	 roles	 previously	 described,	 women	 were	 also	 very	 skilful	 in	 weaving	 baskets	 and	

other	utensils	made	out	of	 strips	of	cane,	and	 in	making	 traditional	 jewellery	 (see	pictures	20	and	
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21).	Often,	women’s	sources	of	 income	came	 from	selling	 their	 jewellery	and	crafts	 to	 the	visitors	

that	came	by.	However,	I	met	a	few	Kichwa	men	that	were	equally	skilful	with	their	craftsmanship.	

In	contrast,	men	usually	made	tools	for	fishing,	harvesting,	hunting	or	musical	instruments,	but	some	

of	the	men	I	met,	weaved	very	elaborate	baskets	and	jewellery	as	well.	While	women	were	usually	

in	charge	of	the	children	–	as	it	can	be	appreciated	in	the	photographic	material	–	this	was	only	until	

their	children	reached	a	certain	age.	Traditionally,	after	a	male	child	was	old	enough	to	engage	in	the	

activities	of	men,	he	accompanied	his	father.	Daughters	stayed	with	the	mother,	but	were	expected	

to	work	with	 her.	 In	 today’s	 Kichwa	 lifestyles	 and	with	 the	 compulsory	 education	 that	 children	 in	

Ecuador	 required,	 the	 interactions	 in	 the	 family	 and	 the	 roles	 between	 men	 and	 women	 have	

started	to	change.	During	my	time	there,	I	met	a	few	Kichwa	families	in	which	the	men	cooked	and	

collected	 the	 children	 from	 school,	 and	 where	 the	 mother	 was	 the	 one	 working	 in	 the	 town	 to	

sustain	the	household.		

	

	

	
Picture 20 (left)	Women	weaving	baskets 

Picture 21 (right)	Traditional	jewelry	usually	made	by	women	

	

As	 I	will	discuss	 in	 the	next	chapter,	 the	differentiation	of	 roles	between	men	and	women	was	an	

aspect	that	I	saw	replicated	throughout	the	practices	of	medicine.	While	I	was	constantly	told	that	

there	were	no	differences	 to	 the	opportunities	 of	men	 and	women,	 the	differences	were	 evident	

and	 not	 restricted	 to	 the	 roles	 in	 the	 society.	 The	 differentiation	 of	 roles	 was	 a	 factor	 that	 as	 a	

woman,	 I	 experienced	 as	 well.	 I	 discussed	 this	 topic	 in	 the	 Methods	 chapter,	 along	 with	 my	

experience	concerning	drunken	men.	However,	as	 I	also	 reflected	 in	my	diary,	alcohol	 intoxication	

was	 a	 behaviour	 that	 I	 noticed	 predominantly	 on	 men.	 Acknowledging	 that	 alcoholism	 amongst	

indigenous	 populations	 was	 one	 of	 the	 biggest	 health	 issues	 discussed	 in	 the	 literature	 review,	 I	

wrote:	
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“Drinking	 is	a	relevant	health	 issue	 in	this	community.	Mostly	men	are	the	ones	who	drink.	

They’ve	told	me	that	in	some	communities	men	and	women	drink	and	get	drunk	equally,	but	

up	 to	 now	 I	 have	 only	 seen	 and	 sometimes	 heard	 outside	 my	 window	 to	 drunken	 men”	

(Reflective	diary,	5th	October	2017).	

	

While	the	study	of	alcoholism	in	indigenous	populations	is	a	topic	for	an	entirely	different	research	–	

though	I	will	discuss	with	more	detail	 in	the	next	chapter	–	during	the	time	I	spent	 in	Rukullacta,	 I	

saw	the	aggravation	of	this	behaviour	linked	to	the	pressures	of	mainstream	culture	over	traditional	

Kichwa	lifestyles.	Considering	that	it	was	usually	the	men	that	engaged	in	trade	and	other	work	with	

colonos,	 the	 consumption	 of	 alcohol	 was	 largely	 related	 with	 the	 activities	 of	 men.	 Although	

drunkenness	was	not	an	attribute	of	colonisation	-	chicha	can	cause	a	similar	intoxication	as	alcohol	

when	 fermented	 for	 longer	 -	 the	 introduction	 of	 distilled	 alcohol	 was.	 Not	 only	 was	 I	 told	 that	

distilled	alcohol	was	the	way	colonos	paid	for	the	work	of	Kichwa	people,	particularly	men,	but	I	also	

observed	 how	 chicha	 –	 unlike	 the	 other	 alcoholic	 drinks	 –	 was	 a	 beverage	 that	 was	 part	 of	

communal	 activities.	 Chicha,	 as	 the	 product	 of	 women’s	 work	 was	 connected	 to	 the	 community,	

while	distilled	alcohol	was	mainly	associated	to	men	and	often	resulted	in	its	overuse.		

	

Interactions	with	mainstream	culture	

	

“This	is	a	community	that	has	an	important	and	visible	influence	of	western	culture.	Younger	

people	use	smartphones	and	computers	to	do	their	homework.	Actually	are	asked	to	do	so	in	

school”	(Reflective	diary,	12th	October	2017).	

	

“Yes,	 I	met	her	on	 the	 Internet,	 I	met	on	 the	 Internet…	as	one	would	 say	on	 social	media”	

(Raul	Huango,	21st	November	2017).	

	

The	Kichwa	community	of	Rukullacta	–	as	described	previously	–	was	the	closest	community	to	the	

town	of	Archidona.	Therefore,	the	interaction	Kichwa	people	had	with	the	Mestizo	population	was	

extensive.	Although	the	influence	of	mainstream	culture	was	not	limited	to	the	Kichwa	community	

of	Rukullacta,	being	the	nearest	to	the	city	town	meant	that	the	people	were	more	subjected	to	the	

fast	changes	of	mainstream	culture,	which	in	Ecuador	is	largely	influenced	by	western	standards	and	

developments.	Apart	 from	 the	 commercial	 interactions	between	Kichwa	and	Mestizo	 populations,	

the	Kichwa	community	had	a	longstanding	liaison	with	the	church.	The	influence	the	Catholic	Church	
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began	with	the	arrival	of	missionaries	to	the	region,	who	in	addition	to	their	settlements	also	began	

educating	 the	 Kichwa	 populations	 that	 they	 encountered.	 In	 Marcos’	 accounts,	 although	 the	

missionaries	forced	many	of	the	Kichwa	people	to	work	and	in	some	cases	“they	punished”	(Yachak	

Marcos	 Ramirez,	 14th	 October	 2017),	 the	 missionaries	 also	 provided	 them	 help,	 education	 and	

opportunities.	The	use	of	the	word	‘punishment’	will	be	discussed	later	in	this	chapter,	since	Kichwa	

people	 were	 emphatic	 in	 not	 associating	 the	 word	 to	 their	 own	 practices.	 However,	 as	 it	 was	

evident,	 many	 Kichwa	 people	 were	 Christian	 Catholics.	 In	 fact,	 Sunday	 Mass	 at	 the	 Church	 in	

Archidona	was	one	of	the	places	were	Kichwa	people	from	various	communities	gathered.	While	not	

all	Kichwa	people	adopted	Catholic	beliefs	–	or	even	respected	them	–	 the	people	 I	 talked	to	 that	

did,	had	incorporated	Catholic	doctrines	and	practices	to	their	Kichwa	traditions	and	beliefs.	Some	of	

the	examples	I	described	earlier	were	Marcos’	adoption	of	Catholic	terminology	in	his	health-related	

practices	and	the	idea	of	godparents.	Nonetheless,	the	influence	of	Catholicism	was	more	intricate	

and	present	in	day-to-day	life.	As	reflected	in	my	diary:		

	

“They	 have	 accepted	 religion	much	more	 naturally,	 they	 understand	 it	 in	 parallel	 to	what	

their	ancestors	already	knew.	I	have	not	been	to	Mass	for	15	years	or	more.	I	still	don't	know	

whether	 to	 accept	 the	 naturalness	 with	 which	 this	 family	 speaks	 of	 religion,	 but	 my	

rationality	inevitably	generates	a	friction	there”	(Reflective	diary,	1st	October	2017).		

	

While	this	research	will	focus	on	the	health-related	similarities	that	Kichwa	people	found	in	Catholic	

beliefs	and	practices	–	that	will	be	explored	in	the	next	chapter	–	one	of	the	basic	correspondences	I	

was	told	about,	was	the	distinction	between	male	and	female	roles.	Actually,	since	Catholic	schools	

were	divided	into	a	school	for	girls	and	another	for	boys,	some	of	the	Kichwa	people	preferred	the	

Catholic	 schooling	 system	 to	 the	public.	Although	 the	adoption	of	Catholicism	 influenced	many	of	

the	Kichwa	practices	and	traditions,	the	importance	was	in	the	way	that	Kichwa	people	managed	to	

synchronise	beliefs	–	that	in	different	contexts	could	seem	incompatible	–	into	their	day-to-day	life.		

	

Needless	to	say,	the	complexity	of	the	relationship	between	Kichwa	people	and	mainstream	culture	

or	 Mestizo	 populations,	 was	 profound.	 Considering	 the	 historical	 context	 and	 the	 impacts	 of	

Colonisation	 on	 indigenous	 peoples	 in	 America,	 in	 the	 time	 I	 lived	 with	 the	 Kichwa	 people	 I	

experienced	–	sometimes	more	than	others	–	how	apprehensions	of	the	past,	were	still	present	 in	

their	 lives.	 In	 fact,	 the	use	of	 certain	expressions	 such	as	colonos	 to	 refer	 to	most	non-indigenous	

Ecuadorians	 in	 present	 day	 reflected	 how	 the	 impact	 of	 Colonisation	 for	 Kichwa	 people	 was	 still	

affecting	them.	This	became	clear	to	me	after	a	conversation	I	had	with	a	Kichwa	man	that	because	
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he	was	drunk,	felt	no	obligation	to	hold	back	his	opinions	and	emotions	regarding	this	topic.	While	

our	 conversation	was	 initially	 upsetting	 to	me	 because	 he	was	 drunk	 and	 somewhat	 sexist	 in	 his	

expressions,	he	also	said	“bluntly	things	that	are	[were]	true”	(Reflective	diary,	5th	October	2017).	As	I	

noted	 but	 deeply	 reflected	 upon	 later	 in	 the	 analysis,	 the	 things	 he	 said	 were	 not	 to	 be	 taken	

personally,	 but	 rather	 studied	 as	 they	 revealed	 the	 “pain	 and	 anger	 they	 still	 hold	 towards	 the	

‘colonos’”	 (Reflective	 diary,	 5th	 October	 2017).	 My	 reflections	 on	 this	 occasion	 and	 other	

observations	related	to	the	term	‘colonos’	were	documented	in	my	fieldnotes,	as	follows:		

	

“I	do	feel	a	bit	confronted,	as	if	I	were	a	coloniser.	While	I	am	not,	they	call	people	from	the	

city	–	white	or	 ‘whiter’	people	–	 ‘colonos’.	 I	 feel	 I	need	to	correct	 them	when	 I	am	called	a	

coloniser	 or	 “colona”	 in	 Spanish…	 Although	 I’m	 aware	 he’s	 drunk,	 I’ve	 never	 had	 such	 a	

conversation.	 I	must	admit	that	while	 I	 felt	uncomfortable	as	a	woman,	as	a	stranger,	as	a	

mixed	race	with	 ‘white’,	what	he’s	saying	 is	a	genuine	reflection	of	the	harm	and	anger	he	

feels	inside”	(Reflective	diary,	5th	October	2017).	

	

“The	resentment	toward	the	coloniser	is	also	evident	and	not	in	a	past	remembrance	sort	of	

way,	 the	 resentment	 is	 in	 present	 tense.	 They	 resent	 Mestizos,	 such	 as	 me,	 who	 have	

forgotten	where	they	came	from	and	now	call	them	‘indians’	or	’natives’”(Reflective	diary,	5th	

October	2017).	

	

“There’s	 things	 about	western	 culture,	 though	 for	 us	 in	 Ecuador	 ‘western’	 is	 not	 the	most	

appropriate	term	–	I’ll	stick	to	colonos,	as	Kichwa	people	say	–	there	are	things	brought	by	

the	colonos	that	now	they	use	as	their	own”	(Reflective	diary,	6th	October	2017)			

	

Another	insight	that	came	from	our	conversation	was	that	the	term	‘native’	was	actually	offensive	to	

Kichwa	people.	While	the	term	‘indian’	or	‘indio’	in	Ecuador’s	mainstream	culture	is	commonly	used	

in	a	derogatory	way,	the	reading	of	the	term	‘native’	was	not.	In	this	regard,	I	wrote:	

	

“I	had	no	idea	that	‘native’	meant	to	them	such	an	insult.	To	the	Kichwas	being	called	natives	

‘nativos’	 means	 to	 look	 down	 on	 them,	means	 saying	 they	 are	 savages,	 uncivilised.	 I	 can	

understand	 why	 they	 are	 upset,	 they,	 unlike	 most	 of	 the	 Mestizo	 population	 in	 Ecuador,	

speak	 at	 least	 two	 languages.	 They	 are	 healers	 and	 builders,	 farmers	 and	 hunters;	 they	

undertake	more	than	one	career	at	the	same	time”	(Reflective	diary,	5th	October	2017).	
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The	relation	between	Kichwa	people	and	the	western-influenced	culture	in	Ecuador	seemed	in	a	way	

paradoxical.	 To	 a	 certain	 extent	 Kichwa	 people	 wanted	 to	 be	 part	 of	 the	 ‘modern’	 mainstream	

culture	 and	 as	 I	 observed,	 they	 were.	 In	 Rukullacta,	 Kichwa	 people	 commonly	 wore	 jeans	 and	 t-

shirts.	Moreover,	 the	 influence	 of	 colonisers	 was	 noticeable	 even	 in	 their	 present-day	 traditional	

clothes.	The	Kichwa	traditional	outfit	consisted	on	a	short-sleeved	top	and	trousers	made	out	of	blue	

fabric	for	the	males	and	usually	a	one-shoulder	blue	dress	or	a	blue	skirt	with	a	light-coloured	blouse	

for	females.	As	I	was	told,	Kichwa	outfits	used	to	be	made	from	natural	materials;	but	the	fact	that	

the	western-influenced	garments	were	considered	traditional	Kichwa	clothing,	shows	the	intricacy	of	

the	subject.	Most	of	the	Kichwa	people	I	met	owned	smart-phones,	some	owned	tablets,	computers	

and	televisions.	Considering	I	took	a	simple	basic	phone	to	the	field	–	in	order	to	minimise	disparities	

(economical	and	technological)	with	my	 involvement	–	 finding	high	technology	was	unexpected	to	

me.	 Kichwa	 people	 also	 listened	 to	 modern	 music	 on	 a	 regular	 basis	 and	 most	 of	 the	 people	 in	

Rukullacta,	spoke	or	at	least	understood	Spanish.	Furthermore,	the	Kuraka	and	a	few	other	people	

had	attained	University	degrees	and	not	only	the	younger	generations,	but	generally	Kichwa	people	

had	higher	 regard	 for	 them.	Nonetheless,	 the	 striving	 to	maintain	 their	 culture	and	 traditions	was	

strong	and	in	certain	ways	controverting.		

	

Collective	decisions		

	

According	 to	 what	 has	 been	 described	 and	 consistent	 with	 the	 findings	 of	 the	 literature	 review,	

community	relations	were	imperative	for	Kichwa	people.	One	of	the	main	roles	of	the	Kuraka	was	to	

represent	the	Kichwa	people	and	in	this	respect,	the	objectives	of	the	PKR	organization	–	to	which	

the	Kuraka	was	head	of	–	were	to	provide	the	space	to	generate	consensus	over	the	decisions	that	

involved	Kichwa	people	and	their	culture.	As	Marcos	told	me	in	numerous	occasions,	Kichwa	people	

would	always	attempt	to	reach	a	consensus	before	making	a	decision.	However,	this	was	a	practice	

that	 was	 often	 overseen	 by	 the	 local	 government	 and	 other	 corporations	 that	 operated	 in	 the	

region.	He	told	me	how	often	Kichwa	people	were	called	slow,	disordered	and	 inefficient	because	

they	did	not	provide	immediate	decisions;	when,	it	was	not	a	matter	of	incompetence,	but	of	making	

sure	that	the	decision	reflected	the	common	stance	of	the	Kichwa	population.	While	during	the	time	

of	my	fieldwork	in	Rukullacta	I	observed	the	distinguishing	opinions	between	persons,	there	was	also	

a	strong	sense	of	unity	among	the	Kichwa	people.	In	various	occasions,	but	particularly	in	two	large	

gatherings	 –	 the	 official	 visit	 of	 the	 Ecuadorean	 Vice-president	 to	 the	 community	 on	 the	 26th	 of	

October	and	the	TH’s	gathering	on	the	25th	of	November	of	2017	–	I	experienced	the	importance	of	
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communal	coordination	for	Kichwa	people.	The	preparations	for	those	two	events	were	carried	out	

with	the	participation	of	almost	the	entire	community.	Men,	women	and	even	children	contributed	

in	some	way	to	the	organisation,	entertainment,	cleaning	or	preparation	of	food	for	the	events;	as	

part	of	the	Ramirez	family,	my	contribution	was	also	welcomed.		

	

In	relation	to	a	previous	mention	about	Marcos’	musical	motives,	the	Kichwa	people’s	sense	of	unity	

was	 evident	 in	 the	 notion	 of	 ‘maintaining’	 the	 Kichwa	 Culture.	 The	 expression	 ‘to	 maintain	 the	

Kichwa	 culture’	 referred	 to	 the	 prospect	 of	 continuing	 to	 embrace	 the	 Kichwa	 culture	 and	 its	

traditions	 in	various	ways.	However,	 the	use	of	 the	words	 ‘maintain	or	maintaining’	of	 the	culture	

was	 frequently	 emphasised	 and	 even	 rectified	 in	 conversations	 when	 a	 person	 suggested	 that	

Kichwa	 culture	 needed	 to	 be	 saved	 or	 rescued.	 The	 reason	 the	 syntax	 of	 the	 expression	 was	

noteworthy	 according	 to	 Kichwa	 people,	 was	 because	 the	 Kichwa	 culture	 was	 never	 lost;	 it	 was	

present	and	therefore,	not	needed	to	be	recovered.	Needles	to	say,	the	concern	was	applicable	only	

in	 the	 composition	 of	 words	 in	 Spanish.	 Since	 the	 Kichwa	 language	 was	 simpler,	 there	 was	 no	

complexity	 in	the	saying.	Nonetheless,	the	‘maintaining’	of	the	culture	also	denotes	an	unchanging	

state,	which	has	been	discussed	as	an	issue	in	the	representation	of	cultures,	but	this	is	a	topic	I	will	

discuss	in	chapter	seven.		

						

In	a	similar	way,	the	interaction	between	members	within	Kichwa	families	reflected	the	importance	

of	 consensus	 in	 their	 decisions	 and	 actions.	 Just	 as	 the	Kuraka,	 the	 elder	members	 –	 usually	 the	

father	–	were	the	representatives	of	the	family	and	the	daily	coordination	of	what	every	person	did,	

was	decided	early	in	the	day.	As	I	have	mentioned,	the	daily	guaysa	ritual	started	before	dawn	and	

after	the	whole	family	gathered	by	the	log	fire	to	drink	guaysa,	they	shared	stories	and	planned	the	

day	 ahead.	 Apart	 from	 the	 organisation	 of	 everyday	 activities,	 the	 Kichwa	 people	 also	 practiced	

consensus	decision-making	in	the	process	of	correcting	behaviour.	This	was	enacted	through	a	ritual	

where	the	elders	giving	advice	followed	the	process	of	dipping	the	tip	of	a	stem	in	chilli	and	touching	

with	it,	the	edge	of	the	eye	of	the	person	who	needed	instruction.	While	the	dialogs	were	somewhat	

personal,	 the	 ritual	was	 carried	 out	with	 the	 presence	 of	 the	whole	 family	 and	 in	 addition	 to	 the	

advice	given	by	the	elders,	others	could	also	counsel.	Not	only	was	the	guidance	collectively	offered,	

but	also	the	decision	to	rectify	someone’s	behaviour	was	agreed	by	the	whole	family.	I	will	discuss	

this	practice	with	more	detail	later	in	this	chapter.	Nonetheless,	these	practices	and	the	importance	

of	collective	decision-making	was	also	linked	to	a	strong	sense	of	sharing.	The	concept	of	sharing	for	

Kichwa	people	was	greater	than	the	level	of	sharing	that	was	common	to	me.	The	first	example	was	

revealed	over	the	discomfort	of	having	a	computer	in	the	field	that	because	of	data	security,	I	was	
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not	 allowed	 to	 share.	 Although	 I	 discussed	 this	 topic	 in	 the	 Methods	 chapter,	 the	 reason	 the	

situation	 presented	 itself	 as	 uncomfortable,	 was	 because	 I	 noticed	 how	 Kichwa	 people	 shared	

everything.	In	fact,	the	observation	of	Kichwa	people’s	sense	of	sharing	came	through	the	reflection	

of	 another	 situation	 that	 at	 first	 was	 also	 uncomfortable	 for	me.	 During	my	 time	 in	 Rukullacta,	 I	

procured	groceries	 for	my	hosts	and	myself	on	a	weekly	basis.	 In	my	 first	weeks,	 I	 calculated	and	

bought	enough	food	with	the	plan	that	it	lasted	for	the	entire	week.	However,	it	was	not	uncommon	

to	find	we	had	run	out	of	groceries	before	midweek.	With	time	I	began	to	see	that	the	reason	the	

groceries	did	not	last,	was	because	the	elder	mother	shared	the	groceries	with	the	extended	family.	

As	reflected	in	my	diary:					

	

“There’s	not	much	sense	of	saving,	when	there’s	 food	everybody	comes	to	eat,	when	there	

isn’t	they	don’t.	However,	I	appreciate	that	sense	of	sharing.	If	there	is	food,	they	will	share	

it,	they	will	eat	it	all”	(Reflective	diary,	18th	November	2017).	

	

Furthermore,	the	notion	of	sharing	extended	to	the	understanding	of	reciprocity.	While	I	discussed	

this	 topic	 already	 in	 the	Methods	 chapter,	 the	 understanding	 of	 reciprocity	 and	 its	 importance	 in	

relationships	was	related	to	 the	value	of	collective	 life	and	the	notion	of	sharing.	Reciprocity	or	 in	

Kichwa	 language	 “randi-randi”	 (Notes,	 12th	 October	 2017),	 was	 also	 present	 in	 health-related	

practices	and	I	will	develop	on	that	in	the	next	chapter.	

	

Collective	 living	 placed	 the	 community	 and	 family	 in	 the	 centre	 of	 Kichwa	 life.	 For	 this	 reason,	

Kichwa	people	 customarily	maintained	 closeness	within	 their	 own	 families.	While	 there	 are	many	

things	to	appreciate	about	strong	relational	practices,	taken	to	the	extreme	the	guardedness	created	

jealousy	and	envy	between	people	and	families.	As	I	will	discuss	in	the	next	chapter,	Kichwa	people	

described	envy	as	one	of	 the	main	sources	of	 illness.	Nonetheless,	 the	 importance	of	 cooperation	

and	collectiveness	were	key	aspects	of	Kichwa	culture	and	were	present	 in	most,	 if	not	all	of	their	

practices,	activities	and	events.	

	

II.	Relationship	with	nature	

	

In	 addition	 to	 the	 relationships	 with	 the	 family	 and	 community,	 Kichwa	 people	 had	 an	 evident	

connection	 with	 the	 nature	 that	 surrounded	 them.	 Natural	 sites	 were	 usually	 considered	 sacred	

amongst	Kichwa	culture	and	natural	objects,	were	often	believed	 to	have	power.	The	 relationship	
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with	 nature	 was	 an	 imperative	 aspect	 of	 Kichwa	 heath-related	 practices,	 although	 their	

environmental	interaction	was	also	manifested	throughout	their	customs	and	daily	practices.	In	this	

section,	 I	 will	 present	 the	 value	 of	 nature	 for	 Kichwa	 people	 and	 discuss	 the	 importance	 of	 their	

connection	 to	 their	 natural	 environment	 as	 background	 for	 the	 discussion	 developed	 in	 the	 next	

chapter.	

	

Communication	with	Nature	

	

Amongst	my	 first	 experiences	 in	 Rukullacta,	was	my	 participation	 in	 a	 ceremony	 that	 the	 Kichwa	

people	called	a	‘Limpia’,	which	is	the	Spanish	word	for	clean	or	cleanse.	The	Limpia	is	the	main	ritual	

in	 Kichwa	 healing	 practice	 and	while	 I	will	 discuss	 this	with	 detail	 in	 chapter	 six,	 upon	my	 arrival	

Marcos	prepared	a	Limpia	ceremony	for	me.	The	Limpia	had	the	purpose	to	introduce	me	to	nature	

and	“ask	the	energies	of	nature	for	wisdom”	for	the	undertaking	I	was	about	to	begin.	As	I	described	

in	my	reflective	diary,	“I	am	being	prepared	to	be	receptive	of	the	wisdom	of	the	earth,	of	the	jungle”	

(Reflective	 diary,	 1st	 October	 2017).	 As	 I	 will	 later	 examine,	 during	 the	 Limpia	 the	 healer	

communicates	 with	 nature.	 However,	 the	 communication	 with	 nature	 did	 not	 occur	 only	 during	

Limpia	ceremonies	and	healing	practices.	As	presented	in	previous	sections,	Kichwa	people	not	only	

used	nature	and	its	resources	in	the	building	of	their	traditional	houses,	but	also	in	their	sustenance	

through	the	cultivation	of	the	chakras.	The	procedures	for	building	homes	and	cultivating,	in	fact	for	

any	 use	 of	 natural	 materials,	 involved	 communicative	 interaction	 with	 the	 objects	 and	 the	

environment.	Moreover,	in	some	cases	it	required	weeks	of	preparation,	where	the	people	involved	

in	the	construction,	for	example,	had	to	undertake	a	special	diet.	Actually,	according	to	some	Kichwa	

people	 it	 was	 required	 that	 a	 person	 dieted	 before	 entering	 the	 jungle.	 As	 I	 was	 told,	 the	 diet	

prepared	 the	 body	 to	 be	 sensitive	 to	 the	 knowledge	 of	 nature,	 or	 as	 some	 other	 people	 also	

described	 it,	 to	 the	 energy	 that	 the	 jungle	 holds.	 As	 an	 outsider,	meaning	 non-kichwa	 visitor,	 not	

only	 I	 needed	preparation	 to	 access	 the	 knowledge	of	 nature,	 but	 also	my	presence	 in	 the	 jungle	

required	nature’s	permission.	For	this	reason,	I	was	received	in	Rukullacta	with	a	‘Limpia’	ceremony.		

	

The	communication	 requesting	permission	 from	nature	was	a	 recurrent	practice	of	Kichwa	people	

and	 was	 carried	 out	 in	 different	 forms.	While	 the	 Limpia	 ceremony	 offered	 a	more	 recognisable	

communication	with	nature	through	verbalisation	or	melodic	chants	–	that	will	be	further	described	

in	 the	next	 chapter	 –	 the	 communication	between	nature	 and	people,	was	usually	 in	 the	 form	of	

thoughts.	As	Marcos	once	disclosed	his	thought	over	a	cassava	root	he	took	to	plant,	he	said:		
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“I	always	[plant]	thinking	things,	like,	‘Father	God	help	me.	I'm	planting	a	stick	like	this	with	

nothing,	but	with	your	help	 it's	going	to	 load	enough	for	my	family,	 for	our	 food’”	 (Yachak	

Marcos	Ramirez,	16th	October	2017).	

	

Likewise,	 before	 grabbing	 a	plant,	 a	 root	or	 seed	Marcos	 told	me	 that	 one	had	 to	 always	 ask	 the	

jungle	for	permission	to	take	 it.	Although	he	reflectively	commented,	“sometimes	 I	 find	 it	 funny	to	

see	myself	talking	to	the	yuquita	[small	cassava]”	(Yachak	Marcos	Ramirez,	16th	October	2017).		

	

The	account	of	having	conversations	with	nature	and	asking	nature	for	permission	through	mental	

communication	was	recurrent	in	my	conversations	with	traditional	healers	(TH)	when	they	explained	

the	preparation	of	herbal	medicines.	Concerning	a	powerful	medicinal	plant	Yachak	Ambi	remarked,	

"that's	 why	 I	 tell	 it,	 take	 care	 of	 me,	 help	 me...	 and	 nothing	 [bad]	 happens"	 (Yachak	 Ambi,	 13th	

October	 2017).	 Nonetheless,	 communication	with	 nature	was	 present	 in	most	 of	 their	 traditional	

stories,	 particularly	 the	 stories	 that	 explained	 the	 uses	 of	 plants.	 While	 in	 the	 stories,	 the	

communication	with	nature	was	usually	represented	as	communication	with	the	spirits	of	nature	–	

which	 I	 will	 discuss	 later	 in	 this	 chapter	 –	 the	 storylines	 described	 the	 exchange	 of	 information	

between	 nature	 and	 people.	 For	 instance,	 while	 telling	 me	 the	 story	 of	 how	 Kichwa	 people	

discovered	guaysa	and	its	stimulating	effects,	Marcos	retold	what	the	spirits	of	nature	had	told	the	

first	Kichwa	man	introduced	to	the	guaysa	as	follows:		

	

“’Take	this	leaf	from	the	tree	and	take	it	home,	boil	it	and	drink.	Take	it	every	morning,	it	will	

give	 you	 strength,	more	energy,	more	 courage,	 it	will	 take	away	your	 laziness,’	 everything	

had	been	explained.	Then,	he	grabbed	and	took,	and	the	next	day	he	began	to	drink.	 ‘And	

from	there	 if	you	want,	 take	 it	and	plant	 it’	he	was	told.	From	there	 is	 that	the	drinking	of	

guaysa	comes	from”	(Yachak	Marcos	Ramirez,	16th	October	2017).		

	

Moreover,	 in	 the	 stories	 as	 in	 the	 procedures	 for	 cultivation,	 hunting,	 uses	 of	 land	 and	 natural	

materials	–	including	healing	sites	and	medicinal	plants	–	the	concept	of	reciprocity	was	also	present.	

Like	 with	 people,	 the	 interaction	 with	 nature	 was	 perceived	 as	 a	 process	 of	 exchange.	 As	 I	 will	

describe	 when	 discussing	 this	 topic	 in	 the	 health-related	 practices,	 what	 was	 requested	 when	

something	was	taken	from	nature	depended	on	the	particular	situation.	While	commonly	the	rules	

and	 diets	 people	 had	 to	 follow	 for	 hunting,	 cultivating	 or	 constructing,	 comprised	 within	 its	

restrictions	what	was	given	back	 to	nature,	 in	 the	healing	practices	nature	communicated	directly	
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with	the	healer	for	its	requests.	The	rules	and	diets,	for	example,	forbade	the	person	to	eat	specific	

products,	 touch	animals	or	 in	 some	cases,	engage	 in	 sexual	 relations;	and	depending	on	what	 the	

person	had	asked	from	nature,	the	period	of	dieting	was	established.	Another	example	was	found	in	

the	Kichwa	practices	of	cultivation,	where	only	a	fraction	of	the	land	that	people	owned	was	allowed	

to	 be	 cultivated.	 As	 it	 was	 explained	 to	 me,	 for	 instance	 in	 an	 area	 of	 thirty	 hectares	 only	 five	

hectares	were	farmed,	the	remaining	area	was	kept	in	its	natural	conditions.	As	one	of	the	TH	said	

while	he	explained	the	practice,	“you	never	work	the	entire	field”	(Yachak	Angel	Parco,	12th	October	

2017).	Owing	to	the	conception	of	reciprocity,	the	interaction	between	people	and	nature	through	

Kichwa	practices	was	considerate	and	respectful.		

	

The	Kichwa	people	enjoyed	a	privilege	of	having	settled	 in	 the	Amazon	region.	 In	Rukullacta	 I	was	

told	many	stories	that	explained	how	Kichwa	people	reached	the	Amazon	region	and	they	all	fell	in	

either	one	of	two	explanations.	The	first	explanation	assumed	that	the	Kichwa	people	in	the	Amazon	

descended	 from	the	Kichwa	cultures	of	 the	highlands	and	 reached	 the	Amazon	while	 fleeing	 from	

the	 Colonisers.	 Although	 that	 is	 the	 explanation	 that	 has	 been	 widely	 accepted	 in	 Ecuador,	 this	

theory	 has	 been	 disputed	 not	 only	 by	 scholars,	 but	 also	 by	many	 Kichwa	 people	 who	 live	 in	 the	

Amazon	 region	 today.	 As	 some	 Kichwa	 people	 told	 me,	 the	 similarities	 between	 the	 different	

indigenous	cultures	in	the	Amazon	region	were	greater	than	the	links	to	the	Kichwa	cultures	in	the	

highlands;	 “with	 the	 highlands	 it’s	 different,	 there	 are	 other	 visions”	 (Yachak	 Vinicio	 Lanchama	 -	

notes,	17th	October	2017).	Although	this	 is	a	debate	that	has	not	been	settled	and	likely	to	require	

more	research,	there	was	no	doubt	that	the	Amazonian	Kichwa	people	had	developed	their	culture	

and	 practices	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 the	 Amazon	 environmental	 conditions.	 In	 this	 regard,	 the	 Kichwa	

people	of	Rukullacta	had	a	distinctive	perception	of	abundance	and	scarcity.	Related	to	the	example	

given	for	the	concept	of	sharing,	 it	was	a	common	saying	between	Kichwa	people,	“When	there	is,	

we	eat.	When	there	is	not,	we	don’t”	(Notes,	6th	October	2017).	As	I	observed	when	we	went	to	“el	

Para”	 and	 because	 there	 was	 not	 an	 easy	 access	 to	 shops	 or	 electricity,	 the	 food	 we	 ate	 was	

gathered	 from	 their	 crops	 or	 the	 jungle;	 not	 only	 the	 variety	 of	 foods,	 but	 also	 the	 quantity	was	

plentiful.	 However,	 it	 was	 evident	 how	 much	 Kichwa	 people	 struggled	 because	 they	 found	

themselves	 not	 having	 enough,	 particularly	 when	 referring	 to	 money	 and	 the	 things	 that	 money	

allowed	them	to	have.	This	observation	was	recorded	in	my	reflective	diary	on	few	instances:			

	

“So	 far	 I’ve	 been	 eating	 lots	 of	 cassava	 or	 ‘yucca’	 or	 ‘yuyo’	 in	 Kichwa,	 and	 plantain	 or	

‘palanda’.	We	eat	a	lot	of	carbohydrates,	little	protein,	but	always	some.	I	can	see	how	this	

has	been	affected	by	the	concept	of	money.	They	tell	me	stories	about	the	times	when	they	
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fed	their	dogs	one	egg	a	day,	but	no	longer	do.	They	recognise	this	is	one	of	the	problems	of	

city	 life	 –	 they	 describe	 mainstream	 culture	 and	 the	 introduction	 of	 modern	 practices	 as	

“city”	 lifestyle	–	 that	 in	 the	city	everything	costs	money	and	that	 is	one	thing	that	Kichwas	

never	have	enough”	(Reflective	diary,	6th	October	2017).		

	

“Food	is	never	scarce	here.	There’s	always	yucca	[cassava]	and	plantain.	It	literally	grows	on	

trees.	But	anything	and	everything	that	comes	from	the	town	is	a	whole	new	different	thing.	

