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In Search of the Soul in Amazonia

James Andrew Whitaker

Introduction

There is a growing anthropological literature that 
deals with cosmological understandings of the con-
cepts of soul and body among Amerindian societ-
ies in South America. This article will consider and 
review how these concepts have been represented 
in the context of particular cosmological systems 
by sampling key texts and ideas in this literature. 
Four particular modes in which the relationship be-
tween soul and body has been represented will be 
explored. The first is the classic dualistic mode of 
dividing the body and the soul. The second mode 
views the soul as a type of body; it replaces duality 
with a “multinatural” framework that posits a uni-
versalized subjectivity vis-à-vis multiple “natures” 
that correspond with perspective-giving bodies. The 
third mode treats soul and body as perspectives and 
considers the multidimensional domains in which 
these perspectives are situated. The fourth mode 
posits the soul as a “capacity” of the body that is 
related to transformation. These four modes of rep-
resenting soul and body express variations on the 
philosophical themes of duality and monism.1 My 
goal in exploring these four modes is to clarify how 

 1 Some writers, such as Rival (2002, 2005) and Taylor (1996) 
have represented the soul in more sociological and/or psy-
chological terms. Such representations somewhat avoid the 
issues of duality and monism that are considered herein and 
properly belong to a separate analysis. However, many writ-
ers vary in their representations of soul and body; such that it 
is frequently impossible to posit a given writer as strictly ad-
hering to one mode of representation. Such reduction is not 
the goal of this article. Nor is it implied that the claims of the 
various writers quoted or discussed herein are consistently 
applied in their other writings. Rather, the goal is to identify 
key modes of representation that are evinced in literature – 
even if individual authors may evince more than one such 
mode.

these terms are being used and to make suggestions 
regarding how this literature may resolve the con-
siderable conceptual ambiguity that has developed.

The Duality of Body and Soul

Western cultural understandings of the soul are pre-
dominantly based on a dualistic division from the 
body. The exact boundaries of separation between 
soul, spirit, and mind are usually imprecisely de-
fined and many Westerners seem to have collapsed 
soul and spirit  2 into the term mind. However, all of 
these terms, taken together or separately, are gen-
erally understood to be in structural contrast to the 
term body. Although findings in the cognitive and 
neural sciences generally define the mental do-
main in relation to the neurological body, the Car-
tesian division of mind and body is still an active 
part of Western discourses. In the process of eth-
nographically studying the cosmological worlds of 
non-Western societies, this duality is frequently em-
ployed as an analytical tool.

In the 1970s, Rivière (1974:  424) explicitly pre-
sented a duality of body and soul in his writing on 
the couvade (Vilaça 2002:  360), in which he con-
sidered ethnographic material from both the Waiwai 
and the Trio societies. In describing the couvade, he 
writes that it is “one among many diverse institu-
tions that address themselves to the same problem, 
one of almost universal proportions, that of man’s 
duality” (Rivière 1974:  434). Rivière’s (1994, 1997) 
representations of the soul in the 1990s retained his 
dualistic emphasis. In 1994, he suggests that the 
body obfuscates the identity of the soul by “cloth-
ing” and sometimes disguising it. He writes that:

except for shamans, spirits can only reveal themselves to 
people by donning human or animal appearance, that is, 

 2 The term spirit here refers to an inward part or aspect of a 
person. The similar term “spirits” here refers to cosmological 
entities in the world that are separate from human persons.
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clothing in Trio terms. This clothing gives the spirit an 
outward appearance but continues to hide the true nature, 
which is invisible, hard and eternal (Rivière 1994:  259).

Although he is writing specifically of spirits, the 
idea that bodies are a clothing for the inward part 
of a being extends to human souls. This implies a 
view of the soul as the inward reality that is medi-
ated (and sometimes disguised) through the outward 
appearance of the body. Thus, the metaphysics of 
the human being, composed of body and soul, are 
represented as a duality.3

The Soul as a Body

Viveiros de Castro (1998:  482 f.), whose ethno-
graphic work is with the Araweté society,4 argues, 
contra Rivière, that bodies are more like “equip-
ment” than disguises. Viveiros de Castro (1998:  
482) writes that “[t]he animal clothes that shamans 
use to travel the cosmos are not fantasies but instru-
ments: they are akin to diving equipment, or space 
suits, and not to carnival masks.” The central argu-
ment in Viveiros de Castro’s (1998:  470) theory of 
Amerindian perspectivism is that Amazonian soci-
eties postulate difference at the level of the body, 
whereas Western societies postulate it at the level of 
spirit or mind. The way that a being views other be-
ings, i.e., the “perspective” of that being, is “given 
by the body” and is “located in the body” ( Vilaça 
2002:  354; Viveiros de Castro 1998:  471, 478). In 
other words, humans, spirits, and some animals 
share the same universal subjectivity, except that 
it is refracted differently through the particularities 
of their different types of bodies. This implies that 
there are a multiplicity of “natures” that are local-
ized in different types of bodies; Viveiros de Castro 
(1998:  472, 477) refers to this as multinaturalism, 
in contrast to multiculturalism. The polyvalent char-
acter which Viveiros de Castro attributes to bodies 
leads to an ambiguous treatment of the question of 
body and soul duality.

