Designing
for Lile

An Indigenous community in the
Amazon basin is showing the world
how to live with, rather than off, nature

By Carolina Schneider Comandull,
with the Apiwtea Association
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ASHANINKA villager by a sacred Kapok tree
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AST JULY A PREMONITION PERSUADED THE ASHANINK4 INDIGENOUS PEOPLE OF
the western Amazon basin to undertake a great traditional expedition. When
a shaman said that this could be their last chance to enjoy peace and tran-
quility, more than 200 Ashaninka from the Sawawo and Apiwtxa villages
alongside the Amcénia River in Brazil and Peru, respectively, boated upstream
to pristine headwaters deep in the forest. It was the dry season, when the river
waters were clear and safe for the children to splash in and the night sky starry

for the spirit to soar in. There, in the manner of their ancestors, the Ashaninka spent a week camp-
ing, hunting, fishing, sharing stories, and imbibing all the joy, beauty and serenity they could.

Amaonthlater the Ashaninka got the news they had been dread-
ing—aroad-buildingpraject theyd heard about months sadier was
moving forward Logging compani eshad movedheany equipment
from mainland Peruto a village at the Amazon forest'sedge tocut
an llzgal road through to the Aménia. Once the road reached the
river, loggers would use the waterway to penetrate the rain fored
and fell mshogany, cedar and other trees. The birds and animals
the workers didn't shoot for food would be scared away by the
screech of chain saws. Indigenouspeoples would face lethal danger
both from violent encounterswith the newcarmners as well as from
casaal interactions, which would spread germs to which isolated
peoples have little immunity. Drug traffickers would clear swaths
offorest, establish coca plantations and recruit local youths as drug
courders and addicts. The road would bring, in aword, devastation.

This borderland between Brazil and Paru, where the lowland
Amazonrainforest slopes gently toward the Andesfoothills, isrch
with biological and cultural diversity. It ishometothe jaguar (Pan-
theraoneg) and the woolly monkey ( Lagothrie poegpigit), as well
as to several Indigenous groups. Its protected landscapes includs
two national parks, two ressrves for Indigenous people in volun-
tary isolation and more than 26 Indizenous temitories. The near-
zstlarge town, Pucallpain Pery, ismore than 200 kil orneters away
as the macaw flies and reachable only by forest trails from Sawa-
wo; the tiny tovm of Marechal Thaumaturgo on the Aménia River
in Brazil canbe accessed by chartered fli ght from Cruzeiro do Sul,
the capital of Acre province, and is a three-howr boat ide down-
stream of Apiwtxa.

Remote asit is, the reglon hasbeen threatensd for centuriesby
colonizers who soughtitsriches Inresponse, the Ashaninkajoined
Indigenous alliances to fight off the invaders, fled into ever deep-
erforeststoescapethem or inthe 19th century were endavedand
forced totap rubber or harvest cotton. In the1980s, however, tech-
nologcal advancesmads it far quicker and sasier for outsidersto
cut through thejung efor logging, ranching, industrial agi culturs,
and drug production and trafficking
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The Apiwixa Ashaninka adapted, respondingt othe intensified
assanlts with increasingly sophisticated and multifacetad resis-
tance tactics, whichincluded seeking alliesfrom both Indigenous
and mainstream society Most significantly, they devised a strate-
gy for the community'slangterm survval. The Apiwtxa desizgned
and achieved a sudainable, enjoyable and larzely sslf-sufficient way
of lifs, maintained and protected by cultural empowerment, Indig-
enous spirituality and resistance to invasions from the outside
wodd “"Weliveinthe Arnazon,” said Aplwtia chief Antonio Pivako
atthe July gathering "If we donot look afterit, it will vanish. We
have the right to keep looking after thisland and prevent it from
beinginvaded and destroyed by people who do not bel onghere.”