These	are	really	the	moments	where	I	find	Kichwa	people	feel	poor,	experience	scarcity	and	

feel	 different	 from	 those	 who	 find	 it	 easier	 to	 pull	 a	 five	 dollar	 note	 from	 the	 wallet”	

(Reflective	diary,	9th	October	2017).		

	

Considering	the	diversity	of	flora	in	the	Amazon	region	Marcos	and	his	family	were	very	resourceful	

when	 we	 went	 to	 their	 home	 in	 the	 deeper	 jungle,	 called	 “el	 Para”.	 Apart	 from	 the	 food,	 they	

playfully	provided	me	with:	“umbrellas	from	the	jungle”	that	were	very	large	leaves	that	shielded	the	

rain,	“toilet	paper	from	the	jungle”	that	was	a	special	type	of	leaf	that	was	large	and	soft	enough	to	

be	used	 for	 the	 same	purpose,	 “soap	 from	 the	 jungle”	 that	was	 another	 leaf	 that	 produced	 foam	

when	 rubbed	 and	 all	 sorts	 of	 things	 that	 were	 found	 in	 nature.	 Nonetheless,	 when	 we	 were	 in	

Rukullacta,	 the	 situation	 was	 completely	 different.	 As	 a	 result	 of	 adjusting	 to	 the	 money-based	

interactions	 of	 mainstream	 culture’s	 dealings,	 many	 Kichwa	 people	 were	 commonly	 indebted	 or	

lacking	 sufficient	 money	 to	 sustain	 their	 families.	 The	 limitation	 of	 money	 in	 contrast	 to	 the	

abundance	of	nature	was	also	an	observation	within	 the	uses	of	medicine.	When	asked	about	 the	

opinions	of	conventional	western	medicine,	one	of	the	participants	said:		

	

“Well,	western	medicine,	 like	I	say…	is	already	processed.	I	think	they	come	processed	from	

the	exterior	already,	but	here	we	use	what	is	natural.	And	besides,	we	don't…	we	don't	need	

a	resource	to	buy	[laughs	lightly]…	because	if	we	want	to	take	a	plant	and	plant	it…	it	doesn't	

have	 a	 cost.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 if	 we	 are	 going	 to	 buy,	 then	 it	 costs	 so	 much…	 and	

sometimes,	in	our	culture,	spending	$10	is	like	spending	$100.	So,	you	prefer	to	use	natural	

medicine”	(Ismael	Quishpe,	18th	December	2017).	

	

In	 spite	 of	 the	 lifestyle	 changes	 that	 resulted	 from	 the	 contact	 with	 mainstream	 culture,	 Kichwa	

people	 had	 a	 reverential	 approach	 towards	 nature.	While	 the	 scenery	 of	 the	 Amazon	 region	was	

impressive,	the	reverence	was	actually	linked	to	the	animistic	perception	that	Kichwa	people	had	of	

their	 environment.	 I	 will	 expand	 on	 this	 topic	 throughout	 this	 chapter.	 However,	 the	 way	 that	
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Kichwa	people	interacted	with	nature	through	their	practices,	demonstrated	the	respect	they	had	to	

it	that	in	some	cases	was	comparable	to	the	way	they	related	to	people.	As	I	observed	and	reflected	

in	my	notes:	

	

“The	Kichwa	people,	unlike	me,	 know	how	 to	 live	as	part	of	nature.	 I	must	 say	nature	has	

been	good	to	me.	Marcos	said	I	am	being	well	received	because	of	the	ceremony	he	held	for	

me	upon	my	arrival.	Just	as	I	am	now	‘his	daughter’,	the	jungle	has	accepted	me	as	hers	too”	

(Reflective	diary,	5th	October	2017).		

	

Sacred	locations	

	

As	mentioned	in	the	previous	section,	not	only	was	it	customary	for	Kichwa	people	to	ask	nature	for	

permission	for	an	outsider	to	enter	the	jungle,	but	also	it	was	necessary	to	ask	for	permission	every	

time	 a	 person	 –	 Kichwa	 and	 non-Kichwa	 –	 intended	 to	 visit	 a	 sacred	 site.	 In	 general,	 the	 Limpia	

ceremony	was	carried	out	before	a	person	had	contact	with	nature	because	–	as	Kichwa	people	said	

–	the	jungle	was	jealous	of	outsiders.	However,	the	entrance	to	a	particular	sacred	location	was	also	

conditional	on	nature’s	response.	Actually,	 the	way	the	sacred	site	communicated	 its	decision	was	

through	a	process	that	was	called	“the	siren”,	as	one	of	the	TH	described	in	conversation:	

	

“Nature	 has	 positive	 and	 negative	 [responses].	 When	 there	 is	 no	 way	 to	 get	 in,	 lighting	

guards	 it.	 When	 it	 receives	 you,	 it	 sends	 the	 siren…	 The	 siren	 is	 a	 wind	 that	 blows	 and	

sometimes	reveals	a	rainbow,	and	without	drinking	ayahuasca,	it	welcomes”	(Yachak	Vinicio	

Lanchama	-	notes,	17th	October	2017).	

	

In	his	explanation,	Vinicio	mentioned	lighting	guarding	the	sacred	site.	As	I	will	describe	later	in	this	

section,	 entering	 a	 sacred	 site	 required	 preparation	 that	 usually	 involved	 undertaking	 a	 Limpia	

ceremony	on	the	eve	of	the	trip	to	the	location,	and	the	lighting	referred	to	the	weather	conditions	

of	the	morning	of	the	trip.	If	the	morning	was	stormy,	it	meant	that	the	jungle	had	not	accepted	the	

entrance.	Furthermore,	when	a	person	entered	a	sacred	site	without	its	permission	it	was	believed	

that	 it	 could	 harm	 the	 person’s	 body.	 While	 in	 mainstream	 culture	 people	 perceive	 that	 abrupt	

changes	of	environmental	conditions	can	cause	reactions	in	a	person’s	body,	the	Kichwa	people	saw	

it	as	a	rejection	of	the	jungle	that	was	expressed	as	illness.	The	general	signs	that	one	had	entered	a	

sacred	location	with	no	permission	were	for	instance,	feeling	nausea	or	vomiting,	strong	headaches,	
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faintness	 and	 loss	 of	 appetite.	 Keep	 in	 mind	 that	 I	 had	 witnessed	 these	 reactions	 before	 while	

kayaking	in	a	different	region	of	Ecuador,	and	when	this	happened	people	ordinarily	said	that	it	was	

“mal	aire”	or	bad	air.	 For	 this	 reason	and	particularly	when	dealing	with	outsiders,	Kichwa	people	

carried	out	a	Limpia	ceremony	before	visiting	sacred	sites	with	the	intention	to	ask	for	permission	to	

enter.	Therefore,	when	the	jungle,	cavern,	river,	mountain	or	waterfall	granted	entrance,	there	was	

no	affection	to	the	people	who	visited	the	site.		

	

The	 first	 time	 I	 asked	 for	permission	 to	enter	a	natural	 site,	was	 for	 the	purpose	of	 this	 research.	

Needles	 to	 say,	 I	 did	 not	 experience	 any	 of	 the	 symptoms	 after	 entering	 the	 cavern	 and	 two	

waterfalls	 I	 visited	 while	 I	 was	 there.	 Although	 I	 had	 a	 Limpia	 ceremony	 performed	 as	 a	 general	

introduction	 to	 nature,	 Marcos	 undertook	 a	 Limpia	 ceremony	 for	 every	 time	 we	 visited	 sacred	

locations.	However,	the	process	or	ceremony	when	entering	a	particular	site	was	slightly	different.	In	

addition	to	the	Limpia	ceremony	undertaken	on	the	eve	of	the	visit,	a	second	Limpia	was	carried	out	

in	the	presence	of	the	sacred	site.	Once	we	reached	the	sacred	location,	Marcos	customarily	made	a	

grateful	 toast	 and	 offered	 nature	 a	 cup	 of	 distilled	 alcohol	 that	 Kichwa	 people	 called	 “kachiwa”,	

which	was	poured	over	 the	water.	 The	 reason	 for	 this,	 as	 I	mentioned	earlier,	was	 to	 give	nature	

something	in	return	for	allowing	us	to	be	there.	Then	each	person	was	called	to	step	in	front	of	the	

TH	and	with	leaves	that	were	collected	on	our	way	there,	the	TH	started	the	Limpia	ceremony.	While	

I	will	describe	the	details	of	a	Limpia	ceremony	in	chapter	six,	the	ritual	was	essentially	a	cleansing	

that	prepared	the	person	to	receive	nature,	its	wisdom,	energy	or	healing.	In	contrast	to	the	typical	

Limpia	ceremony,	when	a	Limpia	took	place	in	a	sacred	location	the	TH	replaced	the	tobacco	–	which	

was	one	of	the	indispensable	elements	in	the	ritual	–	with	water	from	the	caverns	or	waterfalls.	
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Picture 22 (top left) Sacred hidden cavern near Rukullacta 

Picture 23 (right) Small sacred waterfall near “el Para” 

Picture 24 (bottom left) Sketches of the large sacred waterfall	

	

The	first	sacred	location	I	visited	was	a	hidden	cavern	located	in	a	currently	privatised	but	untouched	

territory,	near	the	Rukullacta	water	tank	(see	picture	22).	 In	order	to	reach	the	cavern,	we	walked	

about	 an	hour	 and	a	half	 in	 the	 jungle;	 the	 visit	 took	place	on	 the	14th	 of	October	of	 2017.	 I	was	

taken	 to	 this	 cavern	 after	 Marcos	 sensed	 me	 being	 low	 in	 energy,	 which	 –	 as	 discussed	 in	 the	

Methods	chapter	–	was	the	result	of	the	stresses	of	fieldwork	and	the	innumerable	mosquito	bites	

that	drained	my	energy.	In	this	regard,	I	wrote:	

	

“I	 just	 realised	a	moment	ago,	 that	all	 of	a	 sudden	all	 the	 insect	bites	dried	out.	 I’ve	been	

here	 for	 exactly	 16	 days	 and	 have	 tons	 of	 mosquito	 bites,	 especially	 in	 my	 feet.	 Well,	

yesterday	 Marcos	 took	 me	 to	 a	 cavern	 –	 caverns	 are	 one	 of	 the	 sacred	 and	 powerful	

locations	in	the	jungle	-	and	did	a	Limpia	on	me,	just	with	plants	and	in	the	cavern	water.	He	

told	me	the	water	of	 the	caverns	hold	powers.	For	me	 it	was	such	a	relief,	we	haven’t	had	

water	for	the	past	five	days	and	thus,	I	haven’t	showered	in	a	week.	He	told	me	to	submerge	

and	wash	in	the	cavern	waters,	that	it	is	powerful	and	it	will	help	me	receive	energy	from	it.	
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So	 I	 did.	 To	 be	 honest,	 I’ve	 been	 feeling	 great	 after	 this.	 However,	 it’s	 the	 dried	mosquito	

bites	 that	 surprise	me,	 it	 doesn’t	 itch.	 I’ve	 been	 using	 Germolene,	 but	 the	 ease	 is	 nothing	

compared	to	this.”	(Reflective	diary,	15th	October	2017)	

	

Considering	that	sacred	sites	were	generally	in	the	deep	jungle	and	required	preparation,	the	visits	

to	 sacred	 locations	had	a	 sensation	of	going	on	a	 trip.	Not	only	 the	slippery	 jungle	paths	 required	

complete	 attentiveness,	 but	 also	Marcos	 showed	me	 every	 plant	 that	 had	medicinal	 uses	 on	 the	

way.	The	second	sacred	 location	 I	visited	was	one	of	the	three	sites	 located	 in	“el	Para”,	the	small	

waterfall	(see	figure	23).	The	visits	to	the	first	two	locations	involved	only	Marcos,	his	wife	and	me.	

The	third	and	last	sacred	location	I	visited,	was	the	large	waterfall	also	located	within	the	reaches	of	

Marcos’	property.	The	third	excursion	was	not	only	longer	and	difficult,	but	also	-	and	for	the	same	

reasons	 –	 involved	 almost	 the	 entire	 family	 including	 some	 extended	 relatives.	 Since	 the	 path	

involved	 swimming	 across	 a	 river	 –	 that	 if	 the	 conditions	 were	 unfavourable,	 would	 fence	 our	

entrance	–	I	was	advised	not	to	bring	the	camera	along	with	me.	However,	I	sketched	the	waterfall	

upon	my	return	to	save	the	imprint	of	it	(See	figure	24).	The	visit	was	practically	a	daytrip,	but	it	was	

taken	 with	 utmost	 carefulness	 and	 respect.	 As	 revealed	 in	 a	 conversation	 with	 one	 of	 Marcos	

relatives	on	the	eve	of	the	visit:		

	

“You	 do	 not	 get	 here	 [in	 reference	 to	 the	 sacred	 location]	 for	 adventure.	 Obviously,	 one	

arrives	here	to	seek	the	wisdom,	the	‘cosmovision’,	the	strength	and	the	vitality	in	which	one	

relates	to	trees,	waterfalls,	rivers,	and	stones.	These	are	places	that	many	times	people	who	

do	not	have	that	relationship	think	that	it	is	a	common	stone.	Those	stones	have	life…	Papa	

[in	 reference	 to	 Marcos]	 has	 his	 knowledge,	 he	 has	 arrived	 at	 the	 place,	 he	 asks	 for	

permission.	After	a	moment	it	is	something	so	incredible,	the	breeze,	that	strength	from	the	

waterfall	remains	still	and	you	can	enter	to	bathe.	So,	as	Papa	said,	it's	not	because	someone	

knows	how	to	swim	that	you	get	to	enter,	you	have	to	have	a	lot,	a	lot	of	respect	for	those	

sacred	places”	(Compadre	Pepe	-	notes,	28th	October	2017).		

	

After	the	journeys	to	sacred	locations	it	was	customary	to	follow	a	special	diet	and	rest.	The	Limpia	

ceremonies	 held	 in	 a	 sacred	 location	 were	 more	 revered	 and	 were	 only	 accessible	 in	 close	

acquaintance.	 In	 general,	 a	 visit	 to	 a	 sacred	 location	was	always	mindful	 and	 involved	a	profound	

relationship	with	nature’s	power.	The	opportunities	I	had	to	visit	a	sacred	location	offered	me	clarity	

about	the	connection	and	significance	of	nature	in	Kichwa	practices.	
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Parallelisms	in	nature	

	

One	 aspect	 that	 I	 recurrently	 recognised	 in	 the	way	 that	 Kichwa	people	 expressed	 their	 views	on	

nature,	was	 the	 identification	of	parallelisms	between	particular	 characteristics	of	 the	wildlife	and	

their	 behaviours.	 To	 develop	 the	 concept,	 Kichwa	 people	 understood	 the	 effects	 of	 nature	 over	

people	 and	 people	 over	 nature,	 as	 something	 that	 was	 firstly	 interconnected	 and	 secondly,	 that	

replicated	its	characteristics	over	the	other.	For	example,	part	of	the	reason	Kichwa	people	followed	

diets	 before	 harvesting	 was	 because	 in	 order	 to	 have	 good	 crops,	 the	 person	 had	 to	 have	 an	

energetic	synchronisation	with	nature.	As	I	was	told,	“the	jungle	is	energetic,	every	plant	has	energy”	

(Yachak	Angel	Parco	-	Notes,	12th	October	2017).	Therefore,	any	dealing	with	those	plants	required	

the	person	to	be	purified	from	any	substance	that	interfered	with	their	naturalness	or	wholeness	as	

a	natural	state	of	being.	In	a	state	of	wholeness,	the	person	was	able	to	connect	with	nature	and	this	

process	was	essential	for	the	practice	of	medicine	and	healing.	While	I	will	discuss	this	topic	in	the	

next	 chapter,	 in	 the	Kichwa	healing	practices	 this	 process	was	 known	as	 “compactar”	or	 blending	

with	 nature.	 In	 contrast,	 when	 the	 person	 had	 not	 followed	 the	 diet	 or	 was	 not	 in	 a	 state	 of	

wholeness	with	nature,	its	interaction	had	a	negative	affection.	For	instance,	when	a	woman	was	in	

her	 menstrual	 period,	 she	 was	 forbidden	 to	 work	 in	 the	 chakra	 because	 it	 was	 believed	 that	

menstruation	affected	the	crops	 in	parallel	 to	how	 it	affected	the	woman.	As	Marcos	explained	to	

me,	just	as	a	woman	during	her	menstruation	was	not	fertile,	her	contact	with	the	crop	during	her	

period	would	make	“the	roots	dry”.	The	blending	with	nature	was	also	on	the	basis	of	the	ability	to	

learn	from	it.	Following	the	reasoning,	when	a	person	blended	with	nature	it	meant	that	nature	was	

able	to	affect	her	awareness	and	gain	knowledge	directly	from	nature.	As	mentioned	–	but	described	

in	detail	in	chapter	six	–	blending	with	nature	was	part	of	the	TH’s	training.		

	

Furthermore,	in	what	I	was	taught	about	the	abilities	and	skills	that	Kichwa	people	had	for	living	in	

the	 jungle,	 their	 knowledge	 derived	 essentially	 from	 their	 close	 observation	 of	 nature,	 especially	

animal’s	 behaviour.	 For	 instance,	 they	 recognised	 paths	 towards	 water	 sources	 by	 following	 the	

marks	 that	 animals	 such	 as	 jaguars	 and	 wild-pigs	 left	 on	 the	 trees.	 Similarly,	 they	 were	 able	 to	

recognise	 the	 fruits	 that	 were	 edible	 by	 observing	 the	 fruits	 that	 birds	 ate.	 Moreover,	 the	

observation	of	characteristics	in	plants	in	many	cases	gave	them	the	knowledge	of	their	properties	

and	uses.	For	example,	on	one	of	our	excursions	to	a	sacred	location	Marcos	stopped	to	show	me	a	

plant	 that	 was	 red	 on	 the	 tip	 (see	 picture	 25)	 and	 told	 me	 how	 its	 colour	 corresponded	 to	 its	

properties	to	heal	menstrual	pains	and	other	woman’s	health	 issues.	Similarly,	 the	resemblance	of	
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inside	 fibres	 of	 one	 of	 the	 plants	 to	 human	 veins	 corresponded	 to	 its	 use	 for	 varicose	 relief	 (see	

picture	 26).	 Another	 example	was	 a	 type	 of	 thin	 and	 long	 hanging	 roots	 that	 were	 used	 for	 hair	

growth	and	like	those,	there	were	numerous	examples.					

	

	
Picture 25 (left) Plant with red tip that was used for issues related to menstruation 

Picture 26 (right) Plant’s inside fibers used for varicose relief 	

	

The	 parallelisms	 were	 also	 described	 in	 beliefs	 related	 to	 the	 effects	 that	 plants,	 fruits	 and	

vegetables	 had	 when	 consumed.	 For	 instance,	 it	 was	 traditionally	 believed	 that	 if	 a	 woman	 ate	

conjoined	plantains	or	bananas,	she	would	have	a	twin	pregnancy.	As	one	of	the	THs	recalled	while	

telling	me	about	this:		

	

“We	used	 to	have	a	 lot	of	beliefs.	A	woman,	a	 teenager	girl,	 a	girl	 should	not	 eat	or	 cook	

conjoined	plantain,	like	this	[shows	with	hands],	or	plantain,	bananas.	Nowadays	people	eat	

them,	but	 in	the	past	 it	was	thought	that	those	women	once	they	have	a	husband	and	get	

pregnant,	 they	would	have	two	children,	 twins.	 It	was	 like	 that	when	they	 ignored…	 it	was	

totally	 forbidden.	 Likewise,	 when	 little	 girls	 are	 playing	 around	 and	 sometimes	 they	 get	

tangled	up,	like	this	[shows	with	a	rope]	that	was	forbidden	because	sometimes	the	umbilical	

cord	gets	 tangled.	When	they	are	grown	ups	and	 they	have	children	 that	 is	when	 they	get	

tangled.	 Also	 one	 should	 never	 withhold	 from	 giving	 drinking	 water...	 No	 woman	 should	

withhold,	 because	 if	 anything	 you	already	 know	 that	when	 you	grow	up,	 have	a	husband,	

have	 children,	 if	 you	 are	 a	 withholder	 of	 anything,	 then	 when	 you	 get	 pregnant	 you	

accumulate	water.	So,	it	is	forbidden	for	women	to	withhold	water”	(Midwife	Marta	Juarez,	

18th	October	2017).	
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In	 relation	to	 the	roles	of	women	that	 I	previously	discussed,	Marta’s	account	also	accentuate	the	

prohibitions	 regarding	 the	 withholding	 of	 water	 for	 women	 and	 the	 implications	 on	 their	 future	

wellbeing.	 As	 I	 previously	 described,	 one	 of	 the	main	 roles	 of	 women	was	 the	 serving	 of	 drinks,	

which	 is	 linked	 to	 the	 prohibition	 of	 withholding	 water	 and	 the	 belief	 of	 its	 parallelisms	 to	 the	

woman’s	body.	 In	our	 conversation,	 she	also	described	 that	girls	were	not	allowed	 to	 sit	on	 rocks	

since	 that	 would	 made	 them	 lazy.	 Kichwa	 people	 as	 I	 will	 discuss	 later	 in	 this	 chapter,	 did	 not	

appreciate	 laziness.	 As	 I	 have	 presented,	 the	 parallelisms	 with	 nature	 not	 only	 referred	 to	 the	

characteristics	of	plants	and	its	uses,	but	they	also	had	implications	on	the	behaviours	and	practices	

of	Kichwa	people.		

	

Contamination	

	

“I	must	admit	that	sometimes	I	must	pretend	I	don’t	know	what	I	know.	I	can’t	drink	chicha	if	

I	think	too	much	in	its	process.	I	made	chicha	yesterday	and	while	I	can’t	say	it	tastes	bad	–	it	

actually	resembles	the	taste	of	yogurt	–	and	it	is	not	spitted	over	as	it	used	to	be,	as	I	began	

to	make	it,	I	saw	bits	that	to	me	where	unclean.	Yet,	I	know	they	don’t	see	it	that	way.	They	

don’t	see	dirt	as	dirty	and	perhaps	they	are	most	likely	right.	I	am	used	to	a	different	type	of	

dirt,	 one	 that	 is	 really	 dirty,	 one	 that	 is	 contaminated	 by	 the	 pollution	 that	 I	 am	 mostly	

surrounded	with”	(Reflective	diary,	5th	October	2017).	

	

As	 discussed	 in	 the	 Methods	 chapter,	 there	 were	 moments	 throughout	 my	 fieldwork	 where	 I	

experienced	distinctions	in	the	ways	that	Kichwa	people	lived	and	the	lifestyle	I	was	accustomed	to.	

One	 of	 the	 distinctive	 aspects	 that	 I	 questioned	 about	 my	 own	 perception	 was	 the	 notion	 of	

cleanliness.	A	common	belief	among	Ecuadorean	mainstream	culture	 is	the	notion	that	 indigenous	

people	 and	 their	 practices	 are	 unclean.	 This	 representation	 of	 Ecuadorean	 indigenous	 people	 has	

strong	 links	 to	 Colonialism	 and	 the	 contrast	 between	 the	 indigenous	 and	 the	 ‘civilised’	 –	 which	 I	

introduced	 in	 the	 contextual	 background	 and	 reviewed	 across	 the	 theoretic	 frameworks	 –	 and	 as	

this	experience	revealed	to	me,	corresponds	to	a	stereotype	that	I	had	naively	also	believed.	First	of	

all,	as	mentioned	earlier	the	ritual	of	the	‘Limpia’	is	in	fact	a	ritual	that	represents	cleanliness	and	as	I	

continuously	 observed	 and	 reflected	 on,	 the	 Kichwa	 people	 and	 their	 practices	 were	 noticeably	

concerned	with	what	was	considered	clean.	As	recorded	in	my	fieldnotes:	
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“Kichwa	people	are	very	conscious	of	cleanliness.	The	house,	though	made	out	of	dirt	floor,	is	

always	clean.	Bits	of	food	are	thrown	outside	and	in	the	past	–	they’ve	told	me	–	the	elders	

would	send	the	young	to	take	the	rubbish	far	from	the	house,	even	the	food	residues	were	to	

be	taken	away.	Likewise,	the	human	residues,	the	toilet	was	not	only	far,	but	also	covered.	

They	were	telling	me	that	just	as	cats	–	who	they	consider	to	be	one	of	the	cleanest	animals	–	

cover	their	waste,	so	should	humans”	(Reflective	diary,	6th	October	2017).		

	

In	analysis,	the	contrast	I	experienced	–	particularly	at	the	initial	stages	of	my	fieldwork	–	was	rather	

a	contrast	 regarding	my	perception	of	what	 I	considered	clean	or	unclean.	The	Kichwa	people,	 for	

instance,	did	not	consider	soil	to	be	dirty;	soil	was	part	of	their	home,	was	what	nurtured	their	food	

and	a	bit	of	soil	in	the	chicha	or	any	other	food	had	no	reason	to	be	considered	unclean.	However,	

soil	 in	 my	 food	 had	 a	 completely	 different	 meaning.	 This	 observation	 has	 corresponding	

characteristics	 with	 Douglas’	 (1966)	 theory,	 which	 I	 discussed	 in	 Chapter	 three.	 Nonetheless,	 the	

different	perception	of	the	cleanliness	of	soil	does	entail	a	problem,	fundamentally	because	Kichwa	

people	had	been	accustomed	to	an	unpolluted	jungle	where	everything	is	nature	and	natural.	While	

under	 those	conditions,	 there	would	be	no	need	 to	 think	of	 soil	 in	my	 food	or	un-boiled	water	as	

having	any	harm,	 the	effects	of	 ‘civilisation’	 and	 the	pollution	 caused	by	modern	 industries	 in	 the	

Amazon	region	has	changed	that.		

	

While	 impacts	 of	 industrial	 developments	 have	 affected	 the	 environment	 and	 incidentally	 the	

lifestyles	 of	 Kichwa	 people,	 as	 I	 mentioned	 earlier,	 the	 impacts	 of	 agrarian	 laws	 have	 also	 been	

considerable	 on	 the	 lives	 –	 and	 health	 –	 of	 the	 Kichwa	 people	 in	 the	 region.	 For	 example,	 the	

Agrarian	reform	of	1964	granted	unused	 lands	to	 farmers	 for	production	and	 in	the	 interpretation	

that	 ‘unused	 lands’	were	any	 land	 that	was	not	 in	 cultivation;	 farmers	were	assigned	 lands	where	

Kichwa	 people	 used	 to	 live,	 along	 with	 those	 considered	 sacred.	 As	 I	 was	 told,	 the	 Ecuadorean	

government	 later	 allocated	 lands	 to	 indigenous	populations,	 but	 it	was	 a	 common	practice	of	 the	

Colonos	to	exchange	hectares	of	land	for	products	that	were	amusing	to	the	Kichwa	people,	such	as	

machetes	and	powder	guns.	In	Marcos	reminiscences,	he	used	to	say	how	foolish	his	grandparents	

were	 to	 think	 that	 hectares	 of	 land	 were	 equivalent	 to	 something	 as	 trivial	 as	 a	 machete.	

Nonetheless,	recent	hunting	prohibitions	–	while	in	awareness	of	the	conservation	of	wildlife	–	also	

had	direct	impacts	on	the	lifestyles,	eating	habits	and	health	of	Kichwa	people.	In	relation	to	this,	in	

my	fieldnotes	I	wrote:	
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“The	Kichwas	consume	the	waters	from	the	rivers	and	streams	and	now	use	ammunition	and	

powder	 to	 hunt	 animals,	 without	 knowing	 the	 environmental	 and	 health	 consequences	 of	

these	products”	(Reflective	diary,	6th	October	2017).		

	

“Kichwa	 people	 have	 made	 the	 correlation	 between	 pesticides	 and	 contamination.	 They	

know	it’s	not	good	for	their	health	or	for	the	wellbeing	of	the	jungle.	But	they	have	not	yet	

realised	that	modern	weapons	–	that	some	of	them	use	for	hunting	–	are	contaminators	also.	

They	were	actually	upset	at	the	current	president	for	limiting	the	use	of	weapons”	(Reflective	

diary,	6th	October	2017).		

	

Although	I	personally	support	hunting	regulations,	the	importance	of	hunting	for	the	Kichwa	people	

was	 only	 evident	 to	me	 from	my	 experience	with	 them.	 The	 prohibition	 of	 hunting	 –	 in	 terms	 of	

health	–	affected	greatly	Kichwa	people’s	diet.	To	illustrate	the	problem,	the	diets	of	modern	Kichwa	

people	was	 fundamentally	 based	on	 plantain	 and	 cassava	 and	 though	 I	was	 told	 that	 in	 the	 past,	

meat,	 fish	 and	 eggs	were	 an	 important	 component	 of	 their	 diet,	 the	meals	 I	 ate	with	 them	were	

mainly	 based	 on	 carbohydrates.	 As	 I	 presented	 in	 the	 contextual	 background	 chapter,	 chronic	

malnourishment	is	one	of	the	biggest	health	issues	amongst	indigenous	populations	in	Ecuador	and	

from	 my	 observations,	 I	 argue	 that	 environmental	 regulations	 are	 associated	 to	 this	 problem.	

Moreover,	the	numerous	stories	I	was	told	of	Kichwa	people	that	were	in	prison	for	hunting	made	

me	 realise	 that	 while	 the	 purpose	 of	 forbidding	 hunting	 was	 to	 protect	 the	 regions’	 wildlife,	 it	

affected	the	indigenous	people	–	who	have	traditionally	depended	on	this	practice	–	more	than	the	

industries	and	mass-productions	that	were	mainly	responsible	for	the	contamination	and	detriments	

of	 the	 region.	 I	 will	 discuss	 the	 importance	 of	 considering	 indigenous	 perspectives	 in	 the	

development	of	policies	in	Chapter	seven.	However,	these	accounts	show	that	while	unintended,	the	

impact	 of	 laws	 and	 regulations,	 even	 when	 apparently	 unrelated	 –	 such	 as	 agrarian	 and	

environmental	policies	–	had	a	deep	bearing	to	the	life	and	health	of	indigenous	populations,	such	as	

the	Kichwa	people.	

		

III.	Ancestors	and	Spirits	

	

As	discussed	 in	 the	previous	 section,	 the	 relationship	with	nature	was	of	noteworthy	value	 to	 the	

Kichwa	people.	However,	this	was	also	related	to	their	understanding	of	the	world	and	the	animistic	

belief	that	nature	had	spirit.	In	this	section,	I	will	present	and	discuss	the	significance	of	spirits	and	
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ancestors	within	Kichwa	culture.	The	spirits	of	the	jungle	constitute	the	foundation	of	Kichwa	healing	

practices	that	will	be	addressed	in	the	next	chapter.			

	

Ancestors	and	the	afterlife	

	

During	 a	 conversation	while	 walking	 around	 the	 community	 of	 Rukullacta	with	Marcos’	 youngest	

son,	I	was	asked	whether	I	was	afraid	of	spirits.	I	asked	if	he	meant	the	spirits	of	nature	–	which	I	had	

already	heard	about	–	but	he	corrected	me	by	saying	that	what	he	meant	was	“ghosts”	(Notes,	11th	

October	2017).	I	am	in	fact,	not	afraid	of	ghosts	and	thus,	told	him	that	I	was	not	and	with	a	sense	of	

relief,	he	began	to	tell	me	about	the	ghosts	of	his	ancestors	that	were	present	in	the	house	I	stayed	

in.	This	was	not	the	only	time	I	was	told	stories	about	relatives	who	had	died,	but	whose	presence	

could	 still	 be	 felt	 around	 the	 places	 where	 they	 lived.	 In	 one	 of	 the	 interviews,	 the	 participant	

described	how	his	recently	dead	brother	in-law	was	felt	around	the	house.	In	the	interview	he	said:		

	

“He	 was	 like,	 like	 a	 son	 to	 the	 family.	 So	 he	 came.	 He	 is	 sometimes	 in	 the	 living	 room,	

sometimes	in	the	bedroom,	sometimes	he	even	sleeps,	or	on	the	Internet,	or	in	laundry,	or	in	

the	dining	 room.	So…	since	he	died	 recently,	he	 still	moves,	he	 is	alive”	 (Raul	Huango,	21st	

November	2017).	

	

As	a	matter	of	fact,	the	“Limpia”	ceremony	that	was	performed	for	Raul	and	his	family	was	to	clean	

the	 bad	 spirits,	 particularly	 related	 to	 the	 recent	 death	 of	 his	 relative	 that	 because	 of	 his	 abrupt	

death	–	in	a	car	accident	–	was	disturbing	the	family.	Nonetheless,	in	his	answer	he	described	clearly	

the	state	of	the	spirit	as	moving	and	being	“alive”.	Actually,	the	word	“Samay”	in	Kichwa	language	is	

a	 word	 that	 means	 both	 ‘spirit’	 and	 ‘breath’.	 However,	 I	 argue	 that	 it	 is	 not	 exactly	 a	 double	

meaning.	As	Marcos	once	explained	while	elucidating	this	word	to	me,	he	said	that	just	as	a	person	

stops	breathing	when	she	dies,	her	spirit	leaves	the	body.	The	word	samay	means	spirit,	but	Kichwa	

people	understand	breathing	as	the	process	of	the	body	when	the	spirit	inhabits	it.	In	the	process	of	

death,	the	spirit	leaves	the	body	but	it	does	not	cease	to	exist.	As	I	will	discuss	in	the	next	chapter,	

Kichwa	people	believed	that	particularly	with	the	spirits	of	Yachaks,	the	soul	was	able	to	take	form	of	

jaguars	and	other	animals	in	the	jungle.	Although	the	description	of	human	spirits	taking	the	form	of	

animals	 after	 death	 was	 limited	 to	 the	 spirits	 of	 Yachaks,	 the	 spirits	 of	 other	 people	 were	 also	

believed	to	be	alive,	at	least	for	a	period	of	time	after	death.	Nonetheless,	I	found	a	distinction	in	the	

way	 that	 younger	 and	 elder	 Kichwa	 people	 described	 the	 existence	 of	 spirits.	 For	 instance,	when	

Mama	Carmen	was	telling	me	about	her	father’s	bereavement,	she	described	the	event	as	a	joyful	
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reunion	where	all	the	family	gathered	to	eat	and	drink	with	her	father;	Marcos	added	to	her	story	

that	 they	 all	 felt	 the	presence	of	 Carmen’s	 father	 there.	 In	 contrast,	 the	descriptions	 of	 spirits	 by	

Marcos’	son	and	Raul	for	example,	were	associated	with	somewhat	negative	emotions,	such	as	the	

fear	of	ghosts	or	‘bad	spirits’.	This	distinction	made	me	think	about	the	demonised	concept	of	spirits,	

not	only	supposed	evil	by	the	Catholic	Church,	but	also	represented	by	western	culture	and	media	

that	I	will	explore	in	the	Discussions	Chapter.			

	

Nature	and	the	connection	to	the	spirit	world	

	

As	previously	described,	 in	certain	cases	the	spirits	of	people	were	able	to	take	form	of	animals	 in	

the	 jungle	 after	 death.	 However,	 this	 was	 not	 the	 only	 association	 between	 spirits	 and	 nature.	