This ambiguity is highlighted in the definitions 
which he provides for these terms. He writes that 
“[a]s bundles of affects and sites of perspective, 
rather than material organisms, bodies ‘are’ souls, 

 3 Rival (2005:  302) also presents a somewhat dualistic view, al-
though her representation of the soul is primarily sociological 
and is linked to differential ontologies of gender.

 4 Viveiros de Castro (1992, 2011) has used perspectivism to 
interpret cosmology in an Amazonian historical context, as 
well as in contemporary contexts. Fausto (2002) has also 
used perspectivism to interpret cosmology in an historical 
context.

just, incidentally, as souls and spirits ‘are’ bodies” 
(Viveiros de Castro 1998:  481). Furthermore, bod-
ies affect what a being “eats, how it communicates, 
where it lives, whether it is gregarious or solitary, 
and so forth” (1998:  478, 481). Thus, although the 
function of the body in determining a being’s per-
spective and activity is clearly defined by Viveiros 
de Castro, the soul is given a more tenuous defini-
tion. If the soul is a type of body, it would have to 
constitute a type of nature, i.e., the soul implies a 
perspective mediated by a particular type of body – 
the soul-body. This mode of representing the dichot-
omy between soul and body, in which the soul is 
defined as a type of body, reproduces the terms in 
relation to one another. The duality collapses, but at 
the expense of an imprecise definition for the soul. 
It would appear that one is merely dealing with 
overlapping bodies.

The Soul as a Perspective

Lima (1999, 2000) presents a complex perspectivist 
representation of the soul in Juruna cosmology that 
is somewhat similar to, yet divergent from, Viveiros 
de Castro’s work with the Araweté.5 Rivière (1997:  
140) suggests a differential status for the soul in the 
respective domains of “Dream” and “Life.” Lima 
conceptually develops this difference. Concerning 
ethnographic data on the Juruna society, she writes 
that:

the notion of soul represents only a point of support for a 
specific theory of the relationship between points of view 
which are at one and the same time analogous and locally 
determined as asymmetric. And this theory expresses less 
a notion of a general humanity of all beings than a certain 
dualism (Lima 2000:  48).

Lima (2000:  48) goes on to claim that “[t]his du-
alism translates as the difference between Life and 
Dream, between the reality of the subject and the 
reality of its soul.” The dualism here refers to a con-
trast between two positions, Dream and Life, that 
are linked to the relationships between the bodies 
and souls of animals and humans.6

 5 Unlike Viveiros de Castro, Lima does not seem to reduce the 
soul to the body.

 6 Body and soul duality is reconfigured within the domains 
of Life and Dream – that is, Nature and Supernature (Lima 
1999). Rival (2005:  302) has made a similar suggestion in 
writing that Amazonian societies “conceptualise spirits and 
bodies as independent modes of being, which occupy differ-
ent ontological planes.” The problem of body and soul dual-
ity is transposed onto a separate set of positional planes.
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It is not exactly that Lima is positing a body and 
soul duality within a given being, although there is 
some residue of this; rather, she seems to be sug-
gesting that the perspective of the animal body in 
the domain of Life holds some resemblance to the 
perspective of the human soul in the domain of 
Dream. Lima (2000:  49 f.) draws a partial equiva-
lence between “… our own dream existence and 
the condition of animals.” The perspectives of these 
types of beings are in dualistic contrast.

According to Lima (2000:  45), having a soul im-
plies “having awareness of oneself and others, being 
able to think, [and] being a subject.” She (2000:  49) 
writes of animals that:

being the case that it sees itself as human (and sees the 
Juruna as human as well), its animal side – ignored by it-
self – represents the supernatural aspect of its existence. 
In this sense, the sensible reality of humans is coextensive 
with the animal’s supernatural aspect and vice-versa. Or, 
put differently, what for the Juruna comprises the func-
tion of the animal’s body has for the animal the function 
of its soul.

Despite the soul being the source of the human 
perspective, it is opaque to the human perspective; 
likewise, the animal body is opaque to its perspec-
tive (Lima 1999:  121 f.). The opaque dimensions are 
termed “supernatural.” While humans hunt animal 
bodies, animals capture human souls. The relation-
ship between soul and body is posited as a duality; 
however, this duality is redefined in relation to the 
positions that its constituent components, body and 
soul, occupy as differential perspectives.