The Apiwtxa, alongwith members of regional nongovernm en-
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tal organizations, hadbeen working with the Sawawopzople, first
in the line of invasion, to prepare toresist the loggers When they
learned that the loggershad fmally arvived, members of Sawawo's
vigilance cornrnittee traveled up the Améniain their boats. Two
and a half hours later they came upon two tractors. Laden with
people, food, fuel and equipment for foumding alogeing base, the
vehicleshad apssedthe dver Into Ashaninkatemitory in Pera. The
defenderstookpicturess of the destruction, intervie wed theloggers
andreturned totheir vill age, where they had Internet access, They
reportzd the intrud on to Paruvian authorities through alocal In-
digenous organization, askingthat an environment officlal visitto
swrvey the damage. They al so shared the evidence with the Api-
wtixa and other allies and set up camnp at the Invasion spot, wait-
ingforreinforcements.

Aplwtixa tribespeople showedup soon after, by boat, andnine
days later supporters from three NGOs—Pro Purus, Upper Am-
azon Conservancy and Aconadayish—arrived on foot. That eve-
ning they saw two mors tractors arriving with suppliss. More
than 20 people, led by a wornan carrying her baby, swiftly placed
themselvesin front of the tractors, preventing the loggers from
crossingthe Amdnia. The Ashaninka, who hawve a reputation of
being fierce warrlors, promptly confiscated the keys from the
stunned drivers.

The official arxived the next day. He cursonly scanned the en-
vironmental damage and demanded the tractor keys, which the
Aghaninkahanded over, Sawawo's people ronethel essmaintained
apresence in the camp formonths tomake surs that the tractors
were not used for afresh assault on the region, and the NGO al-
lies alerted the press tothe intrusion. Eventually the logging com-
panies left the terdtory. Determined but nonviolent Indi genous
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resistance, coupled with pressurs from global media, hadtampo-
rarily unnerved thermn.

InNovember 2021, howsver, when Apiwtxavllage washosing
a gathering of local Indigenous groups to discuss the increasing
threats posed by loggers and drugtraffickers, the Peruvian govam-
ment authorized the tractors' retrieval. One of the companies has
dnce resunedits effortsto erter theregion, usingatrisd-and-true
tactic—divide and conquer—sszking to canvines individual Indig:
enous leaders to sign logging contracts with them. The srmiggle
the Ashaninka have been waging for decades continuss.

CONTEMPORARY, NOT MODERN

IncE 1962, when the Ashaninkapeople obtained legal title to some
870 squars klometers of partially degraded forsst dlongthe Amdé-
nia River, one of its comrmunitizs has achieved an astonishing
trand ormation. Once a people underzoingfli ght, fight or subjuga-
tion ever since Buropzan missionaries and colonizers arrived in
their homeland three centuries ago, the 1,000-0dd people of Apl-
wtia village in the Kampa do Rio Aménia Indi gznous Land have
become an antonomous, self-assured and largely self-sufficiant
comrmumity. They have regenerated the forest, which had been
darmaged by logging and cattle ranching, resored endangered spe-
cles, enhanced food szeurity through hinting, gathenng, agrofor-
estry and shifting cultivation, and otherwise shaped a way of lif2
they hope will ensure the continuation of their cormumity and
principles. These achievaments, as well astheir support for other
Indi zenous cormrnunities, have sarmed them several awards, in-
cluding the Uhited Nation's Equator Prizs in 2017,

The Apiwtxa designs for living, drawn from shamanic visions
and infonmed by interactions with the non-Indigenous world, are

predicated on the protection and murturing of all lifs in their ter
ritary. The Ashaninka hold that their well-being depends on the
maintenance of the Amazon'sincredible biodiversity. This aware
ness cornes largely from thelr intimats relationships with the
plants, anirnals, celestial bodies and other slements of their land
scape, which they regard as thalr closs relatives. These beings, 2o
peclally the plant ayahuasca (Banisteropsis camen), which the
Ashaninka call karnardot, help treat their diseases and guide their
decisions through visions "Our life is an enchantment,” shaman
ol sés Piyako said to me in July 2015, "What welive in Apiwtxals
all lived beforshand in the world of fozrar Got.”