Actually,	Kichwa	people	acknowledged	that	the	jungle	and	all	its	components	were	alive.	The	spirits	

of	the	jungle	were	not	only	present	in	the	stories	that	Kichwa	people	told	about	the	creation	of	the	

world	and	other	mythical	explanations	of	the	world	around	them,	but	also	a	key	component	of	their	

health-related	practices	 that	will	be	explored	 in	 the	next	 chapter.	Nonetheless,	 from	 the	different	

stories	 Kichwa	 people	 told	 me,	 there	 were	 various	 spirits	 in	 the	 jungle.	 There	 were	 spirits	 that	

guarded	and	protected	specific	regions,	but	also	particular	features	of	the	Jungle	and	other	natural	

sites.	For	 instance,	 there	were	spirits	of	 rivers,	mountains	and	rocks	that	were	not	only	guardians,	

but	also	 the	 source	of	 the	 specific	 knowledge	 that	a	Yachak	was	able	 to	attain.	 I	will	 develop	 this	

topic	with	detail	in	the	next	chapter,	but	in	essence	the	speciality	of	a	Yachak	depended	on	the	type	

of	jungle	spirit	she	had	experienced	and	her	connection	with	it.	

	

In	Kichwa	traditional	stories,	the	spirits	of	some	ancestral	animals	were	also	petrified	in	large	rocks	

that	were	 later	considered	sacred	sites	or	regarded	as	powerful	when	the	rocks	were	smaller.	The	

way	Kichwa	people	identified	the	animal	spirit	that	had	been	turned	into	a	rock	was	by	the	shape	of	

the	 rock	 (see	 picture	 27).	 For	 example,	 if	 a	 rock	 was	 shaped	 in	 resemblance	 to	 a	 river	 boa	 –	 an	

Amazonian	river	snake	–	or	its	head,	it	was	said	to	be	very	powerful.	The	river	boa	was	considered	a	

powerful	spirit;	in	the	stories	of	creation,	river	boas	were	created	from	the	penis	of	a	god,	which	was	

stolen,	cut	into	pieces	and	thrown	into	the	river.	Nonetheless,	as	I	will	describe	in	the	next	chapter,	

some	 healers	 and	 practitioners	 of	 evil	 deeds	 used	 the	 power	 of	 the	 rocks	 for	 their	 undertakings.	

Following	the	discussion	in	the	previous	section	of	how	as	an	outsider,	I	had	to	ask	the	spirits	of	the	

jungle	 for	 permission	 to	 enter;	 different	 regions	 also	 had	 different	 spirits	 to	 guard	 them.	 For	

example,	 Ama	 Sanga	 was	 the	 name	 of	 the	 spirit	 of	 the	 Pastaza	 jungle	 located	 southeast	 from	



 167 

Archidona.	 Ibio	was	the	spirit	of	Morona	Santiago,	the	southern	region	of	the	Ecuadorean	Amazon	

where	Kichwa	people	settled,	and	the	spirit	of	the	 jungle	 in	the	Napo	region	was	called	 Ingaro.	As	

recorded	 in	 my	 notes,	 Ingaro	 was	 described	 as	 “a	 tall	 man	 with	 tiger	 claws”	 that	 “helped	 with	

hunting”	and	“as	good	he’s	really	good,	but	as	bad,	he’s	very	bad”	(Notes,	17th	October	2017).	Ingaro	

as	 I	was	 told,	was	a	spirit	 that	was	very	protective	and	caring,	but	when	disturbed	he	was	able	 to	

cause	great	harm	on	people.	As	 it	 is	seen	 in	 the	descriptions	of	 the	spirit	 Ingaro,	 the	spirits	of	 the	

jungle	had	human	and	animal	characteristics,	usually	a	mixture	of	both.	Moreover,	they	were	able	to	

adopt	 either	 masculine	 or	 feminine	 characteristics	 depending	 on	 the	 interaction	 they	 had	 with	

humans.	As	I	was	frequently	told,	“woman	spirits	appear	to	men	and	men	spirits	appear	to	women”	

(Notes,	5th	October	2017).	While	spirit	animals	could	appear	to	anyone	who	was	ready	to	encounter	

them,	as	I	will	describe	in	the	next	chapter,	the	meeting	and	further	relationship	with	jungle	spirits	

was	an	essential	aspect	of	the	training	processes	of	Yachaks.	

	

 
Picture 27 Rock resembling an anteater bear 	

	

Dreams	and	communication	with	the	spirit	realm	

	

	“I	had	a	dream	that	Marcos	 interpreted	 for	me.	He	 said	 I	might	 find	a	 jungle	 spirit,	 that	 I	

might	see	one	of	the	jungle	spirits.	They	only	appear	to	those	who	the	jungle	wants	to	meet	

and	share	its	wisdom	with”	(Reflective	diary,	5th	October	2017).	

	

While	 I	 did	 not	 experience	 an	 encounter	 with	 the	 spirits	 of	 the	 jungle,	 I	 had	 various	 dreams	

interpreted	 for	me	 throughout	my	 time	 in	 Rukullacta.	 As	my	 reflective	 note	 shows,	 dreams	were	

usually	linked	to	spiritual	messages	for	the	dreamer	and	as	I	mentioned	in	earlier	sections,	were	one	

of	the	ways	the	spirits	communicated	with	the	Kichwa	people.	In	the	interpretations	of	dreams	and	

traditional	 stories,	 Kichwa	 people	 believed	 dreams	 conveyed	 guidance,	 messages	 and	 particular	
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knowledge;	 for	 instance	 in	 the	 story	 about	 the	 first	 use	 of	 the	 guaysa	 plant,	 the	 discovery	 and	

knowledge	of	the	guaysa,	including	the	way	to	consume	it,	was	delivered	through	a	dream.	Dreams	

not	only	held	important	meanings	to	Kichwa	people,	but	the	deciphering	of	dreams	was	one	of	the	

Kichwa	traditions	that	was	continued	to	be	practiced	in	many	homes	nowadays.		

	

Dream	interpretation	occurred	habitually	in	the	morning	during	the	daily	guaysa	ritual;	families	sat	

together	and	among	the	stories	and	plans	they	shared,	in	some	cases	they	also	told	their	dreams	in	

order	to	be	deciphered.	It	was	usually	the	elder	members	of	the	family	that	interpreted	the	dreams.	

Moreover,	 the	 interpretation	 of	 dreams	 as	 part	 of	 the	 morning	 ritual	 was	 also	 related	 to	 the	

planning	of	the	day	ahead.	As	it	was	told	to	me	during	one	of	the	interviews:	

		

“Sometimes	 when	 you	 dream,	 for	 instance	 if	 you	 dream	 of	 walking	 naked,	 it’s	 because	

something,	 some	 tragedy	will	 happen	or	 something,	 a	 snake	might	 bite	 you.	 If	 you	dream	

about	something	serious,	you	must	not	go	out,	instead	stay	home	and	calm	–	if	you’re	in	the	

jungle	–	and	if	you	dream	of	something	normal,	you	may	walk	around.	Anyway,	dreams	also	

are	 or	 become	 effective,	 they	 can	 happen,	 anything	 [you	 dream]	 may	 happen	 to	 you”	

(Midwife	Marta	Juarez,	18th	October	2017).		

	

Dreams	provided	a	daily	guidance	from	the	sprits	that	was	faithfully	 followed	 in	order	to	avoid,	as	

Marta	 describes,	 tragedies	 and	 difficulties	 throughout	 the	 day.	 Moreover,	 dreams	 were	 also	

believed	 to	 reveal	 future	 events.	 For	 instance,	 in	 one	 of	 the	 dreams	 I	 had	 where	 I	 saw	 myself	

carrying	a	child	in	my	arms,	I	was	told	that	it	meant	that	I	would	be	a	mother	someday.	Although	the	

ability	to	have	‘visions’	was	generally	attributed	to	the	Yachaks,	dreams	offered	the	opportunity	to	

receive	premonitory	knowledge	from	the	spirits.	In	fact,	after	one	of	my	interviews,	the	healer	asked	

me	if	I	would	like	to	have	a	guaysa	ceremony	to	which	I	agreed	and	after	the	ceremony,	he	asked	me	

to	pay	close	attention	to	my	dreams.	In	addition	to	the	‘Limpia’	ceremony,	some	healers	practiced	a	

‘guaysa’	ceremony	that	I	will	describe	in	detail	 in	the	next	chapter,	but	that	was	undertaken	in	the	

evening	and	usually	with	the	purpose	to	help	the	patient	gain	clarity	over	troubles	in	life.	Similarly,	

after	ceremonies	where	people	drank	ayahuasca,	the	Yachak	would	tell	the	person	that	if	during	the	

ceremony	the	ayahuasca	did	not	make	any	effect,	it	was	possible	that	the	insight	came	through	that	

night’s	dream.	As	I	will	discuss	in	the	next	chapter,	 in	Kichwa	healing	ceremonies	it	was	customary	

only	 for	 the	 Yachak	 to	 drink	 ayahuasca.	 However,	 because	 ayahuasca	 had	 gained	 popularity	 in	

recent	years,	some	healers	performed	ceremonies	where	the	people	drank	ayahuasca	as	well;	 this	

was	 usually	 the	 case	 of	 foreigners,	 but	 it	 was	 not	 limited	 to	 them.	 Nonetheless,	 the	 difference	
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between	dreams	after	guaysa	or	ayahuasca	ceremonies	and	ordinary	dreams	was	that	the	dreams	

after	a	ceremony	often	did	not	require	interpretation.	

	

The	interaction	with	spirits	was	significant	in	Kichwa	people’s	lives;	it	constituted	a	connection	to	the	

past	 through	the	continuity	of	 the	ancestors,	a	 link	to	the	 future	through	the	guidance	that	spirits	

provided	 and	 an	 awareness	 of	 the	present	where	 for	 instance,	 the	 environment	 through	 its	 spirit	

was	able	to	interact	with	the	people.	As	I	have	introduced	–	and	will	develop	in	the	next	chapter	–	

the	spirits	of	ancestors	and	the	jungle,	play	an	important	part	in	the	understanding	of	health,	illness	

and	the	health-related	practices	of	Kichwa	people.			

	

IV.	Endurance	and	strength	

	

One	of	the	most	prominent	values	I	recognised	within	the	practices	and	manners	of	Kichwa	people	

was	 the	 significance	 of	 strength.	 Associated	 with	 the	 capacity	 to	 endure	 hardship,	 strength	 was	

usually	seen	as	a	desirable	trait	 in	different	aspects	of	a	person’s	 life.	 I	will	present	 in	this	section,	

the	 different	 forms	 in	 which	 strength	 and	 endurance	 were	 demonstrated.	 The	 importance	 of	

strength	was	also	linked	to	the	way	Kichwa	people	perceived	the	process	of	healing	and	as	it	will	be	

developed	in	the	next	chapter,	it	was	a	value	present	in	the	health-related	practices.			

	

Strength,	energy	and	the	hands		

	

On	one	of	the	visits	to	the	sacred	sites	that	I	previously	recounted,	the	journey	to	the	waterfall	was	

through	an	arduous	path	that	we	had	to	cross	in	order	to	get	there.	The	visit	to	the	sacred	waterfall	

involved	almost	the	entire	family,	who	entertained	and	helped	each	other	along	the	way.	However,	

one	 of	Marcos’	 neighbours,	who	 also	 joined	 us,	was	 particularly	 and	 insistently	 helpful	 to	me.	 As	

recorded	in	my	accounts	of	the	event:		

	

“The	man	insisted	on	helping	me	and	I	let	him,	but	when	we	got	half	way,	crossing	the	river,	

we	sat	to	rest	for	a	bit	and	then	one	of	Marcos’	sons	came	to	sit	next	to	me	and	told	me	that	

I	am	strong	enough,	that	I	can	get	out	of	there	on	my	own.	He	told	me	that	this	man	was	not	

helping	me,	he	was	stealing	my	power”	(Reflective	diary,	28th	October	2017).	
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While	I	felt	that	his	help	was	not	needed	and	actually	felt	uncomfortable	by	the	insistence,	I	was	also	

afraid	that	refusing	his	help	would	be	considered	impolite.	Therefore,	I	held	his	hand	every	time	he	

offered	assistance	to	step	or	pass	through	a	challenging	path.	To	start	with,	the	family	knew	because	

of	the	numerous	times	we	had	walked	through	the	jungle	together,	that	I	was	physically	strong	and	

able	 to	walk	 through	difficult	 paths	 and	 for	 long	hours;	 therefore,	 they	were	 surprised	 to	 see	me	

accepting	 help	when	 they	 knew	 I	 could	 do	 it	 on	my	 own.	 However,	 the	 reason	 that	Marcos’	 son	

came	to	tell	me	that	the	man	was	not	trying	to	help	but	rather	–	as	recorded	in	my	diary	–	‘steal	my	

power’,	was	because	Kichwa	people	believed	that	at	the	centre	of	the	hands	was	a	point	of	spiritual	

strength	or	power.		

	

Owing	to	the	belief	that	the	hands	were	sources	of	power	or	centres	of	concentrated	energy,	Kichwa	

people	customarily	shook	hands	in	a	very	detached	and	particular	way.	Shaking	someone’s	hand	was	

customary	 in	greeting	and	send-off,	but	the	clasp	was	within	the	area	of	the	fingers	 instead	of	the	

whole	hand.	During	the	first	weeks,	I	found	the	way	to	shake	hands	to	be	odd	and	initially	perceived	

it	as	a	sign	of	weakness.	However,	as	I	began	to	learn	about	the	health-related	practices	and	beliefs,	

I	came	to	understand	that	the	hands	–	as	well	as	the	tip	of	the	tongue	and	top	of	the	head	–	were	

considered	 centres	 of	 spiritual	 power	 or	 energy	 in	 the	 body.	Moreover,	 I	 realised	 how	my	 initial	

perception	was	deeply	influenced	by	the	opposing	western	notion	that	a	firm	handshake	was	a	sign	

of	strength.	For	this	reason	–	as	I	will	describe	in	the	next	chapter	–	Yachaks	focused	on	these	points	

of	 the	 body	 for	 healing	 and	 congruently,	 the	 reason	 why	 the	 Kichwa	 people	 were	 particularly	

protective	and	cautious	about	holding	or	shaking	hands.		

	

Value	of	hard	work	and	physical	strength	

	

The	long	treks	though	the	jungle	required	endurance	and	strength.	The	times	we	went	to	the	house	

in	“el	Para”	 for	 instance,	we	usually	walked	 for	 two	to	 four	hours	depending	on	how	far	a	vehicle	

would	take	us.	As	I	mentioned	before,	in	“el	Para”	there	were	no	roads,	electricity	or	shops,	thus	we	

carried	everything	we	needed	with	us	 through	 the	 jungle	paths;	 a	 few	 live	 chickens,	 oil,	matches,	

kilos	of	rice,	blankets,	and	sometimes	tools	that	were	needed	to	fix	the	house,	among	many	other	

things.	During	the	treks,	we	crossed	streams	and	hills	of	slippery	mud	to	which	Kichwa	people	used	a	

technique	 that	made	 them	walk	much	 faster	 than	me.	 On	my	 first	walks,	 I	 slipped	 and	 fell	 quite	

often	and	the	family	helped,	but	teased	me	–	or	any	other	family	member	who	also	fell	–	by	saying	
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that	was	how	you	spotted	a	Misho	in	the	jungle.	Misho	4	was	the	term	Kichwa	people	used	to	refer	

to	non-Kichwa	Ecuadoreans;	another	term	they	used	was	“awallacta”	that	was	used	particularly	for	

the	 Ecuadoreans	 that	 came	 from	 the	 highlands.	 In	 contrast	 to	 the	 physical	 strength	 that	 Kichwa	

people	had	to	walk	through	those	terrains,	the	lack	of	physical	strength	and	ability	to	walk	for	long	

hours	was	considered	a	weakness.	This	was	one	of	 the	aspects	 that	when	compared	to	 the	Misho	

population,	the	Kichwa	people	felt	stronger.	As	one	of	the	participants	told	me	during	our	interview	

when	talking	about	differences	in	the	effects	of	plant	medicine	between	indigenous	and	Mishos,	he	

said:			

	

“For	 the	most	part	yes…	That	can	be	 said	even	 from	the	 food	we	eat,	no?	We	have	other,	

other	type	of	energy	strength.	It	gives	us,	sometimes	with	small	doses	of	plants	we	heal,	but	

usually	we	have	to	drink	a	 lot.	On	the	other	hand,	with	 the	Mestizo	people	who	 live	 in	 the	

city…	that	person	when	given	just	a	little	dose	gets	dizzy	and	heals,	and	sometimes	it	also	has	

no	effect.	But	commonly	people	from	the	jungle	have	to	be	given	more	concentrated	doses	

because	 they	 are	 stronger.	 People	 who	 live	 in	 a	 city	 ...	 excuse	 me,	 we	 call	 them	

“balanceados’,	 they	 are	 white	 meat	 itself,	 weak	 in	 its	 entirety	 and	 because	 of	 the	 food	

situation	 itself	has	made	 it	 like	 that,	well	 I	don't,	 I	don’t	know,	no...”	 (Yachak	Angel	Parco,	

17th	October	2017).	

	

‘Balanceado’	 is	 an	 Ecuadorean	 slang	 word	 that	 is	 used	 for	 the	 packed-food	 produced	 to	 feed	

animals,	particularly	chickens;	and	to	clarify	the	point	in	our	conversation,	I	asked	him	if	that	is	what	

he	meant.	The	participant	continued	his	answer	as	follows:	

	

“That,	 yes.	 That	 is	 why	 we	 tell	 people	 who	 live	 in	 the	 city	 centre	 at	 least,	 that	 they	 are	

‘balanceados’.	And	they	are	weak.	When	you	have	to	walk	in	the	jungle,	and	believe	me,	that	

the	people	from	the	jungle	don’t	even	feel	the	walk.	But	the	people,	who	come	from	the	city,	

don’t	walk	even	three	steps	or	one	hundred	meters	and	are	already	tired.	One	of	the	biggest	

differences	there	is.	The	only	thing	people	in	the	jungle	are	missing	is	a	little	more	education.	

They	need	a	little	more	technique	to	excel”	(Yachak	Angel	Parco,	17th	October	2017).	

	

As	the	conversation	revealed,	Kichwa	people	generally	took	pride	in	their	physical	strength	and	as	I	

also	described	in	previous	sections,	 it	was	evident	by	the	fitness	of	elders	 like	Marcos	and	Carmen	

(see	picture	28),	who	walked	for	hours	with	no	complaints.						
                                                
4 Misho	and	awallacta	were	affectionate	terms	that	were	used	in	contrast	to	Colonos,	which	was	also	a	term	
used	to	refer	to	non-Kichwa	people. 
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Picture 28 (left) Mama Carmen walking through the jungle paths  

Picture 29 (right) the entire family contributing and working to build a new traditional house	

	

Kichwa	people	were	also	hard	workers	 and	as	 I	 discussed	previously,	disliked	 the	 idea	of	 laziness.	

Every	morning,	after	the	customary	guaysa	ritual	every	person	was	expected	to	undertake	a	labour.	

As	recorded	in	my	notes:			

	

“We	all	stand	to	do	something,	wash,	clean	or	cook	breakfast,	which	can	be	anything.	Today	

we	had	rice	and	eggs	with	smoked	yuca	or	cassava	that	 I	was	told	can	 last	 for	days	and	 it	

tastes	great.	Later	on	we	go	and	work,	we	harvest,	clean	the	land.	Men	build	the	extension	of	

the	house	and	then	we	will	all	come	back	later	to	the	fire	to	eat	lunch.	It	is	barely	10am	and	

already	it	feels	like	a	long	day”	(Reflective	diary,	4th	October	2017).	

	

A	 hard	 workingwoman,	 for	 instance,	 was	 considered	 to	 be	 a	 good	 woman	 and	 as	 I	 mentioned	

earlier,	women	worked	in	the	field	with	their	children	on	their	backs	with	no	problem.	Likewise,	men	

whether	 they	 worked	 in	 construction	 (see	 picture	 29),	 in	 the	 field	 or	 traditionally	 hunting,	 were	

regarded	with	respect	when	they	demonstrated	their	hard	work.	In	casual	conversations	I	was	told	

how	the	strength	of	indigenous	people	from	the	Amazon,	whether	Kichwa,	Shuar	or	Huaorani,	was	

unmistakeable	 during	 the	military	 service	 that	men	 in	 Ecuador	 had	 to	 undertake.	Moreover,	men	

and	women	were	valued	for	their	strength	and	ability	to	endure	hard	situations;	this	was	an	aspect	

that	 was	 also	 related	 to	 the	 way	 Kichwa	 people	 approached	 their	 health.	 The	 importance	 of	

endurance	 and	 hard	work	 is	 evident	 through	 one	 of	 the	 participant’s	 account	 of	 the	 day	 he	was	

taken	to	the	hospital:	
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“Oh	well,	 about	 the	 operation…	 because	 of	work,	 you	walk	 very	 far.	 Tiredness	 caught	me	

since	I	was	walking	between	7	or	6	hours	in	the	jungle.	But	still	working	one	hardly	gives	up.	

The	climate	may	change...	around	 there	 in	el	Coca	 [location	deeper	 in	 the	Amazon]	 it	gets	

very	hot.	An	so	I	had	a	fever…	and	[that	time]	when	I	had	a	fever…	I	didn’t	have…	it	was	a	

working	day,	 and	 so	 I	 didn't	 ask	 for	 permission.	Of	 course	 you	 can	ask	 for	 permission,	 but	

there	was	no	chance	to	prepare.	I	also	wanted	to	prepare	some	medicinal	plants,	but	there	

was	no	way,	and	so	I	 fainted.	 I	 felt	that	 I	 fainted,	and	when	I	woke	up	I	was	already	 in	the	

hospital...	and	then	when	I	regained	a	little	consciousness,	they	told	me	‘you	know	that	what	

you	have	is	appendix’	and	that	they	had	to	operate”	(Ismael	Quishpe,	18th	December	2017).	

	

	

While	 I	will	 develop	 the	details	 in	 the	next	 chapter,	Kichwa	people	 saw	 illness	 in	 comparison	 to	a	

battle	where	the	healing	came	principally	in	response	to	the	patient’s	endurance	of	it.	The	power	of	

the	patient	–	as	 told	by	all	 the	healers	 I	 interviewed	–	was	 the	principal	 factor	 in	determining	 the	

healing	 outcomes	 and	 congruent	with	what	 one	 of	 the	 patients	 recounted,	 “I	 don't	 let	myself	 be	

defeated	 by	 my	 illness”	 (Miguel	 Ramirez,	 9th	 November	 2017).	 Furthermore,	 in	 reference	 to	 a	

remark	Marcos	once	made	about	what	God	had	 said	 in	 the	Bible,	he	 said,	“’As	 you	 say’,	with	 the	

sweat	of	your	forehead	you	will	pay"	(Notes,	16th	October	2017);	I	argue	that	the	value	of	strength,	

endurance	 and	 hard	 work	 for	 Kichwa	 people	 was	 resonant	 with	 the	 way	 western	 culture	 values	

those	abilities	and	traits.	Comparable	to	the	principle	of	survival	of	the	fittest,	there	was	a	similarity	

that	dictated	that	the	harder	someone	worked	the	better.	

	

V.	Experienced	Knowledge		

	

The	 last	core	value	of	Kichwa	culture	that	 I	present	 is	 the	value	of	experienced	knowledge.	 In	 this	

section,	 I	 will	 discuss	 the	 importance	 of	 experience	 in	 the	 process	 of	 learning	 and	 how	 in	 that	

context,	elders	were	valued	and	considered	 the	wisest	people.	Nonetheless,	 I	will	 also	discuss	 the	

generational	 discrepancies	 that	 I	 found	 throughout	 my	 participant	 observation.	 The	 value	 of	

experienced	 knowledge	 was	 also	 present	 in	 the	 health-related	 practices	 of	 Kichwa	 people;	

particularly,	the	training	processes	of	healers	that	I	will	develop	in	the	next	chapter.		
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Experience	valued	in	learning	

	

“Knowledge	for	Kichwa	people	is	practical.	One	must	do	it	in	order	to	understand	it.	When	I	

asked	for	them	to	allow	me	to	understand	their	healing	methods,	they	understood	I	wanted	

to	learn	to	heal.	The	observation	method	is	not	so	convincing	to	them”	(Reflective	diary,	19th	

October	2017).	

	

As	explained	earlier	in	this	chapter,	the	significance	of	experience	in	learning	for	Kichwa	people	was	

in	 fact,	 an	 aspect	 that	 affected	 the	 way	 this	 research	 was	 initially	 understood.	 While	 eventually	

Marcos	 recognised	 that	my	methods	 of	 learning	 about	 the	 Kichwa	health-related	 practices	would	

not	 include	my	 becoming	 of	 a	 healer,	 the	 experience	 in	 the	 process	 of	 learning	was	 of	 notorious	

importance	in	Kichwa	culture.	Kichwa	people	recognised	the	nature	of	experience	in	the	process	of	

developing	knowledge	as	“practical”	knowledge.	In	contrast	to	the	“theoretical”	process	–	as	it	was	

commonly	described	–	that	most	people	from	the	‘city	town’	would	exercise	in	order	to	teach	and	

learn.	As	recorded	in	my	notes	from	a	conversation	between	my	gatekeeper,	one	of	the	healers	that	

was	interviewed	and	myself,	the	gatekeeper	said:		

	

“Ambi	has	a	son	who	is	a	doctor.	He	[Ambi]	has	a	lot	of	experience,	you	have	studies,	I	don't	

have	studies	but	the	practical	is	what’s	important.	We	always	argue	with	his	son,	‘you	don't	

know,	you	just	do	theory’”	(Eduardo	Ramirez	–	notes,	13th	October	2017).	

					

Similarly,	on	an	anecdote	that	I	was	told	more	than	once	–	but	captured	in	the	interview	following	

the	conversation	–	I	was	told	how	a	professional	agriculturist	came	to	Rukullacta	to	teach	the	Kichwa	

people	about	new	farming	techniques.	In	the	interview,	Ambi	recounted	the	event	as	follows:			

	

“An	example,	I	have	a	schoolmate,	we	studied	together	at	school,	ok...	he	was	a	technician,	

he	is	an	agronomy	engineer...	and	he	invites	PKR	communities,	ok.	In	a	training	workshop	for	

sowing	and	pruning	cocoa,	there	was	a,	a...	a	bit	of	a	crazy	man.	And	he	was	always…	just	

because	he	was	crazy	he	sat	at	the	end,	ok.	And	so	the	engineer	put,	put	his	[presentation]...	

and	begins	 to	explain	 cocoa,	how	 to	prune	 it,	how	 to	harvest	 it,	how	 to	do	maintenance...	

how	many	things	he	said,	and	the	man	that	was	behind...	‘accepted’	everything,	no.	And	at	

the	end,	he	 raises	his	hand,	ok	 [and	says],	 ‘engineer,	 can	 I	ask	a	question?	Yes,	 yes,	 yes	 ...	

continue	 no	 more.	 Look	 engineer,	 you	 are	 prepared,	 you	 are	 a	 professional,	 you	 are	 a	
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technician,	but	out	of	curiosity...	how	many	hectares	of	cocoa	do	you	have,	how	many	cocoa	

plants	have	you	got	to	come	to	exhibit	here?’...	and	he	didn’t	have	any	cocoa	plants.	He	had	

not	experienced.	He	was,	how	to	say,	theoretical	that’s	 it...	and	the	practice?	He	had	never	

sown.	 From	 the	 theoretical,	 he	 spoke	wonders,	 no.	 But	 when	 he	 [the	man]	 said	 that,	 the	

engineer	was	unable	 to	 speak.	 It’s	 like	 that...	 the	 engineer	 studied,	 ok,	 he	 is	 an	agronomy	

engineer,	but	to	present	in	the	workshop,	for	training,	at	least	he	had	to	have	his,	his	plants,	

right?	But,	he	didn’t	have	them”	(Yachak	Ambi,	13th	October	2017).	

	

In	 contrast	 to	more	 conceptual	processes	of	education,	Kichwa	people	believed	 that	 true	 learning	

could	only	come	from	experience	and	the	practice	of	the	subject.	The	Kichwa	comparison	between	

‘practice’	and	‘theory’	was	reminiscent	to	the	difference	that	Aristotle	established	between	the	two	

intellectual	 virtues,	 ‘Sophia’	 and	 ‘Phronesis’	 and	 also	 to	 the	 distinction	 between	 ‘a	 priori’	 and	 ‘a	

posteriori’	 knowledge	 described	 by	 Kant	 (1781).	 Although	 both	 Aristotle	 and	 Kant	 establish	 that	

conceptual	knowledge	is	a	higher	type	of	knowledge,	Kichwa	people	considered	that	experience	was	

more	valuable.	Nonetheless,	I	argue	that	just	as	Kant	establishes	the	possibility	of	a	synthetic	a	priori	

type	of	knowledge,	the	knowledge	of	health-related	practices	of	Kichwa	people	was	possible	for	me	

to	understand	only	on	the	basis	of	a	conceivable	experience.		

	

Elders	and	knowledge	

	

In	 reference	 to	 the	 previous	 section,	 the	 value	 of	 experienced	 knowledge	 emanated	 from	 an	

appreciation	 of	 the	 knowledge	 acquired	 and	 developed	 through	 years	 and	 imparted	 through	

generations.	 As	 noted	 in	 earlier	 sections,	 knowledge	 amongst	 Kichwa	 people	 was	 traditionally	

passed	 from	one	 generation	 to	 the	 next.	While	 there	were	 a	 few	ways	 to	 impart	 knowledge,	 the	

most	common	way	in	which	elders	passed	their	knowledge	was	through	storytelling.	As	one	of	the	

patients	I	interviewed	said	regarding	her	knowledge	of	how	Kichwa	people	lived	before	the	catholic	

missionaries	arrived:	

	

“Yes,	 here	my	 husband’s	 father	would	 tell	me.	When	we	went	 to	 the	 farm,	 from	morning	

until	 the	 afternoon	 he	 would	 give	 advice	 and	 then	 he	 told	 stories.	 I’ve	 always	 liked	 the	

stories.”	(Elsa	Lanchama,	18th	December	2017).	
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As	I	have	mentioned	before,	the	daily	guaysa	ritual	was	an	important	tradition	for	Kichwa	families.	

Although	 it	 was	 no	 longer	 practiced	 in	 every	 Kichwa	 home,	 the	 guaysa	 ritual	 provided	 the	

opportunity	 for	 families	 to	gather,	plan	 their	undertakings	and	 tell	 stories.	 Since	 the	guaysa	 ritual	

took	place	before	dawn	when	it	was	still	dark	and	cold,	the	warmth	of	the	fire	and	the	guaysa	brew	

together	with	the	sounds	of	nature,	provided	the	perfect	environment	for	storytelling.	The	variety	of	

stories	 Kichwa	 people	 told	 varied	 from	 myths	 of	 creation	 to	 stories	 that	 explained	 the	 uses	 of	

specific	 medicinal	 plants.	 In	 my	 time	 with	 the	 Kichwa	 people,	 I	 heard	 numerous	 stories,	 many	

explaining	 how	 Kichwa	 people	 through	 time	 have	 acquired	 the	 knowledge	 for	 their	 survival.	

Likewise,	health-related	knowledge,	particularly	the	knowledge	of	medicinal	plans	and	the	spirits	of	

the	 jungle	 were	 told	 through	 stories.	 In	 health-related	 practices,	 knowledge	 was	 also	 imparted	

through	songs	and	in	some	cases,	through	a	process	that	I	will	describe	in	the	next	chapter,	but	that	

in	 essence	 required	 cracking	 the	 knuckles	 of	 the	 apprentice’s	 hand.	However,	 changes	of	modern	

lifestyle	–	for	example,	parents	adhering	to	different	working	hours	and	children	to	school	hours	–	

affected	 the	 practice	 of	 drinking	 guaysa	 in	 the	 morning	 and	 with	 that	 the	 practice	 of	 imparting	

knowledge	through	storytelling.		

	

While	not	all	Kichwa	people	continued	the	practice	of	storytelling,	the	advice	and	guidance	of	elders	

was	 highly	 valued	 and	 regarded	 with	 respect,	 "that	 is	 how	 they	 give	 us	 advice	 to	 live”	 (Dolores	

Morales,	21st	November	2017).	As	I	described	in	previous	sections,	the	Kichwa	people	traditionally	

performed	a	ritual	where	the	elders	gave	advice	following	the	application	of	chilli	in	the	eyes	of	the	

person	who	needed	 instruction.	 In	 spite	of	 the	pain	 that	 chilli	 causes	when	placed	 in	 the	eye	and	

considering	the	idea	of	punishment,	the	Kichwa	people	were	insistent	 in	not	describing	this	or	any	

other	traditional	form	of	disciplinary	method	with	the	word.	The	way	the	process	of	disciplining	was	

described,	 was	 through	 the	 expressions	 ‘to	 give	 advice	 or	 advising’.	 Although	 the	 semantic	

distinction	was	 an	 explanation	 that	was	 never	 fully	 clarified	 to	me,	 the	 fact	 that	 people	 used	 the	

word	 for	other	descriptions,	 such	as	 the	handlings	of	missionaries	 in	 the	past,	 led	me	 to	 consider	

that	 there	 was	 abuse	 in	 the	 mistreatment	 they	 received.	 In	 Marcos’	 memories	 and	 attempts	 to	

explain	 me	 the	 difference,	 he	 often	 described	 punishment	 in	 terms	 of	 something	 that	 had	 no	

purpose	 as	 to	make	 the	 person	 better.	 In	 contrast,	 the	 tradition	 of	 putting	 chilli	 in	 the	 eyes	was	

essentially	with	the	purpose	of	 improvement	and	therefore,	was	also	part	of	 the	ceremony	where	

the	Kuraka	took	over	his	duties.	In	my	fieldnotes,	I	wrote:	

	

“The	Kuraka	is	chosen	by	the	Kichwa	people.	When	he	is	chosen	the	elders	put	chilli	pepper	

on	his	eyes	and	slap	him	with	nettle	leaves.	This	is	a	tradition	of	the	Kichwa	people	and	it’s	
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not	considered	a	punishment.	 It’s	 rather	a	way	 to	educate	or	 instruct	 the	younger	and	 the	

way	elders	would	give	advice.	 In	 the	election	of	 the	Kuraka,	 this	 is	 the	way	he	receives	 the	

advice	from	the	elders	to	guide	and	prepare	him	for	his	duties”	(Reflective	diary,	11th	October	

2017).	

	

The	distinction	of	 the	word	 ‘punishment’	was	also	 reflected	 in	a	particular	 story,	 the	story	of	 ‘Killi	

Pamba’.	 In	 summary,	 the	 story	 describes	 the	 arrival	 of	 the	 Spaniards	 to	 the	 region;	 they	 brought	

tools,	machetes	and	clothes	to	the	Kichwa	people,	but	required	them	to	pay.	The	story	narrated	how	

Kichwa	 families	 got	 indebted	 and	 they	 were	 obliged	 to	 pay	 the	 Spanish	 back,	 but	 since	 Kichwa	

people	 had	 no	money,	 they	 were	 punished.	 The	 story	 also	 tells	 how	 through	 that	 system,	many	

Kichwa	people	were	forced	to	work	as	‘payment’	for	the	things	that	they	were	given.	Killi	Pamba	was	

a	 Kichwa	 community	 and	 as	 the	 story	 tells,	 the	 people,	 tired	 of	 the	 punishments,	 undertook	 a	

yearlong	diet	requesting	help	from	the	spirits.	Upon	the	completion	of	the	diet,	the	community	was	

told	 to	 celebrate	 with	 a	 traditional	 drink	 that	 began	 to	 spill	 and	 eventually	 flooded	 the	 entire	

community;	when	the	Spanish	retuned,	the	only	thing	they	found	was	a	big	lake	where	the	spirits	of	

the	people	survived.		