The Soul as a Capacity of the Body

Vilaça (2002, 2005), in her representations of Wari 
cosmology, and Fausto (1997), in his representations 
of Parakanã cosmology, explicitly avoid presenting 
a duality of body and soul. I understand Vilaça’s def-
inition of the soul as something like the transfor-
mational capacity of the body (Vilaça 2002:  361; 
2005:  452). In this sense, the soul is not something 
either possessing bodies or possessed by bodies but 
is a capacity of bodies, whereby, they can transform 
into other bodies. The topic of transformation is in-
tegral to the discussion of Amazonian souls. How-
ever, whilst Rivière (1994) is concerned with how a 
soul migrates from one body to another, i.e., how it 
changes clothes, Vilaça (2002, 2005) is concerned 
with how one body is transformed into another body 
through the potential available to the body through 
the soul. The emphasis is on the change undergone 
by a body, not on the migration of a soul. Vilaça’s 

focus on the body is different from that of Viveiros 
de Castro. Although both of them seem to collapse 
the soul into the body, Vilaça (2002, 2005) repre-
sents the soul as a capacity of the body for trans-
formation rather than as another body (Viveiros de 
Castro 1998:  481).

The transformational potential of a body, activat-
ed through a soul, leads to a view of bodies as “un-
stable” (Vilaça 2005). Vilaça (2002:  352) writes that 
“the body is a product of particular social acts which 
continually transform it.” In the Amazon, the bodies 
of co-residents come to be viewed as consubstantial, 
i.e., of shared substance, through the processes of 
living together in commensality (Vilaça 2002; Over-
ing 2000). Relations of kinship in many Amazonian 
societies are, at least partially, “produced through 
acts of sharing, particularly of foods … and mu-
tual care” (Vilaça 2002:  348). It follows that, if hu-
man kinship can be produced through practices of 
the body, kinship with nonhuman beings can also 
be produced through the body (Vilaça 2002:  354). 
Through certain interactions with nonhuman social-
ities, human beings can be transformed into animals 
or spirits7 (Vilaça 2002:  357; 2005:  450).

When one forms kin with an alter-being, one’s 
body starts to become like that of a member of the 
new kin group, i.e., one becomes consubstantial-
ized as an alter. Fausto (2007:  501 f.) explains how 
the soul of a human victim of nonhuman predation 
can become incorporated as kin into the predatory 
group. This implies that the soul makes the body 
vulnerable through the transformational capacity 
that it confers (Vilaça 2002, 2005). Predation di-
rected at the soul can transform humans into non-
humans. Transformation of the body is activated 
through the soul; however, it is mediated through 
the behavior of the body. For example, various au-
thors agree that taking on the dietary practices of 
an alter-being can lead to one becoming that type 
of being.8 Taking on the behavioral characteristics 
of alter-beings implies commensality with those be-
ings. It ultimately results in a human being becom-
ing consubstantial in body with nonhumans. The 
soul is what is represented as allowing for this trans-
formation into another.

Conclusion

Consensus seems to be lacking on questions con-
cerning the relationship between body and soul in 

 7 This notion is also found in Lima’s (1999) writing.
 8 Fausto (2007); Rivière (1994:  257 f.); Vilaça (2002); Willer-

slev (2004:  630).
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Amazonian cosmologies. For example, disagree-
ment exists as to whether the transformation of a be-
ing into another type of being involves the migration 
of a soul across bodies, which might imply a dual-
ity of body and soul, or whether it is only the trans-
formation of one type of body into another type, 
which might imply that the soul is a capacity of the 
body. Disagreement also exists even among those 
who argue for a non-dualistic relationship between 
body and soul. Viveiros de Castro (1998:  481) pre-
sents one method of disrupting the duality by con-
ceptualizing the soul as a type of body and the body 
as a type of soul. Vilaça and Fausto present another 
method by representing the soul as a capacity of the 
body. Lima complicates the duality entirely by repo-
sitioning it in terms of Dream and Life. Each writer 
seems to have his own somewhat specialized us-
age for the terms. Rival (2005:  302) writes that our 
“knowledge of bodies, souls and spirits in Amazo-
nia is incipient.” However, this literature is rapidly 
growing atop concepts of soul and body that remain 
remarkably imprecise.