As architects of their fiture rather than passive victims of cir
curnstance, the Apiwtxa are living a concept outlinad by develop-
ment scholar Arturo Escobar in Desi gns for the Pludverse (2018).
Exdtending designtheory into the cultural and political realm, Es
cobar described social desizgn as ameansby which traditi onal and
Indigenous peoples engendar Innovative solutions to contermpo-
rary challenges. In his view, moments of soclal breakdown, when
"the habitual mods of beingin the world is interrapted,” ars im-
portant for new ways of living to amerge. Secwring a territory, a
safe space for the design to flourish, is essential, Escobar adds.
Through the struggl e to safeguard theirland, the Apiwtxahave re-
alized thisidzal: the cormonunity hasfought againg soclal and eco-
logical disintegration to take control of its own fate and thet of the
crzaburestheylive with and depend on.

I first arrived in Apl wixa village in 2015 to conduct research for
adoctoral degresin anthropology. Getting thers required four sets
of clearances—from rmy university, two Brazilian agencies and the
Apiwtxathemselves—a cormnercial flight to Cruzeiro do Sul, a.char
tered flight to Marechal Thaumaturgo and then a three-hour boat

THE APIWT XA WAY of living—anjoying @ canoa rida on tha
Amé&nia Rivar (0pposite page), waaving palm laaves into tha roof
ofa hut [cemar), Or praparing @ paca fora maal (vight)—is pradicatad
on sustainability and salf-sufficiancy. It invohyas dafanding tha
tarritory from assaults whan nacassary as wall & implamanting
norms for protacting biod ivarsity.

ride. Within days of amrival, I realized that it wasno sasy tak to
study the Ashaninka. A cenfuries-longhistoryof dispossession and
exploltation by non-Indizenous peopl e hasmade them wary of out-
siders. It wasonly after some months of thetr obssrving methat [
was allowsd to stay. My willingnessto collaborate with their proj-
ects my empathy with their principles and my dzep respect for
their couragze and wisdom all guidedthelrdecidon. [ endsdup liw
ing and working with the Ashaninka for two and a half years. It
was a transformative experience.

I had worked with various Indigenous zroups dnce the sarly
2000s, as arssearcher, consultant on the environrmental impact of
development projects, andlater as an employee with FUNAIL Bra
zil's National Foumdation for Indian Affairs. | was well awars of the
devastation that the Global North's hunger for oll, minerals, tim-
ber and other resources wreaked on forest pzoples. [ found the
Ashaninkarsmarkable, however, for their penetrating analysis of
the assaults they faced, as well as the fard ghtedness with which
they devised responses to them. They were not "modem,” in that
they did not seek a state of development modeled on a Westerm
ideal of prograess and growth that many aspire to but only faw can
reach Insteadthey were exceptionally "contemporary,"in the ssnss
of findingtheir own soluti onsto present-day problems. Asphilos-
opher, anthropologist and sociologist Bnmo Latour commentad,
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ABUNDANMNCE rasults from living with, rathar than off, natu ra.
A.child fatchas corn from a muticroppad fiald (Jeft), a woman
praparasa gama animal (cermar) and Dora Piyako, prasidant of tha
Ayopara Cooparativa, dBplays a sling for carrying a baby (right).
Salling handicrafts halps tha community @arnan incoma without
daplting local rasources.

"Enowinghow to becore a. confemporary, that is of one'sown time,
1s the most difficult thingthereis” And I was awed and inspirsd
by the Apl wixa Ashaninka's ingenuity and resilisnce.