	

Generational	differences	

	

Throughout	 my	 participant	 observation,	 I	 identified	 notorious	 differences	 between	 the	 practices,	

beliefs	and	lifestyles	between	Kichwa	people	from	different	generations.	As	I	discussed	earlier,	the	

influences	 of	 mainstream	 culture	 and	 modern	 lifestyles	 have	 affected	 greatly	 the	 traditions	 of	

Kichwa	culture.	However,	a	notorious	distinction	between	generations	was	 in	the	use	of	 language.	

As	reflected	in	my	diary:	

	

“It	 is	 surprising	 to	 me	 how	 children	 speak	 to	 their	 parents	 is	 Spanish	 and	 while	 they	

understand	Kichwa	perfectly,	they	don’t	speak	it.	Some	of	the	young	people	I	have	spoken	to	

say	that	they	know	Kichwa,	but	don’t	feel	so	comfortable	speaking	it.	I	would	say	that	all	the	

children	here	speak	Spanish	rather	than	Kichwa”	(Reflective	diary,	10th	October	2017).		

	

As	 I	 have	 discussed	 in	 the	 methods	 chapter,	 the	 complexities	 of	 language	 were	 relevant	 to	 the	

development	of	 this	ethnography.	However,	 the	meaningful	aspect	of	 language	and	 its	use	among	

Kichwa	people	was	the	difference	 it	marked	between	younger	and	elder	generations.	While	elders	

were	generally	respected	and	valued,	many	of	the	traditions	and	knowledge	they	shared	were	not	
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always	appreciated.	This	was	especially	the	case	of	the	knowledge	of	medicinal	plants,	which	healers	

and	elders	knew	about,	but	frequently	said	that	it	was	knowledge	that	would	die	with	them	because	

the	younger	generations	did	not	want	to	learn.	Although	I	often	heard	the	elders	complaining	about	

how	 younger	 generations	 no	 longer	 practiced	 or	 believed	what	 they	 said,	 I	 also	 saw	 the	 younger	

people	adopting	changes	as	a	response	to	habits	in	the	traditional	way	of	living	that	they	identified	

that	were	not	wanted	for	themselves.	Such	as	domestic	violence,	poverty	and	lack	of	opportunities	

that	technology,	education	and	 interaction	with	mainstream	culture	made	them	aware	of.	Related	

to	this	observation,	throughout	my	reflective	diary	I	wrote:									

					

“The	 youngest	daughter	wants	 to	go	 to	university,	 and	having	 contact	with	me	and	a	 few	

other	students	that	have	come	as	volunteers,	have	made	her	realise	that	she	can	choose	a	

different	 way	 to	 live.	 Although,	 she	 doesn’t	 want	 to	 live	 the	 life	 that	 she	 sees	 her	 sisters	

living,	she	values	femininity	in	a	very	Kichwa	way”	(Reflective	diary,	12th	October	2017).			

	

“Undoubtedly,	some	of	 the	principles	Kichwa	people	traditionally	 live	by	don’t	always	work	

and	I	see	many	people	realising	and	changing	their	ways	from	what	is	normal	and	expected.	

Of	 course	 there’s	 a	 down	 part	 to	 it	 and	 it	 is	 that	 some	 traditions	 and	 the	 culture	 is	

‘disappearing’.	 Nonetheless,	 I’ve	 begun	 to	 think	 that	 it	 is	 not	 disappearing,	 but	 rather	

evolving.	 Although	 some	 Kichwa	 people	 evolve	 their	 culture,	 identity	 and	 lifestyles	 in	

beneficial	and	positive	ways,	many	don’t”	(Reflective	diary,	20th	November	2017).		

	

As	 noted	 in	 my	 account,	 the	 changes	 sometimes	 implied	 that	 Kichwa	 traditional	 practices	 were	

disappearing	and	as	a	reaction,	there	was	a	contending	approach	to	‘maintain’	the	Kichwa	culture.	

This	motive	to	‘maintain’	the	culture	was	also	explained	by	one	of	the	participants	as	follows:	

	

“So	 today,	 with	 modernization,	 Kichwa	 dance	 has	 been	 modernised,	 they	 move	 like	 this	

[shows	steps]…	they	put	on	little	outfits,	 like	this	[shows	the	length	on	thigh]	they	wear	the	

outfits,	 but	 that	 is	 not…	 that	 is,	 it	 is	 not	 a	 traditional	 costume.	And	all	 the	modernisation,	

they	 are	 about	 to	 show	 everything	 [referring	 to	 the	 revealing	 outfit]...	 so	 everything	 has	

changed.	 There	 are	 people,	 one	 or	 another	 community	 that	 still	 maintain.	 Others...	

sometimes	 they	 copy	 other	 traditions,	 other	 cultures	 and	 so	 ours	 begins	 to	 disappear.	 As	

someone	 said,	 the	 Kichwa	 culture	 will	 disappear	 in	 a	 few	 years,	 but	 that	 is	 why	 we	 are	

grouped	like	this,	to	maintain	the	knowledge”	(Midwife	Marta	Juarez,	18th	October	2017).	
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However,	as	reflected	in	my	notes	“There	is	latent	question	that	arises	from	the	idea	of	maintaining	

the	culture”	(Reflective	diary,	20th	November	2017);	essentially,	because	from	the	observations	and	

conversations	 I	had	with	different	Kichwa	people,	 I	saw	a	slightly	different	culture.	 I	continued	the	

reflection	by	 stating	 that,	“at	 some	moments	 I	 see	a	big	 confusion	on	what	 the	Kichwa	culture	 is”	

(Reflective	 diary,	 20th	 November	 2017).	While	 the	 ‘maintaining’	 of	 Kichwa	 culture	was	 in	 essence	

desired,	it	also	caused	remorse	and	a	battle	within	younger	people;	who	for	one	part	wanted	to	“be	

Kichwa”,	but	also	wanted	to	be	part	of	the	newness	that	mainstream	culture	offered.	While	I	argue	

that	not	all	the	opportunities	that	mainstream	culture	offered	were	beneficial,	the	‘maintaining’	of	

the	Kichwa	culture	imposed	an	enormous	responsibility	over	teenage	generations.	This	concern,	as	I	

developed	on	 the	power	of	 representation,	 is	a	problem	–	especially	 for	 indigenous	populations	–	

that	goes	beyond	the	differences	between	generations	and	rather	deals	with	 the	power	 to	decide	

what	“being	a	Kichwa”	person	means.				

	

Summary	

	

In	 this	 chapter,	 I	 have	 introduced	 the	 reader	 to	 the	 context	 and	 first	 part	 of	 the	 findings	 of	 this	

ethnographic	exploration.	This	chapter	considered	the	 importance	of	context	 in	the	understanding	

of	 Kichwa	practices	 and	 thus,	 I	 have	 discussed	 the	 setting	 and	main	 interactions,	 followed	by	 the	

presentation	of	 the	Kichwa	cultural	 values	 from	a	broader	perspective.	 The	 core	 values	of	Kichwa	

culture	 that	were	 identified	 and	discussed	were	 the	 following:	 i)	 Collective	 living,	 ii)	 Relationships	

with	 nature,	 iii)	 Ancestors	 and	 spirits,	 iv)	 Enduring	 strength,	 and;	 v)	 Experienced	 knowledge.	 The	

values	I	presented	in	this	chapter	will	now	be	observed	and	discussed	with	reference	to	the	health-

related	practices	of	the	Kichwa	people.	
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Chapter	 Six:	 Findings	 –	 Part	 2	 Characteristics	 of	 Kichwa	medicine	

and	health-related	practices	

	

Introduction	

	

On	account	of	the	general	views	of	Kichwa	culture	that	were	presented	in	chapter	five,	this	chapter	

addresses	the	findings	according	to	the	research	question	in	detail.	In	this	chapter	I	will	explore	the	

health-related	practices	of	the	Kichwa	people	of	Rukullacta	and	discuss	the	values	that	are	reflected	

within	 the	 practices	 and	 health-related	 behaviours	 of	 Kichwa	 people.	 Furthermore,	 this	 chapter	

presents	 the	 findings	 according	 to	 the	 themes	 grounded	 in	 the	descriptions	of	 the	Kichwa	people	

about	their	health	and	health-related	practice	and	knowledge.	The	findings	in	this	chapter	have	been	

grouped	into	the	following	themes:	i)	fundamental	healing	practices,	ii)	Yachaks	and	healers,	and	iii)	

health	 and	 illness.	 This	 second	 part	 focused	 principally	 on	 the	 findings	 from	 the	 data	 collected	

through	 the	 interviews	 with	 healers	 and	 patients,	 which	 were	 supported	 with	 visual	 data	 and	

fieldnotes.		

 

Fundamental	healing	practices	

	

In	this	section	I	describe	the	principal	healing	practices	of	Kichwa	people.	In	this	account,	I	present	

the	 principal	 health-related	 practices	 of	 Kichwa	 traditional	medicine	 (TM).	 I	 describe	 in	 detail	 the	

Limpia	 ceremony,	which	 is	 the	 principal	 healing	 ritual	 in	 Kichwa	medicine,	 the	 birthing	 procedure	

and	 the	 specific	 healing	 abilities	 or	 powers	 called	 ‘Pajus’.	 Moreover,	 in	 this	 section	 I	 discuss	 the	

essential	 elements	of	 the	 Limpia	 ritual	 –	 the	 significance	behind	each	of	 them	–	and	describe	 the	

additional	healthcare	measures	that	were	applied	before	and	after	the	health-related	rituals.					

	

The	Limpia:	a	traditional	Kichwa	healing	ceremony	

	

The	 Limpia,	 as	 the	 term	 in	 Spanish	 denotes,	 was	 a	 ‘cleansing’	 ritual.	 Traditionally,	 the	 Limpia	

ceremony	involved	all	the	people	in	the	household	and	it	was	carried	out	even	when	there	was	no	

physical	 evidence	 of	 disturbance	 to	 the	 patient’s	 health.	 As	 I	 observed	 throughout	my	 fieldwork,	

many	non-Kichwa	people	also	sought	the	treatment	of	Kichwa	traditional	healers.	While	the	Limpia	
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ceremony	 for	Kichwa	and	non-Kichwa	patients	was	 in	essence	 the	 same,	 the	main	difference	was	

that	 in	 the	case	of	Kichwa	people,	 the	healer	would	 typically	be	 the	one	 to	 travel	 to	 the	patient’s	

home.	Unless	the	Limpia	was	carried	out	in	a	sacred	location,	the	ceremony	usually	commenced	at	

dusk.	According	to	the	conversations	I	had	with	few	of	the	healers,	dusk	as	well	as	dawn,	were	times	

where	the	energy	of	the	jungle	changed	and	became	stronger.	Moreover,	dusk	was	considered	to	be	

the	most	appropriate	time	to	carry	out	a	Limpia	ceremony	because	in	the	darkness	of	dusk	the	vision	

of	the	Yachak	was	stimulated.	As	two	of	the	participants	described:	

	

“Of	course,	that	 is	why	the	Yachak,	for	example…	just	as	an	example.	You	are	sick	and	you	

tell	me	‘please	help	me	I	am	sick,	I	want	you	to	heal	me’.	So,	I	prepare	the	ayahuasca.	I	cook	

it	and	around	8	or	9	in	the	evening,	our	custom,	we	drink	it.	From	9	in	the	evening,	in	half	an	

hour	to	45	minutes	it	will	make	an	effect.	So	there	you	start	seeing	the	person.	And	then	I	see	

and	tell	you,	‘you	are	like	this,	you	are	sick	or	you	have	bad	luck	or	your	study	goes	like	this	or	

that’…	 and	 so,	 I	 tell	 you	 everything.	 That	 is	 the	 vision	 of	 ayahuasca”	 (Yachak	 Ambi,	 13th	

October	2017).	

	

“In	the	moment,	of	course!	In	the	moment	I'm	seeing	with	ayahuasca.	That's	why	we	drink	it	

in	 the	 evening,	 not	 during	 the	 day...	 I	 see	 this	 here,	 this	 there,	 that	 there...	 I	 need	 to	 heal	

this...	 I	 see	 what	 I	 need	 for	 treatment	 ‘this	 is	 the	 plant	 needed	 for	 this	 healing’”	 (Yachak	

Angel	Parco,	17th	October	2017).		

	

The	Limpia	as	it	will	be	discussed,	consisted	of	a	diagnostic	procedure	where	the	Yachak	through	the	

effects	 of	 ayahuasca,	 was	 able	 to	 determine	 the	 malady	 or	 situation	 of	 the	 patient.	 Although	

ayahuasca	was	the	most	traditional	method,	the	diagnosis	was	also	carried	out	through	the	use	of	

other	methods,	 such	as	 a	white	 candle	or	 a	 fertilised	egg.	 Following	 the	diagnostic	procedure	 the	

Yachak	 continued	 to	 cleanse	 the	 patient	 and	 afterwards	 one	 by	 one,	 every	 single	member	 of	 the	

patient’s	 family.	 The	 cleansing	 lasted	 approximately	 fifteen	 minutes	 per	 person	 –	 although	 this	

varied	 from	 Yachak	 to	 Yachak	 –	 and	 depending	 on	 the	 number	 of	 people	 in	 the	 household,	 the	

complete	ceremony	could	 last	 through	 the	night.	 The	 lengthiest	Limpia	ceremony	 I	participated	 in	

involved	the	cleansing	of	nine	people.	

	

Of	 note	was	 that	 traditionally	 and	 considering	 the	 Yachak	was	 the	 person	 visiting	 the	 house,	 the	

family	 treated	 the	Yachak	and	his	company,	as	 the	most	 revered	guests.	The	 times	 I	accompanied	

Marcos	to	a	Limpia	session,	we	arrived	to	the	patient’s	home	at	around	five	in	the	evening.	Together	
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with	Marcos	 and	 his	 wife	 –	 who	 usually	 accompanied	 him	 –	 we	 were	 received	 with	 supper	 and	

chicha,	which	 I	was	advised	 in	advance	 to	always	accept.	Once	we	got	 there	and	until	 the	Yachak	

decided	that	it	was	the	appropriate	time	to	undertake	the	Limpia	ceremony,	the	interaction	with	the	

patient	 and	 the	 family	 was	 completely	 casual;	 laughing,	 remembering	 anecdotes	 and	 in	 one	

occasion,	we	just	sat	in	front	of	the	television	until	everyone	was	ready	to	begin.	Is	worth	noting	that	

not	 at	 any	 point,	 was	 the	 conversation	 related	 to	 the	 illness	 or	 the	 reason	 why	 the	 Limpia	 was	

required.	 Traditionally	 the	 Limpia	 took	 place	 around	 the	 fire	 log,	 but	 in	 many	 cases	 it	 was	

undertaken	 in	 any	 room	 that	was	 large	enough	 to	 sit	 the	 entire	 family.	As	dusk	 set	 in,	 the	 family	

gathered	in	the	assigned	room	and	everyone	sat	forming	a	circular	outline.	The	eldest	woman	in	the	

household	 was	 usually	 the	 person	 in	 charge	 of	 organising	 and	 assisting	 the	 Yachak	 with	 any	

requirements	he	had.	A	small	bench	was	placed	in	the	centre	for	the	patient	and	afterwards,	for	the	

people	 that	 were	 also	 cleansed.	 The	 Yachak	 –	 if	 the	 room	was	 not	 on	 the	 ground	 –	 asked	 for	 a	

bucket	to	spit	the	bitterness	of	the	ayahuasca	beverage.	At	that	point,	the	healer	lighted	a	cigarette	

–	although	customarily	it	was	natural	tobacco	rolled	on	a	dried	piece	of	plantain	-	and	then	he	would	

offer	 it	 to	 anyone	who	wanted	 to	 smoke	with	 him.	 In	 the	meantime	 the	 ayahuasca	mixture	was	

given	to	the	woman	head	of	the	household.	As	I	presented	in	the	previous	chapter,	it	was	a	woman’s	

duty	to	serve	drinks,	thus	it	was	always	the	elder	woman	in	the	household	in	charge	of	pouring	the	

mixture	into	a	small	cup	and	serve.	In	seldom	occasions	the	Yachak	offered	the	ayahuasca	beverage	

to	 other	 people,	 as	 I	 have	 also	 discussed,	 the	 Yachak	was	 traditionally	 the	 only	 one	 to	 drink	 the	

ayahuasca.	 Immediately	after,	 the	Yachak	and	any	other	person	who	drank	the	ayahuasca	mixture	

were	offered	a	drink	of	 liquor	that	the	Kichwa	people	call	kachiwa.	The	kachiwa	was	used	to	wash	

the	 bitterness	 of	 the	 beverage	 away	 and	 after,	 the	 remaining	 taste	was	 spit	 out	 into	 the	 bucket.	

During	 that	 time,	 the	 lights	 in	 the	 room	were	kept	on	and	 the	casual	 conversations	 continued	 for	

other	 twenty	 or	 more	 minutes.	 However,	 once	 the	 Yachak	 began	 to	 feel	 the	 effects	 of	 the	

ayahuasca,	he	asked	everyone	to	be	silent	and	the	 lights	to	be	turned	off.	Subsequently,	he	called	

the	 principal	 patient	 to	 sit	 in	 the	 bench	 in	 the	 centre	with	 her	 face	 towards	 him.	 The	 bench	was	

usually	low;	therefore,	the	patient	sat	facing	the	Yachak	with	her	head	down	and	at	a	lower	height	

than	the	seat	of	the	Yachak.	When	everything	was	in	place,	the	Limpia	ceremony	commenced.		

	

As	the	silence	of	people	gave	way	to	the	sounds	of	nature,	the	environment	became	very	calm.	For	a	

while,	everyone	stayed	still	and	the	healer	began	to	breathe	in	a	more	audible	and	controlled	way.	

The	only	visible	thing	would	be	the	red-orange	light	of	the	cigarette	that	was	kept	lit	throughout	the	

ceremony.	The	tobacco	as	I	will	later	describe,	was	a	fundamental	element	of	the	Limpia	ceremony.	

For	this	reason,	either	the	healer,	the	person	that	assisted	him	or	the	head	of	the	household	had	to	
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make	 sure	 to	 light	 one	 cigarette	 after	 the	 other.	 The	 Yachak	 started	by	 smoking	 the	 tobacco	 and	

blowing	the	smoke	around	his	own	body	and	then	to	the	person	that	sat	in	front	of	him.	The	Yachak	

would	then	take	another	sip	of	kachiwa,	but	instead	of	drinking	it,	the	kachiwa	was	blown	over	the	

patient	 in	a	similar	way	to	the	smoke.	After	that,	the	Yachak	grabbed	a	cluster	of	particular	 leaves	

called	surupanga,	and	slowly	shook	them	around	the	patient.	At	that	time,	the	Yachak	also	began	to	

whistle	 intermittently	 what	 eventually	 became	 a	 particular	 melody	 that	 was	 used	 in	 all	 Limpia	

ceremonies.	The	melody	was	 initially	whistled	or	mumbled,	but	after	some	minutes	some	Yachaks	

also	sang;	Marcos,	for	instance,	went	back	and	forth	between	whistling	and	singing	to	the	melody.	

The	melody	 or	 rather	 the	 lyrics	 of	 the	 song	 –	 that	 I	 introduced	 in	 Chapter	 Five,	 but	will	 develop	

further	 in	 this	 chapter	–	were	 the	calling	of	 the	 spirits	of	 the	 jungle	 to	come	and	 intercede	 in	 the	

healing	process.	As	revealed	in	later	conversations,	the	motion	of	the	surupanga’s	shake	that	enacts	

the	Limpia,	began	from	the	head	of	the	patient	and	then	continued	from	the	top	of	the	head,	around	

the	 person	 and	 then	 outwards	 several	 times	 (See	 picture	 30).	 The	 movement	 exemplified	 the	

cleansing,	as	 if	with	the	surupanga	the	Yachak	swept	the	illness	or	bad	spirits	away.	Consequently,	

the	Yachak	stopped	the	melody	to	take	a	sip	of	cologne	that	was	blown	over	the	patient.	Similarly,	

the	 Yachak	 began	 blowing	 the	 cologne	 from	 the	 patient’s	 head	 and	 around	 the	 person’s	 body.	

Finally,	the	Yachak	asked	the	patient	to	hold	her	hands	with	the	palms	facing	together	and	held	the	

patient’s	 hands	 as	 he	blew	 in	 between	her	 palms.	As	 presented	 in	 the	previous	 chapter,	 this	was	

done	to	restore	energy	or	power	to	the	person	through	the	energetic	points	located	in	the	head	and	

hands.		

	

 
Picture 30 (left) sketch of the Limpia cleansing motion 

Picture 31 (right) sketch of the elements used in the Limpia ceremony	

	

Keeping	in	mind	that	the	entire	ceremony	happened	in	almost	complete	darkness,	at	the	beginning	

the	blowing	sounded	as	if	the	Yachak	was	absorbing	something	from	the	patient’s	head	and	hands.	
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However,	as	 it	was	clarified	in	the	interviews	afterwards,	the	Yachak	blew	into	the	patient’s	top	of	

the	 head	 and	 into	 the	 palms	 to	 restore	 her	 ‘power’.	 The	 blowing	 process	 continued	 for	 several	

times,	at	 least	ten	times	in	each	place,	but	after	that	the	patient	was	cleansed	and	it	was	believed	

the	patient	received	her	power	back.	At	the	end	of	each	Limpia,	the	Yachak	spitted	into	the	bucket	

and	afterwards,	asked	the	patient	to	stand	and	the	next	person	to	sit	in	her	place;	then,	the	Yachak	

repeated	the	entire	process	again.	The	Limpia	ceremony	was	a	cleansing	ritual	 that	was	used	with	

diagnostic	 and	 healing	 purposes;	 however,	 it	 was	 also	 used	 as	 preventive	 healthcare.	 Although	

Limpia	 ceremonies	 usually	 took	 place	 in	 the	 evening,	 I	 had	 the	 opportunity	 to	 photograph	 the	

practice	(see	pictures	32,	33,	34)	at	the	Yachak’s	gathering	that	took	place	on	the	25th	of	November	

of	2017,	while	I	undertook	my	fieldwork.		

	

	

	
Picture 32 (top) traditional positioning of the patient sitting in front of the Yachak for the Limpia  

Picture 33 (bottom left) demonstration of the cleansing motion with the surupanga 

Picture 34 (bottom right) demonstration with the surupanga	
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Elements	in	a	Limpia	ritual	

 

Having	 described	 the	 Limpia	 ceremony,	 I	 will	 now	 discuss	 the	 fundamental	 elements	 used	 and	

required	for	the	ritual.	Although	in	different	forms,	the	elements	I	will	discuss	were	present	in	every	

Limpia	ceremony.	The	elements	of	the	Limpia	ritual	were	the	following:		

	

Means	to	“see”:	“In	the	dark	the	Yachak	takes	ayahuasca	and	sees	the	disease"	(Notes,	13th	October	

2017).			

	

 
Picture 35 (top left) ayahuasca root and amiruka leaf 

Picture 36 (right) yaje preparation being cooked  

Picture 37 (bottom left) yaje preparation ready to be used or saved in a plastic bottle 	

	

As	described	and	mentioned	throughout	the	previous	chapters,	a	principal	component	of	Kichwa	TM	

was	 the	 use	 of	 ayahuasca.	 Ayahuasca	 –	 as	 popularly	 known	 –	 is	 a	 psychedelic	 root	 that	 when	 is	

mixed	 with	 particular	 leaves,	 produces	 a	 mixture	 that	 enables	 hallucinogenic	 visions.	 In	 Kichwa	

health-related	practices	the	mixture	of	ayahuasca	was	called	yaje	(see	pictures	35,	36,	37).	The	yaje	

was	 a	 cooked	 preparation	 made	 up	 of	 the	 ayahuasca	 root	 and	 a	 leaf	 that	 Kichwa	 people	 called	

‘amiruka’,	 which	 activated	 the	 ayahuasca’s	 hallucinogenic	 properties.	 The	 yaje	 preparation	was	 a	
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lengthy	process,	 but	 it	was	often	prepared	and	kept	 in	 a	plastic	bottle	without	 loosing	 its	 effects.	

Traditionally	 the	patient’s	 family	prepared	 the	 yaje,	 but	 since	 currently	not	 every	 family	 grew	 the	

ayahuasca	 root,	 it	was	usually	 the	 Yachak	who	prepared	her	own	yaje.	As	 recorded	 in	one	of	 the	

interviews:	

	

“Raul:	One	likes	to	work	the	field…	a	bit	of	everything.	Now	here,	from	what	my	father	gave	

me	I	have…	I	have	cocoa,	I	have	guayusa,	uh…	chonta	planting,	uh…	the	planting	of	timber,	

uh…	also	medicinal	plants	that	I	used	to	sow.	

Me:	And	not	any	more?	

Raul:	No,	not	any	longer…	one	forgets.	

Me:	Which	plants	did	you	use	sow?	

Raul:	Medicinal	ones…	I	sowed	the…	the	ayahuasca.	That’s	what	I…	we	sowed”		

(Raul	Huango,	21st	November	2017).	

	

Since	 the	 ayahuasca	 root	 was	 considered	 a	 sacred	 plant,	many	 Yachaks	 preferred	 to	 be	 involved	

throughout	its	entire	process;	themselves	be	involved	in	the	growth,	preparation	and	drinking	of	the	

root.	 The	 ayahuasca	 –	 that	 in	 Kichwa	 language	means	 ‘rope	of	 the	 soul’	 –	was	 considered	 sacred	

because	of	the	power	it	had	to	connect	the	individual	with	the	wisdom	of	nature	through	the	vision	

it	produced.	

	

The	 reason	 the	 yaje	 was	 used	 in	 the	 healing	 practices	 was	 because	 it	 enabled	 the	 vision	 of	 the	

Yachak.	As	I	have	mentioned	and	will	discuss	later	in	this	chapter,	the	distinction	between	Yachaks	

and	healers	was	basically	the	ability	to	‘see’.	It	was	the	vision	that	the	Yachak	had,	what	effectively	

guided	the	Yachak	through	the	healing	process.	Likewise,	the	Yachak	guided	step	by	step	the	patient	

into	the	ceremony,	the	process	of	healing	and	when	a	person	drank	yaje,	to	experience	a	vision;	the	

Yachak	 was	 able	 to	 guide	 the	 process	 of	 the	 ayahuasca	 in	 the	 person’s	 body	 as	 well.	 As	 it	 was	

described	 to	 me,	 the	 vision	 appeared	 like	 a	 screen	 in	 front	 of	 the	 person’s	 eyes;	 often,	 Kichwa	

people	compared	the	ayahuasca	vision	to	the	beginning	of	an	‘old	movie’.	The	vision,	as	Marcos	and	

other	 Kichwa	 people	 described,	was	 sometimes	 like	watching	 a	movie	 and	 other	 times	 the	 vision	

took	over	the	entire	space	of	the	person,	as	if	the	person	was	part	of	the	movie.		

	

“The	 first	 time	 I	 took	 ayahuasca,	 it	was	 uff…	 It	 seemed	 like	 I	was	 in	 another	world.	 I	 saw	

things	that	I	had	never	really	seen.	Had	never	seen	them,	but	I	did…	like	dreaming,	ok…	like	

that.	That	was	it…	that	was	the	vision.	I	said	that	I	had	been	dreaming,	but	it	was	not	that,	it	
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was	the	effect	of	 the	ayahuasca.	 It	 is	 like	a	screen…	 like	 this	 [shows	with	hands	something	

opening],	 pac!	 You	 get	 a	 screen.	 There	 are	 times	when	 you	 see	many	 things,	 your	 reality,	

everything.	 There	 you	 see	 yourself,	 your	 enemies,	 you	 can	 see	 everything”	 (Yachak	 Ambi,	

13th	October	2017).	

	

“In	 the	 vision,	we	are	watching	 you.	With	ayahuasca	 you	 see…	 it	 is	 like	an	X-ray”	 (Yachak	

Angel	Parco,	17th	October	2017).			

	

	

Furthermore,	 the	 Yachak	 or	 any	 person	 drinking	 the	 yaje	 had	 to	 be	 prepared.	 The	 preparation	

consisted	of	a	diet	where	the	person	was	advised	not	to	eat	chilli	peppers	or	salt	and	nothing	solid	

for	at	least	six	hours	before	the	ceremony.	The	ayahuasca	root	was	considered	sacred	and	thus,	the	

drinking	of	ayahuasca	for	Kichwa	people	was	never	recreational.	As	recorded	throughout	my	notes:	

	

“We	 drink	 with	 all	 the	 respect.	 I	 drink	 and	 then	 if	 anyone	 wants	 to	 drink,	 it	 is	 provided	

[referring	to	the	yaje].	With	the	spirit	[meaning	intention]	of	uniting	with	nature	we	drink	the	

yaje.	 If	we	are	consciously	with	that	spirit	 [intention]	of	 looking	for	something	positive	and	

drink	the	yaje,	we	will	have	the	vision.	If	not,	then	you	can	get	drunk	and	even	be	dumped	in	

the	 ground	 [from	drinking	 too	much]	 and	get	 no	 vision”	 (Yachak	Marcos	Ramirez	 –	 notes,	

28th	October	2017).		

	

“If	I	drink,	I	experience	how	my	life	will	turn	out	in	the	future,	if	I	will	reach	or	not	the	desired	

goal”	(Yachak	Marcos	Ramirez	–	notes,	28th	October	2017).		

	

“The	ayahuasca	gives	visions	about	the	knowledge	of	plants”	(Yachak	Angel	Parco	–	notes,	

12th	October	2017).		

	

The	ayahuasca,	as	Kichwa	people	believed,	had	the	power	to	connect	the	person	to	the	spirits	of	the	

root,	who	through	vision	offered	guidance	and	knowledge.	As	Yachaks	Angel	and	Marcos	recounted,	

the	ayahuasca	was	 the	way	 that	Yachaks	were	able	 to	 identify	 the	 illness	of	 the	patient	and	what	

medicinal	plants	were	required	for	the	particular	treatment.	For	this	reason,	it	was	only	the	Yachaks	

who	traditionally	drank	the	yaje	in	a	healing	ceremony.		
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While	 healing	 rituals	 that	 involved	 the	 drinking	 of	 ayahuasca	 were	 the	 most	 popular,	 Yachaks	

practiced	several	different	types	of	healing	rituals.	 In	addition	to	the	ayahuasca	rituals,	there	were	

guaysa	 rituals	 where	 in	 contrast	 to	 the	 traditional	 drinking	 of	 guaysa	 that	 elders	 practiced	 every	

morning,	 the	procedure	 took	place	 in	 the	 evening	 and	 large	 amounts	 of	 guaysa	 tea	was	drank	 to	

produce	a	cleansing	detoxification	of	the	body.	Likewise	there	were	rituals	that	took	place	in	sacred	

locations,	such	as	caves,	waterfalls	and	within	the	jungle;	and	in	addition	to	the	ayahuasca	method	

of	diagnosis,	some	healers	also	used	a	white	candle	or	a	 fertilised	egg	to	 identify	the	health	 issue.	

Needless	 to	 say,	 each	 Yachak	 had	 a	 different	 way	 to	 prepare	 the	 yaje	 or	 combine	 the	 different	

methods	to	diagnose	and	heal.		

	

Tobacco	for	protection:	“Tobacco	gives	you	more	power.	One	is	not	afraid	of	anything	in	the	jungle,	

it	may	be	boas	or	tigers,	I	am	not	afraid	of	anything”	(Yachak	Ambi,	13th	October	2017).			

	

	

 
Picture 38 (Top) traditional rolled tobacco leaves that were dried and shredded for use  

Picture 39 (bottom left) Dried plantain leaves used to roll a tobacco cigar 

Picture 40 (bottom left) shredded tobacco leaves ready to be rolled	

	



 189 

The	 tobacco	 plant	 was	 traditionally	 used	 for	 protection.	 For	 this	 reason,	 as	 I	 described	 earlier,	 a	

cigarette	 or	 traditionally	 a	 tobacco	 cigar	 (See	 pictures	 38,	 39	 and	 40)	 were	 lighted	 and	 smoked	

throughout	 the	 entire	 Limpia	 ceremony.	 The	 tobacco	 plant	 was	 believed	 to	 scare	 the	 evil	 spirits	

away,	as	Marcos’	son	told	me	in	conversation:				

	

“Like	 my	 father	 said,	 ‘you	 must	 drink	 tobacco,	 you	 must	 smoke	 tobacco,	 you	 must	 eat	

tobacco’.	 I	would	always	give	them	[referring	to	his	younger	brother	and	cousin	when	they	

were	children]	whether	they	wanted	or	not,	they	would	smoke…	antique	tobacco	[meaning	

the	natural	tobacco	leaf],	even	if	it	got	us	dizzy	or	if	it	send	us	to	sleep.	My	father	always	left	

tobacco	prepared	 for	us.	Enough	 for	a	month	or	 so,	 that	we	were	 left	alone	 in	 the	 jungle”	

(Marcos	Ramirez	son	–	notes	28th	October	2017).	

	

As	noted,	the	tobacco	leaves	were	either	smoked,	drank	or	eaten.	Likewise,	Kichwa	people	had	the	

practice	to	pour	extract	of	the	tobacco	leaf	through	the	person’s	nose;	this	was	done	in	order	to	gain	

strength.	During	a	session	I	was	asked	to	assist	as	a	translator	for	a	group	of	North	American	young	

boys,	 I	 had	 the	 opportunity	 to	 try	 the	 tobacco	 to	 be	 poured	 into	 my	 nose.	While	 I	 was	 advised	

beforehand	 that	 the	 tobacco	 was	 strong	 and	 most	 likely	 made	 me	 vomit,	 the	 experience	 was	

terrible.	However,	 the	experience	was	meant	 to	produce	that	effect	since	 it	was	also	a	method	of	

cleansing	and	since	everybody	had	the	same	effect,	we	laughed	at	the	valiant	efforts	we	all	held.		

	

The	element	of	nature:	the	Surupanga	

 

“Yachak	Ambi:	I	took	two	hands	[meaning	bundles]	of	leaves,	right.	Clean	and	clean	with	the	

two	leafs...	

Me:	With	the	surupanga?	

Yachak	Ambi:	Also.	 I	apply	 two	things,	 the	surupanga	and	the	natural	 leaf.	There	 is	also	a	

leaf	for	bad	air	and	all	that.	So	I	took	both	bundles	of	leaves,	I	cleaned	him...”		

(Yachak	Ambi,	13th	October	2017)	

 

As	described	in	the	Limpia	ceremony,	the	surupanga	was	a	key	element	that	enabled	the	‘cleansing’	

of	bad	energies.	The	surupanga	was	a	type	of	leaf	that	was	tied	together	in	a	round	clustered	shape,	

similar	 to	 the	 shape	of	 a	pom-pom	and	dried	out	before	 it	was	used	 (see	picture	41).	 The	 reason	

Kichwa	people	used	the	surupanga	for	Limpia	rituals,	was	because	it	was	believed	that	the	leaf	had	

the	power	to	absorb	negative	energies	that	interfered	with	the	wellbeing	of	the	individual.		
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Although	 there	 were	 two	 different	 types	 of	 tropical	 leaves	 that	 had	 absorptive	 qualities,	 the	

surupanga	was	commonly	used	in	Kichwa	healing	ceremonies.		