Differences in the representations of soul and 
body could be attributed to the different ethno-
graphic contexts that inform the texts in the liter-
ature. However, there is a potential problem here 
because there is considerable divergence in the liter-
ature over whether the representations are intended 
as particular to one society, to a regional set of soci-
eties, or to all human societies.9 Both Rivière (1974) 
and Viveiros de Castro (1998) make what appear to 
be universal, yet mutually exclusive, claims regard-
ing the relationship between bodies and souls. These 
claims are rooted in analyses of individual societies, 
but they are presented as applicable representations 
beyond the boundaries of these societies. Fausto’s 
(2007:  498, 500) generalizations are mostly limit-
ed to Amerindian societies (Whitaker n. d.: 6). The 
claims of other writers are mostly somewhere be-
tween particularism and regionalism. The literature 
at present tends to possess an ambiguity regarding 
exactly what scope of applicability is being claimed 
for the representations that are produced.

Four modes in which the terms soul and body 
are represented have been analyzed in order to iden-

 9 In her acerbic critique of the perspectivist paradigm, Ramos 
(2012:  481) writes that “[t]he [perspectivist] model’s gener-
ality has resulted in a remarkable similarity of ethnographic 
interpretations, giving the false impression that the Amazon 
is a homogeneous culture area.” Ramos (2002) decries the 
generalization that she sees in the perspectivist literature. Ra-
mos (2012) also has criticized the use of the term “cosmolo-
gies” to describe indigenous systems of knowledge because 
she claims that they suggest a qualitative difference between 
Western knowledge and non-knowledge.

tify and clarify some of the ways that these terms 
are used in the anthropological literature on Ama-
zonian cosmologies. I have identified a considerable 
amount of variation and ambiguity within this lit-
erature. Such variation arises, in part, out of differ-
ences in the societies from which the ethnographic 
data is drawn. However, it also arises from varying 
scopes of applicability and from highly divergent 
uses of the key concepts, i.e., body and soul, into 
which Amazonian terms are ethnographically trans-
lated.10 I do not mean to imply that the four modes 
that are discussed represent the totality of the ap-
proaches taken in the literature. Nor do I mean to 
imply that these are hard and determined positions 
that are the mutual reserve of one or more authors. 
However, the current state of the literature evinc-
es an identifiable set of interrelated though distinct 
modes of representing the Amazonian soul that use 
the same terms in very different ways.

The lack of a clear and shared set of definitions 
for terms like body and soul leads to great ambigu-
ity in this literature. A lack of definitional clarity is 
somewhat unavoidable because such terms do not 
translate well into many Amazonian languages and 
cosmologies. However, too much individual nuance 
in usage makes ethnological comparison very diffi-
cult and hinders the comparative purpose of using 
shared terminology. It may be the case that by us-
ing such terms we necessarily introduce too much 
Western conceptual baggage into our ethnograph-
ic texts. Rivière (1997:  139 f.) has written that the 
soul is “a complex concept which defies definition 
even within the English-speaking world.” However, 
such terms can be invaluable for expressing com-
plex cultural concepts that are otherwise difficult to 
express in Western formats of text. The need is for a 
greater clarification of what these terms mean with-
in specific texts, what they mean within a compara-
tive framework, and how far these meanings can be 
extended into societies other than those from which 
they are derived. Without considerable effort to clar-
ify the meaning of, as well as the relationship be-
tween, the terms body and soul, these terms may 
be limited in their use as analytical tools for under-
standing Amazonian cosmologies.

10 In some Amazonian languages there is not only no exact 
translation of the term soul but also no clearly equivalent 
concept (Fausto 2012:  211–213). The Parakanã have ideas re-
garding impregnation and posthumous being that somewhat 
resemble the concept of “soul” – but the translation is very 
inexact (Fausto 2012:  211–213; Whitaker 2012:  71 f.).
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Social Welfare Functions  
of the Shrine of Bari Imam

How the Shrine Nationalization Policy 
Backfired

M. Azam Chaudhary

Introduction

This article will discuss the state occupation of 
shrines in Pakistan, the special focus being its im-
pact upon the pilgrims in the light of the saints’ re-
ligious thought. The shrine of Bari Imam has been 
selected as a case study. In a nutshell, my argument 
views the changes at the shrine after state control 
as working against Bari Imam’s original thoughts 
and as adversely affecting his “clients,” especially 
those who belong to minority and marginal groups. 
I further argue that in fact, if not in pronouncement, 
the very concept of nationalization (constructing 
mosques, building schools, libraries, or research 
centers at the shrine compounds) had targeted the 
educated urban middle class population and not 
the poor, the illiterate rural people and particularly 
not those belonging to the marginal and minority 
groups (prostitutes, transvestites, malangs etc., or 
even women in general). These poorest of the poor 
had been the “real” clients of many shrines, such as 
those of Bulleh Shah, Shah Hussain, Lal Shahbaz, 
and of course the shrine of Bari Imam, all of which 
were taken into state custody. I would like to go a 
step further and argue that the way “formal Islam” is 
propagated and interpreted by the state and reflected 
in its shrine reforms leaves little space and relevance 
for the above mentioned marginal groups. In many 
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