"We, the Ashaninka, have been massacred by loggers; we have
beenmassacred by rubber deal ers; we have been massacrad by col-
onizers.... We werstaken as a workforce to serve patrons whotold
us to cut down the forest and hunt the anirnals for them so they
could live well; we were massacred by the misdons whotold usthat
we knewrothing" Benki Piyako, an Asheninkaleader, toldme. "But
then we decided to give adiffersnt response: we began to study”

The frrst "student,” as Benki tells it, was his grandfather, Sam-
uel Piyako, who sought to understand the economic imperatives
that dmve outsidersto exploit nature and Indigenouspeoples Borm
in Peru, he was a shaman who worked on cotton plantationsin
conditions of debt peonage, a system by which Indigenouspeoples
were forced to work for a pittance, purchasing thair necessitiss
from their oppressors at extortionate prices, rendering them per-
manently indebted. Sometime in the 1930s Sarmuel escapad the
plantations and trekked downthe Andesslopestothe rainforss
in Brazil Thers, too, he encoumtered colonizers who wers sntering
the forest viathe great Amazonian rivers.

"I donot have anywhereto sscape,” Sarnuel thought, according
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to Benki. "I will have to adapt here. I will stay here and look with
my spirit to s2e how I will be able to ramain connected”to other
people and beings. Sarnuel's descendants say he used his shaman-
ic powers to envision the transformation his people have since
achiegved. "Whatls happening here ismy grandfather's dream”
Molsés said "Hers we are, his grandchildren, accomnplishing what
he thought would guarantze the continuity of the pzoples and build
the best path forusall »

Sarnuel came to be regardsd as a pendearsars, or leader, whoss
shelteringpresence iInduced other Ashaninkafamiliesto move to
the area. Later, when one of his sons, Antonio, wantedtomanry a
non-Indigenous, Portugiese speaking woman from afamily of rub-
ber tappers and cattle ranchers, Samuel assented, declaring that
she would bzcom e an ally He was right. Her own farnily initially
opposad the marriage, 30 Francisca Oliveira da Silva, who cameto
beknown as Dona Pitl, camne tolive with her in-laws, biingingalong
her lmowledge of the outside wodd

Startingin the 19605 many of the Asheninka began working
forloggingbosses, whoused their lack of knowle dge about the out-
side warld to exploit them —paying with a box of matches, for ex-
ample, for amahoganytres. Pitl explained tothern the relative val-
ues of such goods to traders, helping them undarstand how thay
were being cheated In every transaction. Seekingto break the cy-
clz of exploitation andinstead trade on their own terms the com-
runity founded a cooperative, a coll ectively cortrolled tradingen-
terprise, in the 19805, "We were beingfooled ” recalled Bebito Pi-
yako, one of Pitl and Antonio's children. "The cooperative was a.
way, wa thought, to break this dependency” The Aydpars Cooper-
ative enabled corumunity members to trade what they produced

for credit, with which they could gzt goods from a village shop.

At this time, Industrial logging was arriving in the region, cre
ating desstruction of a kind the Ashaninka had never encountersd
befare. In the old days, it might take daystofell asingle mahoga
ny tree with an axe; now it took minutes. Swaths of farest fell to
chain saws. Tapirs and other garne animal sfled. Workersbrought
in from faraway townsinvaded Ashaninka celebrati ons, spreading
disease and harassing women. Similar assaults acrossthe Amazon
badn sparked avigorous and prolonged soclal moverment that re-
sulted in Brazil adopting a progressive new constitution in 1988
that recognized the rights of Indigenous pzoples touse the natw
ral resources of their tarritories asthey saw fit. With the nesw con-
stitution in place, the Ashaninka sought FUNAI's help to securs
tarritodal rights to the swroundingfores.

They were besiezed by death threat s from lozzers and cattle
ranchers. Fenryingthe nece ssary documnents between Aplwixa and
Cruzeiro do Sul, Acre's second largest cty required braving am-
bushes Nevertheless, Pitl, Antonio and their ol dest children, Mol-
sésand Franci soo, pressed Brazilien anthonitizsfor theright to conr
trol how theirlocale sresources should beused No one waskilled,
bt by the time the land title carne through many Ashaninka farm-
llieshad left out of f2ar. That Sarmue] disd duringthe struggle, of
old age, no doubt increassd their sense of insecurity