	

	

 
Picture 41 surupanga leaves	

	

With	 the	movement,	 the	 surupanga	 leaves	made	 a	 sound	 comparable	 to	 the	 sound	 that	 a	 strong	

wind	produces	as	 it	 flows	 through	a	 tree’s	branches,	combined	with	 the	 sound	 that	a	bottle	 filled	

with	 pebbles	would	make	 as	 it	 is	 shaken.	 The	 natural	 sounds	 of	 the	 surupanga	 and	 the	whistled	

melody	during	 the	Limpia	 rituals,	 created	a	soothing	and	relaxing	environment,	which	 I	argue	was	

also	part	of	the	process	of	healing.		

	

Head,	hands	and	mouth:	“The	tongue	stores	energy,	absorbs	and	transmits	energy”	(Yachak	Angel	

Parco	–	notes,	12th	October	2017).			

	

In	reference	to	the	points	of	strength	or	spiritual	power	in	the	body	that	I	presented	in	the	previous	

chapter,	 the	 healing	 practices	 of	 Kichwa	 people	 were	 based	 on	 the	 transference	 of	 energy.	 The	

energy	was	commonly	passed	through	the	power	points	–	such	as	the	hands	–	or	through	suction	or	

deflation.	For	this	reason,	in	the	Limpia	ceremony	the	Yachak	blew	the	patient’s	head	and	hands	in	

order	 to	 energise	 the	 patient’s	 body	 and	 restore	 her	 wellbeing.	 Similarly,	 the	 healing	 of	 more	

complex	 illnesses	 could	 be	 removed	 from	 the	 patient	 through	 suction	 by	 using	 the	mouth	 as	 an	

element	to	absorb	the	malady	and	then	spited	into	the	ground	or	a	bucket	with	soil.	The	power	to	

absorb	illness	from	another	person	was	a	specific	practice	or	ability	that	Kichwa	people	called	paju	

or	pajuyo.	Pajus	were	skills	and	abilities	that	as	I	will	discuss	later	in	this	chapter,	could	be	learned	by	

any	 person	who	was	willing	 to	 learn	 and	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 value	 of	 experienced	 knowledge,	was	

imparted	through	an	experiential	process:	
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“That's	the	way	my	mother	also,	just	to	plant	cassava…	she	just	told	me,	‘Elsa,	you're	already	

a	woman,	you	have	to	make	the	cassava	grow’.	One	day	she	took	me	to	the	chakra	and	said	

‘take	this	from	me	[shows	with	her	hands],	my	power	of	cassava’,	pajuyo	I	think	they	call	it…	

‘that	 paju’.	 That	 is	 how	 she	 passed	 it	 to	 me…	 And	 so,	 she	 pulled	me	 like	 that	 [shows	 by	

pulling	her	fingers]	and	there,	everything	one	has,	the	pajus…	everything	crosses	to	my	hand.	

That's	why	sometimes	I	have	pain	in	my	hand,	I	have	to	be	rubbing	it	and	my	mother	tells	me	

that	 yes,	 that’s	also	how	she	 learned	 from	my	grandmother…	and	how	 she	also	 learned	 it	

from	the	great-grandmother”	(Elsa	Lanchama,	18th	December	2017).	

	

	

As	described	in	Elsa’s	quote,	pajus	were	not	limited	to	healing.	Pajus	referred	to	powers,	abilities	or	

knowledge	 in	 various	 subjects.	 Nonetheless,	 the	 skill	 or	 knowledge	 was	 always	 passed	 from	 one	

person	 to	 the	 other	 through	 a	 process	 involving	 a	 point	 of	 energetic	 power:	 the	 head,	mouth	 or	

hands.				

	

Music:	communication	with	nature,	the	spirits	and	the	patient	

	

Music	 was	 a	 key	 component	 of	 the	 Limpia	 practice.	 As	 discussed	 in	 Chapter	 5,	 not	 only	was	 the	

melody	the	method	of	communication	between	the	Yachak	and	the	spirits	of	the	Jungle,	but	it	was	

also	through	the	melody	chanted	in	the	ceremony	that	the	message	was	transmitted	to	the	patient.	

As	Marcos	recounted,	the	lyrics	to	the	song	he	sang	during	the	Limpia	ceremony	were	the	following:	

	

"There	are	spirits	in	the	jungle,	there	are	spirits	in	the	lagoon	or	in	the	medicinal	plants,	they	

are	going	to	help	clean,	they	are	going	to	help	remove	the	disease,	 that	 is	 the	song	 I	sing"	

(Marcos	Ramirez	–	notes,	27th	October	2017).	

	

I	later	asked	him	if	this	was	a	song	only	he	sang	and	he	replied:	

	

“It	is	the	song	of	all,	the	people	who	heal	say	that.	There	are	different	ways	of	singing.	There	

are	others	who	sing	about	the	water	lagoon,	about	the	animals.	They	talk	about	the	tigers,	

they	 talk	about	 the	bears,	about	everything.	 I	only	 talk	about	 the	mountain,	 the	medicinal	

plants,	the	waterfalls	and	finally	of	the	lagoon”	(Marcos	Ramirez	–	notes,	27th	October	2017).	
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As	 I	was	 told,	 the	melody	 that	was	used	 for	 the	 Limpia	 ceremony	was	not	 a	popular	 song;	 it	was	

reserved,	as	Marcos	said	for	“only	those	who	have	their	wisdom,	their	preparation,	their	knowledge	”	

(Marcos	Ramirez	–	notes,	27th	October	2017).	As	described	earlier,	 together	with	 the	sound	of	 the	

surupanga,	the	music	created	an	environment	that	enabled	the	healing,	“with	that	knowledge,	with	

that	 song,	when	 you	 sing	 and	when	 you	 do	 the	 cleaning,	 you	 take	 away	 all	 the	 disease”	 (Marcos	

Ramirez	–	notes,	27th	October	2017).	

	

	

Involvement	of	the	patient’s	family	

	

As	it	was	discussed	in	the	previous	chapter,	family	relations	were	of	much	importance	to	the	Kichwa	

people	and	as	Noelia,	many	Kichwa	people	also	defined	health	as	a	state	of	being	“well,	well	with	the	

family”	(Elsa	Lanchama,	18th	December	2017).	In	fact,	when	I	asked	one	of	the	participants	what	did	

he	think	was	the	most	important	thing	for	him	to	heal,	he	responded:		

	

“Their	 [his	 mother	 and	 father]	 affection,	 to	 be	 able	 to	 recover.	 Feeling	 that	 they	 were	

supporting	me	and	myself	as	well,	to	give	what	I	could	to	get	ahead...	and	not,	not	let	me	win	

by	my	illness”	(Miguel	Ramirez,	9th	November	2017).	

	

On	this	account	and	reflecting	the	 importance	of	 family	 for	 the	Kichwa	people,	Limpia	ceremonies	

also	 involved	 the	 presence	 of	 the	 family	 and	 other	 people	 from	 the	 community.	 During	 Limpia	

ceremonies,	for	instance,	people	freely	entered	and	left	the	room.	Although	the	Limpia	was	rather	a	

communal	 ritual,	 the	 interaction	 between	 the	 healer	 and	 the	 patient	 was	 not	 affected	 by	 what	

happened	around	them.	On	the	occasions	 I	accompanied	Marcos	to	Limpia	ceremonies,	the	family	

we	 visited	 usually	 allocated	 a	 room	 for	 us	 to	 sleep	 after	 the	 healing	 ritual	was	 over.	On	 the	 next	

morning,	 we	 would	 wake	 up	 before	 five	 and	 the	 woman	 head	 of	 the	 house	 would	 already	 have	

breakfast	 prepared	 for	 us.	 Generally,	 the	 food	 that	 we	 were	 offered	 when	 visiting	 for	 a	 Limpia	

ceremony	-	in	the	evening	as	well	as	in	the	morning	–	was	thoughtfully	prepared.	For	instance,	on	a	

regular	meal	 Kichwa	 people	would	only	 have	 a	 small	 portion	 of	 animal	 protein.	However,	when	 I	

accompanied	Marcos	we	were	offered	either	 chicken	or	 fish	on	every	occasion.	 It	 is	worth	noting	

that	it	was	customary	for	Kichwa	people	to	kill	a	chicken	for	special	occasions	and	our	healing	visits	

were	treated	as	such.	The	generosity	I	observed	was	also	part	of	the	Kichwa	people’s	understandings	

of	 sharing	 and	 reciprocity	 that	 I	 discussed	 in	 chapter	 six	 and	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 value	 of	 collective	

living.	 In	 addition	 to	 the	 food	 and	 hospitality,	 a	 payment	 was	 also	 given;	 this	 was	 done	 very	
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discretely.	As	well	as	the	Yachak	offered	something	back	to	nature	for	the	powers	given	to	her,	the	

patient	also	gave	something	as	payment	for	the	healing	that	was	received.		

	

The	element	of	Faith	

	

“The	yachak	knows	if	he	has	faith	or	not,	and	everything	can	be	cured,	unless	the	person	has	

no	faith”	(Yachak	Angel	Parco	–	notes,	12th	October	2017).	

	

“I’ve	heard	from	Marcos	and	almost	every	healer	 I’ve	talked	to,	 that	you	should	have	faith	

and	as	Marcos	says,	during	the	ceremony	the	patient	needs	to	think	and	ask	nature	to	heal	

and	cleanse	you”	(Reflective	diary,	15th	October	2017).	

		

The	 Limpia	 ceremony,	 as	 I	 presented	 earlier,	 revolved	 around	 the	 patient.	 As	 a	 patient,	 the	

experience	was	 rather	 singular.	Observed	 through	my	 experience,	 once	 I	 sat	 on	 the	 bench	 it	was	

almost	inevitable	to	close	my	eyes	and	let	my	head	lower	to	rest	onto	my	knees.	In	fact,	whether	the	

patient	was	sitting	or	standing	-	in	the	case	of	Limpias	that	took	place	in	sacred	locations	–	the	head	

was	lowered,	resembling	not	only	a	gesture	of	reverence,	but	also	a	motion	that	conceded	control	

over	what	was	about	to	happen.	However,	there	was	a	superficial	paradox	in	the	patient’s	gestures	

of	surrender.	Even	though	as	a	patient,	one	assumed	a	somewhat	submissive	posture,	 throughout	

the	interviews	and	conversations	I	had	with	healers,	they	all	agreed	that	the	critical	aspect	in	Kichwa	

medicine	was	the	willingness	of	the	patient.	Without	the	patient’s	willingness	to	trust	in	the	process,	

the	healer	 had	no	power	 to	heal.	 This	was	 also	 reflected	 in	 the	way	many	healers	 reacted	 to	 the	

gratitude	of	patients.	Recounting	a	visit	from	a	patient	that	was	healed,	one	of	the	participants	said:		

	

“...	Seeing	that	the	mother	began	to	draw	tears.	 I	asked	‘why	are	you	crying?’	 ‘Goodness,	 I	

thought	my	son	was	going	to	die’	she	said.	‘Thank	you,	Mr	Ambi!’...	‘No,	don't	thank	me,	just	

faith.	It's	just	faith,	nothing	more!”	(Yachak	Ambi,	13th	October	2017).	

	

The	Limpia	ceremony	began	in	a	dark	place	for	the	patient,	where	in	the	limitation	of	the	faculty	to	

see,	 the	rite	became	a	revitalisation	of	the	other	senses.	Firstly,	 the	awareness	of	 the	surrounding	

sounds	 grew	 higher;	 the	 insects	 buzzing	 in	 the	 background,	 the	 whispering	 conversations	 that	

occurred	 between	 the	 other	 people	 present,	 the	 noise	 of	 movement,	 the	 quivering	 of	 the	

surupanga,	the	healing	melody	and	alternating	also,	the	sound	of	the	healer	blowing	smoke,	kachiwa	

or	 cologne.	 At	 moments,	 the	 blowing	 sound	 resembled	 a	 very	 strong	 wind	 entering	 the	 small	
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opening	of	a	window.	In	contrast	to	what	I	was	told	and	observed,	with	my	eyes	closed,	there	were	

occasions	where	I	could	not	distinguish	whether	the	healer	was	sucking	air	or	blowing	it	to	me.	In	a	

comparable	manner,	 the	smells	were	also	heightened.	The	underlying	smell	of	 the	 tobacco	smoke	

that	at	some	points	was	so	strong	that	it	made	me	nauseous,	especially	when	natural	tobacco	was	

used.	Kachiwa	had	a	very	sweet	scent	that	stemmed	from	the	sugar	cane,	though	it	was	easy	to	feel	

the	 nostrils	 intoxicated	 with	 its	 high	 degree	 of	 alcoholic	 concentration	 and	 finally,	 the	 strong	

outburst	of	cologne	that	continued	to	perfume	the	hair	and	skin	for	at	least	another	day.	While	the	

darkness	made	so	much	of	the	experience	uncertain,	there	was	something	about	the	overwhelming	

alertness	of	the	senses	that	are	frequently	overpowered	by	what	is	seen,	that	was	actually	calming	

and	 reliable.	 In	 my	 attempt	 to	 understand	 faith,	 in	 my	 conversation	 with	 Yachak	 Ambi	 I	 asked	

whether	it	was	faith	in	the	healer	or	faith	that	I	would	heal,	and	he	answered:	

	

“It's	the	same...	you	decide,	right?	You	decide,	‘I	want	relieve	or	I	want	to	become	healthy’.	

That	is	called	faith”	(Yachak	Ambi,	13th	October	2017).  

	

After-ritual	care	

	 	

The	interaction	between	the	Yachak	and	the	patient	continued	after	the	ceremony	was	over.	After	

the	Limpia	was	over,	the	Yachak	asked	the	patient	to	rest	since	reposing	was	also	a	key	factor	for	a	

successful	cleansing.	Except	for	Limpias	that	occurred	in	sacred	locations	and	would	be	followed	by	

entering	a	cave	or	bathe	 in	a	waterfall,	 the	relaxation	had	to	take	place	right	after	the	Limpia	was	

done.	As	a	patient,	one	had	the	option	to	leave	the	ceremony	and	put	oneself	to	bed	or	sit	back	and	

rest.	In	some	cases,	the	healer	had	a	small	reclining	space	where	one	was	able	to	lay	down	and	sleep	

if	 needed.	 The	 environment	 usually	 got	 quieter	 after	 the	 Limpia	 took	 place	 and	 it	 was	 not	

uncommon	for	people	who	wanted	to	stay,	to	stretch	over	the	benches	to	sleep	until	the	end.	The	

slumber	following	the	Limpia	was	so	 important,	that	 it	was	said	that	the	dream	one	had	overnight	

revealed	 significant	 messages.	 Before	 giving	 space	 to	 the	 next	 patient,	 the	 healer	 also	 disclosed	

privately	and	in	very	general	terms	whether	his	vision	was	positive	or	not.	 I	was	never	conveyed	a	

negative	vision	and	therefore,	I	do	not	know	how	does	a	healer	approach	the	patient	when	his	vision	

was	of	a	different	nature.	In	the	process,	the	Yachak	created	an	intimate	bond	with	the	patient,	this	

was	seen	through	his	ability	to	participate	in	the	patient’s	life	through	his	visions.		
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After	 the	 ceremony,	 the	 patient	 was	 expected	 to	 follow	 a	 particular	 diet	 or	 in	 Kichwa	 language,	

“Sasina,	diet	 is	 sasina”	 (Midwife	Marta	 Juarez,	18th	October	2017).	 	 In	my	experience	as	a	patient,	

the	diet	was	irrespective	of	my	health	condition	and	it	consisted	of	three	days	where	I	could	not	take	

a	 shower,	 touch	 soap	 or	 eat	 spices.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 a	 patient	 that	 was	 actually	 healed,	 the	 diet	

included	some	other	specific	considerations.	 	Likewise,	as	I	will	discuss	in	the	next	section,	the	diet	

was	also	applied	for	care	after	childbirth:	

	

“After	birth	there	is	a	diet.	The	diet	is	called	‘sasina’…	Besides	eating	natural	food,	not	food	

from	 the	 city….	 for	a	week	you	have	 to	bathe	with	 slightly	 soured	water	 to	 keep	 the	body	

calm,	for	eight	days"	(Midwife	Marta	Juarez,	18th	October	2017).	

	

However,	as	I	mentioned	before,	the	connection	that	the	Yachak	created	with	the	patient	extended	

to	the	point	that	if	the	diet	was	broken,	he	could	get	injured.	

	

“Yachak	Ambi:	For	example,	 if	 I	heal	you,	I	blow	and	I	heal	you,	the	diet	that	I	give…	I	give	

the	patient	for	three	days.	For	three	days,	no	cold	water	baths,	no	chemical	food,	 let's	say,	

chicken,	eggs	and	so	on...	and	also,	no	chilli.	Three	days,	and	the	diet	must	be	obeyed.	If	you	

do	not	obey,	there	may	be...	it	is	useless,	why	do	anything?	

Me:	And	what	happens	if	the	patient	does	not	comply	with	the	diet?	

Yachak	Ambi:	You	can	get	sick...	 for	me.	Once	a	patient	did	not	do	the	diet.	My	goodness!	

My	hand	began	to	hurt,	ayayay!	My	arm	became	like	this	 [shows	as	 if	 it	was	swollen]	very	

heavy,	it	was	muffled,	I	could	not	lift	it.	That	affects	you	of	course.	That	is	why	I	always	tell	

the	patient,	‘Ok,	if	you	have	faith,	you	comply	the	three	days	of	this	and	not	that’,	and	with	

that	is	all	set…	If	they	don’t,	I	know	when	the	person,	the	patient	has	not	complied”	(Yachak	

Ambi,	13th	October	2017).	

	

For	 instance,	 after	my	 first	 Limpia	 experience	 I	 accidentally	 used	 soap	 to	wash	my	 plate	 and	 this	

action	was	only	evident	 to	me	when	Marcos	asked	me	 if	 I	had	washed	my	hands	because	he	was	

feeling	pain	in	his.	For	this	reason,	some	Yachaks	would	not	accept	to	heal	a	misho	or	an	outsider.	

They	believed	that	a	non-kichwa	person	does	not	share	the	same	worldview	and	therefore,	does	not	

understand	the	relationship	and	importance	of	the	procedural	instructions	of	a	healing	practice.	
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The	Kichwa	birthing	procedure	

	

The	concept	of	cleanliness	was	of	main	significance	to	health-related	practices	in	Kichwa	culture.	In	

fact,	 the	 idea	 that	 the	 body	 is	 innately	 pure	 and	 to	maintain	 good	 health	 it	must	 be	 kept	 clean,	

extended	even	 to	 the	birthing	process.	While	 the	process	of	giving	birth	 itself	was	not	 considered	

unclean,	 the	 possible	 complications	 of	 a	 poorly	 attended	 birth	were.	 The	 Kichwa	 birthing	 process	

was	similar	to	conventional	approaches	to	maternal	health	in	the	attention	placed	on	the	preventive	

measures	 during	 pregnancy.	However,	 in	 Kichwa	practices	 the	 preventive	 care	 in	maternal	 health	

continues	for	at	least	eight	days	after	the	child’s	birth.	The	basic	reason	for	the	close	postnatal	care	

is	essentially	the	cleanliness	of	the	mother’s	body.	On	my	visit	to	the	Association	of	Kichwa	Women	

Midwifes	 from	 the	 High	 Napo	 –	 AMUPAKIN	 on	 October	 18th	 of	 2017,	 I	 had	 the	 opportunity	 to	

fictitiously	 be	 the	 focus	 of	 a	 Kichwa	 birthing	 procedure.	 AMUPAKIN	 is	 an	 association	 of	 Kichwa	

women	whose	aim	was	maintaining	the	knowledge	of	traditional	midwifery	and	make	it	available	to	

the	public.		

	

“As	an	association	we	are	24	years	old.	 In	order	 to	maintain	and	prevail	 the	culture	of	our	

ancestors	we	are	grouped	as	an	association”	(Midwife	Marta	Juarez,	18th	October	2017).	

	

Nonetheless,	 it	 was	 also	 a	 place	 of	 gathering	 where	 Kichwa	 women	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 midwife	

practices,	 socialised	 and	 engaged	 in	 all	 sorts	 of	 traditional	 activities	 such	 as	 sowing	 and	weaving	

baskets.	The	interesting	feature	of	the	association	was	firstly	that	it	was	entirely	formed	by	women	

and	 secondly,	 that	 it	 had	begun	 to	 establish	 the	practice	 of	 Kichwa	midwifery.	While	 traditionally	

midwives	would	attend	births	domestically,	the	women	of	this	association	have	managed	to	gather	

the	resources	to	build	a	sizeable	construction	and	provide	the	services	of	Kichwa	maternal	care	in	a	

clinic	fashioned	facility.			
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Picture 42 (left) traditional birthing demonstration 

Picture 43 (right) Technique for ‘enderezamiento’	

	

The	reason	I	visited	the	association	was	primarily	to	undertake	my	interview	with	Marta	Juarez,	the	

eldest	 and	more	 knowledgeable	midwife	 in	 AMUPAKIN.	Nonetheless,	 she	 insisted	 on	 giving	me	 a	

tour	 of	 the	 establishment,	 the	 communal	 chakra	 and	 –	 considering	 that	 I	 am	 a	 woman	 –	 a	

demonstration	of	 the	Kichwa	procedures	of	 child	delivery.	The	 interview	with	Marta	was	 the	only	

session	where	I	required	the	assistance	of	a	translator,	since	Marta	could	understand	partly	what	I	

said	but	did	not	speak	any	Spanish.	The	translator	also	assisted	me	with	the	photographic	material	

during	the	demonstration.	The	demonstration	took	place	in	the	delivery	room,	a	traditional	looking	

room	 that	 had	 all	 the	 artefacts	 for	 a	 Kichwa	 childbirth	 procedure	 at	 hand	 (see	 picture	 42).	 As	 a	

pregnant	woman,	I	would	have	prenatal	checks	starting	on	the	third	month	and	regularly	thereafter.	

At	the	seventh	month	of	pregnancy	and	since	the	child	is	almost	completely	developed,	the	checks	

will	 occur	 every	 fifteen	 days	 to	 make	 sure	 the	 baby	 is	 in	 the	 right	 position.	 Considering	 that	

traditionally	 the	midwife	 attending	 the	 pregnant	woman	would	 be	 a	 close	 relative,	 the	 periodical	

controls	 to	 track	 the	development	of	 the	child	would	be	casual	and	short.	During	 the	controls	 the	

midwife	touches	and	massages	the	belly,	through	this	process	she	is	able	to	determine	the	growth	

and	 position	 of	 the	 baby,	 sometimes	 the	 gender	 and	 mainly,	 the	 time	 left	 for	 the	 delivery.	 The	

periodical	massages	or	what	Kichwa	people	call	“enderezamiento”,	which	means	straightening,	were	

basically	 a	 periodical	 positioning	 of	 the	 child	 inside	 the	 mother’s	 womb	 (see	 picture	 43).	 The	

straightening	of	the	baby	was	a	procedure	used	to	prevent	complications	in	birth,	for	instance,	the	

child	tangling	with	the	umbilical	cord.	Once	the	birth	was	due,	the	midwife	did	another	check;	this	
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time	 in	addition	to	the	massage,	she	 introduced	her	hand	to	measure	the	openness	of	the	uterus.	

This	procedure	was	done	by	covering	 the	midwife’s	hand	with	chicken	 fat	and	 through	her	 tactile	

abilities	determine	the	posture	of	the	baby,	the	size	of	the	uterus	opening	and	the	time	left	for	the	

woman	to	be	in	labour.		

	

	

 
Picture 44 (left) traditional birthing room 

Picture 45 (right) Preparation for the birthing procedure 

	

During	a	traditional	birthing	procedure,	the	delivery	room	got	prepared	while	the	pregnant	woman	

reached	 the	 right	measurement	of	her	uterus.	Keep	 in	mind	 that	 if	 the	uterus	was	not	 ready,	 the	

pregnant	 woman	 had	 to	 walk	 around	 the	 room	 until	 her	 uterus	 opened	 up.	 However,	 the	

preparation	consisted	on	collecting	and	placing	long	plantain	 leaves	under	ropes	that	hanged	from	

the	 ceiling	 (see	picture	45),	 lighting	 the	 log	 fire	and	 the	preparation	of	 the	medicinal	plants	 to	be	

taken	before,	during	and	after	the	delivery	(see	pictures	46).	The	ropes	held	the	mother	in	a	vertical	

position,	which	 according	 to	 the	 Kichwa	methods	 of	 delivery	was	 the	 ideal	 position	 to	 give	 birth.	

During	a	birthing	procedure,	there	was	always	the	presence	of	at	least	two	midwives,	the	principal	

carer	 and	 the	 assistant.	 In	 some	 cases	 a	 Yachak	was	 also	 present	 at	 a	 birth	 session,	 although	her	

intervention	 occurred	 only	 after	 the	 child	 was	 born.	 Likewise	 and	 only	 under	 the	 mother’s	

preference,	the	husband	and	other	family	members	could	be	present	during	the	birth.	As	I	was	told,	

every	single	person	assumed	a	participative	role	in	assisting	the	mother	and	midwife	with	anything	

that	was	needed.	The	assistance	of	the	family	members	was	centred	on	the	preparation	of	food	and	
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warm	beverages	that	were	given	to	the	pregnant	woman	throughout	the	birthing	process.	When	the	

pregnant	woman	was	ready,	she	was	accommodated	holding	on	to	the	ropes	that	hanged	from	the	

ceiling	 in	 a	 vertical	 position	 from	where	 she	pushed	until	 the	baby	was	born.	Once	 the	baby	was	

born,	the	midwife	washed	the	baby	while	still	connected	to	the	mother	through	the	umbilical	cord.	

The	mother	was	 then	 taken	 to	a	 stretcher	or	 small	bed	where	 she	 could	 rest	 and	afterwards,	 the	

baby	was	given	to	the	mother	for	breastfeeding.	 It	 is	worth	noting	that	the	umbilical	cord	was	not	

cut	until	 after	 the	baby	was	held	on	 the	mother’s	 arms.	 Furthermore,	 the	method	 for	 cutting	 the	

umbilical	cord	was	also	handled	with	special	care	by	using	utensils	made	out	of	natural	materials	and	

making	sure	the	temperature	was	warm.	For	this	procedure,	the	midwife	used	a	knife	carved	from	a	

bamboo	stem	and	a	natural	fibre	used	to	tie	the	umbilical	cord	before	cutting	it.	To	make	sure	the	

temperature	 was	 kept	 hot,	 the	 cutting	 was	 carried	 our	 in	 closeness	 to	 a	 lit	 candle.	 Indeed,	

throughout	 the	 entire	 birthing	 process	 there	 was	 a	 special	 attention	 placed	 on	 the	 body’s	

temperature,	which	 had	 to	 be	 kept	warm	 in	 order	 for	 the	mother	 to	 be	well.	 According	 to	what	

Marta	explained,	 if	 cold	entered	 the	body	of	 the	mother	 she	 run	 the	 risk	of	getting	 sick	and	even	

loose	her	life.	This	was	also	the	reason	why	the	mother	was	given	warm	beverages	and	fed	a	warm	

chicken	soup	right	after	she	had	delivered	the	child.	Once	the	umbilical	cord	was	cut	and	both	the	

child	 and	 mother	 had	 been	 fed,	 the	 mother	 laid	 down	 to	 rest.	 While	 most	 of	 the	 medicinal	

preparations	had	the	function	to	heal	any	complication	such	as	loss	of	blood,	the	mother	was	given	

infusions	of	sour	leaves	to	cleanse	her	body	internally	before	and	after	delivery.	Likewise,	right	after	

the	 child	 was	 born,	 the	midwife	 massaged	 the	mother’s	 abdomen	 once	more	 to	 ensure	 that	 no	

residual	blood	clots	had	been	left.	If	the	midwife	sensed	a	lump,	she	would	take	ashes	from	the	log	

fire	and	wrap	them	on	a	leaf	to	massage	the	uterus	until	the	abdomen	softened	(see	picture	47).	
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Picture 46 (right) Preparation of medicinal plants	

Picture 47 (left) abdomen massage 

	

After	the	child	was	born,	the	Yachak	took	charge	and	began	the	ritual	to	clean	the	energy	and	give	

the	baby	 the	 first	 Limpia.	 The	 ceremony	 consisted	 in	 giving	 the	mother	 and	baby	presents,	which	

were	meant	to	introduce	the	child	into	the	societal	Kichwa	life.	In	this	sense,	if	it	was	a	baby	boy	he	

was	given	hunting	devices	such	as	spears,	darts	and	machetes,	and	if	it	was	a	baby	girl	she	was	given	

baskets,	 clay	 pots	 and	 guaysa	 –	 that	 as	 described	 in	 chapter	 six,	 was	 traditionally	 served	 by	 the	

women	 in	 the	house	–	and	sometimes	a	machete	as	well.	Upon	the	handing	over	of	 the	gifts,	 the	

people	present	danced	around	the	log	fire.	The	dance	had	a	repeated	pace	that	was	particular	to	the	

Kichwa	people,	“the	Kichwa	dance	has	only	one	rhythm,	so	that	rhythm	we	maintain	here”	(Midwife	

Marta	 Juarez,	18th	October	2017).	 The	birthing	ceremony	was	a	celebration	of	 the	happy	event	of	

birth,	where	the	Kichwa	people	danced	and	celebrated	in	order	to	transmit	joy	to	the	child	and	help	

the	child	assume	the	male	or	female	roles	in	the	community.	However,	many	of	these	traditions,	as	

Marta	 told	 me,	 were	 getting	 lost	 and	 that	 was	 the	 reason	 behind	 AMUPAKIN’s	 interest	 in	

maintaining	the	traditional	birthing	practices.		

	

“So	why	does	it	have	to	be	maintained	like	this,	because	in	the	past	there	were	no	doctors.	

Back	then	it	was	just	based	on	that,	with	medicinal	plants	with	which	they	gave	birth,	with	

that	 [knowledge]	 we	 have	 maintained	 until	 now,	 in	 order	 to	 maintain	 that	 tradition,	 to	

maintain	that	knowledge,	in	order	not	to	forget”	(Midwife	Marta	Juarez,	18th	October	2017).	
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In	former	days,	the	mother	would	be	given	at	least	eight	days	of	rest	after	she	gave	birth.	However,	

many	women	currently	go	back	on	regular	activities	in	five	or	less	days.	The	postnatal	resting	period	

was	to	avoid	the	mother	getting	sick	and	to	ensure	that	she	had	a	good	pregnancy	on	her	following	

children.	As	mentioned	earlier	in	this	chapter,	during	the	eight	following	days	after	giving	birth,	the	

mother	was	given	bitter	medicinal	plants	to	cleanse	her	body	inside.	On	the	last	day,	the	mother	ate	

a	tropical	fruit	that	made	her	vomit	and	expel	any	residual	energy	from	the	pregnancy	that	needed	

to	be	cleansed.	After	that,	the	mother	was	ready	and	considered	having	a	successful	birth.	

	

Gender	and	the	practice	of	medicine	

	

“To	a	man	appears	 spirit	 from	woman,	 to	woman	appears	 the	 spirit	 from	a	man”	 (Yachak	

Marcos	Ramirez,	3rd	October	2017).		

	

“But	shaman,	shaman,	Yachak...	 I	don't	 think	 there	 is.	 I	 think	 it's	 for	men	only.	 If	 there	are	

women,	what	they	know	is	paju.	What	I	say,	paju	for	different	things”	(Ismael	Quishpe,	18th	

December	2017).	

	

“Plants	for	women	because	men	suffer	nothing.	Women…	that	the	breasts,	than	the	ovary.	

For	everything	about	women	[women’s	health],	there	is	a	plant”	(Midwife	Marta	Juarez,	18th	

October	2017).	

	

	

While	I	was	told	that	men	could	also	practice	childbirth	and	have	knowledge	of	woman’s	health,	as	

Marcos	once	said	“women	attend	women”	(Marcos	Ramirez	-	Notes,	01th	October	2017).	Although	I	

was	commonly	told	that	there	were	equal	opportunities	for	men	and	women	to	become	Yachak,	not	

only	my	 search	 for	 a	 female	 Yachak	was	 rather	 challenging,	 but	 also	 as	 reflected	 in	 the	 interview	

with	 Ismael,	 younger	 generations	 had	 little	 knowledge	 of	 female	 Yachaks.	 Even	 though	 I	 had	 the	

privilege	 to	 talk	 to	 the	 one	 female	 Yachak	 I	 met,	 she	 refused	 to	 let	 me	 record	 our	 interview.	

Nonetheless,	our	concise	encounter	made	me	aware	of	the	gender	disparity	in	the	field.	In	contrast,	

all	the	other	Yachaks	I	had	access	to	and	interviewed	for	this	research,	were	men.	
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Good	and	evil	practices	

	

“A	Yachak	 can	only	be	good,	once	evil	 is	 done,	 it	 can	no	 longer	be	Yachak”	 (Yachak	Angel	

Parco	–	Notes,	12th	October	2017).	

	

“The	Yachak	has	the	gift,	a	Yachak	has	different	powers.	When	 its	not	controlled,	 it	can	be	

lost.	When	you	do	not	work	in	line	with	health...	for	the	good,	to	help,	when	harm	is	done,	a	

form	 of	 punishment	 can	 be	 applied,	 'parasito'”	 (Yachak	 Vinicio	 Lanchama	 -	 notes,	 17th	

October	2017).	

	

As	detailed	in	the	previous	quotes,	a	Yachak	was	considered	a	mender	and	thus,	her	practices	had	to	

always	be	for	the	betterment	of	others.	As	I	will	discuss	in	the	next	section,	a	person	who	used	the	

knowledge	 of	 traditional	medicine	 to	 cause	 harm	was	 called	 “shaman”	 or	 “brujo“	 and	 as	 Yachak	

Vinicio	explained,	the	“parasito”	was	“a	procedure	that	was	used	to	remove	all	the	negative	energy”	

(notes,	 17th	October	 2017)	 that	was	 exercised	when	 the	 community	 agreed	 a	 person	was	 causing	

harm.	

	

Rocks	that	hold	power	

	

As	 many	 Yachaks	 described,	 at	 some	 point	 in	 their	 initiation	 they	 were	 called	 by	 a	 rock.	 Kichwa	

indigenous	people	believed	that	all	nature	was	alive	and	thus,	the	animate	nature	of	rocks	would	call	

on	those	who	were	gifted	with	the	abilities	of	healing.	While	there	were	millions	of	rocks	that	could	

be	 found	 near	 the	 rivers	 and	 in	 the	 jungle,	 the	 rocks	 that	 were	 associated	 to	 the	 Yachaks	 were	

unique.	As	two	participants	recount:	

	

“The	rock	calls	you,	it	cries,	it	whistles,	it	sounds	and	through	its	heat	one	can	know	which	is	

the	rock	that	is	calling.	 It	doesn’t	matter	what	shape	it	has,	only	the	Yachak	can	identify	 it.	

The	 identification	 is	 obvious,	 just	 as	 you	 would	 identify	 and	 distinguish	 a	 man	 from	 a	

woman”	(Yachak	Angel	Parco,	12th	October	2017),						

	

“As	 they	 say	 in	 CIRAE,	 everyone	 has	 the	 strength	 from	 where	 they	 learn.	 It	 can	 be	 the	

anaconda,	waterfalls,	lagoons	or	jungle,	like	that.	So	how	to	say,	as	I	explained	before	going	

there...	the	jungle	whistles	at	you,	but	there	is	nothing.	Then	you	see	and	there	is	nothing	just	
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a	rock.	And	it	warns	that	you	have	that	power,	that	ability	to	heal,	ok.	So	you	take	that	rock	

and	at	the	moment	of	taking	 it,	you	heal	 it,	you	blow	it,	you	keep	 it,	as	to	say,	an	amulet”	

(Yachak	Ambi,	13th	October	2017).	