STRENGTH IN UNITY
RECOGUZING THAT UnITY and cooperation were key to survival, the
ramaining Asaninka farnilies, lad by Antonio, Piti and othars, sm-
barked on a process of collective planning to determine thelr fir
turs, What Kind of life did they want to live and how would they

achieve it? They surveyed their territory and their experiences,
looking "inside us at the worst of all the bad moments we hadfaced,
so that we could reflect on the changes we hadto make,” Benkd re
called Deslgningtheir future, devising a s:t of rules to maintain
the cohesive sodl al structure they envisaged and devel opingamanr
agement planto ensure adsquats, enduring resources would take
three years of exploration and discussion

Duringthispeariodthe roughly 200 people formed the Apl wixa,
assoclation torspresent their intereststo civil soclety and the Bra
zZillan state, And at itsend, they bezan moving the comrnumity to
the northernmost sxtremity of their temritory, aremote location
they deemed strategic: less accessible to invaders and more conr
ducive tomaintaining thelr social integrity and governance sys-
tem. Althouzh the Ashaninka traditionally lived as nucl zar farnd-
lies scattersd acrossthelandscape, they founded a compact village
that would be sasierto defend, also naming it Apiwtxa,

Roughly translated as "union,” the word gpiwins signifiss the
placing of collective interests above individual ones and is one of
the carmrnunity's key govemance principles. The villagers consls
tzntly apply it in their sbuggles, sesking to achieve consensus
through gatherings and discussions that can take a single shift or
last for days—if that1s what it takesfor everyone to agree—before
embarking on acourss of action Thasemeastingshelp the Aplwixa,
devise waysto overcome threats emnanating from outside theirter
ritary and plan future projects.

The Aplwhia constructed the new villaze by the Ardnia River,
on two former cattle pasturss of arownd 40 hectares. They refor
estad the area, mostly with indi genous spacies, which they nur
tursd innurseries They built the huts close to the river, on raised
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platformstokesp out snakes, and mostly without wallstoletinthe
bresze. Around thelr homes they planted fruit, palm and timber
trees aswell as cotton and medicinal plants. They egablished ba-
nana groves mnd maniocfislds, dugpondstobreed fish and turtles
to repleni sh the fishingresoweesinthe Amdénia River, and set up
no-zp areas, which shiftedperiodically to prevent ovednmting. And
theyestablished a school of their own design, teaching childrenin
the Ashaninkalanguags: for the first four years and imparting both
traditional skills such as weaving and mainstrearm knowledgs such
as arithmetic. Several of the youngpeople went away to attend uni-
varsity and sudy theoutd de world—in particular itseconornic and
political systerns—beforeretiening with thairskillsto the Apiwtxa.

At Apiweng, the day revolves around living—bathingin the riv-
#r, tending crops, fishing, cooking, repairinghuts and implements,
playinz Bythe time it draws to aclose, everyone istired The chil-
dren sat dinnerjust before sanset, after which they might enjoy a.
gonytelling session before goingto bed There isno electricity. The
adults eat shortly afterthe children, and then the spiritual leaders,
mostly men, sit under starry skiesto che w cocalzavesin dlent com-
rmunion The wom en gathear to spin cotton, chatting only occasion-
ally. Arnonzthe Ashaninka, a great deal of comrmuni cation hap-
pens without spzech, through subtle shiftsin expression and pos-
ture. We would go to sleep by 7 or 8 BM., waking up zarly to
birdsongand other forsst sounds, feeling deeply rested.

The regulati onsthat the Apl wixa dzcided oninthe 1990s have
since developad into a complex systam of governance. The com-
rmunity'sleaders, several of whorn are Sarmuel's closs relatives, com-
pri s shamneans, warriors and hurters who dzal with intamal issues,
alongside people with formal educati on or sxperience in building
social movements, who serve as interlocutors with the outsids
world. With sach a diverdty of skills, the Apiwtxahave alsobeoome
adept af raising funds from governmental and nongovarnmental
agenciesfor projects such asreforestation.

A szcond key princple of Ashaninka desizn is autonomy—in-
dependence from systern s of oppression and the freedom to dater-
mine how tolive in theirterxitory "Not baled by others” is essen-
tial, Francisco dzclared. Autonomy requires alargs measare of salf-
suffici ency, to which end the Apiwtxa have enhanced their food
overeiznty and implementad ecoromic and trading practicesthat
minirmally impact the environment. The anclent aydpare system
of sxchange, which gpesbeyond material exchangestoths creation
and nurtuning of relationships of mutual support and respect,
guides all transactions within and withowt the comrmumity I expe-
rienced it while living thers: someone might askme for, say, bat-
teres, and afew days or rnonthslater [ would fmd abunch of fruit
or sorme other gft onmy doorstep.

One manifestation of this systemn is the Aydpare Cooperative,
which trades only product s that donot deplete nature and only
with out d ders who support Aplwixa's objectives. "The forestis o
wealth, " asMolses explained. "Owr project isto sustain this wealth "
The cooperative’s mos successiul products ars handicrafts; they
help tomaintain traditi ons and protect the forest while providing
relative econormd ¢ antonomy. The cooperative also enablesthe Api-
wixato corununicats its principles; for exarmple, they recently be-
zan s:llingnative seedsforreforesting other parts of the Amazon.

Feducingphysical threatsfrom the outside world enhances ax
tonomy as well. Tothis end, the Aplwixahare tied to create aphys
ical and cultural "buffer zone” around their teritory by helping
neighbouring Indigenous communitiss to also bolster their tradi-
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tons and protact blodiversity. Prolonged subjugation by main-
strearmn soclety hasled several Ashaninka, groups, epeclally those
in Peru, to adopt outd ders' unsustainable modes of living or suc-
curnb to market pressures to sell timber or other forest resources,
Benkd and Molsés observed. Changingthis sate of affairsrequires
restoring ancestral ways of interacting with nature, the sharmans
beliave. Aplwhia lzadershold thet this ancestral lmowledgz 1sa -
tal resource for all of humankind "It is not enough to only work
onour land,” Benk said, "becausz owrlandis only a small piece of
this blz world that is being destroyed.”

The Ashaninkarsjzct the ideathat hamankind is separate from
nahuare andthat the latter issubject tothe former Accordingtotheir
creation myth, the original creabures were all hurnen, but Pawa,
thair Crzator, tumed many of them into animal s, rocks, plants, ce-
lestial bodies and others. Despite being different inform, these be
ings retained their humaenity and are all related to the Ashaninka.
Many other Indi genoustraditions sirnil axly hold that plants, traes,
enimals, birds mountains and dvers, amongothers, can gpealy fazl
end thinkand are tied to other beings inreciprocal relationships.

A SENTIENT WORLD

IT v s Ava Huasca that taught them about the intimate connections
among beings, the Ashaninka say. In thelr mythol ogy, the ayahuas
cavine sprouted fram the place where awise ancestral worman,
Nanata, was buried; it possesses her wisdom. A Japo[CK] bird
(Cacicus celg) then explained to the Ashaninka how to unite the
ayalmasca vine with aparticul arleaf (Psychotrig viridis) to brew
the sacred diink kanardpt. "They drankit andtookit tothelrpeo
ple, bringingli zht and conscience to them,” Benkl sald.

Korruar3pe rituals always take place at night, preferably undar
a clear, starry sky. There isno fire, notalking the occasion is sol-
ermn. When the psychoactive brew startstotake sffect, the shaman
guiding the cersmony chants, usually to the birds and the spirits
in the sky. Soon the others start to sing, too, their volces overlap-
pingtocreate a rapturous polyphony. At thispoint, vislons ensue.
The sharmanisattumedto every participant and monitors what they
are fzeling, intervening when necessary

When [ took part in the ritual, I felt my body dissolvinginto the
swrroundings, my self merging with the envirorment in a way thet