	

Even	though	many	Yachaks	kept	the	rock,	not	all	did.	Essentially,	the	reason	some	Yachaks	decided	

not	to	keep	the	rock	was	because	they	considered	that	as	well	as	there	were	good	energies	 in	the	

jungle,	there	could	also	be	bad	ones.	Nonetheless,	the	rock	was	generally	considered	an	important	

feature	and	in	some	cases	it	was	said	that	it	was	the	rock	that	held	the	Yachak’s	power.	Indeed,	if	a	

Yachak	had	a	rock,	she	kept	it	in	a	very	secure	place,	out	of	the	reach	and	sight	of	anyone.	Moreover,	

the	 rock	 was	 fed	 with	 the	 smoke	 of	 the	 tobacco	 on	 a	 regular	 basis	 and	 given	 very	 special	 care	

throughout	the	Yachak’s	life.	As	mentioned	earlier,	the	rock	represented	such	a	significant	source	of	

power	 that	 once	 the	 community	 identified	 a	malicious	 conjurer,	 the	 procedure	 to	 take	 away	 the	

power	to	harm	would	consist	on	finding	the	rock	and	burning	it;	“the	rock	is	burned	to	remove	the	

power”	(Yachak	Angel	Parco	–	notes,	12th	October	2017).	Nonetheless,	the	relationship	a	Yachak	had	

with	the	rock	represented	only	one	of	the	aspects	of	the	Yachak’s	connection	with	the	energies	or	

spirits	of	nature.		

	

Yachaks	and	healers:	the	power	to	heal	

	

“Some	Yachaks	say,	they	use	the	term	‘heal’.	Not	me,	I	like	the	term	help.	The	thing	is,	is	that	

I	keep	my	culture,	my	dialect.	All	of	that,	the	language,	I	keep.	Others	say,	I'm	going	to	heal	

you!	I	don't,	no.	So	what	would	happen	if	I	use	that	term	‘to	heal’	and	I	say,	‘I	am	going	to	

heal	you’...	and	 if	 it	doesn't	work?	What	then?...	So	that's	why	 I	don't	use	that	term,	 I	say,	

‘I'm	going	to	help	you’.	Nothing	more!	As	I	said	before,	I	like	to	support	you,	to	help	you,	as	

long	as	you	have	faith”	(Yachak	Ambi,	13th	October	2017).	

	

As	discussed	earlier,	without	 the	patient’s	 faith	 in	 the	power	of	nature	 to	heal,	 the	healer	had	no	

power.	 However,	 a	 Yachak	 became	more	 powerful	 depending	 on	 the	 number	 of	 powers	 she	 had	

acquired	 and	 had	 her	 experience	 in.	 Logically,	 the	more	 spirits	 she	 had	 to	 aid	 her	 in	 her	 healing	

practice,	the	greater	ability	she	had	to	heal.	For	instance,	a	powerful	Yachak	was	one	who	had	more	

than	one	power	or	“pajuyu”	as	 the	Kichwa	people	say.	 In	 this	same	matter,	 the	highest	 rank	 for	a	

Yachak	and	for	Kichwa	cultures	from	the	Amazon	region	was	to	be	a	“Waikiri”.	As	revealed	by	the	

stories	 I	was	told,	Waikiris	had	the	power	to	transform	into	 jungle	animals,	“They	[waikiris]	do	not	
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die,	they	turn	to	live	in	a	new	life,	as	a	tiger	for	example”	(Yachak	Angel	Parco,	12th	October	2017).	

According	to	Yachak	Angel,	there	were	still	a	few	Waikiris	living	in	the	depth	of	the	jungle.	However,	

since	the	level	of	wisdom	of	a	Waikiri	required	staying	free	from	“contamination”,	it	would	be	only	

under	extreme	circumstances	that	a	Waikiri	would	have	contact	with	the	mainstream	or	in	that	case,	

an	‘outsider’	like	me.		

	

The	experience	the	Yachak	had	in	a	natural	location	and	her	later	relationships	with	the	spirits	was	

of	crucial	 importance,	however,	that	was	not	the	only	way	a	Yachak	obtained	her	power.	Although	

when	I	asked	Kichwa	people	what	a	“paju”	or	“pajuyu”	was,	the	answer	was	that	it	was	a	power;	a	

“pajuyu”	 could	 be	 better	 understood	 as	 a	 special	 skill	 or	 knowledge	 that	 was	 acquired	 through	

transference	of	energy.	This	was	the	reason	why	the	Kichwa	people	considered	a	“pajuyu”	to	be	of	

power	 and	 strength.	 In	 this	 regard,	 the	 Yachak	 learned	 powers	 both	 from	nature	 and	 from	other	

more	experienced	Yachaks.	However,	learning	these	skills	from	other	experienced	Yachaks	alone	did	

not	make	a	person	a	Yachak.	More	clearly,	someone	who	learned	skills	from	elders	but	did	not	have	

her	own	experience	 in	the	 jungle	was	considered	a	healer	and	not	a	Yachak.	Certainly,	 there	were	

healers	 who	 called	 themselves	 Yachaks	 –	 because	 the	meaning	 of	 the	 word	 is	 wise-person	 -	 but	

amongst	the	Yachaks,	the	distinction	was	significant.	As	one	of	the	participants	said:	

	

“So	 that's	why	healing	 is	 not	 easy.	 Sometime	 I	 see,	 like	 so	many	 times	 the	 impostors,	 no?	

That…	they	do	like	this…	well	with	the	typical	or	colono	clothing,	they	paint	themselves	and	

everything...	but	it	 is	not	the	same,	it	 is	 just	a	costume.	Knowledge	belongs	to	each	person.	

So	they	do	it	[heal],	but	they	are	not	going	to	heal,	because	they	don’t	have	that	spirit,	that	

gift	of	what	they’ve	learned”	(Yachak	Angel	Parco,	17th	October	2017).	

		

	

Although	 the	 process	 of	 learning	 a	 “pajuyu”	 was	 in	 principle	 available	 to	 anyone,	 the	 process	 of	

transferring	 power	was	 usually	 reserved	 to	 relatives	 and	 close	 friends.	 As	 Yachak	Angel	 explained	

and	demonstrated	during	our	interview:	

	

“It	is	the	spiritual	power	that	remains	in	each	person,	it	is	that	“paju”	that	we	know	it	by.	You	

have	 your	 energy	 and	 I	 have	 mine.	 This	 is	 a	 property	 that	 every	 person	 has.	 It	 is	 that	

strength.	We	have	 a	 custom	of	 tradition	 that	 in	 the	moment	 one	 is	 healing	 –	 oneself,	 the	

father	or	the	grandfather	–	we	energise	from	the	head.	That	is	our	custom,	from	the	head	to	

the	 feet,	 from	 the	head,	 from	 the	hand,	 sometimes	 from	 the	 tongue	 to	have	 the	power	 to	
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heal.	That	is,	the	power	to	absorb	the	evil	that	a	person	has.	That	is	our	custom,	and	so	you	

transfer	that	paju	–	how	we	call	it	–	we	transfer	that	energy	to	the	person.	On	other	times,	

on	other	parts	 [of	 the	body	and	not	 the	 tongue]	and	other	 simpler	 energies,	when	we	are	

healing	you	take	the	hand	of	the	person	that	is	healing.	For	example	if	you	want	to	learn	to	

heal	and	you	assure	you	will	comply	with	the	diet,	we	will	say	ok	[in	agreement	to	teach]	and	

so	you	will	take	the	wrist,	the	hand	and	you	rub,	rub,	and	rub.	For	example,	you	take	me	[his	

wrist]	and	I	cure	the	patient,	and	after	around	twenty	minutes,	we	take	the	hand	rub	 it	–	 I	

mean	the	healer	[takes	the	hand	of	the	learner]	–	and	we	crack	your	[the	apprentice]	fingers.	

We	 have	 to	 see	 if	 it	 [the	 cracking]	 comes	 out	 of	 one,	 two,	 three	 or	 if	 it	 comes	 out	 of	 5	

[fingers].	That	would	be	the	best.	Sometimes	it	comes	out	of	one,	other	times	it	comes	out	of	

two	and	after	that	we	rub	again	[the	learner’s	hand]	and	in	that,	the	pajuyu	is	transmitted”	

(Yachak	Angel	Parco,	17th	October	2017).	

	

As	I	discussed	earlier,	during	a	Limpia	ceremony	when	the	Yachak	blows	onto	the	patient’s	head	and	

hands,	 she	 also	 energises	 the	 patient.	While	 transferring	 energy	 –	 to	 a	 certain	 degree	 –	 is	 what	

healed	the	patient,	the	process	of	transferring	energy	was	also	used	to	transfer	power,	in	the	form	

of	a	skill	or	knowledge.	In	this	sense,	Marcos’	accounts	on	his	learning	process	to	become	a	Yachak,	

indicated:	

	

“When	my	fathers:	my	godfather,	my	uncles	and	my	father	 in	 law	blew	on	me,	 that	 [their]	

knowledge	would	be	transferred	to	my	hands”	(Yachak	Marcos	Ramirez,	27th	October	2017).	

	

Consequently,	 through	 the	 combination	 of	 all	 of	 these	 different	 processes	 a	 person	 learned	 the	

wisdom	of	nature,	the	wisdom	of	the	ancestors	and	the	wisdom	that	came	from	within.	In	general,	it	

was	through	a	comprehensive	acquisition	of	knowledge	and	the	management	of	good	relations	with	

nature,	the	ancestors	and	other	people,	that	a	person	became	wise;	became	a	Yachak.		

	

The	Yachak’s	journey	

	

Among	the	stories	that	I	was	told	when	I	lived	with	the	Kichwa	people	of	Rukullacta,	the	anecdotes	

about	 how	 the	 Yachaks	 became	 Yachaks	were	 the	most	 fascinating.	 As	 I	 have	mentioned	 earlier,	

there	 was	 a	 clear	 distinction	 that	 Kichwa	 people	 made	 when	 they	 referred	 to	 the	 knowledge	

associated	 to	 their	medicinal	practices.	 In	general	 terms,	 the	knowledge	of	 ‘Kichwa	medicine’	was	

fundamentally	related	to	plants	and	the	effects	that	plants	had	over	the	body.	While	many	people	
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knew	how	to	apply	their	knowledge	of	plants	for	healing	purposes,	not	every	person	had	the	ability	

to	heal.	In	other	words,	not	every	healer	was	considered	a	Yachak.	In	fact,	the	knowledge	of	Kichwa	

medicine	 –	 that	means	 the	 uses	 of	medicinal	 plants	 -	 was	 available	 to	 everyone	 who	 wanted	 to	

learn,	 but	 the	 capability	 or	 power	 to	 heal	 was	 not.	 Keep	 in	 mind	 that	 until	 I	 realised	 this	

differentiation,	much	 of	my	 initial	 exploration	 consisted	 on	 the	 knowledge	 Kichwa	 people	 shared	

with	me	 about	 the	 uses	 of	 plants.	While	 a	 Yachak	must	 also	 have	 the	 knowledge	 of	 the	 uses	 of	

medicinal	plants,	in	addition,	she	had	to	have	the	ability	to	heal	through	her	direct	connection	with	

the	spirits	of	nature.	The	transcendent	connection	with	nature	was	what	differentiated	the	Yachak	

from	 someone	who	 knew	 how	 to	 heal	with	 plants.	Most	 important,	 the	 connections	with	 nature	

were	the	source	of	the	Yachak’s	power	and	knowledge.	As	discussed	in	chapter	five,	the	bond	with	

nature	was	also	the	Yachak’s	greatest	achievement.	According	to	the	stories	I	was	told,	the	process	

of	connecting	with	nature	or	what	the	Kichwa	people	called	“compactar	con	la	naturaleza”	–	which	

roughly	means	the	blending	of	the	individual	with	nature	–	was	not	an	easy	process.	However,	this	

was	an	elemental	process	for	all	Yachaks	to	accomplish.		

	

In	 relation	 to	 the	 values	presented	 in	 the	previous	 chapter,	 the	bond	with	nature	was	 a	 common	

characteristic	of	traditional	Kichwa	healing,	in	all	of	its	varied	practices.	This	could	be	seen	in	the	way	

that	 Kichwa	 people	 and	mainly	 healers	 related	 to	 their	 chakras.	 Nonetheless,	 the	 competence	 to	

blend	 with	 nature	 was	 mainly	 associated	 to	 the	 Yachak.	 Definitely,	 the	 difference	 between	 the	

medicinal	practices	a	healer	did	in	comparison	to	a	Yachak,	was	rather	a	subtle	one	to	the	eye.	After	

I	had	introduced	myself	as	a	researcher	who	was	interested	in	learning	about	traditional	medicine	or	

Kichwa	healing	practices,	it	was	not	entirely	clear	to	most	people	if	my	interest	was	on	the	uses	of	

plants,	or	 in	the	context	of	 learning	to	blend	with	nature.	 In	 fact,	on	one	of	 the	occasions	where	 I	

participated	in	a	Limpia	ceremony	–	both	as	an	observer	and	as	part	of	the	family	who	was	cleansed	

–	Marcos	introduced	me	to	his	extended	relatives	in	the	following	way:		

	

"The	 lady	will	 join	us,	 she	also	wants	 to	 share	 the	ceremony.	She	wants	 to	know	what	 the	

ceremony	is,	what	bonding	with	nature	is.	She	wants	to	‘compactar	con	la	naturaleza’	[blend	

with	nature].	That	is	our	custom,	we	have	to	connect	with	nature,	ask	for	more	energy,	more	

spirit	 of	 healing.	We	are	 carrying	out	 a	 very	 sacred	 ceremony,	 very	 sacred	and	with	much	

respect,	in	order	for	nature	to	respect	us	back”	(Yachak	Marcos	Ramirez,	28th	October	2017).	
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It	was	not	until	later	that	my	methods	of	learning	would	clarify	that	while	I	was	there	to	learn	about	

the	blending	 of	 the	 individual	with	nature,	 I	 had	no	plan	 to	 “compactar	 con	 la	naturaleza”,	which	

meant	becoming	a	healer	myself.		

	

There	was	a	current	debate	amongst	the	Kichwa	people	of	Rukullacta	around	whether	a	Yachak	was	

born	with	 the	gift	of	a	Yachak	or	 if	anyone	was	able	 to	 learn	 it.	The	position	every	Kichwa	person	

held	around	this	matter	was	a	very	personal	one.	 I	met	people	who	believed	that	only	few	people	

were	 born	 with	 the	 gift	 to	 heal,	 and	 others	 who	 either	 believed	 I	 was	 born	 with	 the	 gift	 or	 just	

eagerly	 thought	 that	 I	 could	 –	 like	 any	 other	 –	 foster	 it.	 The	 slight	 distinction	 –	 according	 to	 the	

Kichwa	people	 that	believe	 that	both	options	were	viable	–	was	 firstly,	 that	 innate	Yachaks	would	

always	 be	 better	 and	 stronger	 healers	 since	 they	 had	 a	 natural	 ability	 and	 secondly,	 that	 things	

changed	with	time.	The	recognition	of	the	two	approaches	in	the	becoming	of	a	Yachak	was	part	of	a	

natural	change	in	perspective	that	had	developed	through	the	generations.	This	was	one	the	various	

changes	arising	 from	a	naturally	evolving	Kichwa	culture.	 In	 this	 regard,	Yachak	Angel	had	told	me	

that	 as	 a	 Yachak	 he	was	 be	 able	 to	 recognise	 amongst	 his	 offspring	 who	would	 follow	 his	 ways,	

“there	 is	 always	 one	 who	 knows	 and	 learns	 more”	 (Yachak	 Angel	 Parco	 12th	 October	 2017).	

Nevertheless,	this	was	one	aspect	that	was	also	changing	and	in	this	respect,	he	added,	“learning	is	

hard,	 the	 work	 is	 difficult,	 sometimes	 children	 consider	 it	 a	 punishment.	 That's	 why	 the	 new	

generations	do	not	want	 to	 learn”	 (Yachak	Angel	Parco	12th	October	2017).	The	Yachak	–	whether	

born	or	made	–	went	through	a	personal	transformation	that	required	much	strength	and	regardless	

of	her	inborn	abilities,	the	process	involved	the	acquisition	of	wisdom	through	tough	experiences.	In	

this	sense,	there	were	basically	three	different	sources	of	practical	 instruction;	the	knowledge	that	

came	directly	 from	 the	experience	 in	nature,	 the	 knowledge	 that	was	 learned	 from	generation	 to	

generation	–	particularly	in	the	application	of	medicinal	plants	–	and	the	experience	of	transferring	

energies,	knowledge	or	as	Kichwa	people	call	 it	“pajuyu”.	The	 latter,	 in	a	very	succinct	way	and	as	

described	 in	 earlier	 sections,	 was	 a	 procedure	 where	 energy	 was	 passed	 from	 one	 person	 to	

another.	Since	in	two	of	these	types	of	practical	learning	the	person	was	an	apprentice	of	an	elder	or	

a	more	experienced	healer,	it	was	reasonable	to	think	that	any	person	with	the	desire	to	learn	could	

indeed	learn	the	practice	of	a	Yachak.	However,	 it	was	in	the	relationship	with	the	spirits	of	 jungle	

that	it	was	difficult	to	define	whether	the	knowledge	of	Yachaks	could	be	learnt.	Since	there	was	no	

way	to	prove	the	Yachak’s	connection	with	nature	and	her	gift	“to	see”	what	nature	allows	her	to	

see,	the	debate	was	an	on-going	one.		
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Regardless	of	the	debate,	a	person	in	becoming	a	Yachak	had	throughout	different	stages	of	her	life,	

a	calling	from	nature.	The	calling	was	mainly	presented	as	a	natural	 inclination	towards	the	jungle.	

Consequently,	after	a	person	accepted	the	calling,	she	would	have	the	opportunity	to	 journey	 into	

the	 jungle	 and	 experience	 the	 actual	 process	 of	 blending	 or	 “compactar	 con	 la	 naturaleza”.	 This	

process	would	happen	sometimes	with	the	aid	and	under	the	influence	of	ayahuasca	and	sometimes	

in	a	natural	way.	Keep	in	mind	that	the	term	ayahuasca	literally	means	“the	rope	of	the	soul”;	‘aya’	is	

the	kichwa	word	for	soul	and	‘huasca’	for	rope.	The	blending	experience	involved	a	 journey	to	the	

jungle	or	any	other	 sacred	 location,	where	 the	person	had	a	very	 intense	 interaction	with	nature,	

usually	by	getting	lost.	For	instance	when	Marcos	recalled	his	own	experience,	he	told	me:	

	

	"It	was	days	that	I	was	lost.	One	could	get	lost	forever,	some	go	crazy,	some	will	never	get	

out.	 I	 remember	 I	was	 tired	and	my	head	hurt,	 very	 strongly	and	 so	 I	 sat	on	a	 log	 to	 rest.	

There,	a	 light,	 like	a	bright	balloon	came	from	the	sky.	 I	opened	the	eyes	and	 it	was	a	girl,	

with	blue	eyes	and	long	hair,	almost	white.	There	she	took	my	head	and	blew	over	me,	When	

I	opened	my	eyes	again	she	was	gone”	(Yachak	Marcos	Ramirez,	16th	October	2017).			

	

Additionally,	he	told	me	in	a	later	conversation	that	the	spirit	had	told	him	to	go	back	home	and	to	

not	 tell	 anyone	 until	 a	 year	 had	 passed;	 “a	 secret”,	 he	would	 say.	 In	 a	 similar	way,	while	 Yachak	

Angel	was	describing	to	me	the	process	that	a	Yachak	undertakes,	he	said:		

	

"It	 is	 not	 from	 night	 to	morning.	 One	 is	 lost	 in	 the	 jungle,	 one	 day,	 two	 days,	 eight	 days,	

fifteen	days.	That’s	when	we	will	learn,	that	is	when	it	[referring	to	the	jungle]	teaches.	It	is	

very	accelerated,	however,	that	is	when	we	learn”	(Yachak	Angel	Parco,	17th	October	2017).		

	

Additionally,	he	also	told	me	that	to	obtain	the	jungle’s	knowledge,	“you	have	to	wait	sometime,	two	

months,	 three	months,	 sometimes	 a	 year.	 It	 is	 a	 secret	 you	must	 keep”	 (Yachak	Angel	 Parco,	 17th	

October	 2017).	According	 to	what	 I	was	 told,	 breaking	 the	 secrecy	 pact	with	 the	 spirits	 of	 nature	

could	have	detrimental	consequences	to	the	Yachak	in	the	process	of	learning.	The	journey	for	the	

Yachak	 at	 this	 stage	 was	 a	 process	 of	 self-discovery	 and	 autodidactic	 instruction,	 where	 it	 was	

understandable	why	some	people	were	reluctant	to	it.		

	

It	 is	 important	 to	note	 that	a	Yachak	could	undertake	more	 than	one	of	 these	 types	of	excursions	

and	have	more	than	one	relationship	with	the	spirits.	In	fact,	the	types	of	powers	or	healing	abilities	

that	 the	 Yachak	 had	 depended	 on	 the	 origins	 of	 the	 spirits	 she	 had	 relation	with.	 For	 instance,	 a	
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Yachak	 could	 have	 a	 first	 experience	 in	 the	 jungle,	 from	 which	 she	 received	 the	 powers	 or	

knowledge	of	the	jungle.	Subsequently,	the	Yachak	could	experience	similar	encounters	with	spirits	

of	 the	 mountains,	 rivers	 or	 lakes	 and	 respectively,	 received	 their	 powers.	 Each	 experience	 was	

reflected	in	the	form	of	a	spirit	with	human	characteristics	that	held	a	relationship	and	accompanied	

the	 Yachak	 throughout	 her	 life.	 All	 of	 the	 Yachaks	 I	 interviewed	mentioned	 the	 presence	 of	 their	

helpers.	 In	 the	 case	of	Yachak	Ambi,	our	 interview	 included	also	 the	presence	of	his	 three	 female	

spirits.	 Likewise,	 during	 Yachak	 Angel’s	 interview	 there	 were	 two	 spirits	 accompanying	 and	

protecting	him.	As	Yachak	Angel	described	during	the	interview:	

	

“They	are	next	to	me.	Believe	me	I	am	not	alone,	they	are	right	by	my	side…	they	are	jealous	

sometimes.	Mentally,	 energetically	 you	 can	 see	 and	 when	 one	 knows,	 one	 is	 able	 to	 feel	

them.	 It’s	 like	 if	 they	were	people.	 For	 example,	 they	know	you	are	a	 friend	 that	wants	 to	

take	some	knowledge	and	that	is	ok,	they	won’t	do	any	harm	to	you”	(Yachak	Angel	Parco,	

17th	October	2017)	

	

Gender	and	the	Spirits	of	the	jungle	

	

“I	have	the	power	of…	‘Sacha	warmi’,	it	means	woman	from	the	jungle”	(Yachak	Ambi,	13th	

October	2017).	

	

The	process	of	becoming	a	Yachak	was	an	individual	process	in	which	through	practical	experience,	

the	 person	 encountered	 a	 spiritual	 relationship	 with	 nature.	 As	 revealed	 earlier,	 the	 relationship	

with	nature	manifested	differently	in	men	and	women.	For	instance,	the	spirits	of	nature	manifested	

in	the	form	of	a	blonde	woman	to	a	male	healer,	and	in	the	form	of	a	blonde	man	to	a	female	healer.	

It	is	worth	noting	the	Kichwa	depiction	of	the	spirits	of	the	jungle,	which	were	deities	that	resembled	

the	physical	 characteristics	of	Caucasian	people.	Nonetheless,	as	Marcos	explained	 to	me,	“nature	

transforms	 into	 a	 human,	 like	 a	man	 for	 a	woman	and	 like	 a	woman	 for	 a	man"	 (Yachak	Marcos	

Ramirez,	28th	October	2017).	Related	to	the	value	of	strength	presented	in	the	previous	chapter	and	

under	the	assumption	that	men	were	stronger,	through	the	relationship	with	a	male	spirit,	a	woman	

Yachak	was	supposed	to	be	more	powerful.	The	association	between	genders	was	the	way	of	nature	

to	 keep	 its	balance	and	 in	 the	act	of	healing	 there	was	always	balance	between	male	and	 female	

energies.	As	I	was	told,	the	plants	and	the	different	properties	that	each	plant	had	were	also	related	

to	their	gender	qualities.	For	instance,	for	each	type	of	plant	there	was	a	male	and	a	female	version.	

The	male	version	was	usually	thinner	and	darker	than	the	female	version	of	that	same	plant	that	in	
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contrast,	 was	 generally	 thicker	 and	 more	 colourful.	 The	 gender	 distinction	 was	 important	 in	 the	

sense	that	to	keep	balance	–	and	for	effective	healing	depending	on	the	condition	–	a	female	patient	

for	example,	would	have	to	take	the	male	version	of	the	medicinal	plant	to	be	healed	and	vice	versa.	

In	spite	of	the	inconsistency	between	the	balances	of	nature	with	male	and	female	energies	and	the	

behaviours	of	men	and	women	amongst	the	Kichwa	culture	that	I	observed	and	discussed	in	Chapter	

Five,	balance	was	a	basic	process	in	the	becoming	of	a	Yachak.	While	the	encounter	with	a	spirit	of	

the	 jungle	was	what	defined	a	Yachak,	 in	 the	process	of	developing	a	 relationship	with	 that	spirit,	

the	 Yachak	 learned	 to	manage	 her	 own	 spiritual	 energy	 and	 the	 balance	within,	 as	 Yachak	 Angel	

said,	“the	Yachak	first	learns	to	manage	the	spiritual	and	later	to	apply	the	knowledge	of	the	plants”	

(Yachak	 Angel	 Parco,	 12th	 October	 2017).	 Likewise,	 in	 regard	 to	 the	 importance	 of	 maintaining	 a	

good	relationship	with	nature	and	the	spirits	of	the	jungle,	Yachak	Marcos	said,	"When	you	recognise	

yourself	in	the	jungle,	you	understand	that	there	are	many	good	spirits,	but	there	are	also	evil	spirits.	

However,	 if	 we	 respect,	 they	 will	 also	 respect”	 (Yachak	Marcos	 Ramirez,	 28th	 October	 2017).	 The	

formation	of	a	balanced	relationship	with	nature	entailed	the	development	of	an	energetic	empathy	

with	nature	and	hence,	the	profound	spiritual	journey	that	the	Yachak	undertook.		

	

As	 I	 detailed	 in	 the	 Methods	 Chapter,	 from	 the	 six	 healers	 I	 interviewed,	 only	 one	 woman	 was	

considered	a	Yachak.	Although	she	refused	to	call	herself	a	Yachak,	she	was	one	of	the	few	women	

that	participated	in	the	Yachak	gathering	event.	Furthermore,	in	our	interview	she	told	me	about	her	

spiritual	 gifts	 and	her	 preference	 to	 call	 herself	 an	 “Ajajyo”,	 a	 term	also	 referring	 to	wisdom.	Her	

reasons,	amongst	many,	where	fundamentally	related	to	that	fact	that	she	was	a	woman.	Although	

in	 general	 terms	 there	 was	 no	 discrimination	 between	 men	 and	 women	 about	 who	 became	 a	

Yachak,	 in	 exercise,	 prejudices	 over	 female	 strength	 influenced	 the	 practice	 of	women	 healers	 in	

Kichwa	culture.	Consequently,	most	women	healers	focussed	instead	on	the	knowledge	of	midwifery	

and	 the	 uses	 of	 medicinal	 plants	 –	 which	 was	 the	 case	 for	 the	 other	 two	 female	 healers	 I	

interviewed.	 As	 presented	 earlier,	 Marta	 was	 the	 eldest	 midwife	 in	 the	 Association	 of	 Kichwa	

Women	 Midwifes	 –	 AMUPAKIN;	 the	 other	 participant	 was	 a	 healer	 who	 was	 extraordinarily	

knowledgeable	on	the	healing	properties	of	plants,	her	name	was	Rocio.	Rocio	was	married	to	the	

son	of	one	of	the	most	recognised	Yachaks	in	the	region.	Although	I	could	not	interview	the	famous	

Yachak	because	of	his	deteriorated	state	of	health,	Rocio	agreed	to	participate	in	this	research	and	

tell	her	story	in	our	interview:	

	

“I	learned	with	my	father-in-law.	He	is	a	shaman...	aha.	So	he	saw	like	this,	he	worked	with…	

with	the	patients.	They	came	to	heal	and	I	used	to	see	what	leaves	he	applied	to	them,	what	
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leaves	and	for	what...	all	of	that.	So	there	he	would	tell	me,	“for	fungus	you	have	to	put	this,	

for	this,	this”...	everything.	And	so,	in	order	to	heal,	a	person	must	also	have	some	power...	

because	he,	my	father-in-law	gave	me	that…	how	to	say,	a	power	so	that	I	can	heal	[I	now	

can].	I	went	on	a	diet	for	15	days	or	maybe	a	month,	where	I	could	not	eat	anything...	that	is,	

a	diet	so	 that	 I	 could	 receive	 that	power	 that	he	gave	me,	 the	gift	of	healing	children	with	

plants”	(Healer	Rocio	Tupac,	12th	October	2017).	

	

Rocio	also	told	me	that	although	she	was	innately	gifted	with	the	potential	to	become	a	Yachak,	due	

to	family	interrelation	complexities,	her	power	had	been	blocked.	The	blockage	of	the	power	to	have	

a	vision	–	a	crucial	ability	of	Yachaks	–	was	a	procedure	that	shamans5	were	able	to	do.	The	process	

employed	an	energetic	cut	of	the	affected	person’s	flow	of	energy.	As	revealed	by	one	of	the	male	

Yachaks	 I	 interviewed,	 the	blocking	of	energy	 to	women	healers	was	something	 that	 some	people	

did	out	of	envy.	The	reason	behind	it	was	that	women	healers	were	essentially	stronger,	as	one	of	

the	male	participants	said,	“A	woman	sometimes	has	more	strength,	because	she	is	helped	by	a	male	

spirit"	(Yachak	Angel	Parco,	12th	October	2017).		

	

Health	and	illness	

	

“Alli	Causai	means	good	life,	Sumak	causai	is	a	synonym”	(Yachak	Angel	Parco,	12th	October	

2017).		

	

As	Yachak	Angel	clarified,	the	Kichwa	term	for	health	or	wellbeing	was	Alli	Causai.	In	contrast	to	the	

western	meaning	of	wellbeing,	the	notion	of	health	for	the	Kichwa	people	included	the	nonphysical	

facets	of	the	person.	In	fact,	the	understanding	of	an	individual’s	wellbeing	extended	to	the	family	as	

well.	 For	 this	 reason,	 a	 Limpia	 ceremony	 traditionally	 involved	all	 the	 family.	 In	 conversation	with	

one	of	the	participants:		

	

“Me:	Do	you	feel	healthy	right	now?	

Dolores:	 Yes,	 I	 feel	 fine.	 There	 are	 times	 when	 my	 children	 get	 sick,	 only	 then	 I	 get	 sad.	

Sometimes	when	I	think	of	my	parents,	I	get	sad.	Just	that,	[otherwise]	I	am	fine.	

Me:	What	is	being	healthy	for	you?	

                                                
5 The term shaman amongst the Kichwa people refers to sorcerers. The shaman was someone who used their 
power or knowledge for malicious purposes. Calling a Yachak or healer a shaman, was generally considered 
offensive. However, sometimes the term was used to facilitate communication with non-kichwa people.     
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Dolores:	 Healthy	 for	 me	 would	 be…	 like,	 to	 live	 like	 this,	 without…	 so	 to	 speak,	 without	

disease	and	like,	preventing	the	things	that	make	you	sick	or	getting	healed	soon…	as	to	say,	

in	health.	If	I	am	sick,	I	worry	and	[being	healthy	means]	I	can	go	anywhere	to	heal	my	body”	

(Dolores	Morales,	21st	November	2017).	

 

In	reference	to	what	being	healthy	meant,	another	participant	said:	

	

“Being	 healthy	 means	 being	 well	 with	 everyone,	 with	 the	 family”	 (Noelia	 Huaman,	 28th	

November	2017).		

	

Health	and	health	issues	of	Kichwa	people	

	

After	alcoholism	and	violence,	the	predominant	illness	suffered	by	Kichwa	people	was	diabetes	and	

according	to	the	folk	classification,	the	disease	was	classified	into	3	types:	

	

“Emotional	 diabetes,	 malignant	 diabetes	 and	 hereditary	 diabetes”	 (Yachak	 Angel	 Parco	 –	

notes,	12th	October	2017)	

	

However,	 there	was	 an	 important	 connection	 to	 consider,	 since	 the	 diets	 of	 Kichwa	 people	were	

changing	and	 influenced	everyday	by	western	ways	of	 living.	As	explained	by	 two	of	 the	healers	 I	

interviewed:		

	

“No	Kichwa	person	had	diabetes,	it	is	a	new	disease	caused	by	contamination”	(Yachak	Angel	

Parco,	12th	October	2017)”	

	

“In	the	past,	there	weren’t	those	diseases.	One	here	and	there	sometimes,	but	currently	with	

contamination,	sometimes	because	of	the	food	with	chemicals.	Or	sometimes	a	pregnant	girl	

without	the	knowledge	of	the	parents,	trying	to	get	rid	of	the	baby	[she]	takes	pills,	but	the	

babies	instead	don’t	want	to	be	aborted...	they	endure,	and	then	once	born,	they	come	with	

abnormalities	 or	with	 some	disability,	 like	 that	with	 something	abnormal.	 So,	 that	 is	what	

has	 happened,	 because	 in	 the	 past	 there	 was	 nothing	 like	 that,	 nothing,	 no	 disease	 [like	

that],	the	children	grew	up	with	all	natural	food,	with	cassava,	plantain,	sometimes	anything	

from	the	jungle.	So,	as	I	have	now	realized,	I	have	lived	for	many	years,	I	know,	and	currently	
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there	are	many	diseases	 that	 I	 don’t	 know	why…	would	 it	 be	because	 the	girls	 ignore,	 the	

boys	do	things	their	way,	their	way	of	living	or	sometimes	as	we	say,	the	young	people	leave,	

get	together,	have	relations	and	then	as	they	get	pregnant	they	want	to	take	something	to	

abort.	 So	 that	 causes	many	problems	 in	 the	 family,	 sometimes...	 as	we	 say,	 they	 take	any	

‘poison’	and	die.	So	because	of	those	situations,	 in	those	cases,	the	highest	percentage	has	

been	 with	 Kichwa	 people,	 before	 there	 were	 almost	 none.	 Only	 the	 people,	 like	 colonos,	

mishos,	they	lived	in	the	centre	[the	town]	and	sometimes	it	happened	like	that.	Instead	with	

the	‘runas’	[kichwa	word	for	people],	there	wasn’t	even	dia...	what	is	it,	diabetes,	gastritis...	

nothing!	Nowadays,	with	what	they	eat,	 the	[artificial]	 flavouring,	something	 like	that	they	

begin	 to	 have	 diabetes.	 So	 that	 is	 what	 has	 happened	 and	 right	 now	 there	 are	 all	 those	

things	[diseases]”	(Midwife	Marta	Juarez,	18th	October	2017).	

	

In	 relation	 to	 the	 discussion	 in	 Chapter	 Five,	 the	 influence	 of	mainstream	 culture	 had	 an	 evident	

impact	on	Kichwa	people,	 their	 diets	 and	health.	 The	 second	 common	way	participants	described	

illness	or	the	source	of	their	illness,	was	envy.	As	described	by	one	of	the	participants:		

	

“So,	that.	Everything	people	are	seeing...	so	that	makes	them	[feel]	envy,	they	do	harm…	So	if	

they	do	harm,	you	can	see	it,	in	anything.	It	may	be...	it	may	be	that	you	fall	into	alcoholism”	

(Raul	Huango,	21st	November	2017).	

	

Death	and	the	afterlife	

 

“A	cleansing,	 so	 that...	 the,	 the	soul	of	 the	deceased…	so	 that	 it	goes	 to	 its	place,	where	 it	

should	 be.	 So	 that	 it	 doesn’t...	 like,	 the	 soul,	 so	 that	 it	 stops	 moving”	 (Raul	 Huango,	 21st	

November	2017).	

 

As	discussed	in	Chapter	five	and	in	earlier	sections	of	this	chapter,	Kichwa	people	believed	that	sprits	

continued	to	exist	after	death.	The	purpose	of	burying	the	body	in	the	earth	was	for	the	rebirth	of	

the	person	onto	nature.	For	instance,	when	Yachaks	maintained	uncontaminated	lifestyles	they	had	

the	 ability	 to	 transform	 themselves	 into	 jungle	 animals	 after	 their	 death.	 It	was	 said	 that	when	 a	

Yachak	 died	 there	 was	 lightning	 and	 it	 was	 customary	 not	 to	 go	 out	 for	 3	 days.	 As	 one	 of	 the	

participant	told	me:	
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"The	custom	 is	not	 to	go	out	because	 the	 spirit	of	 the	healer	 can	 take	you”	 (Yachak	Angel	

Parco,	12th	October	2017).	

	

In	one	of	the	conversations,	I	asked	Marcos	if	he	would	reincarnate	into	a	jaguar	when	he	died	and	

he	said	that	not	longer	happened,	that	life	was	too	modernised	and	corrupted	for	a	person	to	come	

back	to	its	pure	nature.		

	

Summary	

	

The	findings	in	this	section	presented	an	account	of	the	Kichwa	health-related	practices.	I	described	

the	 principal	 healing	 ritual	 of	 Kichwa	 TM,	 the	 Limpia	 ceremony,	 and	 discussed	 its	 fundamental	

components.	 I	 also	 described	 and	 discussed	 the	 traditional	 birthing	 procedure	 in	 Kichwa	 culture.	

Furthermore,	I	discussed	the	processes	that	a	Yachak	undergoes	to	gain	experience	and	knowledge,	

and	 the	 relationship	 with	 the	 spirits	 of	 the	 jungle.	 Through	 the	 voices	 of	 the	 participants	 of	 this	

study,	I	have	also	presented	the	notions	of	health,	illness	and	the	current	health	issues	experienced	

among	Kichwa	people.	 I	will	continue	to	discuss	 the	 findings	of	 this	ethnography	 in	comparison	to	

the	broad	literature	review	in	the	next	chapter.		
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Chapter	Seven:	Discussion	and	Conclusion	
	

Introduction	

	

In	this	chapter	I	will	discuss	the	findings	of	this	ethnography	in	comparison	to	the	broader	literature	

related	to	the	health-related	practices	of	indigenous	populations	that	was	identified	and	presented	

in	Chapter	Three.	It	will	be	shown	that	the	findings	of	this	study	did	capture	many	themes	present	in	

previous	 research	 around	 traditional	medicines.	 However,	 a	 key	 claim	 is	 that	 it	 is	 not	 possible	 to	

represent	 and	 indeed	 understand	 the	 wholeness	 of	 the	 findings	 in	 this	 study	 with	 reference	 to	

previous	empirical	themes.	A	central	claim	(and	concern)	is	that	representing	the	indigenous	Kichwa	

people’s	practices	and	beliefs	requires	the	effects	of	colonisation	and	other	underlying	factors	in	the	

interaction	between	indigenous	and	western	cultures	to	be	recognised.	Whilst	this	is	often	done	to	

compare	 indigenous	and	western	 cultures,	 I	 argue	 that	 it	 is	 also	 important	when	considering	only	

the	 indigenous	emic	perspective.	 In	order	 to	develop	 the	discussions,	 I	 firstly	examine	 the	current	

findings	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 themes	 identified	 in	 the	 literature	 review.	 I	 then	 discuss	 the	 further	

considerations	 and	 main	 findings	 of	 this	 research	 and	 the	 limitations	 of	 the	 literature	 review,	

associated	to	the	theoretic	frameworks	that	were	introduced	in	Chapter	Three	and	that	are	argued	

to	relate	to	the	representation	of	non-western	cultures.	Furthermore,	I	discuss	the	issues	around	the	

representations	 of	 indigenous	 practices	 and	 beliefs	 associated	 to	 the	 practices	 of	 Kichwa	 people;	

which	are	also	at	 the	core	of	 the	misunderstood	differences	and	behaviours	of	 indigenous	people	

related	to	health.	In	this	chapter	I	discuss	the	implications	of	this	study	and	to	conclude,	I	review	the	

challenges	and	limitations	with	emphasis	on	the	iterative	nature	of	this	ethnographic	research.		

	

Relationship	of	findings	to	previous	research	

	

As	a	reminder,	Chapter	Three	introduced	evident	themes	that	were	identified	in	previous	empirical	

literature	relating	to	TM.	 In	this	section,	 these	are	revisited	and	the	current	 findings	considered	 in	

terms	 of;	 the	 animistic	 and	 holistic	 cosmos,	 spirit	 world,	 balance	 and	 harmony,	 and	 accounts	 of	

health	 and	 illness.	 It	will	 be	 argued	 that	 these	 existing	 themes	 are	 apparent	 in	 the	 current	 study	

findings	 and	 while	 the	 themes	 suggest	 similarities	 between	 health-related	 practices	 of	 different	

indigenous	 cultures,	 an	 oversimplification	 of	 these	 themes	 presents	 a	 problem	 that	 needs	 to	 be	

analysed	further.		
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Animistic	and	holistic	cosmos	

 

The	 findings	of	 this	ethnography	show	that	similar	 to	 the	descriptions	of	various	TMs	 identified	 in	

the	literature	review,	the	Kichwa	people	also	perceived	the	natural	world	as	having	life.	Animism,	as	

described	in	chapter	three,	entails	that	nature	has	spirit	and	therefore,	that	life	exists	in	everything.	

Analogous	to	the	worldview	of	the	 indigenous	people	from	the	Andes	(Greenway,	1998;	Yanez	del	

Pozo,	2005),	 the	Kichwa	people	 in	 the	Amazon	also	attributed	a	 spirit	 life	 to	everything	 in	nature.	

The	animistic	 features	of	 the	universe	were	particularly	seen	 in	 the	understandings	of	sacred	sites	

and	 the	 power	 of	 rocks.	 Comparable	 to	 the	 descriptions	 of	 particular	 sites	 that	 were	 considered	

sacred	 by	 the	 indigenous	 people	 in	 Laos	 (Westermeyer,	 1988),	 Australia	 (Maher,	 1999),	 South	

America	 (Yanez	 del	 Pozo,	 2005;	 Valencia,	 2010)	 and	 Ghana	 (White,	 2015),	 the	 Kichwa	 people	 in	

Rukullacta	 also	 considered	 that	 particular	 sites	 held	 spirits	 that	 were	 sacred	 and	 therefore	 had	

powerful	energy.	Furthermore,	the	Kichwa	people	–	 like	the	Andean	indigenous	(Greenway,	1998),	

the	Q’eqchi	Mayas	(Waldram,	2015)	and	indigenous	people	in	Ghana	(White,	2015)	–	also	believed	

that	nature	and	sacred	sites	had	the	power	to	cause	harm.	This	was	evident	when	a	person	entered	

a	sacred	site	with	no	permission.		

	

Associated	 to	 the	 beliefs	 of	 Hmong	 Americans	 (Capps,	 2011)	 and	 the	Mayan	 indigenous	 (Berger-

González	et	al.,	2016a),	the	Kichwa	people	of	Rukullacta	also	believed	that	people’s	spirits	were	able	

to	embody	animals.	For	instance,	Yachaks	when	they	maintained	uncontaminated	lifestyles	had	the	

ability	to	transform	themselves	into	jungle	animals,	such	as	jaguars,	after	their	death.	The	animistic	

and	holistic	perception	of	the	natural	world	meant	that	the	relationship	with	nature	–	as	discussed	in	

Chapter	 Five	 –	 was	 of	 great	 importance	 for	 Kichwa	 people.	 In	 similar	 manner,	 the	 relationships	

within	the	community	played	an	important	role	in	Kichwa	people’s	lives,	just	as	it	was	identified	in	

the	literature	for	the	indigenous	people	in	South	Africa	(Pinkoane,	Greeff	and	Williams,	2005),	Belize	

(Waldram,	 2015)	 and	 Australia	 (Maher,	 1999).	 Moreover,	 the	 participation	 of	 the	 family	 in	 the	

healing	practices	of	Kichwa	people	was	corresponding	with	the	partaking	of	the	family	in	the	health-

related	 practices	 of	 Andean	 indigenous	 (Greenway,	 1998;	 Yanez	 del	 Pozo,	 2005),	 the	Gadé	 in	 the	

French	 and	 English	 Caribbean	 (Massé,	 2002),	 Hmong	 Americans	 (Capps,	 2011),	 Alaskan	 Inupiaq	

(Turner,	1989)	and	the	Q’eqchi	Mayas	(Waldram,	2015).	As	discussed	in	chapter	six,	the	involvement	

of	 the	 family	 in	 the	 health-related	 practices	 of	 Kichwa	 people	 had	 various	 and	 different	 degrees.	

However,	 it	was	identified	that	Kichwa	elders	usually	had	a	level	of	knowledge	on	medicinal	plants	

and	were	also	capable	to	provide	an	initial	diagnosis.	
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In	 contrast	 to	Thornton’s	 (2015)	descriptions,	 in	 the	healing	practices	of	Kichwa	people	 the	 family	

was	not	considered	an	“audience”,	nor	a	potential	clientele.	While	it	was	common	in	Kichwa	healing	

practices	to	have	the	presence	of	relatives,	they	were	not	particularly	 listeners	or	observers	of	the	

healing	process.	Moreover,	although	any	person	or	relative	could	be	a	potential	patient,	the	family	

was	not	present	with	the	objective	to	witness	the	event.	Actually,	during	the	Limpia	–	as	I	described	

in	 Chapter	 Six	 –	 the	 patient	 and	 the	 Yachak	 had	 a	 unique	 connection	 and	 during	 that	 time	what	

happened	 around	 them,	 had	 no	 effect	 on	 the	 process.	While	 there	 was	 some	 interaction	 as	 the	

Yachak	requested	tools	and	elements	he	needed,	the	communication	with	others	was	minimal.	The	

relatives	 on	 the	 contrary,	 had	 conversations	 between	 them	 and	 frequently	 entered	 and	 left	 the	

room	while	they	waited	for	their	turn	to	be	cleansed.	Furthermore,	Kichwa	ceremonies	occurred	in	

the	 evening	with	 very	 little	 light,	 if	 any,	which	 I	 argue	 is	 another	 reason	why	 the	 family	was	 not	

considered	an	“audience”	in	the	Kichwa	healing	practices.	

	

Spirit	world	

	

As	it	was	described	in	the	beliefs	and	practices	of	various	indigenous	cultures	(Westermeyer,	1988;	

Turner,	 1989;	Maher,	 1999;	 Pinkoane,	 Greeff	 and	Williams,	 2005;	Maiello,	 2008a;	 Jacome,	 2010;	

Thornton,	2015;	Waldram,	2015;	White,	2015),	for	the	Kichwa	people	the	bond	with	ancestors	was	

also	a	fundamental	aspect	of	people’s	 lives.	Similar	to	the	descriptions	of	 indigenous	people	in	the	

Andes,	who	recognised	the	presence	of	spirits	in	both	the	aetiology	and	treatment	of	disease	(Yanez	

del	Pozo,	2005;	Naranjo,	2010;	Cardona-Arias,	2012),	as	described	in	previous	chapters,	the	Kichwa	

people	 also	 described	 that	 spirits	 were	 in	 some	 cases	 the	 cause	 of	 illness	 and	 in	 every	 case,	 the	

sources	of	abilities	 to	heal.	According	to	Waldram	(2015)	and	Maiello	 (2008a),	 the	communication	

with	 spirits	 for	 the	 Mayan	 and	 Sangoma’s	 respectively,	 was	 more	 important	 than	 the	 verbal	

exchange	 in	 the	 healing	 processes.	 In	 this	 regard,	 the	 Kichwa	 healing	 practices	 were	 also	

characterised	by	the	dialogues	with	sprits	of	the	jungle	that	guided	the	Yachak	through	the	healing	

process.	As	I	presented	in	chapter	six,	in	the	Limpia	ceremony	the	Yachak	called	the	spirits	of	nature	

–	through	melodies	and	chants	–	to	intervene	in	the	healing.	Comparable	to	Waldram’s	(2015)	and	

Maiello	 ‘s(2008a)	 observations,	 during	 the	 Limpia	 ritual,	 there	 was	 limited	 verbal	 communication	

with	 the	 patient.	 Likewise,	 the	 Inupiat	 Eskimos	 (Turner,	 1989),	 the	 Rajasthani	 people	 in	 India	

(Lambert,	 1997),	 the	 Hmong	 Americans	 (Capps,	 2011),	 the	 Sangoma’s	 in	 South	 Africa	 (Thornton,	

2015)	and	the	indigenous	in	the	Andes	(Naranjo,	2010),	perceived	in	similar	manner	to	the	Kichwa	
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people,	that	the	ability	or	power	to	heal	was	the	result	of	a	collaborative	participation	with	sprits.	In	

relation	to	this,	Thornton	(2015)	argued	that	the	power	or	spiritual	knowledge	of	the	spirits	for	the	

Sangoma’s,	exceeded	the	capacity	and	understanding	of	the	THs.	While	Kichwa	people	understood	

that	 the	power	of	 spirits	was	above	 their	 capacity	 to	 control	 it	 –	 as	 it	was	 revealed	 through	 their	

reverence	to	the	spirits	–	Yachaks	understood	that	it	was	not	in	their	dealing	to	overtake	the	power	

of	the	spirits.	Moreover	–	as	discussed	in	Chapters	Five	and	Six	–	Kichwa	people	acknowledged	that	

firstly	it	was	not	the	healer,	but	the	spirits	that	healed	and	secondly,	that	the	understanding	of	the	

power	of	spirits	was	not	something	that	could	be	taught,	but	only	experienced.	

	

Balance	and	harmony	

	

In	 spite	 of	 the	 frequent	 use	 of	 the	 terms	 ‘harmony’	 and	 ‘balance’	 to	 describe	 the	 health-related	

practices	 of	 indigenous	 cultures	 throughout	 the	 literature,	 the	 use	 of	 these	 terms	 was	 not	 as	

prominent	in	the	descriptions	of	Kichwa	people	about	their	TM.	Nonetheless,	in	the	findings	of	this	

ethnography	 the	 concepts	 of	 balance	 or	 harmony	 were	 also	 identified,	 particularly	 in	 the	

demarcation	of	dualities.	In	the	literature	review,	indigenous	worldviews	were	commonly	described	

in	 terms	 of	 opposite	 components	 that	 in	 coexistence	 embraced	 balance	 and	 harmony	 (Lambert,	

1997;	 Greenway,	 1998;	 Yanez	 del	 Pozo,	 2005;	 Jacome,	 2010;	 Valencia,	 2010;	 Thornton,	 2015;	

Waldram,	 2015;	 Berger-González	 et	 al.,	 2016a).	 In	 the	 TM	 of	 Kichwa	 people,	 counterbalancing	

dualities	was	also	identified;	particularly	between	the	dualities	of	‘hot’	and	‘cold’	and	of	‘male’	and	

‘female’.	Like	the	indigenous	people	in	India	(Lambert,	1997)	and	South	America	(Reeve,	2000;	Yanez	

del	Pozo,	2005),	 the	Kichwa	people	also	 found	parallelism	of	 the	aforementioned	dualities	 in	 food	

and	medicinal	plants.	The	duality	and	balance	most	present	in	Kichwa	medicine	was	described	as	the	

contrast	between	male	and	 female,	which	was	 reflected	 in	 the	 relationship	of	 the	Yachak	and	 the	

spirits	 of	 the	 jungle,	 male	 and	 female	 versions	 of	 medicinal	 plants	 and	 their	 different	 uses.	

Resembling	the	beliefs	of	indigenous	cultures	in	Australia	(Maher,	1999)	and	South	America	(Yanez	

del	Pozo,	2005;	Naranjo,	2010),	the	characteristics	and	roles	between	men	and	women	were	clearly	

defined	for	the	Kichwa	people.		

	

Regarding	the	power	of	rocks	and	the	ability	of	people	to	use	its	power,	the	Kichwa	people	and	the	

Sangoma’s	 (Thornton,	 2015)	 recognised	 that	 the	 same	 forces	 that	 enabled	 the	 healing	 could	 also	

cause	harm.	Therefore,	the	Kichwa	people	as	well	as	various	indigenous	cultures	around	the	world,	

also	acknowledged	 ‘witchcraft’	as	a	 source	of	 illness	 (Massé,	2002;	Yanez	del	Pozo,	2005;	Maiello,	
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2008a;	Thornton,	2015;	Waldram,	2015).	Similar	to	the	observation	among	Andean	concepts	of	the	

body,	 where	male	 and	 female	 aspects	 were	 entwined	 in	 every	 form	 (Yanez	 del	 Pozo,	 2005),	 the	

Kichwa	people	believed	that	 interweave	occurred	at	 the	 level	of	 the	soul	and	this	was	seen	 in	 the	

interactions	with	the	spirits	of	the	jungle,	that	always	took	the	shape	of	the	contrasting	gender.	 

	

Health	and	illness	

	

Similar	to	the	concept	in	Hmong	and	Andean	TM	that	described	the	body	as	composed	of	physical	

matter	and	energy	(Westermeyer,	1988;	Yanez	del	Pozo,	2005;	Capps,	2011),	the	Kichwa	people	also	

perceived	the	person’s	body	as	physical	and	energetic.	As	it	was	recognised	by	Kichwa	healers,	the	

Yachaks	principally	healed	energy.	This	was	witnessed	in	most	of	the	Limpia	healing	ceremonies	that	

were	undertaken,	although	no	visible	 illness	was	present.	Moreover,	the	Kichwa	healers	were	able	

to	 determine	 the	 patient’s	 energy	 by	 feeling	 the	 strength	 or	 diminished	 emotional	 strength	 the	

patient	had.	The	correspondence	between	earth	and	body	that	throughout	the	literature	review	was	

identified	 in	 South	 American	 indigenous	 cultures	 (Reeve,	 2000;	 Yanez	 del	 Pozo,	 2005;	 Valencia,	

2010),	was	also	recognised	in	the	parallelisms	between	the	human	and	nature	that	were	discussed	in	

Chapter	Five.	The	meaning	of	health	for	Kichwa	people	was	also	comparable	to	the	Andean	concept	

of	 wellbeing	 that	 included	 the	 self	 and	 the	 environment	 (Yanez	 del	 Pozo,	 2005)	 and	 within	 the	

environment,	 included	 also	 the	 family,	 the	 community	 and	 the	 spirit	 world	 (Westermeyer,	 1988;	

Lambert,	 1997;	 Yanez	 del	 Pozo,	 2005;	 Maiello,	 2008a;	 Valencia,	 2010;	 Cardona-Arias,	 2012;	

Thornton,	2015;	White,	2015;	Berger-González	et	al.,	2016a).		

	

Like	 the	 Inupiat	 Eskimos	 (Turner,	 1989),	 the	 Rajasthani	 people	 in	 India	 (Lambert,	 1997)	 and	 the	

indigenous	 from	 the	 Andes	 (Yanez	 del	 Pozo,	 2005;	 Naranjo,	 2010),	 the	 Kichwa	 people	 also	

understood	 illness	 as	 an	 external	 element	 that	 could	 be	 extracted	 from	 the	 body.	 This	 notion	 of	

illness,	 as	 reviewed	 in	 the	 literature	 review,	 considered	 the	body	as	pure	 (Turner,	 1989;	 Lambert,	

1997;	Yanez	del	Pozo,	2005;	Naranjo,	2010);	the	concept	of	the	body	as	a	pure	form	was	in	part	the	

reason	 why	 the	 principal	 Kichwa	 healing	 practice	 was	 a	 ‘cleansing’	 ceremony.	 Descriptions	 of	

aetiology	such	as	“mal	aire”,	“loss	of	energy”	and	“envy”	among	Kichwa	people,	were	comparable	to	

descriptions	 of	 illness	 in	 Andean	 (Greenway,	 1998;	 Yanez	 del	 Pozo,	 2005)	 and	 Hindu	 indigenous	

cultures	 (Lambert,	1997).	A	great	similarity	was	 identified	with	 regards	 to	 the	 responsibility	of	 the	

patient	 over	 her	 own	 health	 (Westermeyer,	 1988;	 Maher,	 1999;	 Pinkoane,	 Greeff	 and	 Williams,	

2005;	Yanez	del	Pozo,	2005;	Cardona-Arias,	 2012;	Berger-González	et	al.,	 2016a),	which	 in	Kichwa	
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TM	was	a	crucial	factor	in	the	healing	process.	In	relation	to	the	notions	of	death,	the	Kichwa	people	

also	described	a	continuing	relationship	with	ancestors	that	was	identified	in	Hmong	(Capps,	2011)	

and	Andean	indigenous	beliefs	(Yanez	del	Pozo,	2005;	Valencia,	2010).	

	

Limitations	of	literature	review	and	further	considerations		

	

The	 relation	 between	 the	 findings	 of	 this	 study	 and	 those	 from	 the	 literature	 review,	 suggest	

similarities	 between	 the	 health-related	 practices	 of	 Kichwa	 people	 and	 various	 other	 indigenous	

cultures	 around	 the	 world.	 While	 an	 oversimplification	 of	 these	 themes	 already	 characterise	 a	

significant	issue	related	to	the	representation	of	other	cultures,	the	themes	presented	also	reflect	a	

process	 of	 categorisation	 that	 requires	 consideration.	 The	 further	 considerations	 regarding	 the	

findings	of	this	ethnographic	exploration	relate	to	the	theoretical	 literature	that	was	 introduced	 in	

Chapter	 Three,	 but	 as	 discussed,	 emerged	 from	 the	 iterative	 reflexive	 analysis	 that	 occurred	

throughout	the	development	of	this	thesis.	I	will	centre	the	discussion	on	three	main	observations,	

each	one	related	to	aspects	discussed	in	the	theory	frameworks,	these	are:	i)	The	developing	Kichwa	

culture,	 ii)	 Cleanliness	 and	wholeness	 in	 Kichwa	TM	as	 definitions	 of	 cultural	 identity,	 and	 iii)	 The	

representations	 of	 TM	 in	Western	 public	 health.	 Following	 these	 considerations,	 I	will	 discuss	 the	

limitations	of	the	literature	review	in	relation	to	the	development	of	this	research.	

	

Culture	that	evolves	

	

“If	we	misunderstand	or	deliberately	misinterpret	the	past,	however,	we	also	misunderstand	

the	present”	(Rowland,	2004,	pg.	2).	

	

As	discussed	in	Chapters	Five	and	Six,	the	Kichwa	culture	in	various	aspects	of	their	ways	of	life,	was	

a	culture	that	had	changed	and	continued	to	change	and	adjust	 to	 the	 fast	paced	changes	around	

them.	One	 important	observation	 I	discussed	was	 the	 striking	generational	 gap.	The	discrepancies	

between	one	 generation	 and	 the	next	were	not	 only	 noticeable	 to	me,	 but	were	 also	 part	 of	 the	

narratives	of	the	participants	and	ranged	from	the	ways	of	communication	–	the	uses	of	Kichwa	and	

Spanish	languages	–	to	the	approaches	related	to	health.	In	many	cases	these	differences	were	seen	

as	a	threat	to	the	Kichwa	culture.	For	instance,	alterations	to	traditional	rhythms	and	clothes	were	

frequently	regarded	as	improper	Kichwa	practices	and	carried	with	them	a	demand	to	reinforce	the	

“maintaining”	of	Kichwa	culture.	While	I	understand	the	importance	of	protecting	Kichwa	practices	–	
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like	the	drinking	of	guaysa,	since	the	withdrawal	of	those	practices	take	away	with	them	invaluable	

Kichwa	 traditional	 knowledge	–	 the	 semantic	 call	 of	 “maintaining”	 the	 traditions	 also	denotes	 the	

idea	that	Kichwa	culture	should	not	change.		

	

The	emphasis	on	the	term	“maintaining”	was	not	only	present	in	the	way	that	the	Kichwa	people	of	

Rukullacta	spoke	about	their	cultural	traditions,	but	it	was	also	a	significant	discussion	with	regards	

to	policymaking	 at	 the	 “First	 Regional	 Summit	 of	Ancestral,	 Spiritual	 and	 Intercultural	Medicine”	 I	

assisted	 in	 2016.	 The	 term	 “maintaining”	 refers	 to	 a	 process	 of	 preservation	 and	 as	 the	 Kichwa	

people	explained	to	me,	this	was	an	appropriate	term	since	their	culture	had	not	yet	disappeared.	In	

the	“maintaining”	of	the	Kichwa	culture	it	was	recognised	that	the	culture	was	alive.	However,	the	

conflict	I	evidenced	was	that	the	Kichwa	culture	in	its	liveliness	was	also	constantly	changing.	In	this	

regard,	 the	notion	of	“maintaining”	 the	Kichwa	culture	stands	on	a	knife-edge,	where	on	one	side	

the	survival	of	the	culture	is	endangered	and	on	the	other,	it	faces	the	problem	of	being	fixed	to	the	

past	with	no	possibility	 to	 contribute	 to	 contemporary	knowledge	 (Hall,	 2001;	Rowland,	2004).	As	

discussed	in	the	Theoretic	Frameworks,	the	notion	of	“maintaining”	the	Kichwa	culture	is	consistent	

with	Said’s	 (1978)	explanations	of	Orientalism	and	 the	 representations	of	non-western	cultures	as	

static.	Moreover,	the	idea	of	“maintaining”	the	Kichwa	culture	also	links	to	the	definition	of	what	it	

means	to	be	a	Kichwa.	As	discussed	 in	Chapter	Three,	 this	 is	precisely	why	Hall	 (1997)	argues	that	

issues	of	representation	are	also	issues	of	power	and	in	this	regard,	this	is	an	subject	that	raises	the	

question	of	who	has	the	power	to	define	the	standards	of	a	“good	Kichwa”.	While	I	will	discuss	the	

delineation	of	Kichwa	 identity	 in	the	next	section,	 the	pressures	placed	on	younger	generations	to	

“maintain”	 their	 culture	or	 to	be	“good”	 representatives	of	Kichwa	culture	 is	a	 subject	 that	would	

benefit	from	a	better	understanding.						

	

Cleanliness	and	wholeness	in	Kichwa	TM	as	definitions	of	cultural	identity	 	

	

“Healing	behaviours	and	 ideas	 tend	to	 reflect	 the	wider	cultural	 traditions	of	 the	society	 in	

which	they	develop”	(Singer	and	Baer	in	reference	to	Erwin	Ackerknecht’s	work,	2012,	pg.15)			

	

The	Limpia	healing	ceremony,	as	described	in	the	previous	chapter,	was	essentially	a	cleansing	ritual.	

The	reason	why	the	Limpia	was	considered	the	principal	healing	ritual	in	Kichwa	medicine	was	linked	

to	 the	 health-related	 views	 that	 regarded	 illness	 as	 something	 that	 could	 be	 extracted	 from	 the	

body.	 The	 notions	 of	 wholeness	 of	 the	 body	 and	 illness	 as	 external	 factors,	 are	 comparable	 to	

Douglas’	 (1966)	 observations	 and	 ideas	 of	 purity	 and	 cleanliness;	 as	 considered	 from	her	 studies,	
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“the	idea	of	holiness	[in	the	bible]	was	given	an	external,	physical	expression	in	the	wholeness	of	the	

body	seen	as	a	perfect	container”	(Douglas,	1966	pg.	65).	Moreover,	in	Chapter	Five	I	recounted	how	

I	was	welcomed	in	Rukullacta	with	a	Limpia	ceremony.	While	I	came	to	the	realisation	that	being	an	

outsider	 to	 the	 Kichwa	 culture	 did	 not	 necessarily	meant	 that	 there	was	 something	wrong,	 I	 also	

discussed	 how	 Kichwa	 people	 regarded	 conventional	 culture	 or	 the	 “external”	 as	 somehow	

contaminated.	 This	 observation	 links	 even	 further	 to	 Douglas’	 (1966)	 concepts	 of	 cleanliness	 and	

purity	as	definitions	of	cultural	identity	(Hall,	2001).	As	discussed	within	the	Theory	Frameworks,	the	

notions	 of	 purity	 and	 cleanliness	within	 each	 culture,	 enable	 the	 processes	 of	 creating	 order	 and	

making	sense	of	the	world	(Douglas,	1966).	Considering	culture	as	a	system	of	shared	meanings,	the	

standards	 of	 cleanliness	 and	 purity	 also	make	 part	 of	 what	 defines	 a	 culture	 (Geertz,	 1973;	 Hall,	

2001).	In	other	words,	they	constitute	the	process	of	differentiation	needed	in	order	to	uphold	the	

standards	 that	define	what	 a	 culture	 is	 and	what	 it	 is	 not.	 This	 differentiating	process	 that	 I	 have	

presented	 in	 this	 thesis	 as	 the	 “Othering”	 is	 not	 only	 at	 the	 core	 of	Orientalist	 approaches	 (Said,	

1978),	 but	 it	 is	 also	 –	 depending	 on	 the	 position	 –	 a	 process	 that	 facilitates	 the	 definition	 of	 the	

“self”	(Gliozzi,	1977;	Hall,	2001).	Nonetheless,	as	I	began	to	discuss	in	the	previous	section,	there	are	

issues	of	power	that	surround	the	definition	and	redefinition	of	identity.	The	main	problem	I	argue	is	

associated	to	who	is	in	the	position	to	define	what	it	means	to	be	a	“Kichwa”,	in	this	case.		

	

The	 Kichwa	 as	 many	 other	 indigenous	 cultures,	 has	 been	 subject	 to	 the	 consequences	 of	

colonisation	and	as	I	examined	in	the	Contextual	Background,	to	the	mislead	depictions	of	their	own	

identity	that	were	produced	in	order	to	 justify	the	ownership	of	the	American	 lands	(Hanke,	1966;	

Pareja	Y	Díez	Canseco,	1979;	Batchelder	and	Sanchez,	2012).	However,	not	all	 the	problem	can	be	

ascribed	to	the	socio-historical	past.	While	 there	 is	no	doubt	 that	colonisation	and	other	historical	

underlying	conditions	continue	 to	affect	 indigenous	populations,	much	of	 the	 interaction	between	

indigenous	 and	 western	 cultures	 is	 occurring	 in	 the	 present-day.	 The	 influence	 of	 mainstream	

culture	on	the	daily	 lives	of	Kichwa	people	was	evident	 throughout	 the	 findings	of	 this	study.	One	

more	thing	to	consider	is	that	an	extent	of	the	influence	of	mainstream	culture	in	Kichwa	lifestyle	in	

the	present	was	self-motivated.	The	advances	of	technology	and	easier	access	to	certain	products	–	

for	instance	cigarettes	to	substitute	handmade	tobacco	rolls	–	were	appealing	changes	adopted	by	

Kichwa	people	and	healers	 in	 their	practices.	However,	 as	Rowland	 (2004)	 stresses,	 the	 standards	

and	 expectations	 placed	 on	 indigenous	 populations	 to	 meet	 certain	 criteria	 –	 for	 example	 the	

criteria	of	the	“noble	savage”	-	serve	as	measuring	tools	that	accentuate	differences	and	affords	the	

power	to	control.	In	this	regard,	I	argue	that	the	problem	today	comes	from	a	confrontation	that	is	

also	 internal	 and	 founded	 on	 the	 contested	 definition	 of	 what	 it	meant	 to	 be	 Kichwa. While	 the	
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younger	generations	of	Kichwa	people	wanted	to	be	part	of	the	“modern”	advances	of	society,	they	

were	limited	by	the	idea	that	as	Kichwa	they	should	be	a	certain	or	fixed	way.	Notwithstanding	the	

inner	 conflict	 indigenous	people	–	 such	as	 the	Kichwa	–	 face	 in	 relation	 to	 the	definitions	of	 their	

own	 cultural	 identity,	 the	 confrontation	 also	materialised	 in	 the	way	 that	 policy	makers	 approach	

indigenous	populations;	 on	one	hand	enforcing	 “modern”	 educational	 and	health	 systems	 and	on	

the	 other,	 promoting	 through	 specific	 policies	 the	 “maintaining”	 of	 indigenous	 knowledge	 and	

practices.	

	

Representations	of	Traditional	Medicine	in	Western	public	health		 	

	

“It	 hardly	 needs	 to	 be	 demonstrated	 again	 that	 language	 itself	 is	 a	 highly	 organized	 and	

encoded	system,	which	employs	many	devices	to	express,	 indicate,	exchange	messages	and	

information,	represent,	and	so	forth”	(Said,	1978,	pg.	21).	

	

I	 introduced	 this	 section	 emphasising	 the	 limitations	 of	 the	 literature	 review	 and	 how	 the	

resemblances	 between	 the	 themes	 in	 the	 literature	 review	 and	 the	 findings	 of	 this	 ethnography	

required	further	consideration.	The	first	point	to	consider	is	that	the	themes	presented	throughout	

this	thesis,	are	inherently	the	result	of	a	process	of	categorisation.	As	presented	in	the	discussions	of	

theory,	Douglas	(1966)	explains	how	cultures	make	sense	of	and	give	meaning	to	the	world	around	

them	by	classifying	things	according	to	their	own	concepts	of	what	is	“pure”.	The	shared	meanings	

produced	 through	 this	 process	 of	 organisation,	 fundamentally	 make	 up	 the	 frameworks	 of	 each	

culture	 (Hall,	 1997).	 Bearing	 in	mind	 that	 thematic	 analysis	 is	 a	method	 by	which	 the	 researcher	

codes	and	organises	the	data	collected,	it	is	in	essence	a	classificatory	system	itself.	Linking	back	to	

the	theoretical	discussion,	thematic	analysis	is	a	method	by	which	the	researcher	makes	sense	of	the	

data	 and	 the	 research	 experience,	 and	 in	 that	 sense,	 it	 is	 a	 process	 that	more	 likely	 reflects	 the	

outlook	 of	 the	 researcher.	 As	 Thomas	 (1993)	 argues,	 “we	 restrict	 observation	 to	 the	 internal	

character	of	a	topic	by	naming	what	we	see	and	imposing	these	names	onto	the	data	in	the	guise	of	

objective	analytic	categories:	by	sanitizing	our	research	of	the	pathos,	oppression,	or	despair	of	the	

subjects:	and	by	failing	to	explore	the	ironic	and	emancipatory	potential	of	our	research”	(Pg.	7).	The	

limitation	of	the	narrative	 literature	review	is	that	under	this	consideration,	the	themes	presented	

reflect	more	accurately	the	cultural	background	of	the	researchers	rather	than	the	cultures	in	study.	