AT AGATHERING by tha headwatars of tha Am&nia River

in July 2021, mambars of tha Apiwtxa and Sawawd cOmmunitias
discussad tha naad to protact tha Amazon forast from outsidars
who covat its richas.

defizs words, givingme adesp sense of the connectednessbetween
other beings and me. In my sxperience, the ozmardo: ceremony
establi shes powserful bonds among sveryone present and between
theforest creatures and them, enabling cornemuni cation to happen
in silence even afterthe ritual isover

As Moises seesit, kamar o helps people develop their con-
sclence byleadingthem toward self-knowledge and gradually to
a deep krowl edge of other people and other Kinds of beings. Once
developed, this wisdorn will help gdde their actions and rel ation-
ships. Shamanic ritual s have parallels with psychotherapy, an-
thropologist Clande Levi-Strauss noted; sharnans, like theraplists,
help people gain insight into themselves and theirrzlationships
with others. But pgschotherapists are only racently beginningto
comprzhend the power of psychoactive substancesin assisting
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THE ASHANINKA BELIEVE thatall creaturas, aswall

&s faatures of tha landscapa such as tha Amonia Rivar
(op posite page), ara santiant and connactad to ona
anothar by raciprocal ralationships. Visions inducad

by tha ayah uasca vina (Jeft) rainforca tha ampathy that
tha Indiganous paopla faal for othar baings. Francisco
Piyako (ahove) communas with a majastic kapok (Caibs
pamandrs) trea.
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AMONIA RIVER maandars through tha Kampa do Rio Amdnia
Indiganous Land in tha wastarn Amazon basin,

traama patients, among others, to come to terms with thelr suf-
fering andthereby toheal. The lozmardee ritual goesfurther, cre-
atingdesp empathy not only for oneszlf and other human beings
but also for other creatures, aswell as for rivers and other fea-
turssof the landscape. All come tobe seen as conmected, an aware-
nessthat hasprofound implicati ons for how pzople treat nature.
Aplwtxa's sharnans esven atiributs their capacity to desizn
their society to kamardp: visions. Moisés, Benki and other sha-
mans actively seek guidance from ayahuasca, with whose help
they attain, sastain and explors an altared state of consclousness
that enables tham to envision the future and find solutions
to challenges. Dreams are lmovm to be conducive to problem-
solving; they enable disparate conceptsto link up in ways not
nomnally availabls t othe rational mind. Shamans in Ashaninka
and other Indigenous cultures daliberat ely attain such states of
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consciousness as ameans of seeking foresight and wisdom.

Dreamingis essential but not enough, Benki adds. tisalsoes
sential to plan—to think conscously and rationally—and act in
the present. When a sharman reports a significent vision, the corm-
munity discusses it and develops aplan of action. In 2007, when
Benl dreamed about a center for disseminating forest peoples'
philosophy—aplace that would be rooted in ancedral knowledge
while reaching out to the world with amessage of caringfor all
beings—the Apiwtxa acted on it, founding the Yorenka Atame
(Enowledze of the Forest) Center

Theycondructed the bullding on a cattle pasturs across the riv-
#r from Marechal Thaurnaturgo, a small town three howrs down-
strearn of Aplwixa. Itscreatorsintended Yorenka Atame asadem-
onstration to the townspzople of an altermative way of living and
turnad the pastwre into a forest full of frut-bearing trees. Earlier,
while serving as environmment secretary for the town, Benki had
ought to hareitsyouth away from drugtrafficking by training them
in agroforestry and indtingthem to Jozmar Zot ceremonies, Udng

ayalmasca can be dangerous: itsimpact depends crucially on the
skill and ethics of the person supervising the session. But Benki
hopead the itual woul dhelp theyoungpezople feel connected tona
ture—and it did. They helped him plant around Yorenka Atarne
and went onto sstablish a settlament called Sunshine, where they
grow their own food wsingagrof arestry and agrozcol ogy.