In	this	regard,	it	is	reasonable	that	much	similarity	can	be	found	across	the	different	studies	included	

in	 the	 literature	 review	 and	 the	 findings	 of	my	 own.	 As	 discussed	 in	 the	Methods	 Chapter,	 even	
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when	themes	are	grounded	in	the	data,	there	are	important	concerns	in	relation	to	the	readings	of	

the	them	(Charmaz,	2014).	The	findings	of	this	ethnography	based	on	the	methods	used,	suggested	

similar	themes	to	the	ones	identified	in	the	literature	review.	However,	as	I	have	widely	discussed,	

my	position	and	perspective	played	an	 important	 role	 in	 the	 results	of	 this	 research.	Not	only	 the	

knowledge	 I	 had	 about	 indigenous	 people	 prior	 to	 my	 experience	 in	 the	 field	 –	 including	 the	

knowledge	obtained	 through	 the	 literature	 review	–	were	 influences	 to	my	observations,	but	 also	

the	way	that	the	data	was	organised	and	presented,	as	I	have	now	reasoned,	were	limitations	that	

need	to	be	acknowledged.		

	

The	 second	 point	 to	 consider	 is	 that	 while	 the	 apparent	 likenesses	 between	 different	 indigenous	

cultures	are	noticeably	illustrated	in	the	themes,	these	could	actually	exemplify	an	oversimplification	

of	 descriptions	 of	 traditional	 medicines.	 As	 discussed	 in	 Chapter	 Three,	 Said	 (1978)	 argues	 that	

general	representations	of	the	“Other”	constitute	one	of	the	strategies	of	Orientalism,	in	which	the	

grouping	of	 all	Oriental	 cultures	 into	one	 category	enables	 the	well-defined	 contrast	between	 the	

“east”	and	the	“west”.	Not	only	is	it	worth	noting	that	the	problem	with	general	descriptions	is	that	

they	are	often	stereotyped,	but	also	that	in	the	formation	of	this	confrontation	there	is	a	power	play	

(Hall,	1997).	Furthermore,	as	Douglas	(1966)	also	argues,	there	is	power	in	the	things	that	stand	in	

the	middle	of	the	established	categories,	since	these	place	a	threat	to	the	stability	of	the	culture.	On	

this	 account,	 the	 descriptions	 of	 traditional	 medicine	 in	 the	 literature	 review	 often	 accentuated	

dichotomies	 that	were	deceptive	 in	comparison	 to	 the	observations	of	my	experience	 in	 the	 field.	

While	 there	 were	 instances	 that	 reflected	 dichotomies	 in	 the	 practices	 of	 Kichwa	medicine	 –	 for	

example,	gender	differences	–	more	often	than	anticipated,	I	found	middle	grounds;	middle	grounds	

and	ambiguities	 in	 terms	of	 race	and	generational	differences,	 in	 terms	of	 values	and	perceptions	

that	were	also	often	changing.	As	identified	research	gaps,	the	descriptions	of	western	in	relation	to	

traditional	medicines	that	were	found	throughout	the	literature	review,	were	frequently	presented	

in	comparison	to	each	other.	 In	addition	to	that, the	 limited	attention	given	to	the	positionality	of	

researchers	 across	 the	 literature,	 give	 way	 to	 a	 critical	 query	 about	 how	 much	 awareness	 there	

actually	is	regarding	the	representations	of	traditional	medicines	within	western	public	health.		
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Implications		

	

This	 research	 has	 revealed	 that	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 approaches	 and	 understandings	 of	 TM	 and	 the	

health-related	practices	of	indigenous	people,	there	are	still	ontological,	epistemological	and	policy	

gaps	 to	 consider.	 There	 are	 some	 academic	 and	 public	 health	 implications	 with	 respect	 of	 this	

ethnographic	 study.	 The	 implications	 for	 research	 compel	 greater	 attention	 to	 the	positionality	 of	

researchers	 studying	 and	 commenting	 about	 Indigenous	 cultures	 and	 their	 traditional	 medicines.	

This	 thesis	 has	 presented	 in	 different	 discussions	 how	 the	 position	 of	 the	 researcher	 in	 the	

production	of	knowledge	 is	 inherently	 imbued	with	a	sense	of	the	“Other”.	 I	have	emphasised	the	

importance	 of	 making	 the	 positionality	 of	 researchers	 within	 their	 respective	 research	 visible,	 as	

overlooking	 at	 this	 strengthens	 the	 critiques	 regarding	 academic	 approaches	 justifying	 and	

supporting	western	 colonisation	 (Said,	 1978;	 Smith,	 1999).	 In	 light	 of	 Said’s	 (1978)	 discussions	 on	

Orientalism,	the	acknowledgement	of	the	researcher’s	positionality	in	the	development	of	research	

recognises	the	responsibility	that	the	researcher	has	in	the	production	of	knowledge	and	the	need	to	

account	 for	 it.	 A	 statement	 of	 acknowledgment	 of	 bias	 does	 not	 resolve	 the	 complexities	 in	 the	

processes	 of	 representation.	 The	 representation	 of	 other	 cultures	 from	 Western	 perspectives,	

stipulates	 accounts	 that	 enable	 the	 examining	of	 possible	 political,	 ideological	 or	 power	 interests.	

Although	sometimes	inadvertently,	a	lack	of	attention	to	the	researcher’s	positionality	facilitates	the	

perpetuation	 of	 issues	 and	powers	 that	 need	 to	 be	 addressed.	 Research	 about	 Indigenous	 or	 any	

other	 culture	 from	 a	 Western	 public	 health	 perspective,	 as	 this	 study	 has	 shown,	 needs	 to	

acknowledge	 the	 sensibility	 behind	 this	 topic.	 This	 research	 has	 contributed	 to	 the	 use	 of	

ethnography	 in	 the	 research	 approaches	 to	 understand	 indigenous	 practices.	 Notwithstanding	

Smith’s	(1999)	concerns	about	ethnographic	methods,	as	I	have	presented	and	discussed	throughout	

this	 thesis,	 ethnography	 and	 particularly	 critical	 ethnography	 provide	 a	 sensible	 platform	 for	

understanding	 Indigenous	 cultures.	 However,	 attention	 to	 the	 process	 of	 representation	 is	

imperative	 and	 related	 to	 it,	 the	 analysis	 and	 interpretation	 processes	 within	 research.	

Understanding	the	processes	by	which	we	make	sense	of	the	world	–	and	in	research,	the	methods	

by	which	we	make	sense	of	the	data	–	enables	coherence	of	the	results	and	conclusions	formulated.	

Further	 understandings	 and	 discussions	 about	 the	 processes	 of	 representation	 in	 research	 are	

needed	in	practice.		

	

Throughout	 the	 discussions	 and	 findings	 of	 this	 research,	 I	 have	 reasoned	 the	 importance	 of	

recognising	the	context	of	the	observations.	Theoretically,	this	contributes	to	the	debate	related	to	

the	 importance	 of	 context	 in	 the	 production	 of	meaning	 and	 the	 claim	 that	meanings	 cannot	 be	
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fixed	 (Hall,	 2001).	 Furthermore,	 as	 I	 have	discussed	 in	 this	 thesis,	 the	power	 to	 give	meaning	and	

define	what	it	means	to	be	“Indigenous”	has	practical	implications	in	the	lives	of	Indigenous	people.	

As	 I	 briefly	 mentioned	 in	 the	 discussions,	 the	 pressures	 placed	 on	 indigenous	 populations	 to	

“maintain”	or	meet	the	established	standards	of	being	“good	representatives”	of	their	cultures	and	

the	 possible	 health-related	 repercussions,	 is	 a	 topic	 that	 needs	 better	 understanding	 and	 would	

benefit	 from	 further	 research.	 In	 addition	 to	 that,	 I	 have	 discussed	 how	 Kichwa	 health-related	

practices	 have	 changed	 and	 continue	 to	 change	 as	 a	 result	 of	 mainstream	 culture’s	 influence.	 It	

would	be	interesting	to	further	the	findings	I	have	presented	in	this	thesis	with	research	focussed	on	

the	changes	in	traditional	medicines.	As	I	have	discussed,	one	of	the	problems	identified	in	current	

research	 regarding	 traditional	 medicine,	 is	 that	 the	 literature	 seems	 to	 portray	 fixed	 notions	 of	

culture	 and	 practice.	 There	 is	 potential	 in	 exploring	 and	 generating	 better	 understandings	 of	 the	

developments	and	changes	in	the	health-related	practices	of	Indigenous	cultures.	

	

In	 light	 of	 the	 earlier	 discussions	 and	 observations	 that	 already	 identify	 the	 approaches	 in	

Ecuadorian	policymaking	as	mostly	representative	of	the	mainstream	culture	and	rarely	exemplifying	

the	 realities	 of	 the	 minority	 groups	 (ISAGS,	 2012),	 in	 this	 research	 I	 have	 demonstrated	 that	

understanding	 Indigenous	 cultures	 from	 a	Western	 public	 health	 perspective	 is	 problematic.	 This	

thesis	 discusses	 the	 importance	 of	 recognising	 the	 context	 in	 the	 understanding	 of	 Indigenous	

cultures,	 not	 only	 academically,	 but	 also	 regarding	 the	 development	 of	 programmes	 and	 policies	

focused	 at	 indigenous	 populations.	 As	 described	 in	 Chapter	 Five,	 while	 good	 intentioned,	

interventions	 deprived	 of	 proper	 understanding	 of	 the	 context	 and	 cultural	 values	 of	 indigenous	

people,	 can	 end	 up	 being	 disruptive	 to	 Indigenous	 societies	 and	 in	 some	 cases	more	 detrimental	

than	 no	 intervention	 at	 all.	 This	 observation	 challenges	 the	 general	 approaches	 used	 to	 develop	

many	of	 the	policies	 that	 affect	 indigenous	people	 and	 the	 implication	 for	 practice,	 highlights	 the	

importance	of	involving	Indigenous	people	in	the	processes	of	policymaking	and	implementation	of	

interventions	aimed	at	the	betterment	of	their	conditions.		
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Strengths,	challenges	and	limitations	

	

This	 research	 was	 focussed	 on	 the	 values	 and	 health-related	 practices	 of	 the	 Kichwa	 indigenous	

people	 of	 Rukullacta.	 As	 I	 have	 presented	 throughout	 the	 Findings	 chapters,	 the	 community	 of	

Rukullacta	 is	 only	 one	 of	 various	 Kichwa	 communities	 in	 Ecuador.	 Not	 only	 have	 I	 discussed	 the	

differences	in	the	perspectives	of	Kichwa	people	in	Rukullacta,	but	also	the	diversity	within	Kichwa	

cultures	in	the	Amazon	and	the	highland	regions.	Moreover,	as	I	have	also	discussed,	the	number	of	

participants	in	the	interviews	were	limited	by	number	and	by	the	access	I	had	to	them.	While	I	had	

the	 opportunity	 to	 speak	 to	 different	 people	 during	 my	 fieldwork,	 I	 was	 only	 able	 to	 undertake	

recorded	 interviews	with	a	 total	of	 five	 traditional	healers	and	six	patients.	The	 limited	number	of	

participants	 allowed	 me	 to	 explore	 in	 depth	 the	 issues	 and	 perspectives	 they	 had	 on	 Kichwa	

traditional	medicines	and	health-related	practices.	However,	the	limited	number	of	participants	also	

means	that	the	particular	findings	of	this	research	are	not	applicable	to	all	the	communities	or	the	

whole	Kichwa	culture.	As	a	 result,	 the	 findings	 that	 I	have	presented	 in	 this	 thesis	are	 limited	and	

cannot	 be	 generalised.	 Nevertheless,	 this	 ethnographic	 study	 has	 not	 only	 been	 a	 descriptive	

account	 of	 the	 health-related	 practices	 and	 values	 in	 Kichwa	 medicine.	 As	 I	 have	 reflected	 and	

discussed,	this	ethnography	is	predominantly	an	exploration	of	representation	of	indigenous	health-

related	practices	from	Western	perspectives.	In	this	regard,	the	ethnographic	accounts	of	this	study	

and	its	contributions	to	theory	are	related	to	the	applicability	of	the	theories	in	the	understanding	of	

Kichwa	health-related	practices	(Hammersley,	1992).	Although	the	ethnographic	descriptions	of	this	

research	are	not	generalisable	to	represent	other	cultures,	the	discussions	and	considerations	of	the	

applicability	of	theory	could	be.		

	

Another	main	 limitation	of	 this	 research	 is	 related	 to	 the	 limitations	 of	my	perspective.	 As	 I	 have	

discussed,	 this	 research	 is	 essentially	 the	 product	 of	my	 process	 of	 representation	 of	 the	 Kichwa	

people	of	Rukullacta	and	thus,	is	limited	to	my	perception	and	the	experience	I	had	during	the	time	

of	my	 fieldwork.	 Considering	 that	 “all	 forms	 of	 representation	 of	 experience	 are	 limited	 portraits”	

(Riessman,	1993,	pg.	15)	and	that	meaning	is	ambiguous	(Riessman,	1993;	Hall,	1997),	I	have	aimed	

to	 reveal	my	potential	biases	and	 the	details	of	my	undertakings	 in	 the	processes	of	 this	 research	

(Thomas,	1993).	While	ethnography	has	been	criticised	by	the	possible	influence	that	the	researcher	

has	in	relation	to	the	data	collected,	I	have	discussed	how	the	exteriorization	of	descriptions	reflect	a	

process	 of	 “Othering”	 that	 I	 argue,	 requires	 a	 critical	 ethnographic	 approach.	 On	 this	 account,	 I	

acknowledge	 the	 limitation	 of	my	 perception	 and	 the	 responsibility	 I	 have	 as	 a	 researcher	 in	 the	

production	of	knowledge	about	the	Kichwa	culture.	I	have	accentuated	how	the	Kichwa	culture	is	an	
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evolving	culture	and	within	that	remark,	as	the	experiences	of	Kichwa	people	have	changed,	so	have	

I	 by	 the	 interactions	 I	 shared	with	 them.	 This	 is	 the	 greatest	 limitation,	 but	 at	 the	 same	 time	 the	

strength	of	this	study.	This	research	has	presented	my	perspective;	the	results	of	this	thesis	cannot	

be	 claimed	 as	 the	 truth	 about	 Kichwa	 people,	 it	 is	 just	 another	 viewpoint	 from	 where	 the	

understanding	 of	 Kichwa	 culture,	 their	 health-related	 practices	 and	 current	 issues	 can	 be	 better	

understood	(Hart,	2006).		

	

The	challenges	of	the	iterative	process	

 

This	 thesis	 has	 evidenced	 and	 highlighted	 the	 significance	 of	 the	 iterative	 process	 in	 qualitative	

research.	Addressing	the	iterative	nature	of	qualitative	research	and	its	comprehensiveness,	 I	have	

presented	 how	 crucial	 the	 continuous	 reflexive	 evaluation,	 adjustment	 and	 reconsideration	 has	

been	 to	 this	 research	 process.	 As	 I	 have	 discussed,	 several	 reflexions	 led	 to	 understandings	 that	

required	greater	attention	and	in	my	venture	to	have	a	better	understanding	of	Kichwa	people	and	

their	health-related	practices,	to	the	reframing	of	my	research.	It	was	through	recurring	revision	and	

analysis	 –	 and	 not	 without	 more	 experienced	 academic	 dialogue	 –	 that	 I	 was	 able	 to	 find	 the	

appropriate	 theoretical	 frameworks	with	which	 I	 have	been	able	 to	 link	and	address	 the	 issues	of	

representation	of	Indigenous	cultures.	The	recurrent	reflexive	dialogue	within	this	research	process,	

while	 leading	 to	profound	 insights	 that	 readjusted	 the	direction	of	 this	 research	 into	an	approach	

that	addresses	the	issues	of	relevance,	was	also	formidably	challenging.	The	iterative	process	that	I	

have	 undertaken	 in	 regards	 to	 this	 research	 required	 a	 profound	 examination	 of	my	 own	 beliefs.	

While	I	can	now	say	that	this	research	offered	me	the	opportunity	to	question	my	own	beliefs	and	

preconceptions	 of	 indigenous	 people,	 overcoming	my	 biases	 was	 uncomfortably	 demanding.	 The	

questioning	of	my	beliefs	opened	up	an	overwhelming	number	of	questions	not	only	related	to	this	

research,	but	also	and	mostly	personal.	One	of	the	challenges	was	that	for	the	most	part,	I	did	not	

know	how	 to	 approach	 those	 personal	matters	with	 respect	 to	my	 research	work.	Moreover,	 the	

questioning	 of	my	 own	 beliefs	 required	 great	 emotional	maturity	 for	 which	 no	 academic	 written	

work	 was	 really	 proficient	 in.	 Understanding	 the	 association	 between	 my	 reflexions	 and	 this	

research	was	a	journey	I	had	to	ascertain	practically	on	my	own	and	I	must	disclose,	was	not	always	

understood	within	the	more	common	linear	systematic	approaches	of	research.	As	I	discussed	in	the	

Methods	chapter,	the	iterative	process	is	not	widely	examined	in	the	texts	and	from	this	experience,	

I	reason	that	the	challenge	of	embracing	the	iterative	nature	of	qualitative	research	was	not	having	

much	guidance.		
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Doing	qualitative	 research	as	an	 iterative	process,	 took	more	 that	 the	expected	 time.	What	 is	not	

explained	about	the	iterative	process	is	that	in	order	to	reflect	back	and	be	able	to	understand	with	

more	clarity,	 I	had	 to	allow	myself	 to	move	 forward	many	 times	with	no	evident	 results.	Knowing	

that	 this	was	 a	 natural	 part	 of	 the	 iterative	 process	would	 have	 eased	 the	 pressures	 I	 put	myself	

through.	The	iterative	process	takes	time	and	for	this	reason,	I	cannot	proclaim	that	I	have	overcome	

all	of	my	biases	prior	to	the	culmination	of	this	thesis.	It	is	not	only	a	matter	of	time	and	the	fact	that	

the	personal	 journey	of	 self-knowledge	goes	beyond	 the	 timeframe	of	 this	 research,	but	also	 that	

this	is	a	rather	continuous	process.	Although	the	iterative	reflection	of	my	recorded	experience	has	

shed	 lights	 on	 the	 meanings	 that	 enabled	 a	 better	 understanding	 of	 the	 Kichwa	 culture	 and	

practices,	I	must	acknowledge	that	the	furthermost	difficulty	was	accepting	that	in	my	naiveté,	I	had	

been	the	subject	of	my	own	critiques.		
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Concluding	remarks	

 

Throughout	this	study	I	have	explored	the	traditional	medicine	(TM)	and	health-related	practices	of	

the	Kichwa	Indigenous	people	of	Rukullacta	in	the	Ecuadorian	Amazon.	While	I	had	initially	aimed	to	

explore	 the	 relationship	 between	 Kichwa	 traditional	 healers	 (TH)	 and	 their	 patients	 in	 order	 to	

develop	better	 understandings	 in	 contribution	 to	 the	 identification	of	 bridges	 between	 traditional	

and	biomedical	health	systems,	 I	came	to	realise	that	there	were	greater	 issues	that	needed	to	be	

addressed	regarding	the	relation	between	western	and	non-western	cultures	before	attempting	to	

identify	bridges	within	the	health-related	practices.	It	was	evident	through	the	literature	review	that	

the	descriptions	of	 TM	across	 studies	 from	different	 indigenous	 cultures,	 recounted	 a	 generalised	

perception	of	indigenous	practices.	The	likenesses	throughout	the	descriptions	of	Indigenous	health-

related	 practices	 and	 beliefs,	 made	 me	 question	 whether	 the	 comparable	 representations	 were	

rather	 the	 result	 of	 a	 shared	western	perspective.	As	 a	 result,	 this	 research’s	 aims	 and	objectives	

developed	 into	 the	 exploration	 of	 values	within	 the	 TM	 of	 Kichwa	 indigenous	 people	 in	 order	 to	

improve	the	understandings	of	their	health-related	practices,	but	also	to	understand	the	process	of	

representation	of	other	cultures.	Following	the	common	use	of	ethnographic	methods	 to	research	

TM,	 I	 undertook	 an	 ethnographic	 exploration	 in	 the	 Kichwa	 community	 of	 Rukullacta.	 During	 the	

three-month	 fieldwork	 I	 lived	 with	 a	 Kichwa	 TH	 and	 his	 family,	 who	 introduced	 me	 to	 the	

community,	culture	and	health-related	practices	of	the	Kichwa	people	of	Rukullacta.	My	participant	

observation	 included	photography	and	was	combined	with	 in-depth	 interviews	that	allowed	me	to	

explore	the	views	of	Kichwa	people	regarding	the	health-related	practices	and	beliefs.	While	the	aim	

of	 this	 ethnography	was	 to	develop	 the	 knowledge	of	Kichwa	health-related	practices,	 values	 and	

beliefs,	 it	has	also	been	my	purpose	to	explore	whether	 it	 is	possible	to	understand	and	represent	

the	health	practices	of	another	culture	 from	a	Western	public	health	perspective.	The	conclusions	

reached	 through	 the	 iterative	 process	 of	 analysis	 and	 reflexion;	 contribute	 to	 the	 theories	 that	

discuss	western	approaches	in	the	production	of	knowledge	of	non-western	cultures.	While	it	can	be	

argued	 that	 the	 themes	 were	 unaffectedly	 grounded	 in	 the	 data,	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 theoretical	

framework	was	 located	 following	 the	 data	 collection,	 reflect	 through	 the	 discussions	 the	 genuine	

issues	 that	 were	 identified	 in	 the	 data	 collected.	 This	 thesis	 has	 exemplified	 a	 methodological	

approach	that	aimed	to	bring	to	light	my	own	biases	in	order	to	offer	a	different	perspective	and	as	a	

result,	new	understandings	of	indigenous	cultures	and	health-related	practices.		

	

In	 conclusion,	 this	 research	 contributes	 to	 existing	 literature	 and	 empirical	 investigation	 of	

indigenous	 populations,	 and	 shares	 several	 similarities	 (eg.	 Notions	 like	 the	 animistic	 and	 holistic	
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cosmos,	spirit	world,	balance	and	harmony,	and	accounts	of	health	and	illness);	however,	a	key	claim	

is	 that	descriptions	of	 indigenous	practices	 in	the	extant	 literature	represent	an	oversimplification,	

and	exacerbate	the	difficulty	 in	trying	to	appropriately	represent	other	cultures.	Findings	from	this	

research	 such	 as	 the	 complex	 inter-relationship	 of	 generations	 in	 the	 construction	 of	 indigenous	

medicine	 also	 represent	 important	 developments	 compared	 to	 previous	 literature,	 which	 offers	

more	 general	 and	 static	 representations.	 Acknowledging	 broader	 socio-historical	 contexts	 of	 the	

Kichwa,	and	themes	such	as	colonisation	in	particular,	also	permits	a	more	complete	understanding	

of	such	populations	and	cultures.	Kichwa	culture	–	like	all	cultures	–	is	an	evolving	and	dynamic	one	

and	as	an	example	of	the	production	of	knowledge	related	to	indigenous	cultures,	this	research	has	

provided	an	important	example	of	how	a	better	representation	of	other	cultures	can	be	achieved.	
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Glossary	
	

Traditional	 Medicine:	 as	 defined	 by	 the	 World	 Health	 Organisation,	 is	 “the	 sum	 total	 of	 the	

knowledge,	skill	and	practices	based	on	the	theories,	beliefs	and	experiences	indigenous	to	different	

cultures,	whether	explicable	or	not,	used	in	the	maintenance	of	health	as	well	as	in	the	prevention,	

diagnosis,	improvement	or	treatment	of	physical	and	mental	illness”	(WHO,	2019	pg.	8).	It	refers	to	

“health	practices,	approaches,	knowledge	and	beliefs	incorporating	plant,	animal	and	mineral	based	

medicines,	spiritual	therapies,	manual	techniques	and	exercises,	applied	singularly	or	in	combination	

to	 treat,	 diagnose	 and	 prevent	 illnesses	 or	maintain	 well-being”	 (Fokunang	 et	 al.,	 2011	 pg.	 284).	

While	some	articles	refer	to	it	also	as	indigenous	medicine,	for	the	purpose	of	this	thesis,	the	term	

traditional	medicine	(TM)	has	been	used.		

	

Traditional	 Healers:	 Traditional	 Healers	 is	 a	 term	 that	 describes	 the	 practitioners	 of	 traditional	

medicine.	 Frequently,	 the	 term	 Shaman	 is	 used	 to	 refer	 to	 traditional	 healers.	 Shaman	 is	 a	 term	

commonly	used	in	contemporary	Ecuador,	though	this	term	originated	in	Siberia	and	it	relates	to	the	

knowledge	 of	 a	 person	 (Capps	 2011,	 citing	 Janzen	 2002;	 Furst	 1997;	 Kehoe	 2000).	 Depending	 on	

language	 variations,	 traditional	 healers	 in	 the	 Ecuador	 are	 also	 called	 “Uwishin”,	 “Altomisayoq”,	

“Yatiri”,	“Paje”,	“Yachaks”	or	“Curanderos”	(5,7).	The	term	for	traditional	healers	in	Kichwa	culture	is	

Yachak.	 Nonetheless,	 due	 to	 the	 diverse	 cultural	 accounts	 in	 literature,	 the	 term	 that	 will	 be	

generally	used	for	the	purpose	of	this	thesis	is	traditional	healer	(TH).	

	

Primary	Health	Care:	as	defined	in	section	VI	of	the	Declaration	of	Alma	Ata	(1978),	“Primary	health	

care	is	essential	health	care	based	on	practical,	scientifically	sound	and	socially	acceptable	methods	

and	 technology	made	 universally	 accessible	 to	 individuals	 and	 families	 in	 the	 community	 through	

their	full	participation	and	at	a	cost	that	the	community	and	country	can	afford	to	maintain	at	every	

stage	of	 their	development	 in	 the	spirit	of	 selfreliance	and	self-determination.	 It	 forms	an	 integral	

part	both	of	the	country's	health	system,	of	which	it	 is	the	central	function	and	main	focus,	and	of	

the	 overall	 social	 and	 economic	 development	 of	 the	 community.	 It	 is	 the	 first	 level	 of	 contact	 of	

individuals,	the	family	and	community	with	the	national	health	system	bringing	health	care	as	close	

as	possible	to	where	people	live	and	work,	and	constitutes	the	first	element	of	a	continuing	health	

care	process”.	

	

Interculturalism:	refers	to	the	interaction	that	occurs	between	different	cultures	and	the	recognition	

of	the	aspects	that	develop	from	each	of	the	cultures	involved.	This	is	a	term	that	has	been	widely	
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used	 throughout	 Ecuador’s	 official	 documents	 such	 as	 the	 Constitution	 and	 The	 National	

Development	Plan.	The	concept	of	 Interculturalism	also	acknowledges	 the	cultural	diversity	of	 the	

Country	 and	 recognises	 the	 rights	 of	 Ecuadoreans	 to	 choose	 their	 cultural	 heritage	 and	 identity	

(Ecuador,	 2008;	 Ayala	 Mora,	 2010;	 CODENPE,	 2011a).	 Interculturalism	 is	 considered	 one	 of	 the	

fundamental	principles	 for	 the	organisation	and	development	of	Ecuador	and	 its	people	 (Ecuador,	

2008;	SENPLADES,	2013).	

	

Colono:	 is	 a	Spanish	 slang	word	 that	means	coloniser.	 It	 refers	 to	 the	 inhabitants	of	a	 colony,	 the	

people	who	are	non-native	or	not	directly	related	to	the	native	people.	Although	it	is	most	likely	that	

the	 term	 was	 introduced	 upon	 the	 arrival	 of	 the	 Spaniards	 to	 the	 Amazon	 region	 during	 the	

colonisation	period,	this	is	a	term	that	is	still	used	by	the	Kichwa	people	when	referring	to	outsiders.	

While	 colono	was	 a	 term	 that	was	used	 initially	 to	 refer	 to	 the	 Spanish	 colonisers,	 in	present-day	

Kichwa	people	refer	to	most	Ecuadorean	Mestizos	 in	this	way.	On	the	contrary,	 they	use	the	term	

“gringo”	rather	than	colono	to	describe	a	European,	North	American	or	any	person	with	Caucasian	

appearance.	

	

Mestizo:	 refers	 to	 a	 person	 of	mixed	 race.	 It	 is	 particularly	 a	mixture	 between	white	 descending	

from	 the	 Spanish	 and	 the	 native	 indigenous	 of	 the	 Americas.	 The	 majority	 of	 the	 Ecuadorean	

population	 (71.9%)	 is	 identified	 as	Mestizo.	 However	 the	 percentages	 of	 racial	 lineage	 vary	 since	

most	of	the	racial	blend	occurred	during	the	Spanish	Colonisation.	

	

Chakra:	 is	an	area	of	 land	used	specifically	for	the	cultivation	of	produce	and	plants.	 It	 is	not	quite	

the	 same	 as	 a	 garden,	 since	 many	 households	 depend	 on	 what	 they	 cultivate	 for	 their	 daily	

sustenance.	 In	 some	 cases,	 they	 also	 grow	 animals	 like	 chickens	 and	 ducks.	 The	 chakra	 is	 usually	

looked	after	 the	women	of	 the	house.	However,	 the	 chakra	 is	 very	 special	 to	 the	Kichwa	healers,	

regardless	of	gender,	since	healers	usually	grow	their	own	medicinal	plants.	Additionally,	while	the	

chakra	 is	 the	 part	 of	 land	 that	 is	worked,	 by	 tradition,	 it	 cannot	 represent	more	 than	 10%	of	 the	

owned	land.			

	

Yachak:	The	word	Yachak	or	“Yachag”	refers	to	a	wise	man	or	woman.	Although	the	name	depends	

on	 the	 indigenous	 nation	 and	 language,	 the	 Spanish	 term	 for	 healer	 that	 is	 used	 by	 more	

acculturated	indigenous	groups,	is	“curandero”.	However,	Yachak	is	the	common	Kichwa	term	for	a	

traditional	healer.	When	I	asked	about	the	meaning	of	the	word	“Yachak”,	the	answers	among	the	

Kichwa	people	were	 slightly	 varied.	 For	 instance,	 some	people	defined	 it	 as	 “a	person	who	heals”	
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(Rocio	Tupac),	“the	one	who	has	the	visions”	(Mama	Ajayo)	or	“the	person	who	has	the	power	or	the	

one	 that	 is	 gifted”	 (Vinicio	 Lanchama).	 The	 greatest	 ability	 of	 a	 Yachak	 is	 the	 ability	 to	 have	 “the	

vision”	 when	 taking	 the	 ayahuasca.	 This	 is	 why	 some	 define	 a	 Yachak	 as	 “the	 gifted”,	 because	

according	to	Kichwa	culture	not	everybody	has	the	ability	to	see.	While	nowadays	there	are	Kichwa	

healers	 that	 are	 trained	 to	 become	 Yachaks	 and	 are	 able	 to	 have	 the	 visions,	 originally	 only	 few	

people	were	gifted	and	only	those	who	were	gifted	could	become	Yachaks.	While	many	people	use	

the	word	Yachak	 interchangeably	with	being	a	healer	or	a	wise	person	(with	knowledge	related	to	

healing),	the	Kichwa	word	for	wise	person	is	actually	“Ajayo”.	

	

Guaysa:	or	Guayusa	is	a	tree	found	in	the	Amazon	rainforest.	The	guayusa	leaves	are	brewed	as	tea.	

The	guayusa	 contains	 caffeine,	but	has	more	antioxidant	properties	 than	green	 tea.	While	Kichwa	

people	have	been	customarily	drinking	guayusa	throughout	history,	the	guayusa	tea	has	become	a	

trendy	 superfood	 amongst	 mainstream	 society	 due	 to	 its	 healthy	 properties.	 Over	 the	 past	 ten	

years,	 the	benefits	of	guayusa	 tea	have	been	widespread	and	become	so	popular	 that	packed	 tea	

bags	can	be	found	in	supermarkets	and	it	is	now	being	exported	to	other	parts	of	the	world.	

	

Kuraka:	 is	 the	 Kichwa	 leader	 and	 the	 head	 authority	 of	 the	 community.	 The	 Kuraka	 is	 the	 chief	

leader	and	main	political	figure	for	the	Kichwa	people.	In	the	Napo	region,	the	Kuraka	represents	all	

the	communities	 that	are	considered	part	of	 the	“People	of	Rukullacta”	–	PKR.	The	people	choose	

the	Kuraka	based	on	his	qualities,	since	the	Kuraka	is	the	epitome	of	the	male	Kichwa	figure.		

	

Misho:	is	a	non-native	person,	usually	a	Mestizo	that	comes	from	any	other	place	in	Ecuador.	When	

referring	to	a	person	specifically	coming	from	the	highlands	of	Ecuador,	Kichwa	people	would	also	

use	the	term	“awallacta”.	In	a	similar	way,	a	foreigner	coming	from	a	different	country	-	specially	if	

the	person	has	white	complexion	-	would	be	called	“gringo”,	though	this	is	a	more	widely	used	term.	

In	general,	none	of	these	terms	are	used	in	a	derogatory	way.	

	

Finca:	 means	 a	 small	 farm	 is	 Spanish.	 Amongst	 the	 Kichwa	 people,	 the	 finca	 is	 a	 section	 of	 land	

allocated	by	family	and	it	is	usually	sited	deeper	in	the	jungle.	A	finca	has	approximately	16	hectares.	

In	many	 cases,	 the	 fincas	 have	 access	 to	 sacred	 locations	 that	 are	 limited	 to	 the	 family	 and	 their	

personal	 guests.	 However,	 some	 Kichwa	 families	 have	 chosen	 to	 open	 access	 to	 tourism,	 since	 it	

represents	an	option	for	income.					
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Chicha:	 is	 a	 fermented	 cassava	 drink,	 very	 typical	 amongst	 the	 Amazonian	 indigenous	 people.	

Depending	on	the	ethnicity,	the	method	of	preparing,	serving	and	drinking	chicha	varies.	However,	

in	general	terms	the	chicha	consists	of	mashed	cassava	that	goes	through	a	process	of	fermentation	

and	afterwards	mixed	with	water.	Amongst	 the	Kichwa	people	 in	Napo,	 the	preparation	does	not	

commonly	 involve	 the	 chewing	 and	 spitting	 of	 the	 cassava.	 This	 process	 is	 done	 as	 part	 of	 the	

fermentation,	where	the	salivary	enzymes	help	the	maintenance	of	good	digestive	health.	Although,	

chicha	 is	 regularly	made	out	of	cassava,	especially	amongst	Amazonian	 indigenous,	 it	 is	also	made	

from	maize	and	a	tropical	fruit	called	chonta.			

	

Kachiwa:	Kachiwa	is	an	artisanal	alcoholic	beverage	with	high	content	of	alcohol	(40%	or	higher)	that	

comes	from	the	distillation	of	sugar	cane.	This	type	of	alcoholic	beverage	is	also	known	as	“trago”,	

“aguardiente”,	“puro”,	“puntas”	and	in	the	community	of	Rukullacta	it	is	unceremoniously	known	as	

“veintichinco”.	The	word	“trago”	translates	in	English	as	“drink”,	but	this	word	is	commonly	used	in	

Ecuador	to	refer	to	any	type	of	alcoholic	drinks.	However,	in	the	region	it	is	used	specifically	for	the	

liquor	produced	from	sugarcane.		
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