Yorenka Atame is aplace for sxchangng kmowladge about the
forest and dissussing what true development mizght mean. It has
hosted many gatherings of Indigenous peoples and scholars from
around the world "We donot have enernies; we have partners and
allizs and the ones with whom we disagres,” Francisco said—ths
Apiwtixa wishto sngage everyone in dialogne. Exchanges at Yoren
ka Atame and in the field have helped local rubber tapperstore
forest their reglon and stimulatzd the cultural revitalization of
many Indigenous groups, such asthe Puyanawa peoples, whohad
besn enslaved and alm ost extearminated by rubber barons.

Such activitieshawe given the Apiwtia cormumity a huge pres
ence and influence inthersgion despite its small dze. [saak Piyako,

another of Antonio and Pitl's sons, becamne the first Indigenous
mayor of Marechal Tharmaturgo in 2016, That he s amongthe
leadersof the Apl wtxa, a cormnrmmity whose achi svernents ars wide-
ly respected, probably helped his &l ection.

In 2017 Benki and others established arelated project, Yoren
ka Tasori (Knowledge of the Creator), with its own center, It facil-
itates the diffusion of Indigenous spiritual and medicinal knowl-
edge among forest peoples and beyond. Yorenka Tasord also in-
cludes an effort to protect Ashaninka sacred sites, which arz often
places of great natural beauty—but are threatensd by roads, dams
and sxtractive industries. Asmuch apolitical as a spiritual en-
deavor, Yorenka Tasorl sezksto revit alize traditional links among
the Ashaninka as a way of restoring their histori cally powerful co-
hedveness. In such manner—by protectingtheir ancestral knowl-
edge, especially the awareness of interconnect edness with all oth-
erbeings, and pessingthese gifts onto younger generations—the
Aplwtia hope to ensure the Ashaninka's continuity as apzople.

[ accompanisd Benki and other Apiwtxarspresantativeson s
itsto Ashaninka sacred sitesin Peru and was struck by how peo-
ple were drawn to them. Theyhad an auraof serenity and power
that attracted many others, so that our group grew inexorably as
wetraveled The Apl wixaleadersinspiredhope whereverthey went,
to the sxtent that the chisf of one Indigenous comrmunity said, "It
rmust have been Pawa who sent youhere to open our eyes.”

The Apiwtxa hope to open our eyes as well—torsach out tous
with their messags of unity andinterrslatedness of all beings They
belizve thet aspiritual awarsness of the wnderlying unity of crea
tures shows a way out of our epoch, marked asit is by ecological
and societal crises—a time that isincreasingly refarred to asthe
Anthropocene. This geologic eraderivesfrom therslentless expanr
sion of humankind's destructive activities on Earth impactingthe
atmosphere, oceans and wildlife tothe point that they threagten owr
own surdval. The anthrogos least responsible for the Anthropo-
cene—people inhabiting the landin traditional ways—are suffer
ingits word conssquences, however, in damage to their environ-
ments, livelihoods andlives.

The Apiwtxa propose in place of permanent economic growth
and extractive industry a socl al and economic system in which col-
laboration ranks above competition and where every beinghasa
place and Is important to the whole. By looking aft &r lnunan and
other-than-human beings and cultivating diversity through pro-
tecting restodng and ennching lifs, they ars pointingto a path-
way out of the Anthropocene.

"This message comes from Earth, asarequestfor humanityto
underd and that we ars trandent beingshere and one cannot just
lookat one's own welfare,” sald Benki in an appeal tothe worldin
2017, "We hawe tolooktoward future generations and what we will
leave for therm. We have to think of owr chil dren and of Earth, We
cannot leave the land impover shed and polsoned, asis happen-
ingnow. Today we can already s22 great disastersbeginningtohap-
pen, people 2mi grating out of thelr countriesin search of waterto
drink and food to sat. We sze a war going on for wealth now, and
soon we will see a warfor water and forfood.

"Shall we wait, or shall we change history? Join us!” M

FROM OUR ARCHIYES
A Tepastry of Aharnativas, Ashish Kothari; June 202.
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